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“I think we all suffer from acute blindness at 
times. Life is a constant journey of trying
to open your eyes. I’m just beginning my journey, 
and my eyes aren’t fully open yet.”
                                                 --Olivia Thirlby
 
 



 
              
 
 
              There’s something soothing about the sound of a mockingbird. Soft, sweet, melodic, it never asks for anything, never offers more than it can give. Just the early morning announcement that a new day is at hand, the sun is shining.
              It is the first sound Ruby Sewell hears most mornings, especially now, on the backside of a Virginia summer. One day after another of warmth and humidity, an oppressive heat that envelopes everything. Air so wet and heavy that the trained ear can even hear it weighing down the voice of a bird perched right outside the window.
              “That hot already?” Ruby asks before even opening her eyes, pushing out a groan and rolling over onto her back. The cotton sheets, already wet with perspiration, offer no resistance against her slight frame as she goes, her body coming to a stop less than a foot from the window sill.
              Most people want to believe that when someone loses one of their senses the others become heightened, that the body develops superpowers to compensate for the loss. 
              It’s a line Ruby has heard many times before. Every time she does, she smiles politely, knowing that the offering comes with good intentions. She nods her head, tells them she hasn’t much thought about it, and goes on about her business.
              Deep down, she knows it’s nothing but hogwash, an attempt by others to make themselves feel better about her plight. The loss of a sense doesn’t magically heighten the others, it just makes an individual pay more attention. What was once taken for granted becomes examined, even cherished.
              Like the sound of a mockingbird arriving to say hello each morning. 
              “I’m going to need a lot more than that from you out there today Mr. Mockingbird,” Ruby says, opening her eyes for the first time. They are large and chestnut brown, beautiful to look at, but useless to look through.
              There is no light behind them, no flashes of recognition dancing across their pupils. Instead they are mere pools of color, mirrored oases that reflect but never absorb.
              To Ruby, the world is just as dark as it was before her eyelids fluttered open. 
              She is long since past noticing.
              “Today is going to be a big day.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
              The wooden screen door of the farmhouse swings open, the rusted hinges whining in opposition as they extend to the furthest reaches of their capacity. It stays there for a full moment, suspended in space, before the form of Cole Dixon passes through. He slaps a calloused hand at it as he goes, his leathered fingers hitting the faded pine and pushing it back to where it began.
              It slams home with a clatter that Cole barely hears, already halfway across the yard, lunch sack in hand, cigarette dangling from his lips. 
              The brown grass of the front yard crunches beneath his work boots as he walks in purposeful strides, his gaze aimed down, a scowl on his face. He is dressed for another day of manual labor, paint-stained jeans and a t-shirt with the sleeves removed. His hair, tussled into a misshapen mop on his head, makes obvious the fact that he is only a few minutes removed from bed.
              The sun sits an inch or two above the horizon, but already its affects can be seen splashed across Cole’s skin. A thin sheen of sweat stains his dark tanned body, rivulets running down his forehead and dripping from his nose.
              It is August in Virginia, an inescapable punishment leveled without trial on all who reside there.
              Cole crosses the yard without looking up, knowing that the same faded Ford Ranger will be sitting by the mailbox, just as it is every morning. Even without realizing it, he can hear the graveled whine of its engine, smell the sulfuric exhaust pouring from its tailpipe.
              “Well if it ain’t my old buddy Superstar,” Billy Sweeny says from behind the wheel. It is the closest thing the two ever come to saying hello, the same greeting employed each morning for the last three months.
              Cole ignores the statement, dropping his lunch sack into the bed of the truck, nestling it between a rusted out shovel and a dilapidated box of nails with the cardboard fraying at the edges. He doesn’t bother to push anything in tight to ensure it stays in place. 
              They’ve made the drive enough times by now to know it isn’t going anywhere.
              The passenger side door screeches as Cole jerks it open, the angered squeal of metal-to-metal friction. He drops his frame down into the bucket seat, the springs wheezing beneath him.
              “When the hell are you going to quit calling me that?” Cole asks, agitation on his face, in his voice. The truck is filled with old food wrappers, reeks of sweat and cigarette smoke, but that isn’t what draws his ire. “I haven’t played ball in five years now.” 
              Sweeny twists his reptilian face towards Cole, his crooked features bent into a smile. Yellow teeth peek out in a twisted row, his face pockmarked with acne.
              “Don’t give me that. Montana hasn’t played ball in twenty years, but he’ll always be a superstar.”
              “Yeah, well, I was never no damn Joe Montana,” Cole responds, pulling the cigarette stub from his lips. He grinds the end of it against the door and tosses it away, the small white projectile disappearing into the wind behind them.
              The metal is scalding hot as Cole rests his elbow on the edge of the window, leaning his body towards the breeze flowing in. It just manages to push around the foul smell inside the cab, but does nothing to alleviate the heat.
              “Where we at today anyway?”
              “You’re gonna love this,” Sweeny replies, one hand draped atop the steering wheel, the other holding a clear plastic bottle to his lips. He spits a stream of dark brown juice into it, adding to the viscous liquid already filling it half way. “Old man Riley hit me up this morning, said the fairgrounds called. Have a couple of roofs out there for us to tar.”
              The words manage to do the seemingly impossible, deepening the scowl on Cole’s face. 
The truck rolls into the edge of town, a weathered wooden sign with yellow letters welcoming them to Petersburg, Virginia, population 32,291. The sign slides by behind them as Cole’s gaze shifts upward, focusing in on the automated board above the Petersburg Valley Bank. 
It announces that the current time is 7:45am, the outside temperature ninety-five degrees. 
              The math isn’t hard to do. By three o’clock, the fairground roofs will be a degree or two hotter than hell itself.
              “You’ve got to be shitting me,” Cole mumbles, running a hand across his sweaty brow and throwing the droplets out onto the passing pavement.
              A sharp slap of Billy’s hand smacks against Cole’s skin, leaving the outline of four dirty fingers behind.
              “Cheer up big boy. We love this shit, remember?” 
              Cole doesn’t bother to respond, to the comment or the slap.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
              The kitchen of the Sewell home is clean, but sparse. The floor is solid wood, the boards laid almost half a century before, some of the seams starting to widen into gaps. A breakfast bar extends out from the side wall, dividing the room in two. Behind it are the sink and overhead cabinets, a butcher block table arranged in the corner. A single window sits above the sink, plenty of midday sun streaming into the room.
              Every single object, from the curtains to the countertops, is clean. Nothing is out of place.
              On the opposite side of the bar a solid, sturdy table fills the bulk of the open space. A pair of matching straight back chairs are arranged on either side of it, all three the same natural wood they were when Ruby’s grandfather first made them thirty years before.
              Bookcases line the walls to the back and side of the table, all of them covered with awards and achievements, newspaper clippings and photographs. 
The subject of every last one of them is Ruby. 
              A science fair trophy, a 4-H ribbon, photographs of her giving the valedictorian speech at graduation just a few months before. A newspaper article about the clothing drive she organized the previous winter, a certificate for finishing elementary school without ever missing a single day, the team photo from the only season of soccer she ever played.
              The collection is expansive and far-ranging, not a single bit of free space to be found on any of the shelves.
              The clock on the wall says it is just shy of noon as Ruby leans against the bar, an old rotary phone sitting before her. She is dressed in a cotton dress with her hair pulled back tight into a ponytail, a matching ribbon holding it in place. The outfit is neat and pressed, if not a size too large for her thin frame. 
              Her smooth caramel skin is bathed in sweat, the sunlight glistening off of her. 
In her hands is a faded envelope made out to an address in Eureka, California. The words scrawled across it are written in the looping hand of a woman, the penciled letters faded with time. 
Not that it matters, every single character has long since been committed to memory. 
Ruby turns it over time and time again in her hands, chewing at her bottom lip, debating what to do.
“It’s time,” she whispers, dropping the envelope onto the bar and pulling the phone closer. She takes a moment to position her fingers, making sure they are aligned in the proper slots, before beginning to dial.
The pace of her heartbeat rises, the increased blood flow bringing more perspiration to the surface. She can feel the heat flushing her cheeks and forehead, her breath faster than usual.
She doesn’t bother to consult anything for the number, knowing it by heart. The line rings three times before a harried voice answers.
              “Petersburg Ledger.”
              In just two words the woman manages to relay not just where she works, but that she is tired and bored with it. Ruby can almost hear her sighing on the other end of the line. 
              She knows the feeling.
              “Good morning, may I speak to the Classified Ads department please?”
              The woman transfers the call without saying a word, the grating sound of too-loud elevator music filling Ruby’s ear. She winces and pulls back the phone a few inches, counting off seconds until the ballroom jazz rendition of “It Had To Be You” mercifully ends.
              Once it does, the same band threatens to begin anew before a thick, gruff voice comes onto the line. 
              “Classifieds.”
              The single word comes out so sharp, it sounds like a bark.              
              “Um, yea, yes,” Ruby stammers, blinking in rapid succession to regain her bearings. “Good morning. I would like to place an ad to run as soon as possible please.”
              The sound of shuffling papers, followed by the loud clatter of beefy digits hitting a keyboard, finds Ruby’s ear. “No chance at today, sweetheart. Tomorrow don’t look good either.”
              The brusque nature of his hello has faded. He now sounds just as bored as the woman before him, another underpaid employee in a dying industry.
              “The day after tomorrow will be fine, thank you,” Ruby says. For the first time she notices her eyes are closed, her entire body clenched in anticipation of what she is doing. Feeling foolish she releases the tension, her shoulders sagging, her eyelids rising.
              Just like this morning, every morning, there is no change in what she sees.
              “Suit yourself,” the man says, Ruby able to visualize his shoulders lifting and falling in a bored shrug. “Buying or selling?”
              Ruby shakes her head from side to side. “Help Wanted, please.”
              “Alright, Help Wanted,” the man intones back, more sounds of keys clattering audible over the phone. “Ready when you are.”
              One more deep breath. 
Again Ruby’s eyes close, her body’s natural reflex as she searches her memory, careful to get the words just right.
              “Wanted: A driver for a cross-country excursion. Car provided, expenses paid for. Must have a clean driving record and references. Trip to commence as soon as possible. Please contact 804-555-0854 if interested.”
              The air seems to suck out of the room as the keyboard goes quiet, not a single sound heard over the line. The silence lasts almost a full minute, forcing Ruby’s eyes open, a look of concern on her face.
              “Um, hello?” she asks, pulling the receiver away from her cheek, feeling a droplet of sweat fall down onto her forearm.
              “Miss, are you sure...?” the man asks, concern apparent in his voice.
              The insinuation is obvious, but Ruby doesn’t take the bait. She pauses just long enough to make sure any frustration is clear from her voice before pushing on, ignoring the half-asked question.
              “Oh, and add ‘Ask for Ruby,’ if you’d please.”  
              The line is quiet for another moment before the man sighs again, his fingers starting to do their job once more.
              “Thank you,” Ruby says and drops the receiver back into place, ending the call before the man has a chance to question her again.
              She remains in place at the bar, soaking in the silence of the room, as a broad smile grows across her face. After several moments, the joy of the moment becomes too much for her face to contain, spilling into her limbs, her hands slapping at the polished countertop beneath her.
              A small squeal slides from her lips, echoing through the empty house.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
              The bucket rotates as it descends through the air, spinning in a clockwise direction, its sides stained with tar. The handle is extended up from the sides, a frayed piece of white rope tied into a hasty knot around it. A series of handles rise in a tangled mess up over the brim, all spotted black with tar.
              It drops downward in a steady pace, covering almost twenty feet before Cole’s dirty, blackened hands snatch it from the air. He holds it at shoulder height just long enough to untie the rope and tug on it twice before lowering the bucket to the ground and rifling through the objects inside.
              Above him, the rope goes back in the direction it came, already in search of its next load.
              Sweat continues to drip from every pore in Cole’s body as he works, drawing out moisture he no longer has to spare. His jeans are soaked through, his shirt long ago discarded. His entire upper body gleams in the afternoon sun, his skin a dark russet brown.
              Cole’s face is drawn tight as he works, no longer the open scowl he wore that morning, but not far off.
              His work is interrupted by a truck door slamming shut behind him. The sound draws Cole’s attention away from the task at hand, his head rotating at the neck to see the familiar Chevy Silverado of his boss, Wendell Riley.
              It doesn’t take a genius to know this isn’t going to end well. 
Riley isn’t exactly a hands-on leader under the best of circumstances. The fairgrounds on a one hundred degree day are far from that.
              “Afternoon Cole,” Riley says as he approaches, raising a hand to the brim of the snow white Stetson he is never without. 
              Why a man that has never been west of Tennessee insists on wearing a cowboy hat every day is something Cole has long since stopped trying to figure out.
              “Boss,” Cole says, his hands hanging empty by his side, an out-with-it-already look on his face.
              Riley is slow to approach, his prodigious stomach lending itself to a stiff-legged gait. A snow white circle beard encases his mouth, matching the hair poking out from the bottom of his hat.
              “How did it go up there today?” Riley asks, stopping several feet away and hooking his thumbs into the front of his jeans. An uneasy look is splashed across his face, it already obvious that he is there to deliver bad news. 
              Still, for whatever reason, he insists on going through the charade of making small talk.
              The move only serves to anger Cole, who draws his mouth tight, forcing his hands not to form themselves up into balls. Instead he stands and stares at the man across from him, fighting a losing battle to keep his face impassive.
              “Hot. Tar spread like water.”
               Riley picks up on the tone in Cole’s voice, relaying what the actual words don’t. Reflex forces him to take a step backwards, shifting his gaze to the ground, kicking at a lose stone with the toe of his boot.
              “Yeah, I imagine it did. Ground temperature got up to one hundred and two, don’t even want to think about what it was up there.”
              “Hot,” Cole repeats, his voice bearing an edge so sharp it could cut. Veins have started to bulge in his forearms, along the backs of his hands, the body’s natural reaction to a rise in blood pressure.
              “Listen, Cole, there’s no easy way to say this...” Riley manages to push out before pausing and raising his gaze. He waits there for several long moments, almost as if asking, begging, for Cole to pick up on where this is going and let him off the hook.
              Cole knows where it is going, but there’s no way in hell Riley’s getting away without saying the words.
              Behind them another bucket goes to the ground, landing against the rocky soil with a clatter. Cole ignores it as excess rope coils sin the dirt, keeping his focus aimed at the man across from him.
              Riley forces a half smile before looking back at the ground, a sigh sliding from his mouth. “I mean, you and Billy have been my best crew this summer, by far.”
              The last words feel forced, lingering in the air to make sure both sides know it was a half-hearted attempt to make the moment easier.
              “But with the season coming to an end and all, I just don’t have the work to keep four outfits busy. You boys were the last crew to hire on. You know how these things go. Last one in, first one out.”
              There is not a single outward sign from Cole as he stares at Riley. His chest rises and falls with each breath, wide trickles of sweat striping his skin. There are a hundred things forcing their way to the front of his mind that he would like to say, but he holds off.
              Part of him knows it wouldn’t change a thing. The other part can hear Billy descending the ladder behind him. 
              Billy is much better equipped to make a scene than he ever was.
              The look of dread increases on Riley’s face as the sound of the rickety metal ladder squeaking beneath Billy’s weight gives way to the crunching of gravel underfoot. Cole waits as he hears his friend draw near, the steps growing closer behind him.
              Billy’s voice arrives a moment before he does.
              “What’s going on?”
              Cole glances over and can tell by the leer on Billy’s face that he too already suspects what’s at hand.
              “Well, see,” Riley begins, removing the Stetson from his head and holding it in his hand, “I was just telling Cole here—“
              Cole cuts him off before he manages another word.
              “We’re out.”
              Not the most eloquent words Cole could use, nowhere near as strong as he wants to even. It is taking everything he has to keep his venom inside though, and he knows that if he cracks the gate even a little, it will all come spilling out.
              “We’re out?” Billy asks, turning the same two word statement into a question.
              “We’re out,” Cole says again, shifting his gaze back to the old man across from them. He can see Billy’s jaw drop open in his periphery, but keeps a stony glare aimed at Riley.
              “You shitting me?”
              Cole doesn’t bother to respond, a mere twist of the head sufficing.
              Riley holds out a hand and waves it, the move looking practiced and pathetic. “Oh now, it’s not like that.”
              The countdown in Cole’s head starts at ten. One by one he works his way down, pausing for just a second between each. He makes it to seven before Billy explodes, letting loose the reaction Cole knew he would.
              “Son of a bitch!” Billy yells so loud it draws the attention of the maintenance staff on the other end of the grounds, their heads all turning in unison. “You have got to be shitting me!”
              In one fluid motion Billy steps forward and swings his leg into the nearest bucket, sending it toppling end over end across the ground. From it spews a torrent of brushes and rollers, all of them caked with sticky black tar, flying in various directions.
              The bucket hasn’t even stopped rolling as Billy finds another, smashing it against the side of the building, the white plastic shattering into a thousand pieces.
              “You can clean the rest of this shit up yourself then,” Billy says, knocking the ladder over, the metal smacking the ground with a mighty clatter.
              Cole watches as Riley stands stone still, his jaw frozen open, fear splashed across his face. Neither one of them moves as Billy kicks over the last of the buckets and starts for the truck, muttering under his breath as he goes.
              “Come on Cole, let’s get the hell out of here,” Billy says, covering the ground to his truck in exaggerated, angry steps. Halfway there he stops and turns around, his body quivering with animosity. 
“And another thing, asshole! Thanks a hell of a lot for sending us up on a damn roof, knowing you were about to shit can us, on the hottest day of the year!”
              Billy draws out some words more than he should, puts the emphasis on some where he shouldn’t, but his point is made. Cole stands in place for a full moment, watching as Riley stares at the ground, looking like he might cry. 
The stare might not make a scene like Billy’s outburst, but the point is made just the same.
              Only after a full minute does he pick up his shirt from the dust and tuck it into the waist of his jeans. He lets his gaze linger as he ambles by, the scowl he’d worn that morning now back in place.
Riley doesn’t say a single word, doesn’t even look at him, as he goes.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
What a difference six hours can make.
The kitchen that was before silent and empty is now alive with activity. At the sink is Ruby, washing vegetables she picked that afternoon from the garden. One by one she takes up the green beans and carrots, running them under the cool water, her expert fingers detecting any traces of dirt left on their surface and scrubbing it away.
Her grandmother Esther stands at the counter with her back to Ruby, still dressed in a starched white nurse’s uniform after a long day at work. She is well on the north side of sixty, though could pass for ten years younger without trying, twenty years younger with a few less grey hairs on her head. 
Despite the generation gap between them, the resemblance is striking. Both have the same dark, smooth skin tone, the same high cheekbones. 
The only noticeable difference is in the eyes, Esther’s warm and alive, always moving, taking in everything around her.
“Richard Marks asked after you today,” Esther begins, nudging the statement out without the slightest trace of hostility. Her expression never changes as she does so, her movements refusing to slow as she slices a loaf of bread for them.
Ruby, rummaging her dripping hands through the basket beside her, fishing for the last of the vegetables, rolls her eyes. It is not the first time they’ve had this discussion.
She can only hope it will be the last.
“Oh yea? And how is Mr. Marks?”
The sound of Esther’s knife hitting the cutting board rings through the kitchen, audible even above the running water in the sink. “Doctor Marks is good. Says he hasn’t seen you in awhile.”
“That’s not true, we spoke at church just last Sunday.”
Esther shakes her head, a touch of exasperation present on her face. Just like her granddaughter, she knows this is a discussion they’ve had before.
And just like her granddaughter, it’s one she would rather avoid having again.
“That’s not what I meant Ruby, and you know it.”
The last spot of mud rinses free from the carrot in Ruby’s hand. She adds it to the stack of produce piled high beside her and shuts off the water, flinging water droplets from her fingers onto the stainless steel below.
“Memaw, we’ve been through this. Do I need to remind you about our agreement?”
Esther stops and lays her knife down on the cutting board. She presses her left palm into the countertop and leans against it, her right going to her temple, massaging it in long even circles. 
The agreement. 
Esther wishes with every fiber of her being that she’d never gone along with it, but at the time it didn’t seem like an eventuality she would ever have to worry about. Now, it is more like a thorn in her side that refuses to go away.
And the reason it refuses to go was because Ruby wouldn’t let it.
Esther piles the sliced bread onto a plate and carries it to the table, a modest spread already laid out. 
A plate with two pieces of chicken sits in the center, a smaller plate of cheese to the side. She adds her own offering to the collection, the only thing missing the vegetables Ruby is still working on.
“I also spoke to Gerald Withers this afternoon.”
“Who?” Ruby asks without turning. There is no anger in her voice, no trace of mistrust in her tone.
“Editor of the Petersburg Ledger.”
This statement gives Ruby pause, her hands coming to a complete stop for a moment before resuming their activities, drying the last of the vegetables and arranging them on a plate. “Oh?”
It is all the explanation Esther needed.
“He called me at the hospital and said that a young lady placed a very peculiar classified this morning. Even gave this phone number and stated to ask for Ruby.”
Esther pauses to allow for an explanation, but when none comes she presses on. “You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you?”
The plate of vegetables feels heavy in Ruby’s hands as she lifts it from the counter and turns. Years of practice lead her around the bar without the slightest hesitation and take her to the table, where she places it down alongside the rest of the meal.
“I would.”
“Were you planning on telling me?”
Across from each other the two Sewell women take their seats. Esther’s gaze is so strong Ruby can feel it on her skin, but she makes no attempt to match it, knowing full well it won’t do any good if she does.
“I was.”
“Oh yeah? When?” Esther asks, cocking an eyebrow.
“Once I’d found somebody.”
The words bring a flush of emotion to Esther’s face so strong she twists her head to the side, pressing her eyes and mouth closed, keeping them that way for several moments. A loud puff of air escapes through her nostrils, letting Ruby feel her frustration without a word passing between them.
“Ruby, dear, what is this all about?”
              Ruby doesn’t respond, instead reaching into the center of the table. She extracts one piece of chicken and deposits it on her grandmother’s plate, pulls the tongs back and places the second piece on her own.
              “You know if you want to take a trip, I’ll drive you.”
              “How?” Ruby responds, her voice conversational, light, her face aimed down at the table as she continues distributing food. “How can you drive me? You’ve already used every bit of your vacation time and most of your savings on account of me.”
              “Then I’ll use the rest!” Esther says, smacking a hand down on the table. Silverware rises and falls with a clatter, plates shifting atop the hardwood.
              The sudden outburst surprises them both. 
              Esther pulls her hand back, ashamed, and folds it into her lap. Ruby stops doling out their dinner, retreating back to her side of the table.
              “I’m sorry,” Esther whispers.
              “And I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about the ad,” Ruby says, her voice now low to match her grandmother’s. “This is just something I want to do.”
              Bits of moisture pool at the underside of Esther’s eyes, threatening to streak south, just managing to remain in place. “But sweetheart, do you realize how hard a trip like that is? Especially for someone in your condition?”
              Ruby raises her gaze to face Esther, her expression earnest. “Which is why it has to happen now, before it gets any worse.”
              Worry lines deepen on either side of Esther’s mouth. “But what if something happens? While you’re on the road, thousands of miles from me and Dr. Marks and all the people that look after you?”
              “Nothing’s going to happen,” Ruby replies. “My leg is getting stronger, you yourself have commented on how my appetite has come back.”
              “It’s just, what if—“
              “I never get another chance?”
              The words cut through the air, dropping Esther’s jaw open, pulling the tears down her face. She stares in astonishment at Ruby for several moments, unable to speak.
              Ruby can feel her gaze on her, sense the look of wonder coming across the table. She reaches one hand across, snaking a path between the plates, letting it rest just inches from her grandmother.
              “I’m sorry Memaw. I know you don’t like to talk about it, but what if this really is the last shot I get? I love you and I love this house, but there are other places to see while I still have the chance.”
              Esther reaches out and takes the hand, squeezing it tight. She shakes her head as a pair of fresh tears slide down her cheeks.
              “It’s just, you’ve waited nineteen years and now, all of a sudden, you want to see the country?”
              Ruby shakes her head, a morose look on her face. “Not want to, have to. If I wait twenty, it might be too late.”
               Esther’s eyes slide shut as she lifts her face towards the ceiling. “I just...what if something happens and I’m not there?”
              Ruby squeezes her grandmother’s hand tight, so tight that the knuckles strain against her skin.
              “Tell you what. Let’s wait and see if anybody responds. If they don’t, we’ll know it wasn’t meant to be and I won’t bring it up again.
              “If they do, we can talk about it then.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
              The sign on the door says the place is called One-Eyed Jack’s. 
              The letters are written in basic red block, arranged above and below the profile image found on the Jack of Spades. A trio of holes dot the sign, their origin a subject of widespread speculation over the years. 
              At the moment, the two most popular opinions are a shootout dating back to the Prohibition Era and a pissed-off ex-wife.
              Cole could care less where the holes came from, or even if the place has a sign. All that matters to him are the wings are spicy and the beer cold, bonus points if a ballgame worth watching is on television.
              The place is half-full, a pretty good showing for the middle of the week. The crowd is mostly regulars, people wearing jeans and flannel, boots and wife beaters. Some recognize Cole at his seat in the corner and nod on their way to the bathroom. Others seem angry at the world and ignore everybody as they stomp around.
              Finding himself newly unemployed, Cole would prefer to be among the latter, but allows himself to be pulled into the former when it’s required.
              Despite all the shit the day held, Jack’s has at least come through on the two major requirements for the evening. A basket of Three Mile Island wings sits in front of Cole, surrounded by a small village of empty beer bottles. Most of them aren’t his, damn near all in fact, but they give considerable aid in warning people off that might stop to talk.
              The place has even managed a bonus point for a preseason NFL game on the screen overhead.
              The usual cacophony of tavern sounds fill the air. 
A jukebox in the corner playing classic rock hits. Boots stomping against wooden floorboards. Good old boys laughing at the bar.
              From where he sits, Cole can see all this going on, but can’t hear anything over the game of pool being played beside him. Every so often he glances over to see Billy on one side, cue in hand, a sneer on his face. 
On the other are two guys, both a few years younger. Cole studies the pair for a moment, from their close-cropped hair to their matching heights, deducing they must be related. He can’t be certain, deciding at a glance that he’s never seen either one before.
              That’s not surprising though. He’s never seen a single black person in Jack’s.
              “Yessiree, now if you’d have wanted to shoot hoops or run a foot race or something, I’d have said no,” Billy says aloud, his voice growing in bravado with every ball he sinks, every beer he downs. “There’s no way somebody like me would stand a chance.”
              The seven ball falls as Billy circles the table.
              “But since you came in here looking to shoot some stick, well then, ol’ William T. Sweeny here is happy to oblige. Ain’t that right, Superstar?”
              Cole makes no effort to hide the grimace on his face, not wanting to be drawn into the pissing match playing out a few feet away. He makes even less effort to respond, knowing full well all three are staring right at him.
              “This guy talks a lot of shit, don’t he?” the young pool player says to his friend. The voice is deeper than expected, the tone a touch sharp.
              Without even realizing it, Cole sits a little higher in his chair. He feels his nerves start to tingle, but is careful not to let it show.
              “Yeah, he sure does,” the friend agrees. Same deep voice, same harsh tone.
              Cole allows himself another quick glance over to Billy, who seems unaware of anything going on around him. Instead, he walks to the far side of the table and sinks another ball, punctuating the act by pounding the butt of his cue into the floor between his feet.
              “Yeah, well, you guys are really shitty at pool, so I guess we’ve all got our problems don’t we?”
              He says it with a nod, a mocking look straight at his opponent.
The remark finds its target.
              “Just shut the hell up and play,” Pool Player snaps, his tone loud enough to draw over a few stares.
              In his seat, Cole drops both feet to the floor and leans forward onto his elbows, taking inventory of his surroundings. This wouldn’t be the first time Billy’s mouth has gotten him in trouble playing pool.
              The cocky sneer slides from Billy’s face as he walks around the table, replaced by a cold glare. He keeps the look on his face, his gaze never peeling away from the pair as he leans over and sinks the eight ball.
              “Game. Now you shut the hell up and pay.”
              The pair exchange a glance, each leaning against pool cues. Even from Cole’s seat in the corner, the implication is quite clear. His middle finger starts to tap on the table in front of him, his entire body coiled and ready to move.
              Still, he keeps his attention up at the screen.
              “And if we don’t?” the friend asks.
              Time seems to slow down as Billy pushes himself up from the pool table, rising to full height. He keeps the cue in both hands, allowing it to rest across his torso, his intentions just as clear.
              “Or I make you.”
              The two sides stand across from each other for several long moments. Cole again gives another sideways glance, seeing his friend on one side, the two young men on the other, malevolence on all three faces.
              There’s no way this doesn’t end badly.
              Pool Player is the first to make a move, going for a straight-on attack. Billy, seasoned from years of bar fights, steps in and snaps the ass-end of the cue into his attacker’s face, connecting flush against his chin. He twists and draws the stick back for a second shot, but is interrupted by a sharp right hook to the jaw. 
              Cole is out of the booth in a flash, grabbing up a beer bottle by the neck and smashing it into the friend’s head. The glass shatters on impact, sending shards flying in every direction as its target falls to a knee. 
              Cole doesn’t wait for him to finish dropping before driving an overhand right into his nose, the young man crumpling to the floor. He manages to raise a hand to his face, covering his nose, as tendrils of dark red blood leak through his fingers.
              Streaks of crimson drip from his knuckles, leaving scattered droplets across the floor.
              Cole pauses just long enough to make sure the guy isn’t rising before he shifts to find Billy. He turns to see he has regained his bearings and is standing over Pool Player, swinging his cue like an oversized hammer. Each shot lands square against his opponent’s back, driving him towards the ground.
              With each swing, the venom within Billy grows stronger. It starts as low grunts and rises into mutterings, punctuated by the sound of wood cracking. After a few shots, his voice rises into vehement shouts, a stream of obscenities rolling from him with every vicious blow.
              “Is this what you do? Come into a place, run your mouth, try to stiff somebody that beat you fair and square?!”
              This isn’t the first time Cole has seen this scenario play out either. He knows if he doesn’t get Billy out of there, this is going to get ugly.
              Jail time ugly.
              Bouncing on the balls of his feet, Cole times his lunge between shots and steps in behind Billy, wrapping both arms around his waist. He tugs him backwards, trying to pull him out of reach of Pool Player.
              Despite having a few inches and a dozen pounds advantage, Billy won’t be budged. 
              “Billy, that’s it, he’s done,” Cole grunts, lifting his friend from the ground, trying to break the psychotic trance he’s under.
              Billy doesn’t even realize it is Cole grabbing him. He wrestles himself back towards his target, whistling an elbow past Cole’s ear. Once he is free, he raises the cue over his head and goes back for more.
              “I tell you who’s had enough! Me! Of people coming in here and pulling this shit!”
              The end of the pool cue travels in a complete one-hundred-and-eighty degree arc, Cole’s gaze tracking it the entire way. It starts far back behind Billy’s head and plummets downward, gaining momentum before smashing into Pool Player’s face, the wooden handle lining up square against his jawbone.
              The cue and the bone both break on contact.
              The tensile strength of the wood finally gives out, exploding into a thousand splintered fragments. A plume of bloody spittle hits the floor as Pool Player goes down, his entire body limp. 
              Cole knows before the young man makes it to the floor that this is bad. He can sense the crowd pushing in behind them, a whole room of eyewitnesses that saw everything.
              The first to arrive is Jethro, the old man behind the bar for the last twenty years, who is careful to stay well beyond arm’s reach as he looks from the inert body on the floor to Billy. There is no mistaking the look of shock on his face. 
              “Jesus, Billy...”
              Cole glances to Jethro, the same thought in his own mind.
              “My God, is he dead?” a young woman whispers somewhere behind Cole. He’s never heard the voice before, but doesn’t bother to turn around and see who it belongs to.
              “He damn sure ain’t moving,” a man responds.
              Cole doesn’t turn around to see who the man is either. At this point, it doesn’t even matter. There’s no hiding what just happened.
              Jethro works his jaw up and down, trying to force out the words on everybody’s mind. “Did you kill him?”
              For the first time since the fight began, Billy seems to gain some understanding of his surroundings. He blinks himself out of the fog and looks at the splintered nub of a pool cue in his hand, tossing it to the ground. He runs the back of his fist across his mouth and looks at the thin line of blood on it before raising his eyes to Jethro.
              “Hell no he ain’t dead. They don’t die that easy.”
              “I don’t know, look at all that blood,” the young woman behind them persists. Cole can tell from the crack in her voice she’s not more than a minute or two from hysterics. “Somebody better call an ambulance.”
              “And the cops,” the same male voice adds.
              “I already did,” Jethro says. “They’re on the way.”
              The comment turns Billy’s face from disgusted to flat-out pissed, his features contorting into a mask of rage. He turns to face the room, hostility roiling through him.
              Cole can tell he’s not far from challenging the whole damn place.
              “Now why the hell would you do that?” Billy snaps, spewing saliva down his chin. “We’ve been coming here for years, and you’re going to sell me out for a couple of cheating darkees?”
              Jethro’s face goes flat, his features pale with fear. He retreats back a few more steps, wanting to put as much space as possible between himself and Billy, not wanting to be the closest one if he goes off again.
              It is a groundless fear. 
              Cole is on Billy before anybody else can say a word, grabbing his friend by the shirt and dragging him towards the door. “Come on man, we’ve got to go.”
              The crowd parts without comment, a wide lane to the exit stretched out in front of them. Cole keeps his grip on Billy’s shirt and drags him halfway across the floor before shoving him the rest of the way out.
              Together they emerge onto the front porch, the night dark as they burst outside. They don’t make it more than a step or two before a pair of flood lights kick on, bathing them in a harsh fluorescent glow. The glare pierces their vision, both of them throwing up a hand to cover their eyes.
              By the time the light recedes enough for them to see, pairs of red and blue flashers have slid in on either side of the bar.
              A feeling of dread sweeps through Cole as he lowers his hands to his side, glowering in Billy’s direction.              
 



 
 
 
 
 
              Urine fills the air. 
              Not just the omnipresent smell of it, the liquid itself. It permeates the cramped, dank holding cell Cole sits in, mixing with the early morning humidity in the air, cloaking everything in a fine mist that is equals part water vapor and piss.
              Any other time, Cole might be bothered by it. 
              At the moment, he doesn’t even notice as it beads up on his forearms, collecting in tiny droplets along the sun-bleached hairs. It clings to his shirt, fills his nostrils, but it fails to even register in his mind.
              The brushed concrete floor is hard beneath him, sending a cramp through his ass and into his legs. The block wall he’s leaning against feels even harder, putting a kink in his lower back.
              It’s the same exact position he’s been sitting in for almost eight hours, ever since Billy passed out face down on the only cot in the room. His body is limp and motionless as he sleeps, the sound of snoring and the smell of piss the only signs he is alive.
              For the first half of the night Cole cast angry glares his way every fifteen minutes, but after a while gave it up.
              There is no point. Billy is damn near dead to the world.
              The metallic clang of a door opening somewhere outside forces Cole’s head back against the wall. It’s a sound he’s been waiting for since he first arrived, but that doesn’t make it any easier to hear. 
              Outside the first grey streaks of light have started to filter in through the barred window situated high on the wall above him. Even if the clock in his head is off by an hour or two, there’s still no way it’s much later than six a.m. 
              There are maybe a handful of people that even knows he’s here, but only one with the clout to already be making an appearance.
              The sour taste in his mouth intensifies. 
              This is not a visit he’s looking forward to.
              The guard that booked them, a guy named Johnson, is the first one to come into view. He is middle-aged, with a small paunch and a receding hairline, his deputy uniform tucked tight into his pants. He extends a hand towards the cell while he walks, narrating as he goes.
              “Patrol picked them up last night coming out of Jack’s. They both had blood on them and smelled of booze.”
              Trailing behind him is Maxwell Dixon, a bear of a man with thick brown hair streaked grey. Deep frown lines encase his mouth, his eyes clouded with anger. He folds his arms across his chest and stares down the length of his nose, forcing loud breaths in and out.
              “Half dozen eyewitnesses say Sweeny went off on a guy with a pool cue, shattered the damn thing across his jaw. I guess he was in surgery most of the night, moved to intensive care this morning.”
              Maxwell offers a small grunt, his disinterest with the details apparent. “What about him?”
              “I guess he did hit one of them with a beer bottle when they tried to jump in, but that was it. Simple assault. The guy isn’t pressing charges, says it was just a bar fight.”
              Cole hasn’t bothered to look up at his father yet, but he can feel his disapproving stare on his skin. He sits with his head still pressed against the wall, gaze aimed out the window above. 
              “So he threw a few punches as well,” Maxwell says, a statement rather than a question.
              “Pretty much.”
              “Then why the hell did my son have to spend the night in jail?” 
              The question comes out in a tone that is equal parts rage and arrogance, one that Cole has gotten used to over the last five years. He can picture the expression on Maxwell’s face without having to look at him.
              The words find their mark. Johnson retreats a step, his jaw working up and down a few times without any sound escaping.
              “The guys who got called to the scene are new. They didn’t know he was your son, just that he had blood on his clothes and booze on his breath. Once they brought them in, I didn’t have a choice. I had to book him too.”
              There is a pause. Cole still doesn’t look over, but knows his father will give a curt nod, the closest thing he ever issues to an apology, before plunging ahead as if it didn’t happen.
              “All the probable cause needed,” Maxwell says.
              The old man never disappoints.
              The words draw a sigh of relief from Johnson. He pushes out one long, loud breath before inching closer and peering into the cell. “You know, Judge, just because this didn’t turn into anything doesn’t mean it couldn’t have. Your boy already has two strikes against him.”
              Cole smirks, imagining Johnson looking like he might continue, picturing his father raising a hand to cut him off. A silent warning that the point has been made, there’s no need to belabor it.
              “It’ll be taken care of,” Maxwell says. “Thank you for keeping it quiet.”
              Cole doesn’t even try to hide another smirk, saying his first words in eight hours. “What about Billy?”
              “The guy he attacked is in intensive care,” Johnson replies. “He could die.”
              “I won’t leave him.”
              “You don’t have a choice,” Maxwell says, lashing out and pounding against the bars with the side of his fist.
              It connects so hard the door of the cell rattles, the sound of metal-on-metal contact ringing through the hall. Vibrations bounce through the holding cell for several moments.
              The outburst does its job. 
              Cole rotates his head to look at his father, loathing burning on both their faces.
              Neither one says a word.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
              The Dixon men have managed to do the impossible. They have figured out a way to make the Virginia air even heavier, even more unbearable, than it was just a day before.
              The only sound in Maxwell’s black SUV is the air conditioner blasting out a torrent of chilled breeze, fighting a losing battle to keep the searing heat at bay. Cole sits in the passenger seat, his arms folded across his chest, his gaze aimed outside. He can still smell ammonia on his skin, the result of his night spent in a urine saturated room.
              At the moment, it doesn’t bother him. Deep down, he kind of finds it funny, making his father sit and smell it too. 
              Part of him even hopes that the scent lingers long after he’s gone.
              On the driver’s side Maxwell sits hunkered over the steering wheel, his face dour. Every few seconds he glances over at Cole, his mouth opening and closing, a series of false starts before getting on with it.
              “Where is the line with you? When is enough going to be enough?”
              Cole knows the tone well enough not to respond, it will only fan the flames. 
              Not that remaining silent is much better.
              “Bar fights, booze, jail, Billy Sweeny. I even heard you lost your job yesterday.”
              This draws the first sign of a response from Cole. He snorts and rolls his head against the seatback to face his father. He can’t help but find the accusation a little humorous, knowing full well that Riley probably called him to make sure it was okay before he cut them loose.
              It isn’t exactly a secret that Maxwell has a way of making life miserable for those that cross him.
              “What’s the matter, Pop? Afraid someone might start judging The Honorable Maxwell Dixon for a change?” 
              Cole stares as Maxwell’s face travels through several shades of crimson in the span of just a few seconds. He releases the wheel with his right hand, raising a finger into the air. “Don’t. Don’t you dare make this about me.” 
              He spits the words out as if their taste is bitter on his tongue. “You heard the officer back there. By all rights, this should be your third strike.”
              “So I’m supposed to be thankful? My old man, the hero, rode in and saved the day again? That it?”
              With every word Cole can see his father grow angrier, his color get a little darker.
              “No, that’s not it, but now that you mention it, a little gratitude wouldn’t be too much to ask. I’ve been spending a hell of a lot of time cleaning up your messes lately.”
              Cole rolls his head back towards the window, Petersburg sliding by outside. Already the town is starting to come to life, people anxious to get their outdoor tasks done before the midday heat sets in. 
              A handful of people are out watering their lawns. Twice as many are walking their dogs, dragging the panting animals along by their necks.
              They all pass by without the slightest reaction from Cole.
              “Making a few messes of your own too if I recall.”
              The remark draws another glare from Maxwell, staring over at the side of his son’s face. Cole waits for another lashing, but to his surprise, Maxwell bites it back. He draws in a deep breath, letting a bit of the color recede from his face.
              “So what are you going to do now?” Maxwell asks. 
              Cole knows the question is real, even if the concern in his voice isn’t. “I’ll think of something.”
              “You’d better, and it better not be anywhere near Billy Sweeny for a while either.”
              That’s the comment Cole has been waiting for.
              His frown deepens as he bobs his head, contempt on his face. A hundred retorts come to mind at the same time his rented farmhouse rounds into view, the sight of his destination forcing them away. Instead he waits, finished with the conversation, ready to extricate himself from the situation.
              The SUV pulls to a stop on the edge of the front yard, more than twenty-four hours since Cole left. His lunch sack is still in the bed of Billy’s truck and he still wears the same stained work clothes he had on the last time he crossed the front lawn.
              A plume of dust engulfs them, billowing up in ephemeral clouds as Cole jerks open the passenger door and steps outside. He doesn’t bother to glance over his shoulder as he strides across the yard, gaze aimed at the house.
              There’s no way he can escape without his father making one last attempt, getting in a few more words, but he has to try. The peeling paint of the front door looms ahead, calling to him as he moves for the safety of being inside and out of range.
              Behind him he hears a car door open, the sound of feet crunching across gravel. 
              He was so close. He almost made it.
              “Cole...Cole!” The words come out with a growl, almost a bark.
              Cole stops, but doesn’t turn around.
              “Seriously, I’m telling you...” Maxwell says, pausing, staying a few feet back. “I’m asking you, put some space between here and you. It’s not like you have a job holding you here anymore.”
              Another snort rolls out of Cole, this one deeper and more derisive, a reflexive action that is out before he even realizes it. With a twist of his head, he starts walking for the front door again, the taste of piss and dust in his mouth.
              “It’s not like I have anything holding me here anymore.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
              Gardening is a job that never ends. Not for the first settlers that landed in Virginia over four hundred years ago, and not for the Sewell’s today. Tending the same patch that has helped to sustain the family for generations is something that every last member of the clan has done at some point in their lives.
              Ruby is no different. 
              Despite her lack of vision, and the hovering tendencies of her grandmother, she expects no reprieve from taking her turn. In fact, it is her condition that makes it all the more imperative she does her part to help.
              The midday sun is high above as Ruby works in the garden, her knees planted in the baked soil, the hem of her skirt bunched up above them. Sweat gleams off her skin, mixing with the dry earth to coat her hands in mud. She pays it no mind as she works, attacking stray weeds as if they’ve personally wronged her.
              She doesn’t hear the sound of footsteps approaching.
              “What you doing out here Sugar?”
              The sound of Esther’s voice directs Ruby’s head to the side, her face relaying shock. She remains framed that way for several moments before the look slides off, giving way to a tired smile. “Just trying to keep up with these weeds. You know how it can get out here.”
              There is a pause as Esther stands above her, Ruby feeling the shadow falling on her face. In her mind she can picture the disapproving look plastered across her grandmother’s visage, guilt ebbing in along the edges. 
              After a moment, the full warmth of the sun is back on her as Esther retreats, dodging stray piles of weeds as she goes.
              “Child, you know you don’t have to do that. I was fixing to get to it this weekend. There isn’t but a few days of growing season left this year anyway.”
              Ruby lowers her hands back to the ground, sinking her fingers into the soil. “I know I don’t, but I want to. It gives me something to do. If I go slow, I can tell what’s supposed to be there and what isn’t.”              
              As she speaks, she plucks a stray milkweed from the ground, the spine of it prickly between her thumb and forefinger. She holds it up so her grandmother can see, twisting it between her fingers before tossing it onto the sidewalk, the root end of it landing just inches from Esther’s shoe.
              Esther stares down at it for several moments before shaking her head and walks on towards the house. She stops and takes a seat on the back step, dropping her shoulder bag to the ground.
              The clasp on the bag makes a sound as it pops open, followed by the ruffling of pages. Not the usual sound of white paper, but the distinctive din of newspaper rustling. 
              A feeling of dread passes through Ruby, her eyes sliding shut as she works, her fingers passing over a few errant blades of grass and pulling them free. She knows what is coming, even if she can’t see it happening.
              “Wanted: A driver for a cross-country excursion. Car provided, expenses paid for...” Esther says without preamble, her voice flat and even, relaying information and nothing more, letting her voice trail off. 
              She doesn’t finish reading the article.               She doesn’t have to. Ruby knows what it says word for word.
              She’d been planning them in her mind for months.
              Leaning back on her heels, Ruby turns to face the house. She ignores the blades of grass in her hands and the beads of sweat streaming down her face.
              “So it ran today?”
              Esther makes a face and slaps the paper down against the concrete. She stares in frustration as Ruby waits, her question posed, waiting for a response.
              Inside, she keeps hoping Esther will let it go without debate, but knows it won’t be that easy.
              “Honey, what is this really about?” Esther asks, raising a hand to her brow to block the sun, staring at her granddaughter.
              “I’ve told you already.”
              “Is that really all?”
              “Isn’t that enough?”
              There is no challenge in Ruby’s tone, though she knows that’s probably how it’s received. She remains back on her haunches, staring at her grandmother, hoping her face relays that she means no hostility.
              At the same time, she has no intention of backing down either.
              Esther stares back at her a moment before sighing and shaking her head. Silence falls between the two women, both of them appearing like there is much they wish to add, but neither making a sound. Instead they remain motionless, staring at nothing, looking without seeing. 
              “Any callers?” Esther asks, her voice just above a whisper, resignation apparent.
              Ruby leans forward and begins on the weeds again. “Not yet.”
              “I talked to the hospital today. They told me I could take all the time off I needed.”
              “Oh yeah?” Ruby asks. She places her palms flat on the ground and uses them for leverage, sliding her body a few inches to the side. She feels along until her hands locate the base of a new row of turnip sprouts ready to be gleaned. “And were they kind enough to let you do it for free?”
              Esther pauses, her gaze aimed at her granddaughter. 
              “Ruby, you know money is the last thing in the world I care about.” There is unmistakable exhaustion, even sadness, in her tone.
              “I know,” Ruby says, keeping her face aimed downward as she begins anew. “And I’m sorry, but this is something I have to do.”
              Esther sighs, lifting the paper from the ground and stuffing it back into her bag. She stands and picks up the bag, her foot hitting against the wooden door jamb as she heads into the kitchen. “Have to do?”
              The question causes Ruby to slow down, but not stop. “You know what I mean.”
              There is no point in continuing the conversation further. Esther shakes her head, anguish on her face, and trudges up the steps and into the kitchen.
              “No child, I don’t,” she whispers, just loud enough to be heard as she goes.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
              There are two ways to fill a home. 
              The first is to acquire as many goods as possible - fine rugs, expensive furniture, gorgeous tapestries – and place them in every room. Make sure that no wall is left barren, no floor space unused.
              The other is to fill it with life. To have children, a spouse, even pets, roaming the halls. Conversation over breakfast in the mornings, laughter while watching television at night. The perpetual fervor of energy and movement, ideas and excitement.
              The home of Maxwell Dixon falls into the first category.
              Each room is well appointed, painstaking care put into every item in the house, but there is no life within it. Five bedrooms, four thousand square feet, housing only one middle-aged man.
              During the day, while a busy schedule calls, the vastness of the house goes unnoticed. At night though, it is impossible to avoid. 
              Maxwell sits alone in the living room, an expansive space with two leather sofas, two armchairs, and an oak coffee table framing a stone fireplace. There is enough seating to comfortably accommodate ten, though there hasn’t been another person present in over three years. 
              Instead, he sits alone in an armchair, the same exact pose he finds himself in every night.
              To his right is an end table, a tumbler of whiskey and a cell-phone parked side-by-side on it. Folded across his knee is the day’s newspaper, a single ad circled in red. His gaze and the ad stare back at each other, Maxwell debating what to do.
              After a moment he reaches to his right, taking up the whiskey and downing it in a single swallow. Its heavy glass bottom makes a distinct noise as he places it back on the table. He takes up the cell-phone, holding it at arm’s length and dialing the numbers circled in red.
              It rings three times before an older woman snatches it up. “Hell-o.”
              “Yes, may I speak with Ruby, please?” Maxwell asks, his heart rate rising a bit, a thin sheen of sweat on his lip. 
              Both surprise him. 
              It is the first time he’s felt nervous about speaking with anyone in years.
              There is a pause on the other end. When the woman speaks again, her voice is tinged with mistrust. “Who is this?”
              “This is Judge Maxwell Dixon, is this Ruby?”
              Mistrust is replaced with surprise. “Judge Dixon? Is everything alright?”
              “Yes ma’am,” Maxwell replies, nodding to an empty room. “I was calling about the advertisement in The Ledger. Ruby?”
              Another pause. “One moment please.”
              Maxwell hears the phone being put down and rises from his chair. He walks over to the window and stares out into the night, shifting his focus from the darkened woods behind his house to his own reflection in the glass.
              He’s not sure he likes what he sees.
              “This is Ruby.”
              The cheerful, almost hopeful, voice of the young woman snaps Maxwell’s attention away from the window, away from another round of self-loathing that was just moments away.
              “Good evening, Ruby. My name is Judge Maxwell Dixon and I was calling about the ad you placed in the paper.”              
              “Oh. Is there a problem with it?”
              “No, no, not at all. I was just calling to see if the position has been filled yet?”
              “No sir, it hasn’t.”
              Maxwell can’t help by notice the excitement in the girl’s voice has gone up another level.
              “Allow me to be a bit more transparent. I am calling on behalf of my son, Cole. He is twenty-six years old and an excellent driver. I can vouch for him myself, as can several others if you require.”
              “Okay,” Ruby responds. “That won’t be necessary.”
              The first hurdle cleared, the corner of Maxwell’s lip tugs upward. “I wonder, might you be able to meet with him tomorrow? Say, ten o’clock?”
              “That would be great.”
              Maxwell can hear the enthusiasm in her voice, almost see her smiling on the other end of the call. He can’t help but smile himself.
              “Perhaps at my home? Here in Petersburg?”
              “Well, tomorrow I won’t be going into Petersburg. How about the Loveland Café in Sutherland? Would that be alright?”
              Maxwell’s eyebrows raise in surprise, not expecting the counter-offer. Still, Sutherland is just a ten mile drive, an easy commute even for Cole.
              “The Loveland it is. Thank you, and have a good evening.”
              “Thanks, you too,” the girl says, both of them signing off the call without another word. 
              The smile remains in place as Maxwell lowers the phone and stares down at it, offering a small smirk. He has never met the girl, barely spoken to her even, but already has a sense that he likes her.
              Just as fast, the smile slides from his face, his mind piecing together what comes next. 
              Without a doubt, it will not go as well as the phone call just did.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
              Sun filters in through the bedroom window, long shafts of light that fall in haphazard patterns across the bed. In their grasp they hold the bodies of two young lovers, limbs intertwined, a twisted sheet wrapped around them.
              The silent, peaceful moment is fleeting, as a loud, persistent banging shatters the tranquility. It pushes its way in, shoving slumber aside, forcing the duo into consciousness.
              Cole is the first to rise, raising a hand to his forehead and letting a groan escape from his lips. He lays there through several moments of pounding, hoping whoever it is will go away. Once it is apparent there is no chance of the noise ending anytime soon, he extricates himself from his paramour, her long blonde hair splashed across his chest, a tan leg snaked across his midsection.
              There is no attempt to dress as his feet hit the floor. He pulls the sheet away from the bed and wraps it around his waist, leaving the girl naked atop the mattress. Her tan skin lays in contrast to the white bedding, her body contorting itself into the fetal position without him to latch onto.
              Walking through the house, Cole realizes he doesn’t even know her name, but it doesn’t bother him. It is far from the first time he’s found himself in this position, dealing with the fallout of a night’s misadventures. 
              At least in this particular instance, the payoff was worth the awkward morning after.
              At the moment, his primary concern is the incessant pounding on his door and the asshole he is certain is responsible for it. So certain he unlocks the door and jerks it open without bothering to peek through the curtain.
              His assumption is correct.
              Before him stands his father, hand balled into a fist and raised by his shoulder, ready to beat on the wooden frame again. The disappearance of the door seems to surprise him as he stands there, his jaw hanging open, hand suspended in the air.
              “Yeah?” Cole asks, his face relaying dissatisfaction.
              The moment of surprise passes. “When did you start locking the door?”
              Cole rolls his eyes and looks past his father to the world outside. The sun is up, but not by much. “When I figured you might start showing up unannounced.”
              A sour look crosses Maxwell’s features as he glares at Cole, his gaze tracing the entire length of his body, settling on the bed sheet wrapped around him. “Jesus, what’s going on?”
              Another roll of the eyes is Cole’s only response. 
              The scene is fairly obvious. There’s no need to rehash it.
              “What do you want, Pop?”
              Maxwell lets his gaze linger a little longer on the sheet before raising it to meet Cole’s eye. The surprise of the door opening and the disappointment of seeing the sheet are gone. In their stead is venom.
              “You’re going to meet with someone today. Ten o’clock. Don’t be late.”
              Before Cole can answer, a sleepy, half-inebriated voice from the bedroom floats out into the room. “Cole? What the hell?”
              Cole’s twists his head towards the sound as his father tries to peer past him into the house. Cole uses his shoulder to block the view, but there’s no point. Her voice alone has done as much damage as walking out into the living room naked could at this point.
              “Yeah Cole, what the hell?” Maxwell asks, his face contorted in disbelief.
              The remark, the look, raise Cole’s ire even further, his face displaying as much. He twists his body back around to look at his father, the hand gripping the sheet around him balling into a tight fist. “Don’t worry about it. I’m not meeting with anybody today.”
              “Yes, you are,” Maxwell says, his voice rising, the tone firm.
              “No, I’m not,” Cole says, looking past his father into the distance. He is tired, makes sure his voice relays boredom. “I’m sick of you trying to play career matchmaker for me. I told you I’ll figure something out.”
              If Maxwell heard the comment, he ignores it. He extracts a rolled up newspaper from the back pocket of his slacks and presses it against Cole’s bare chest. It makes a slapping sound as it hits his skin, Cole raising a hand to take it from him. “Ten o’clock, Loveland Café in Sutherland.”
              There is no waiting for a response. Maxwell turns on his heel and stomps off as Cole pulls the paper away and stares down at it. His gaze is drawn to an ad circled in red, the thick line encompassing the tiny print five or six times. 
              Cole doesn’t bother to read it.
              “And another thing,” Maxwell says, turning on the front lawn and walking backwards towards his car. “Turn your damn phone on. I pay the bill, I should at least be able to call when I need to.”
              Cole smirks as Maxwell climbs into his SUV. He waves with his middle finger as he watches his father drive away, slinging dust and gravel as he goes.
              He turns back into the house and tosses the newspaper down on the living room sofa without giving it a second thought.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
              The Loveland Café is only about half full. 
              The morning rush has come and gone, the lunch crowd won’t arrive for another hour or more. A few regulars, old men in shirt sleeves and ball caps, sit in the corner drinking coffee and swapping stories. A waitress in a pink polyester uniform that zips down the front moves throughout the tables, a nametag introducing her to the world as Wendy.
              In the corner, Ruby sits alone, back to the wall, facing out into the room. She is dressed in a blue dress with capped sleeves, hair pulled back into a ponytail, a ribbon wrapped around the base of it. A cup of tea sits on the table, her hand idly stirring it with a spoon.
              “Need a refill on that sweetie?”
              The sound of the waitress’s voice snaps Ruby awake, an awkward smile gracing her features. She pulls the spoon from the cup and sets it on the table, leaning away from the cup. “Thanks, that would be great.”
              For the first half hour, each time the front door opens Ruby turns towards it, an expectant look on her face. Like Pavlov’s dog, the bell elicits an immediate response from her, equal parts nervousness and expectation. After the first dozen entrants, her reaction begins to wane. Two dozen, and she doesn’t even bother to look up anymore.
              An hour later, she is impervious, her brow furrowed. The sound of the bell never enters her consciousness, her gaze angled down at the table in front of her.
              “Honey, are you sure I can’t get you something else?” Wendy asks.
              The question draws Ruby’s attention up from the table, her mouth formed into a small circle. It takes a moment for the words to penetrate her mind, for the question to resonate. She forces a half smile, the most she can manage at the moment.
              “No, thank you, I’m waiting for someone. He’s just running a little behind.”
              The words sound hollow, even in her own ears.
              Ruby appreciates the offer, but hates the sound of sympathy in the woman’s voice. She can imagine how she must appear, a young, blind, black girl sitting in the corner, waiting for someone that may or may not show. 
              With each passing minute, the room fills up around her a little more. Ruby can hear the conversations picking up nearby, can sense the growing mass of the crowd. She has long since stopped counting the number of times the door opens, given up trying to deduct the time in her head. Instead she sits with her face aimed towards the window, trying to keep her face impassive.
              Even without seeing her reflection in the glass, she can feel her nose and mouth pinched into a mask of anger.
              She doesn’t notice as the bell on the door rings once more and a pair of feet shuffle across the tile floor. Not until she can sense someone standing over her does she turn away from the window and reach for her purse.
              “I was just finishing up here, you can have this booth.”
              “Are you Ruby?” a voice asks. 
              It is male, gruff, a bit disinterested. She is certain she’s never heard it before.
              The question stops Ruby mid-movement, her purse held just a few inches above the cushioned bench seat of the booth. “I am.”
 



               
 
 
 
 
 
              It took less than a moment for Cole to deduce which one was Ruby. 
              Every other table in the place was occupied, all by at least two people, most by three or more. Bowls of soup and half-eaten sandwiches dotted the landscape and animated conversation filled the air.
              Only in the far back corner of the room did anybody look like they were waiting for someone, sitting alone, no food of any kind before her.
              Ruby continues to stare up at him as Cole drops into the booth opposite her. The vinyl is sticky beneath him as he slides into the seat, shifting himself over until they are directly across from one another.
              “Cole,” he says, extending a hand across the empty space between them.
              She makes no effort to reciprocate, doesn’t even look at his hand held a foot above the table. Her purse is still in her hand, suspended mid-air, as she sits looking back at him. 
              Cole leaves his hand between them for a moment before retracting, realization flooding in. “You’re blind.”
              “And you’re late,” Ruby replies. “Very late.”
              Her face is twisted up in hostility, the words harsh. Cole stares back at her in surprise, the reaction not what he was expecting at all.
              “Yeah, sorry about that. I didn’t even know about this meeting until just a little while ago.”
              The look remains in place on her face.
              “Judging by the smell, you still had time for a quick shower to try and rinse off last night.” She leans forward and lowers her voice, scrunching her nose a bit. “It didn’t work.”
              Cole’s eyebrows shoot up high on his forehead as he tries to assess the girl. He wasn’t sure what he expected when he got around to reading the newspaper ad, but it wasn’t this. 
              Not her attitude, not her appearance, not even her lack of sight.
              He smirks, loud enough for her to hear, before shaking his head, his usual dour expression back in place.
              “So what is it you’re looking for here?” Cole asks, his gaze drifting out across the diner. He’s never been in the Loveland before, but he’s seen a hundred like them in his day.
              Same played out décor, same boring menu. In this particular case, it even has the same harried, homely waitress working the floor.
              “Someone that shows up when they’re supposed to,” Ruby snaps back. There is anger on her face, pure venom in her voice.
              Irritation rises within Cole, his focus shifting from the diner to her. “Look, I said I was sorry.”
              If Ruby heard the apology, it doesn’t show. She stays on the offensive, not giving him an inch of breathing room. “Look, your father says you’d be here at ten.”
              At mention of his father, Cole leans back and roll his eyes. 
              “Yeah, well, my father doesn’t speak for me.”
              “I can see that, he said you’d be here at ten.”
              Cole bites back a derisive comment and takes a deep breath. Again he swings a glance around the room, making sure nobody is paying them any attention.
              It’s not that he’s trying to protect her feelings, but after the incident at Jack’s two nights before, he can’t afford to be seen in a heated public argument with a blind girl. 
              “Being blind explains why you need a driver, doesn’t explain why the hell you would want to make the trip in the first place.”
              His statement causes Ruby to take pause, her head turning to the side, considering the words. “I figure it’s time I see the country.”
              A reflexive look of surprise crosses Cole’s face. “But you can’t see.” 
              The words are out before he even realizes it. Still, he feels no remorse, no need to retract them.
              “Yeah, I got that.”
              Cole raises his eyebrows and looks around. Again he notices the waitress glaring at him in her fifties style get-up, making it clear that she has no interest in coming to see if he needs anything. “What is this really about?”
              “I want to drive from here to California and back.”
              “Okay, when?”
              Ruby presses on, reciting her spiel in rapid-fire fashion. “I have the trip already mapped out. In total it is exactly three thousand miles. Driving five hundred miles a day with a one day break in California, that gives us thirteen days.”
              Cole nods. “When?”
              “I will cover all gas and expenses on the road. Compensation for the driver will be $1,500 for the trip.”
              “$1,500? For thirteen days driving?”
              Ruby nods, pushing forward undeterred.
              “Assuming each day we spend eight hours driving, that averages out to fifteen dollars an hour. I assume your father answered the ad because you find yourself unemployed. If you have acquired a better alternative in the last fourteen hours, I suggest you take it.”
              Another mention of his father deepens the creases on Cole’s face. Disgust rolls out in his voice. “My father answered the ad because he’s a meddling prick. And you still haven’t answered my question. When?”
              “As soon as I find a suitable driver.”
              There is an unmistakable measure of finality in her voice as she says the words. She leans back from the table and takes up her purse, rising to go. 
              The move surprises Cole, who spreads his hands out in front of him. “What the hell? Where are you going, we’re not done here.”
              Ruby stops by the edge of the table, looking down at him. “This wasn’t a negotiation, it was an interview, which you failed. The only reason I stayed and went through the charade was because common manners and respect to your father as judge dictated it. Now that I’ve done that, I am leaving.”
              Ruby reaches into her purse and extracts a five dollar bill. She places it on the table inches from Cole’s hand. He looks down at it and back up to her, shocked at her sudden display of defiance.
              “Come on now. What the hell do you want from me?”
              The question is ignored. 
              “Goodbye.”
              Cole turns and watches as Ruby exits, navigating the tables without a single misstep. He waits until her ponytail disappears through the front door before turning back to the table. He grabs up a menu and slides it over in front of him, skimming the prices along the side. He glances down at the five dollar bill and back to the laminated sheet, doing the math in his head.
              After a moment he tosses it back down on the table and leaves, pretending not to notice the waitress still glaring at him as he goes.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
              The stick is something Ruby started using a while back. Not the typical white stick with a red tip that most visually impaired use, just a plain wooden walking stick. Like with the waitress in the diner, Ruby cannot stand the faux sympathy that comes with people realizing she is blind. 
              Nothing seems to exacerbate it like walking around with a white stick.
              Instead, she fashioned the device out of an old walking staff her grandfather had once used. A strip of tape is positioned several inches from the top, measured to leave four feet between her hand and the end of it. When walking anywhere, she keeps the tip placed flush against the edge of the pavement, ensuring always that she is beyond the range of danger from any passing cars.
              Using it makes for slow moving, but it ensures she gets where she is going.
              More important, it cuts down on the number of people that want to stop and help her along the way.
              Faced pinched with irritation, right hand balled into a fist by her side, the walk home takes just twenty minutes, even with the stick. More than once she thought she might have heard someone calling out to her, but she can’t be sure. She is entirely inside her own head, mind fighting with the frustration of the meeting.
              Not until her feet find the familiar gravel lane leading home does she let the encounter drift away. She lifts the stick from the ground and carries it in her hand, anger receding, feet crunching through the loose stone. Halfway down the driveway she hears the phone in the kitchen ring, the shrill sound echoing through the house.
              Heat be damned, she breaks into a jog. She can feel puffs of dust rise into the air as she goes for the back door, clinging to her legs, the dust catching in her throat. The breath grows tight in her chest and she can feel dizziness creeping in as she reaches the house, sweat enveloping her features.
              She snatches the phone from the receiver after five rings, leaning heavy against the counter. She slides the receiver away from her mouth as she takes in great swallows of air, trying to get her body back under control.
              “Hello?”
              “Yeah, this Ruby?” The voice is male, slurred. 
              “Yes it is,” she replies, her chest rising and falling with each breath.
              “The one that put the ad in the paper for a driver?”
              A sense of foreboding seeps into Ruby, a feeling of dread welling deep in her stomach. “Um, yeah?”
              “You found anybody yet?”
              Ruby wipes away a streak of sweat from her forehead and runs her hand along the hem of her dress. Already she can tell where this is going, not the least bit enthused.
              “No, not yet.”
              There is a pause over the line. “Wait a second, you ain’t black is ya? Cause you sound black, and there ain’t no call for a white boy to be hauling around a black girl—“
              If there is any more of the man’s eloquence to be heard, Ruby misses it. She slams the phone down without pause, the sound reverberating through the kitchen.
              Again the breath catches in her chest as she leans forward against the countertop, panting.
              
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
              There is a single table in the visiting room at the Petersburg jail. It is plain metal and bolted to the floor, with garish plastic chairs on either side. A pane of one-way glass is on the front wall, the other three barren except for a solid metal door.
              Everything is painted in a thick coat of industrial grade steel grey.
              Cole stands as the door opens and Billy shuffles in, his wiry frame wrapped in a bright orange jumpsuit, hands clasped together by handcuffs at his waist. He rolls his eyes at Cole standing before him, works his mouth around as if the sight of his friend has left a sour taste behind.
              “Well if it ain’t my good buddy Superstar.”
              Cole starts like he might shake his hand or even give him a hug, but he pulls back. He glances down at his feet, hands shoved into his pockets. 
              “How’s it going?”
              A contemptuous snort rolls out of Billy as he lowers himself into a chair. “How’s it going? How’s it going?” 
              He rocks his head forward in an exaggerated nod. “Alright, I’ll tell you how it’s going. Night before last I passed out in a holding cell with my best friend after a bar fight. Yesterday I woke up alone and was told I might be on the hook for murder. That’s a hell of a way for things to be going, ain’t it?”
              Cole looks up at Billy, seeing the accusation on his face, before shifting his focus back to the ground. For the first time in days, the scowl is gone from his face, replaced by guilt. 
              For what, he’s not quite sure.
              “So he hasn’t died?”
              Billy sniffs, his head cocked to the side, avoiding eye contact. “Like I said, they don’t die that easy.”
              A moment passes as Cole looks to the glass on the far wall. His own reflection stares back at him but he knows that a deputy, probably Johnson, is standing behind it, listening to every word. “How long are they going to hold you?”
              “Depends how long it takes him to wake up.”
              A nod is the best Cole can manage. There are no words of encouragement he could offer right now that would make things better. Not that he would have even the slightest idea what to say if there were.
              “Nobody’s bothered to ask me for a statement yet. Guess they already know I won’t say anything.”
              Billy snorts again, his face relaying bemusement. He leans forward and spits onto the concrete floor before leaning back in his chair. “Yeah, that’s the reason they haven’t asked you for a statement yet.”
              The implication is biting and clear. Cole glances up for a moment, then back to his boots. “Sorry about disappearing yesterday. I didn’t have a choice in the matter.”
              Billy shakes his head and levels a glare on Cole. He keeps it in place as he stands, his handcuffs jangling as his wrists come to rest across his abdomen. After a moment, he shakes his head in disgust. 
              “Don’t worry about it, I get how it is. Your daddy called and you went running.”
              The feeling of guilt evaporates within Cole, replaced by a burst of defensive anger. His face flushes red, his eyes wild as he matches Billy’s glare. He stands, the table the only thing separating them.
              “Just like that, huh?”
              Billy holds the gaze a moment longer before turning to the door, his slippers shuffling along the floor. “Like a damn dog at dinnertime.” He pauses as the door opens from the outside and drops his chin to his shoulder. “Come to think of it, you always did.”
              He passes through and the door swings shut before Cole has a chance to answer, the opening swallowing him up. The door slams shut in his wake, the sound reverberating off the walls. 
              Cole stands in silence for a few moments, his nostrils flaring, angry sweat lining his brow. He glares at his own reflection in the mirror, not sure if Billy is back there, wanting his anger to be seen if he is. After a moment, he raises a hand and makes a circular motion.
              Just like with Billy, the door opens for him without a sound.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Dinner conversation is light, borderline non-existent. On one side of the table sits Ruby, chewing her food in slow, even motions, her mind a thousand miles away. On the opposite side is Esther, stealing occasional glances up at her granddaughter. She says nothing, but worry is clear on her face.
The phone rings from the counter behind them, the sound exploding like cannon fire through the space.
“I’ll get it,” Ruby says, on her feet before Esther can do anything more than grunt in the affirmative.
“Hello?”
Three heavy, labored breaths sound out in her ear. “Yeah, I’m looking for Ruby.”
Ruby can feel her body tense, pulling her entire focus into the call. Already she can feel the same sense of foreboding as before, a deep-rooted concern that this isn’t going to end well. “This is she.”
“Damn, you have a nice voice,” the man replies, his words equal parts leer and labored breathing. There is a distinct lilt in his voice, another Southern redneck already most of the way through a six pack.
“Um, who is this?”
“I’m calling about the ad you ran in the paper,” he starts, then pauses and changes direction. “Damn girl, you sound young too. How old are you?”
The sudden shift draws a look of confusion from Ruby. Before she can stop herself, she blurts out, “Does it matter?”
The voice snaps Esther’s attention up from the table, her chair sliding back a few inches across the wood floor.
“Not to me, just so long as you’re legal,” the man says, adding a husky laugh. “After that, the younger the better.”
It is easily the crassest thing Ruby has ever heard. She jerks the phone away from her head and looks at it, her face contorted in disbelief. She keeps it at arm’s length a moment before bringing it back, incredulity across her features. “Wait...what?”
The napkin in Esther’s lap hits the table as she rises, moving for the phone.
“Oh, you’ve got a little fight in you, too. I like that,” the man continues.
“How many have you had tonight? What is wrong with you?” Ruby’s voice doesn’t even sound like her own, two octaves higher than usual, malevolence creeping in the around the edges.
Esther slams into her hip as she is speaking, snaking an arm across Ruby’s body, reaching for the phone. Her hand gets as far as Ruby’s elbow, trying to wrest the receiver free. “Give me the phone, right now.”
Using her hip as a lever, Ruby pushes Esther away, keeping the phone pressed to her ear and leaning out to the side.
“What do you mean what’s wrong with me?” the man asks. “You posted an ad wanting a cross-country driver. I’m calling to give you the ride of your life.”
For a moment Ruby stops trying to fight off her grandmother, her body going rigid. She is appalled. “You think that ad was about sex?”
The statement gives Esther pause, her body coming to a stop, no longer reaching for the phone. Just as fast she starts again with renewed vigor, trying to snatch the phone away. 
“What the hell else would it mean?” the man asks, confusion layered onto his voice. 
There is no hiding the emotion in Ruby’s voice. “It meant I’m actually looking for a driver you sick pervert!”
For the second time in eight hours, Ruby slams the phone down, this time so forceful it almost shatters the stand, her entire body quivering with frustration. 
Pressed tight against her hip, Esther’s does the same.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
              Maxwell’s footfalls echo through the house as he walks, heavy shoes against hardwood floors. His head turns from side to side, scanning the rooms for signs of life. The television is off, the bed unmade. A stack of dishes is piled in the sink, bits of food crusted to them. A faint odor he can’t quite place hangs in the air.
              It is only the third time he has been inside the house, but it’s an easy enough layout to decipher. Just five minutes after entering he has exhausted all the rooms, every corner, finding them all empty. 
              The swinging back door moans in protest as he pushes through to find Cole slumped down into a chaise lawn chair.
              The smell is now much stronger, the source a half-drunk bottle of whiskey on the ground by the chair.
              Cole doesn’t move as his father walks out onto the deck, keeping himself sprawled out in the chair. There is no effort to welcome, or even acknowledge, his father’s presence. 
              “What did I tell you about turning your phone on?” Maxwell says as a greeting.
              Cole responds with complete silence. There’s nothing he can say that will be the right answer.
              “Huh?” Maxwell barks, snapping a finger in his direction.
              Without replying, Cole shifts his weight onto his side and wrestles his cell-phone from his pocket, a small groan escaping with the effort. He turns the phone on and waits for the perfunctory welcome music to chime in before waving it as his father.
              He then rolls over onto his back and drops the phone on the ground.
              Left with nothing to complain about, Maxwell walks over and lifts the whiskey bottle from the ground. He strides to the opposing chair and sinks down into it, looking at the bottle with an expression that borders on longing, before taking a heavy a pull.
              Cole waits until the second drink before letting out an audible smirk. “And people think I’m the worst problem you have.”
              Across from him, Maxwell holds the bottle at arm’s length and smacks his lips, pretending not to hear the comment. “How’d it go this morning?”
              Cole keeps his gaze leveled on the sunset, his eyes narrow slits in the face of the harsh light. “Not good.”
              “So you didn’t get it?” Maxwell asks, glancing up at him.
              “I highly doubt it.”
              The bottom of the bottle tips upward again, a few more ounces disappearing. “What did you do this time?”
              Cole pauses before speaking, letting the question float from the air. It’s another trap. Nothing more than obvious bait, meant to make him fly off the handle.
              “You could have mentioned you were sending me to meet a blind black girl.”
              “I didn’t know I was.” Maxwell shrugs and takes another hit from the bottle, his third heavy swig in as many minutes. “So you screwed up another one. Why am I not surprised?”
              This time, the opening is too much for Cole to pass up.
              “I don’t know. Probably for the same reason I’m not surprised you’ll have that bottle gone by the time we’re done here.”
              Cole shifts his gaze from the sunset to his father, not wanting to miss what happens next.
              For the second time in as many days, the old man doesn’t disappoint.
              A flash of anger rolls across Maxwell’s features, his gaze lingering on Cole, eyes burning bright, before shifting down to the bottle. He moves as if he’s about to take another drink before hurling it at the trunk of an oak tree just off the edge of the deck. A stream of whiskey spills out behind it, splattering against the wooden planks as it travels, its trajectory ending in a violent explosion. 
The bottle smashes flush against the tree, shards of glass and the remaining booze erupting in all directions.
              “Surprised now?” Maxwell challenges, his voice almost a yell.
              Cole is careful not to react in anyway. It’s not like he’s surprised by the outburst. “Nope.”
              Maxwell’s face goes through a half-dozen expressions before he rises in a huff, his shoes stomping against the floor. He stops over Cole and raises a finger, bellowing down at him.
              “I’m not going to tell you again, this was the last time I bail your ass out of a jam. You need to get away from here for awhile.”
              Cole waits for him to finish before rotating his head at the neck and looking up at his father. His face is still impassive, knowing that complete indifference is the best way to get under the old man’s skin. 
              “You done?”              
              Maxwell’s face grows darker as he stands above him, finger still outstretched. He teeters there for a moment before shaking his head, turning and stomping back through the house.
              “And leave your damn phone on!”
              Cole goes back to watching the sunset, listening as his father’s steps grow quieter, the front door opens and closes. He raises his arm in a faux farewell, his middle finger extended high above the others and leaves it there until he hears the sound of an engine turning over and Maxwell’s SUV driving way, slinging gravel as it goes.
              Once it’s gone, he drops his hand back to his side and refocuses on the sunset. The smell of whiskey hangs in the air, the misshapen pattern of it across the deck fast drying under the late day sun.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
              The sun continues to dip in front of him, now just a half-circle on the horizon. Cole has no reason to move, nowhere to go even if he wanted to.
              Beside him, the phone starts to ring.
              A heavy sigh escapes his lips. He picks it up without glancing at the screen, flipping it open and pressing it to his face. “I just showed you the damn thing is on.”
              There is a pause before a female asks, “Um, is this Cole?”
              The voice surprises Cole. He pulls the phone away from his face and looks at it. The number is unknown, though he has a vague idea who it is.
              “Sorry, I thought it was someone else,” he says.
              “Am I interrupting?” Ruby asks.
              Cole pushes himself a little higher in his seat, repositioning the phone against his ear. “No, I just wasn’t expecting to hear back from you.”
              “Yeah, well, I wasn’t expecting to call you back either.”
              Cole can tell from her tone that she still isn’t certain about what she’s doing.
              “So why are you?”
              There is a pause on the other end. Cole thinks he can hear a sigh, but can’t be sure.
              “Be my eyes.”
              The words draw a look of confusion, another glance in surprise at the phone in his hand. “What?”
              “You asked this morning what I want from you. I want you to be my eyes, to drive the car and tell me everything we see.”
              Cole pauses a moment, leans forward and lowers his feet to the ground, straddling the chair. He rests his elbows on his knees and looks down at the ratty cushion beneath him, faded and threadbare. 
              “You seriously want to do this? With me?”
              This time there is no mistaking the sigh. “I want to do this. If I have to put up with you to make it happen, so be it.”
              It is the exact sentiment Cole is feeling at the moment. The idea of being in a car for two weeks with her appeals to him only a touch more than having to endure visits from his father every night.
              Still, that’s enough.
              “You realize we might kill each other.”
              Ruby doesn’t acknowledge the statement. “Is that a yes?”
              Cole raises his gaze to see the trail of whiskey across the floor, now a haphazard collection of spots. Just beyond the deck, he can see shiny bits of glass imbedded in the tree. “You won’t believe this, but I have even more reason to get out of here than you do. If I have to put up with you to make it happen, so be it.”
              There is another small pause.
              “When can you be ready?”
              “When do you want to go?”
              “Is the day after tomorrow too soon?” Ruby asks.
              Again Cole stares at the tree, smells the whiskey hanging in the air. “Tomorrow isn’t too soon.”
              “Tomorrow it is then.”
              The words surprise him, his eyebrows rising and his head rocking back a few inches. “Tomorrow it is,” Cole echoes.
              They sign off without a farewell, Cole flipping the phone shut and tossing it onto the chair between his knees. He watches as the last bit of the sun disappears beneath the horizon, orange light warm on his face.
              “Be her eyes.”
              He rises and turns back towards the house, leaving the phone and the remains of the bottle where they lay.
              “Whatever the hell that means.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
The car has been sitting under a tarp for the better part of eight months. It is more than forty years old, but looks just as pristine as the day it rolled off the assembly line in Michigan. A 1971 Olds Cutlass, it has a convertible body with a hard top, deep burgundy red paint gleaming in the morning sun.
The back end is propped open, Esther bent at the waist behind it, her entire upper body inside the trunk. Like an oversized game of Tetris, she arranges bags and a mini-cooler, fitting everything together just so.
Her face is drawn tight as she works, displeasure obvious on her features.
Ruby exits down the stairs from the kitchen and onto the concrete sidewalk, one last bag in her hands. She passes it off to Esther and waits by the trunk as it is added to the stash already stowed away. 
“Now remember, your personal bag is on the far right,” Esther says. Her voice is far away, the tone relaying that this is a conversation she would rather not have. “Snacks and bottled water are in the cooler beside it. First-aid kit is tucked in along the back wall.”
Ruby can’t help but smile. 
A grandmother to the end, even when she hates it. 
“I got it, Memaw. Everything’s going to be alright.”
Esther runs a hand across Ruby’s cheek, pulls it back to her hip and stares at her granddaughter. “You’re sure about this? It’s not too late to change your mind.”
The smile on Ruby’s face changes from bemused to bittersweet. “Don’t do this, not now. He’ll be here any minute.”
Esther’s bottom lip begins to quiver, the slightest hint of a tear forming at the underside of her eyes. “I just...why? Why all this? Why now?”
Ruby can hear the anguish belying Esther’s voice. For a moment, she is almost glad she can’t see it.
That doesn’t stop a matching set of tears from lining her own eyes. 
“If not now, when?”
Ruby reaches out a hand and touches her grandmother’s waist, neither one saying anything as they stand close, both sniffling. They remain there, less than a foot separating them, until the sound of boots scraping rocks pulls their attention towards the driveway.
The sound grows closer in a persistent pattern, heavy footsteps dragging through the gravel. It is no doubt the gait of a man, a large one based on the sound of his approach.
Cole approaches on foot from the road, a single duffel bag over his shoulder. 
Esther watches him growing closer and slides over to Ruby, putting an arm around her shoulder. She leans in close and whispers, “I just don’t like the idea of you being out there on the road all by yourself. What if something happens? What if I’m not around to help?”
Ruby reaches up and squeezes Esther’s hand, her fingers cold despite the morning heat. “Nothing’s going to happen. Besides, I’m not alone. Everything’s going to be alright, you’ll see.”
Ruby shifts her focus from her grandmother to the approaching sound of Cole. She smiles as the sound of his boots grows closer and says, “Good morning.”
“Morning,” Cole replies. His voice isn’t near as gruff as their prior encounter, though it isn’t quite friendly either.
Indifferent, at best.
“You can put your stuff in the trunk, the left side is for you.”
Cole offers a mumbled thanks and walks to the trunk, depositing his bag into the enormous hole left free for him. His single parcel looks tiny in the space, even more so compared to the tangle of bags wedged into the opposite side. He pretends not to notice and pushes back from the car, walking towards Esther with a hand outstretched.
“Ma’am, Cole Dixon,” he says, jerking his head towards the trunk. “I tend to travel light.”
There is no attempt by Esther to hide her appraising gaze. “Esther Sewell, nice to meet you.”
Cole nods in reply.
“Did the judge bring you out here this morning?”
“No ma’am,” Cole responds, twisting his head to the side. “I took a bus. He had court first thing today.”
He doesn’t wait for the conversation to continue, taking a step back and shifting his attention to Ruby. “You ready?”
“I am.”
Ruby turns and extends both her arms towards Esther, waiting as her grandmother slides between them. The familiar clutch envelopes her, the two embracing in a strong-armed hug. 
“You be careful,” Esther whispers into her ear, holding her close. “Don’t you hesitate to call if you have trouble, and that includes any from him.”
There is a tight squeeze between them before Ruby pulls back, a close-lipped smile for her grandmother. “I will, I promise. And I’ll call every night too, just to check in.”
“You’d better,” Esther says, pulling Ruby in tight for one last embrace. “Go see whatever it is you need to see, then get your butt back here to me.”
Again Ruby releases the hug and pulls back, her eyes bloodshot with tears. She clasps Esther’s arms in her hands before stepping away, nodding as she goes.
In unison she and Cole slide around to their respective sides of the car and climb inside. Ruby buckles herself in and waves out the window as Cole turns the engine over and slides the gear shift into drive, pulling away from the house.
The first two miles are spent in complete silence. The air is not quite charged, but there is a certain standoffishness that is undeniable.
Ruby is the first one to speak.
“Thank you for being respectful to my grandmother.”
Cole’s reply takes several moments, little more than a grunt.
“Your father has no idea you’re here, does he?”
Cole keeps his eyes aimed on the road, his jaw working back and forth as he pushes back the animosity already present on his face.
“Nope.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
              The interior of the car is silent, more being said in body language than could ever be conveyed by words. 
              On the driver’s side, Cole sits with his right hand draped over the steering wheel, his left shoulder planted against the door. His left hand rests alongside his mouth, his focus aimed straight ahead.
              Across from him Ruby sits with her arms folded across her chest, her right shoulder threatening to push through the door and send her careening off into the tall grass lining the freeway.
              Three hours into their journey, not a single word has been uttered since leaving Petersburg, both making it abundantly clear that conversation is not high on their list of priorities. 
              Just past noon Cole glances down to see the orange arrow of the gas tank nudging its way below a quarter of a tank. He lets out a low sigh and signals to the right, pushing the car over at the next exit and into the lot of a dilapidated gas station far past its prime.
              “Is everything okay?” Ruby asks, her surprise at the loss of movement trumping any preference for silence.
              “Gas,” Cole replies, sidling up along a manual pump and putting the car into park. 
              “Oh, let me give you some money,” Ruby says, reaching towards the floorboard for her purse.
              “That’s generally how it works,” Cole deadpans, extending his arms out over the steering wheel and stretching.
              Beside him Ruby shakes her head, but says nothing. She rifles through her bag until she finds an unmarked white envelope and extracts it. She opens it to reveal a large amount of cash, all in various denominations, each with its own corresponding fold. 
Fives go length-ways. Tens are in half. Twenties left whole.
              She withdraws two twenties and extends them to Cole. “Will this be enough?”
              Cole snaps the bills away without so much as glancing at her. “How the hell would I know?”
              The door makes a lurching sound as he pushes it open and heads inside to pay, not bothering to ask if she needs anything or has to use the restroom. 
              While he is gone Ruby reaches across the driver’s seat, finds the trunk release and pops it open. She climbs out and walks to the rear of the car, using her hands to locate the cooler and rummage inside.
              A moment later, Cole emerges from the station and begins pumping gas beside her. 
              “You need anything?” Ruby asks, pulling herself back from the depths of the Olds.
              “What?” Cole asks, jerking his head towards her voice, not expecting the question.
              Ruby motions towards the trunk. “From the cooler, would you like something?”
              A look somewhere between nausea and contempt crosses Cole’s face. “No.”
              A single nod is Ruby’s only response as she extracts an apple and a bottle of water, slamming the trunk closed and returning to her seat. Outside, Cole finishes pumping gas and climbs in, the 442 engine rumbling as he fires it up and heads back towards the freeway.
              Once more the sound of asphalt passing under tires fills the car, this time punctuated by the occasional crunch of an apple in the passenger seat. Cole lets the first couple bites pass without comment, the next two with just a sour expression.
              By the time Ruby is halfway through her snack, he is openly glaring at her.
              “Do you have to do that?”
              The apple stops an inch from Ruby’s mouth. “Do what?”
              “Crunch on that damn thing so loud.”
              Ruby makes a face and begins eating again. “It’s an apple. How would you like me to eat it?”
              “I wouldn’t,” Cole says, for the first time rolling his gaze towards her, letting it linger a moment. “I’d like it to be silent.”
              An exaggerated bite of the apple is his response, the sound much louder than even the previous ones. “Yeah, and I would like for the driver I hired to narrate to do his job, but we don’t always get what we want do we?”
              Ruby pauses, waiting for a reply that doesn’t come.
              “Where are we, anyway?”
              Cole glances over again, the lines around his mouth deepening. “Route 64, same damn road we’ll be on all day. Most of tomorrow too.”
              “I know that, I gave you the directions, remember? I mean, where on the map are we?”
              Cole rolls his eyes, pushing himself even further into the driver’s door. He debates whether or not to answer her, hoping his silence might put her at bay, but figures it will only spawn more questions.
              The last thing he wants is to draw the conversation out any more than necessary.
“Just crossed over into West Virginia.”
              For several moments, the silence he seeks falls within the car.
              It doesn’t last long.
              “Feel free to do your job without me having to prompt you. I’m trying to eat here.”
              “Alright,” Cole says, pushing out a heavy sigh. He puts on his best mocking tone, a mix of boredom and television talk show host. “Alright passengers, here in the great state of West Virginia we’ve got all kinds of good shit to see. On our left is a cornfield. Whole damn thing is brown because it’s August and that’s what happens when it never rains.”
              He continues without looking over at Ruby’s frown, but he can sense it. It’s all he can do not to smile.
              “On the right is a cabin that looks more like a bunch of termites holding hands than actual wood. Sitting out on the porch this afternoon are Bubba, Butch, and Billy Bob, all looking dirty and obese. Lifestyles of the inbred and corn fed here today ladies and gentlemen.”
              “Alright, enough,” Ruby says, holding up a hand between them. She wraps the core of her apple in a napkin and stows it on the ground by her feet. “You’ve made your point. Even silence is better than that.”
              A small smirk tugs at the corner of Cole’s mouth. “That was the idea.”
              Fifteen minutes after stopping for gas they find themselves back in the same exact positions they were before. Cole on one side, leaning against the door, face twisted into a scowl. Ruby on the other, arms folded across her chest, face turned out towards the world passing by.
              Not a sound to be heard between them.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
West Virginia has come and gone, Kentucky now providing the backdrop for the journey. The dense forests and steep mountainsides have given way to lush meadows and rolling hills. The countryside is every bit as green as it was just a few hours before, though the shades are of a much lighter hue.
Cole watches it all slide by with detachment, thankful only for the ease of driving the new location provides. Gone are the seven degree declines and runaway truck ramps, replaced by wide open fields and white board fences stretched out in all directions.
Easy enough to keep his hand atop the wheel and let his eyes glaze over, his thoughts everywhere but inside the car.
Since eating her apple, Ruby has not said a word. Her arms are still folded across her chest, her face drawn into a blank stare. 
Outside a large green sign slides by, announcing the town of Lexington is just ten miles away. Cole’s gazes takes in the announcement and drifts down to the manual clock imbedded in the dash, the hands on it stating it is just after six. For the first time he notices the sun dipping towards the horizon in front of them, the shadows growing long across the road.
“How much farther do you want to go today?”
Ruby responds without any visible reaction, her lips the only thing to move on her body. Even that is more than the previous three hours combined.
“How far have we gone?”
“We’re coming up on Lexington.”
“Kentucky?”
“No, Massachusetts,” Cole says, biting sarcasm in his voice.
The comment evokes a similar response from Ruby, who rolls her gaze over to glare at him. “If you’d been doing your job all day I wouldn’t have to ask.”
Cole starts to reply, but backs off, closing his mouth and shaking his head. He waits a beat before trying again, ire creeping into his tone. “Do you want to stop or not?”
“What time is it?”
“Six.”
A blue sign announcing food and lodging options drifts by along the roadside. Cole reads over them as it passes, recognizing some of the names, having never heard of the others.
“That’s fine,” Ruby says. “500 miles is a pretty good day.”
Cole grunts in response, maneuvering the car towards the exit. He falls in behind a pair of rusted out pickups, dropping speed fast as they swing off the freeway and onto the edge of a suburban strip. “Where do you want to stay?”
Ruby shifts slightly so she is facing forward. There is still a concerted effort on her part not to lean into the middle space of the car or to look straight at Cole, but she has pushed into neutral territory for the purpose of logistical discussion.
“What are our options? I’ve budgeted $50 per person per night for rooms.”
Cole shakes his head in disgust, rolling past a Hampton Inn and a Marriot. He considers a Holiday Inn before pushing by it as well. “So, a shit box.”
An involuntary wince creases Ruby’s features. “No, not...” Her voice drifts off, unable to repeat the words. “Just not the Four Seasons.”
Cole smirks. “Four Seasons? Hell, $50 a night ain’t even the Best Western.”
Ruby matches the smirk. “Funny, you don’t strike me as the type that needs a fancy hotel.”
The Cutlass rumbles on towards the end of the strip. Cole spots a dilapidated motel sitting off the roadway, a cracked parking lot with weeds showing serving as the front lawn for the C’Mon Inn. It is aged, with a faux wooden exterior and outward facing doors painted green.
A pair of neon signs announcing the rate at $39.95 a night and Vacancy hang in the window.
“How the hell would you know?” Cole asks. “You haven’t even laid eyes on me.”
“I don’t need eyes to see you.”
Silence falls between them as they both stare straight ahead, defiance on their faces. Cole turns off the main road and into the lot of the C’Mon Inn, pulling to a stop right outside the front doors. A smattering of mini-vans and aging sedans dot the parking lot, though for the most part it is empty. He turns the engine off and leaves the keys in the ignition, sliding down low behind the wheel.
Ruby waits in expectation before turning to face him. She pauses another moment, waiting to see if he’ll pick up on the cue, before saying, “You’re going to have to help me here. I can’t exactly see where I’m going.”
The glare Cole gives her could melt granite. He keeps a stare leveled on her for several moments before groaning his displeasure and getting out. His boots click against the pavement as he walks to the front door and holds it open, making no attempt to help her along.
He watches her exit the car as well and stand in place, turning from side to side, trying to get her bearings.
It’s all he can do to keep from laughing.
“Over here.”
Ruby turns to the sound of his voice, her hand distended in front of her. She pauses a moment, determining exactly where his voice is situated, before walking on towards the door.
“Thank you.” 
Ruby steps forward into the lobby until her feet leave linoleum and step onto cheap fringe carpet. Again, she pauses.
The lobby is small, decorated in a barnyard motif, with a wagon wheel table and rustic artwork on the walls. To the right is a counter, an older man with beefy forearms and bushy eyebrows seated on a stool behind it. A half-eaten bucket of chicken sits on the counter beside him, the aroma filling the space.
He stares at Ruby as she enters, a small smirk on his face that slides away as Cole enters behind her and pretends to browse a rack of pamphlets for local attractions.
“Help you folks with something?”
Ruby turns towards the sound of his voice, a smile on her face. She keeps her left hand stretched out as she walks, her purse clutched in the right. She walks until her fingertips touch the counter before saying, “Yes, please. We’d like two rooms for the night.”
A curious look passes over the man as he stares from Ruby to Cole and back again. He pauses, considering the situation, before slapping his grease coated hands together in front of him. “I think we can manage that. Rate is $49.95 for each.”
In the back of the room, Cole looks up from the pamphlets to see the neon sign still flashing $39.95 in the window. His eyes focus on the bright red letters, his face twisted in consideration, before he tosses down the paper he is reading and steps outside.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
              Cole’s elbows rest against the hood of the car, his thumbs drumming out a beat against the burgundy metal, as Ruby exits the front door. She takes two steps straight ahead and stops, a key with a green keychain in either hand.
              Cole leaves her standing there for a moment before speaking.
              “Right in front of you, six or seven feet.”
              A look of momentary relief crosses Ruby’s face as she begins walking again, shuffling along a half step at a time. “Do you want room number seven or eight?”
              The question forces Cole’s eyes closed, his head dropping to face the ground. “Seven.”
              On either side they climb back in, Cole moving the car down to the far end of the row and parking right between their rooms. They step out in silence, Ruby still holding the keys as he unloads their bags from the trunk.
              “This way,” he mutters, slamming the lid closed and leading her into the room. It is a standard motel set-up, the furnishings old, the décor outdated by at least three decades.
              Ruby’s bags land with a rattling sound as Cole tosses them on the bed. “That all for the night?”
              Behind him Ruby stands just inside the door, hands by her side. “Can you tell me what I’m working with here?”
              It takes a moment for Cole to realize what she is asking, the request met by another heavy sigh. When he speaks, his voice could not be more bored. “To your left is the bathroom, in front of you the bed. On the right is the television. Remote’s on the nightstand if you want to listen to it.”
              Fire flashes on Ruby’s face. 
              Just as fast it passes, aided by a deep breath. “Gee, thanks.”
              Cole ignores her. “What time are we leaving tomorrow?”
              “Is it okay if we get started a little earlier? Say, eight?”
              Cole responds with a grunt, already moving past her for the door.
              Ruby can sense his movements, tracking his progress as he goes. “Any idea what you’re doing for dinner?”
              Cole waits until he’s outside to respond, letting the door swing closed behind him.
              “Dinner? Right now I need a drink.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
              Big Al’s advertises itself as the best pizza in Lexington, guaranteed to be delivered in twenty minutes or less. There was no way for Ruby to verify the veracity of the statement, but the spokesman in the commercial seemed adamant, so she gave it a shot.
The box with just a slice missing on the bed by her feet proves the first half of that claim was wrong. The fact that she had to wait over an hour for it to arrive disproved the second part as well.
              As far as Ruby is concerned, Big Al is nothing more than a liar.
              After a day of inactivity in the car, Ruby doesn’t really mind as she lays sprawled across the bed, her appetite not much to speak of. Her waif-like frame is enveloped in a thin cotton nightgown, a pillow folded up behind her head as she lays atop the comforter, the phone pressed to her ear.
              In the background the television is playing an old rerun of How I Met Your Mother, the volume just a notch or two above mute.
              “Yes Memaw, everything is going fine,” Ruby says, her voice relaying a happiness that is overstated at best, contrived at worst. “We’re in Lexington, Kentucky right now. I just ate dinner and am watching some television before turning in.”
              “You just had dinner? Does that mean he’s there with you?” Esther asks into her ear.
              Ruby pauses, her lips parted, contemplating how to answer the question. She has no reason to protect Cole, but still feels the need to do so to her grandmother.
              For herself and her trip more than him anyway.
              “No. He wanted to take a walk after being cooped up in the car all day. I told him to go ahead, there’d be other nights.”
              “Hmm,” Esther responds. Just from the single syllable Ruby can hear the displeasure in her voice, can picture the look on her face. “How’d it go today?”
              “It was okay. He’s a little quiet, but then, I am too.”
              Ruby holds her breath and waits, hoping her grandmother won’t press her too hard for the details. The break in conversation seems to go on forever.
              “Alright,” Esther says. “Just remember, you’re not too far that you can’t turn back. I’m more than happy to drive you myself if you’d rather.”
              Ruby pushes out a sigh of relief.
              “I know, and thank you for the offer, but we’re doing just fine out here.”
              Three minutes later Ruby hangs up the phone and stares at the ceiling, playing the conversation back in her head, hoping she sounded more convincing than she actually felt.
 



 
 
 
 
 
It’s early in the night and Fall semester hasn’t started yet, but that doesn’t keep the Wildcat Saloon from already being half-full. Most of the seats in the room are taken, groups of guys huddled up around pool tables, not-so-covertly checking out the female clientele. A rough-hewn pine stage is set up in the corner, a house band just starting sound check.
An oversized oak bar stretches along the entire back wall, curled around in a horseshoe, various scribbling and scratches etched across it. The remainder of the space is filled with the usual tavern staples - tables, billiards, shuffleboard, dance floor.
A hue of metallic red and blue washes over the entire space, the result of a dozen neon signs announcing alcohol of every kind hanging on the walls.
At the corner of the bar, alone, sits Cole. An almost empty beer glass and half-full basket of food sit in front of him. His gaze is slanted up at a football game on the television above the bar, but he’s not paying attention.
Try as he might, he can’t help but keep wondering how he found himself here in the first place.
At the other end of the bar, the front door swings open and a trio of girls walk in, led by Cherry. Her long blonde hair is teased up into a pile on her head and she is wearing too much makeup and not enough clothing. The first thing she does while waiting for the bartender to give them their usual drinks is scan the bar, looking for strays.
This is not the first time she’s be here, her routine long since honed into perfection. 
She knows what she is looking for and finds it in Cole.
The bartender hands all three girls cranberry vodkas and moves on to the next drove of thirsty patrons, the ladies turning to find a place to sit. Cherry lets her friends go on ahead, offering only a perfunctory, “Hey, I’ll catch up with you guys, okay?” as they go.
Both friends have seen this play out enough times to know they’re on their own for the night. They wish Cherry well and disappear into the crowd, shaking their heads.
The irony in their voices is lost on her.
The straw in her drink finds its way to the corner of her mouth as she ambles over, ignoring a pair of ogling freshmen. She sips at the drink and pulls up just short of Cole, extending a manicured nail down towards the stool beside him.
“This seat taken?”
For the first time, Cole shifts his attention away from the screen to the overdone co-ed beside him. The look on his face relays that he’s not quite repulsed, but far from enthused. “Not that I know of.”
The message goes right past Cherry. “Mind if I join you?”
Cole’s only response is a shrug as he picks up his beer and takes a swig.
“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you in here before,” Cherry coos, dropping herself down onto the stool, turning her body to face Cole’s. Her knees press against his hip, her intentions even more clear than they were just a moment before.
Cole pretends not to notice. “You haven’t.”
“Trying someplace new tonight?”
Cole doesn’t even try to hide his eye roll. He’s seen this play out far too many times not to know where it’s going, though it is the first time a woman’s ever tried it on him.
“Not from around here.”
“Oh!” Cherry says, her facing lighting up. “So where you from?”
Cole raises his stare back up to the game. “Alaska.”
Cherry takes another sip of her drink and glances up to the game, oblivious to the signals Cole is sending her. “So what brings you to our little corner of Heaven?”
A deep sigh rolls from Cole, a mix of frustration and disbelief. “Just passing through.”
“Where could you possibly be going that would bring you through here?”
“California.”
A playful slap hits his forearm. “Oh wow. Don’t suppose you have room for an extra passenger do you? I’ve never been to California before.”
The final, foamy dregs of his beer twirl in the bottom of the glass as Cole spins it, making a point to look anywhere but at Cherry. She has now shattered the touch barrier and tried to invite herself along for the trip.
Still, his interest level is lukewarm at best. 
“Sorry, but I’m the extra passenger on this trip.”
The words sit heavy between them as Cherry goes back to her drink, crestfallen. In the corner, the band begins to pick up, the first broken chords of a bad guitar solo wailing out.
Cherry looks over at them, back to Cole, and leans in close. She presses tight against his arm, her breasts touching his elbow, her moist breath in his ear.
“Well, shoot, I guess that means hello and goodbye all in the same night, doesn’t it?”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
              A loud thud against the wall behind her headboard shakes Ruby from her sleep, snapping her eyes awake. She lies on her side with her body curled into the fetal position, a pillow balled up in her hands. Breath comes in ragged gasps, her heart pounding, body bathed in sweat.
              The sound rings out again, a bang so violent it shakes the wall. 
              Ruby’s first thought is the sound is coming from next door. That’s Cole’s room, and it sounds like a tussle. She bolts upright and rolls to her side, reaching for the phone to call the front desk, have them send someone to make sure he’s okay.
              A second sound penetrates the wall, stopping her hand inches from the phone, causing a sinking feeling in her stomach. It is the unmistakable sound of two people in the throes of passion.
              Heavy kisses, loud panting. 
              Ruby’s jaw sags open as she drops back down onto the bed, returning to the fetal position. She stares straight into the darkness, listening as Cole and his new friend have sex less than three feet away. After a few moments she takes the pillow from her hands and smashes it against her head, sandwiching it over her ears, trying in vain to block out the sounds of passion.
              It is no use. 
              There is no way to escape it, nowhere for her to go.
              It takes a full twenty minutes for the tryst to end, both parties climaxing with a mighty moan before falling silent. 
              By the time they are done, Ruby’s pillow is soaked wet with tears.
 



 
 
 
 
 
              The morning air in Kentucky is a touch less humid than in Virginia, though every bit as hot. It hits Ruby in a wall as she steps outside the door of her hotel room, bag in hand. Three minutes earlier the front desk informed her it was five minutes before eight. She is dressed and ready for the day, a resolute expression on her face.
              She stands in the early morning heat, an ear cocked to the wind, listening. There is the unmistakable sound of traffic crawling by on the highway, an occasional cicada sounding off in the distance. 
              The scent of coffee floats by on the breeze.
              The door to room eight bursts open beside her, snapping her head towards the commotion. From it spills Cherry, stumbling, pulling on clothes from a second early morning go-round. Her hair is tousled and a line of mascara snakes down her cheek.
              She sees Ruby standing there and giggles, adjusting her prodigious assets back beneath her shirt. “Morning.”
              “Good morning,” Ruby responds, her tone curt.
              Cherry senses the tone, her features clouding over. “Cole said if I saw a black girl with a corncob up her ass to tell her he’d be right out. I’m guessing that’s you.”
              The words do nothing to Ruby’s expression. “Please tell Cole I’ll be waiting right here whenever he’s done putting the trash out.”
              Cherry stares a dagger at Ruby, saying nothing. She finishes adjusting her shirt and hops onto a foot, pulling on a pink cowboy boot. Once it is in place she stamps the heel down onto the ground and tugs on the other one before raising herself up and thrusting her chin into the air.
              “Kiss my ass.”
              “From what I’ve heard the last ten hours, that’s been taken care of,” Ruby snaps, her voice remaining even.
              For a moment Cherry tries to draw out a retort, her jaw hanging open. Just as fast she gives up, flipping Ruby her middle finger and stomping off across the parking lot. Ruby stands still as she goes, listening to the sound of her boots grow fainter across the concrete, before dropping her bag and pivoting on the ball of her foot.
              She walks the four steps over to Cole’s room, reaching out with her hands to make sure she’s in front of the right door. Her fingers find the tarnished brass number screwed into the wood and pull back, smacking it with the palm of her hand. The sound is low at first, growing in intensity as she balls her hand into a fist, the anger within her spilling out.
              She can hear movement inside.
              “Hold on a second!” Cole calls from inside the room.
              This only serves to infuriate Ruby further, who pounds even harder. By the time the door swings open, the sound can be heard the entire length of the motel.
              Even if Ruby could see the pair of rubberneckers climbing into their car nearby, she wouldn’t care.
              “I said hold on! What the hell? Did you forget something?” 
              The sight of Ruby standing in the doorway pulls Cole to a stop. His hair is wet and he is wearing just a towel, expecting to see Cherry in front of him. His jaw drops open, the anger draining from his face.
              “I told Cherry to tell you I’d be right out.”
              “She did, I’m telling you to hurry up anyway.” The tone is much sharper than she used on Cherry, firm and non-negotiable.
              At the sound of her words, surprise retreats back to disgust on Cole’s face. “Jesus Christ. What are you, my mother?”
              “You leave Jesus and your mother out of this. You’re the one that accepted the job, you get out here and do it.”
              Cole glances past Ruby to see another pair of onlookers wander by in the parking lot. He looks down at himself, wrapped only in a towel, and shakes his head. “Five minutes.”
              “Three.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
              The interior of the Cutlass has gone from frigid cold to hellfire hot, both sides fuming, angst rolling out with every exaggerated breath. No longer are the two sides hugging their respective windows. Now they stare straight ahead, punctuated by sideways glances relaying their displeasure.
              They leave the town of Lexington behind and set out west again, the morning sun at their back. At just a few minutes after eight it is already hot, aided considerably by the anger bottled up in the car.
              “Are you even fit to drive this morning?” Ruby asks, kicking off the verbal sparring match.
              The question is met with an angry look. “Are you shitting me? I had two beers last night.”
              “So it’s her I smell on you, not the booze.”
              Cole sets his jaw and exhales, lowering his chin to stare at the road beneath pursed eyebrows.
              “Let’s get a few things straight before we go any further, okay?” Ruby continues, not letting his silence derail her.
              “This ought to be good.”
              “First, I am paying you good money to do a job. That means showing up on time, narrating the trip, actually doing the job. Got it?”
              “Do I have a choice?” Cole manages through gritted teeth, his glare fixed on the road ahead.
              “No. Second, in case you haven’t noticed, and I know you have because you comment on it every ten seconds, I am blind. That means occasionally you have to help me with things. Common decency should tell you that, but since you don’t seem to have any, I’m telling you. Understand?”
              “Yup.” Cole’s tone has moved into an even mix of hostile and monotone.
              “And finally, for all intents and purposes, this is a business trip. Do you think you can keep your butt out of bars and strange women out of your bed for the next two weeks?”
              Another slow sigh from Cole, his voice now leaning towards detached. “Anything else?”
              Ruby pauses, her hand raised and mouth opened, ready to dole out more venom, but none comes to mind. She leans back in her chair and folds her arms across her chest, lips pressed together. “Not at the moment, but I’ll let you know if anything else comes up.”
              Cole waits a full five minutes for his breathing to even out, for the animosity within him to ebb away. Once he is sure he can speak without the slightest bit of fire in his voice, he begins to narrate.
              “Right now we’re in central Kentucky, home to a shitload of bluegrass and horses. If you look out your window right now, you’ll see a shitload of bluegrass and horses.”
              The comment draws a hint of an angry smirk from Ruby. 
Whether it is at the comment or Cole’s gall, neither one is sure.
 



 
 
 
 
 
              “Off to the left there is Colonel Sanders’ house.” 
              Cole is not happy about having to serve as the trip narrator, and his voice reflects that. 
              Ruby’s head shifts towards the left, following Cole’s directive. She stares out, trying to imagine a plantation spread with thick white columns and a sweeping lawn. “Please no off-color jokes.”
              Genuine surprise dots Cole’s features. “Colonel Sanders is a hero to fat people everywhere. Color doesn’t matter.”
              The remark draws the first half-smile of the trip. “You don’t like Kentucky Fried Chicken?”
              “Anybody that claims they don’t like KFC is a liar,” Cole says, his voice still monotone, but a bit more firm. “And while we’re here, the joke you were referring to would actually be on-color, not off.”
              “So it would,” Ruby whispers, shifting her head back to face front. “Where are we?”
              “Louisville,” Cole replies. “Home to KFC, the Cardinals, and Churchill Downs.”
              The mention of Churchill Downs pulls an audible gasp from Ruby. 
              The sound gets Cole’s attention, who looks over at her. “Fan of the Derby?”
              “Oh, yes,” Ruby says. She leans forward and turns her head towards the window, biting back a schoolgirl smile. “Pull in.”
              Cole shoots a quick look over at her, his foot easing back off the gas. “You serious?”
              Ruby nods hard in the affirmative. “Very. Pull in, please.”
              Cole sighs again, pushing the car off the highway and through a quaint neighborhood, mailboxes and brick homes lining the streets. He follows a series of mud brown signs as they point the way, pulling to a stop on the front corner of the grounds. Up ahead he can see the gleaming white pillars of the official entrance, flags floating in the breeze, a line of cars waiting to get inside.
              “Are we here?” Ruby asks.
              “Sort of,” Cole says, glancing in the rearview mirror, searching for any signs of life.
              “Sort of? What does that mean? What do we see?”
              Cole gives the mirrors another check before wrenching open the driver’s side door and climbing out. “Not a damn thing, yet.”
              He closes the door quietly and circles around the car, opening up Ruby’s. As he moves his head turns from side to side, searching for any sign of security.
              Ruby remains seated, her features filled with concern. “Cole? What’s going on?”
              Cole raises a finger to his lips, giving a directive that goes unseen. “We’re sneaking inside. Keep your voice down.”
              Shock passes over Ruby’s face. “What? No. Is that even allowed?”
              “If it was allowed I would have said we’re standing in a mile long line and paying through the nose to go inside,” Cole says, reaching in and taking her by the arm, his hand wrapping around her entire bicep. He tugs softly, almost lifting her thin frame out of the seat. “Come on.”
              The look of alarm is still on Ruby’s face as she allows herself to be pulled up, staying close to Cole as they stride away from the car. With every step he watches to make sure they are alone before ducking through an open gate and into a small landscaping building.
              The building is dark and damp, the smell of fresh sod and fertilizer in the air. Twisting at the waist, Cole continues checking both directions as they walk, their shoes clicking against the concrete floor.
              A moment later they emerge side by side on the northwest corner of the grounds, the sun illuminating them, everything bright and immaculate. Ruby walks forward until her outstretched hands touch the rail and raises her face to the sky, feeling the warmth on her face.
              “We’re there, aren’t we?”
              Beside her, Cole fights hard not to reveal the awe he too feels. He stands a couple feet off the rail and spins in a tight revolution, taking it all in. “Yeah,” he whispers.
              “Tell me everything,” Ruby says, her eyes still closed, face aimed skyward.
              Cole finishes his circle and stops, looking at Ruby before coming to rest beside her, his back pressed against the rail. He sweeps his gaze across the grounds, taking the entire scene in before he begins.
              “Right in front of us, just inches from your toes, is the track. The rail you’re leaning on is painted white, the dirt dark brown and groomed perfect, the grass on the in-field bright green.”
              The smile on Ruby’s face grows wider.
              “Rising above it is the grandstand. It covers the entire length of the homestretch, four tiers high, all stacked up on one another. The famous spires rise up behind it, flags just barely drifting in the wind.”
              Ruby waits until he is done before turning, matching his stance, her back against the rail. “It’s something, huh?”
              Cole glances over at her, the wonder in her face, and cracks a half-smile. “You can almost see the ladies in their giant hats drinking mint juleps from here.”
              A wistful sigh escapes Ruby’s lips, her face lowering towards the ground. “I always wanted to be one of those ladies. Just once, put on the fancy dress and the hat and stand up there.”
              Cole’s eyebrows raise a fraction of an inch on his forehead. “Yeah?”
              Ruby raises her gaze and glances over at Cole. “I don’t drink, so I wouldn’t touch the juleps, but I might even put five dollars on the horse with the funniest name to win.”
              “So you don’t drink, but you gamble?”
              “I might,” Ruby says, smirking as she does so.
              The half smile grows a little larger on Cole’s face. “Good thing about the Derby is they run it every year. Gives you a lot of chances to make it back someday, be that lady in the funny hat.”
              Cole watches as any trace of a smile slides from Ruby’s face. She keeps her gaze aimed at the ground, retreating back into herself. “Yeah, maybe.”
              The two stand in silence. Not hostile silence, or even awkward silence, but for the first time just silence. 
They stand there for almost ten minutes, Cole drinking in his surroundings, Ruby imagining what it would be like to be on hand for the first Saturday in May.
              They stand until a pair of voices drift down to them, groundskeepers on the far end fighting with a sprinkler head. They haven’t been spotted, but just the same Cole taps Ruby on the elbow and leads her away, exiting out the same way they’d entered without a sound.
 



 
 
 
 
 
              The Midwest passes as one extended mirror image of itself, Indiana becoming Illinois becoming Missouri. Clumps of dense forest broken up by long stretches of farmland, wilted and drying cornstalks, brown soybeans, fresh mowed hay. The terrain rises and falls in gradual slopes, not quite the plains, but a far cry from the mountains of West Virginia.
              Sun streams into the car, bathing everything in a golden hue. No longer does overt hostility permeate the air, but it doesn’t keep both travelers from beginning to feel the wear by mid-afternoon. Hours of silence punctuated by occasional pockets of narration has begun to take its toll, both driver and passenger starting to fatigue.
              The clock on the dash shows it is just shy of three o’clock as the city of St. Louis crests the horizon. The sun is still high in the sky overhead, shining down on the skyscrapers, spotlighting them like an oasis in the distance.
              “You up for another pit stop?” Cole asks, an idea forming in his head.
              “Hmm?” Ruby asks, her mind far away.
              “That’s a yes,” Cole replies, pushing the gas harder, covering the last ten miles into town in just eight minutes. As he drives, he casts quick glances over to Ruby, who has perked up in the seat beside him, her gaze raised in expectation.
              The first exit funnels them towards downtown, depositing them by the Mississippi River. Cole idles the engine beside the riverfront, watching swarms of gulls waddle along the roadway and clumps of tourists stroll by the water. He turns into the parking lot for a riverboat casino and kills the engine, the exaggerated sound of slot machines spilling out into the air without the rumble of the Olds.
              “I smell water, hear bells,” Ruby says, turning her head, trying to decipher her surroundings.
              Cole nods, staring out at the river flowing by. “Impressive.”
              “You’d be surprised what your other senses pick up when you don’t rely on sight all the time.”
              Cole nods, considering the information. As true as it may be, he hopes to never learn about it firsthand. “We’re in St. Louis. What you smell is the Mississippi river, what you hear is a riverboat casino. Come on.”
              He pushes his way out of the car and into the sunlight, stretching his hands high above his head. Three vertebrae pop in the small of his back as he holds the pose for several moments and twists at the waist, Ruby climbing out of the car behind him.
              “You brought us to a casino? Just because I said I’d bet on the Derby...”
              A snort slides out from Cole. “No, I parked us by a casino. I brought us to the St. Louis Arch.”
              He pauses, waiting to check her reaction.
              She doesn’t disappoint, the smile as broad and as genuine as the one at Churchill Downs four hours earlier.
              “This way,” Cole says, leading her across the street and out onto the grassy lawn surrounding the Arch. Every so often, he scuffs his shoes along the ground or reaches out and touches her elbow to direct her, but is careful not to remain in constant contact. 
              Above them the Arch rises and falls in a parabola, the afternoon sun glinting off its steel construction. Framed by the Arch is the Missouri statehouse, its golden dome shining so bright it almost appears to be winking down on them.
              Scads of people lounge on the grass, from families sprawled on blankets to working stiffs taking a quick break from the day. Cole leads Ruby across the open expanse to the base of the Arch, following the flow of foot traffic into the underground museum connecting the two sides. 
              The first part of the tour Cole narrates for Ruby, telling her of the stuffed bison and Conestoga wagon on display. Halfway through he concedes duties to the recordings found throughout, letting the digitized voice fill them in on far more historical data than he ever could. 
              The space, dark with subterranean lighting, cool with air conditioning, is filled with school children and families. The random shouts of young ones running back and forth fill the air, accented by the occasional admonishment from a frustrated parent.
              A few people send sideways glances towards Cole and Ruby as they make their way to the end of the tour, but nobody says anything. Still, Cole is aware of the glances, focusing more on the people around them than the tour at hand.
              “Can you imagine?” Ruby asks, tearing Cole’s eyes away from the passing crowd, drawing his attention to a recording discussing early settlers using St. Louis as a departure point for their trips to the west coast.
              His brow knots in confusion. “What’s that?”
              “Just loading everything up in a wagon and heading out west? Setting off on some new adventure?”
              Ruby stands motionless for a moment, a look of wonder on her face, before they both begin to walk again.
              “Isn’t that kind of what we’re doing?” Cole counters, keeping step with her.
              “Are you crazy?” Ruby asks, waving her hands about in front of her. “The two aren’t even close. Those people left everything and everybody they knew behind. Loaded up and took off in search of a better life. We’re just taking a trip.”
              Cole nods and looks at Ruby, studying her, waiting for her to continue. When she doesn’t, he motions towards the gift shop and asks, “You want anything?”
              “Hmm?”
              “From the gift shop, you want anything?”
              “Oh,” Ruby says, pausing. She debates the question a moment before shaking her head. “No, that’s alright.”
              “Not a souvenir girl?”
              “It’s not like I can see them anyway,” Ruby says, walking on past.
              Cole makes a conceding face but says nothing, leading her back out into the midday sun. The tour took them from one leg of the Arch to the other, the massive structure now looming directly above.
              A shrill whistle passes Cole’s lips as he stares up at it, turning in a circle, watching the sun dance back and forth behind the thin band of metal high above.
              “Impressive?” Ruby asks.
              “Oh yea,” Cole says, his voice strained as he stares straight up into the sky. “One of the signs inside said over six hundred feet tall, and I believe it. The very top looks less than a centimeter wide from where we’re standing.”
              “Wow,” Ruby agrees, raising her head to look up as well. Like Cole, she starts to turn in a circle. Midway through the revolution her legs falter, giving out beneath her weight. Her entire body falls to the ground, the thin frame sliding to the pavement in a single movement.
              The sound of her skin slapping against asphalt jerks Cole’s attention away from the Arch overhead. It takes a moment for the scene to register, his eyes bulging. 
              “Jesus, are you okay?” Cole asks, dropping to a knee beside her and leaning in close. He looks her over from tip to toe several times, searching for any marks or scratches, but is careful not to touch her.
              Something just won’t let him.
              “Yeah,” Ruby says, taking deep breaths, forcing a smile. “Just got dizzy there for a second.”
              “You sure?” Cole asks.
              “I’m sure. I got a little disoriented staring straight up is all.”
              Ruby pushes herself upright, taking a moment to balance before walking on. Her legs are still wobbly beneath her as she goes, Cole watching every step she takes.
              Neither one so much as glances at the Arch the entire way back to the car.
 



 
 
 
 
 
              Bright rays of late day sun pass straight through the front windshield of the Cutlass as it rolls due west. The visor above the steering wheel is bent down at an angle, blocking out most of the glare, but not all. The bottom half of Cole’s face is ablaze with sunlight, his eyes squinting to see the road.
              Beside him Ruby sits with her arms folded and her face aimed out the window, oblivious to the golden hue illuminating her body.
              Cole tries to shift the visor to block more, but it is futile. The angle of the sun makes it impossible to keep out, the luminosity makes it impossible to see the road. 
              His gaze drifts to the clock on the dash to see it is after six.
              “You like barbecue?” Cole asks, his voice thick from hours of being unused.
              Ruby turns towards him, but doesn’t answer, her face relaying uncertainty.
              “You know, ribs, brisket, pulled pork. Barbecue,” Cole presses.
              It takes a moment for the words to find their way in, Ruby blinking several times, coaxing her mind back to active processing. “Oh, yeah, sure, I guess.”
              Cole nods. “Never had Kansas City barbecue before. Supposed to be the real deal.”
              Ruby ignores any mention of barbecue. “We’re in Kansas City?”
              “Coming up on it. I was thinking that’s far enough for today.”
              “Yeah, that’s far enough for the day,” Ruby agrees, her voice distant.
              Cole again tries to reposition the visor above him, hoping to find a position that will shield his eyes. “Besides, this late day sun is a mother. I should have brought my sunglasses.”
              Ruby remains silent as Cole maneuvers the car off the highway and into an exit on the outskirts of Kansas City. A cluster of fast food restaurants and gas stations slide by outside, each of them already lit up for the evening. They range from deserted to people lined out the door as the Cutlass rolls by, Cole surveying each in turn.
              “You alright?” he asks.
              “Mhmm,” Ruby lies. “I’m okay.”
              Cole rolls his eyes, but lets it go. “You hungry?”
              The steering column moans as he twists it to the side, turning into a parking lot as the reflection of neon lights climb up the hood and over the windshield. Before them sits the Hickory House Barbecue and Grill, a shrine to all things pork. 
              Shaped like a barn, it has neon signs hanging from every window, all either twisted into the form of a piggy or advertising various beers. 
The entire lot is full, families entering and exiting the swinging doors along the front.
              “I wasn’t, but that’s before I got a whiff of whatever it is I’m smelling,” Ruby says, twisting her head as if trying to get a better read on the scent. 
              Cole smirks, watching her with bemused detachment, before jerking his door open. “Yeah, you don’t even need that super smell of yours to know we’ve found a winner with this one.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
              The smell of barbecue overwhelms everything, so thick in the air it can almost be tasted. It first greets guests as they exit their cars, getting stronger the closer they get. By the time they are seated, reason has been tossed by the wayside, carnal longings taking over. 
              People want meat, any kind will do, just something to slather sauce on and devour a fistful at a time.
              The effect has made for a lively crowd, buoyed even more so by the Saturday night libations that flow free. Laughter and jukebox music spills out in all directions, filling the furthest corners of the building.
              Seated at an elevated table in the bar area, Cole and Ruby stare out into the sea of food-induced craziness, looks of surprise and bemusement on their faces. Every last seat in the dining room is full, patrons wedged shoulder to shoulder over their platters. 
              The table was one of the last in the bar, made available only through a few well-placed winks and a ten dollar bill from Cole to the hostess. On it now sits an iced tea before Ruby, a beer in front of Cole, both half-full.
              “Can I ask you something?” Cole says without shifting his gaze from the room.
              “What’s that?” Ruby asks, taking a drink from her tea through a straw, clutching it between her bony fingers and guiding it to her lips.
              “How does someone like you...” Cole begins, letting his voice trail off.
              Ruby sets the tea glass down. “Someone like me?”
              “Well, you know...” He motions towards her face, twirling his hand in a circle.
              She senses the movement across from her, the action drawing a smile. “You mean after pointing it out every chance you get for two days, you now have trouble saying the word blind?”
              An embarrassed smile tugs at the side of Cole’s mouth. “Okay, fine. How does someone who’s blind manage to have a 1971 Cutlass with a 442 and a hard top?”
              A satisfied smirk forms on Ruby’s face. “I wondered if you were ever going to get out of your own way long enough to notice.”
              Cole ignores the comment, waiting for her to respond. When she goes no further, he offers a small prompt. “Well?”
              Ruby shrugs with one shoulder, tilting her head to the side. “The car was my uncle Ricky’s. When he passed a few years ago, he left it to me.”
              Confusion paints Cole’s features. “But, you’re...”
              “Blind?” Ruby finishes. “Yeah, I know.”
              “So, isn’t that kind of cruel?” Cole asks.
              “Not at all,” Ruby says, shaking her head. “I wasn’t blind when he left it to me.”
              The beer in Cole’s throat catches as he drinks, his eyes bulging. He coughs repeatedly, forcing the liquid from his windpipe, trying to make sense of what he was just told. “Wait, so this is recent?”
              “Extremely,” Ruby says, her face and voice both relaying that she doesn’t wish to discuss it further. She turns her head to drive home the point as Cole attempts to press the issue across from her.
              He doesn’t get far.
              Ruby is saved by the arrival of the waitress, their dinner in hand. One at a time she sets the steaming plates down before them, an oversized plastic smile on her face as she does so.
              “And there we go,” the girl, looking like she can’t be more than sixteen, says. “A full rack with fries for him, and the pulled pork with slaw for the lady. Will there be anything else right now?”
              Cole waves a hand to dismiss her, his attention on the pile of charred meat inches from his fingers.
              “No, thank you, this is wonderful,” Ruby says, a polite smile on her face.
              The waitress disappears as Ruby unfolds her silverware and places the napkin in her lap. Cole reaches out and starts to tear a rib off the end of his pile, pausing as he sees Ruby press her hands together to pray. He sets the rib down and waits, watching as her lips move just barely, mouthing words in silence.
              Halfway through her prayer, Cole’s attention is drawn to a pair of men at a neighboring table watching Ruby and snickering. Both are dressed in sleeveless flannels and mesh caps, several days of facial hair growth on their chins.
              Cole has seen the type many times before. The same foreboding feeling he had the night Billy was playing pool in Petersburg sets in.
              His gaze hardens.
              Across the table, Ruby finishes praying and takes up her fork, feeling around the plate to get an idea of where everything is situated. Satisfied she knows what she is working with, she begins eating, starting with a small bite of pork.
              Once she is chewing, Cole returns to his rib, tearing it off and pulling chunks of meat away in hungry bites.
              It is clean, nothing left behind but gleaming white bone, in less than thirty seconds.
              Listening to him eat, Ruby smiles. “So, how are the ribs?”
              “Definitely different than we get back home,” Cole replies, his eyes down, hands moving for another.
              “Better or worse?”
              “Yes,” Cole says, tearing the second rib away from the slab. “How’s the pork?”
              “Very good, thanks,” Ruby says, extricating another small scoop with the end of her fork.
              “Lookit there, Jimmy! Looks like you owe me twenty bucks!” the man on the right from the table beside them says.
              “Well I’ll be damned Elroy, I thought for sure she’d get the chicken,” Jimmy replies in a voice much louder than necessary, his intent to be heard. He slaps his leg for effect, the sound drawing stares from a few nearby patrons.
              Ruby lowers her fork and places her hands in her lap, chewing in silence. Across from her Cole drops a finished rib on the plate, his face pinched tight, a glare aimed at the checkered table cloth between them.
              “That’s usually a safe bet with them, but I could tell by her hoity-toity dress and little ponytail she thought she was special,” Elroy says, leaning back in his chair to appraise Ruby’s attire.
              “A ragweed that thinks she’s a daisy,” Jimmy replies, shaking his head for effect. “There’s always one.”
              “I know it, and it’s only gotten worse since they put one in the White House!” Elroy adds, reaching across to swat his friend on the arm with the back of his hand.
              Cole’s hands both ball into tight fists as he sits glowering at the table. He glances up at Ruby, who is rigid, staring at her plate.
              She has not moved since the men started talking.
              “You okay?” Cole whispers, casting his gaze about. Other patrons have stopped eating and are looking over, avoiding eye contact. An air of discomfort is settling over the area.
              Ruby nods, but says nothing.
              “You know where you messed up on this one Jimmy? You didn’t take into account that she’s blind. Poor girl prolly don’t even know she’s black!”
              The crack elicits a hearty chortle from both men.
              “That’s true!” Jimmy agrees. “Hell, if I was her mama, I sure wouldn’t tell her. Let her go on thinking she’s just as good as everybody else.”
              “It’s not like she’ll ever know the difference!” Elroy adds, slapping his leg, his entire body quivering with laughter.
              Unable to stop himself, Cole turns his head and glares, his eyes little more than slits. Veins stand out along his forearms, his entire body tensed.
              “You sure?” he hisses.
              Another nod from Ruby.
              “You want to go?”
              Ruby rises without responding. Cole keeps his glare aimed at the rednecks before standing across from her. Both meals sit on the table more or less untouched, steam still rising from them.
              Cole shifts his focus away from the men and takes Ruby by the elbow, leading her away from the table. His face is a mask of anger, but he makes a point not to look over at the pair again.
              “Oh, now don’t run off!” Elroy calls. “We’re just having fun!”
              At the edge of the bar the waitress stands hugging an empty tray, frightened doe eyes dominating her face. She has seen the entire incident play out, as has everyone else in the bar.
              “Would you folks like me to box your food up to go?”
              Cole responds with a sharp twist of the head. 
              “Have the manager put it on their tab,” Cole says, leading Ruby through the crowd and out into the night, the scent of barbecue fading with each step they take.
 



 
 
 
 
 
              The bed at the Lazy 8’s Motel outside of Kansas City is rock hard. Even worse, it came draped with a polyester comforter that was just a few millimeters thick, acting more like a splashguard for the bodily fluids of previous tenants than an actual blanket.
              The bedspread Cole can do something about, pulling it off and wadding it into a ball, tossing it into the corner in disgust. 
              The concrete mattress he’s stuck with.
              Without a night stand or chair in the room, it serves as a makeshift table too as he lays from corner to corner atop the dingy white sheets. His long frame, dressed only in a pair of gym shorts, almost reaches the edge in both directions. He is propped on an elbow, a greasy cheeseburger wrapper in front of him, a pile of salty fries spread out atop it. A plain white milkshake cup sits beside it, having no trouble staying upright on the mattress with zero give.
              Sportscenter is on the television as he eats, filling him in on the latest in the world of sports. The Major League Baseball playoffs are just a few weeks away and football in all its forms is ramping up, but he can’t seem to force interest in any of it.
              His mind is back a few hours before, to the ugly scene at The Hickory House.
              Halfway through the fries, Cole gives up and wads everything into a ball. He kills the last of the milkshake in two long pulls and pushes it all into the original brown bag.
              The entire package is tossed into the trash as he passes into the bathroom to relieve himself and brush his teeth. When he is done, he turns off the television and switches off the lights, the room dark save a small bit of ambient glow filtering in through the curtains.
              A vertebrae in his neck pops as he flops down onto the bed, situating his long frame again in a diagonal fashion to keep from extending off the edge. After a moment he rolls onto a shoulder and closes his eyes.
              They stay that way less than a minute.
              Through the wall by his head he can hear the steady, persistent sobs of Ruby in the next room over. His eyes stay open wide as he sits and listens, rolling over onto his back and staring at the ceiling.
              He lies in that position for most of the night, long after Ruby has cried herself to sleep.
 



 
 
 
 
 
              For the first time in three months, Ruby leaves her hair down. This doesn’t arise from some deep-rooted attempt to stick it to anybody, isn’t some sort of stance or social commentary. It is merely a consequence of the fact that in her frustration the night before, she forgot to ask for a wake-up call.
              If not for Mother Nature stopping by to give her regards, Ruby might well still be asleep.
              Running short on time, Ruby leaves her hair to air dry, silky black and falling on her shoulders. She stuffs her dirty dress from the day before and toiletry kit into her bag and steps outside, the morning sun warm on her face.
              “Morning,” Cole says, ready and leaning against the hood of the car, parked just a few feet away. Two white paper cups sit on the hood beside him.
              A look of bemusement at her surprise, at the fact that for once she is the one running behind, is on his face.
              “Good morning,” Ruby says, forcing a half-smile. “Sorry I’m late.”
              “You’re not, not really anyway. I’m just early for a change,” Cole replies. “Coffee?”
              “No, thank you. I don’t drink coffee,” Ruby says, shaking her head, feeling her hair brush against her shoulders.
              Cole shrugs, lifting a cup and taking a long gulp. “Didn’t think so, but it was all they had.”
              “All they had was coffee? Where did you go?”
              “To the continental breakfast in the lobby,” Cole says, a trace of a chuckle in his voice.
              Ruby smirks, her smile growing a touch larger.
              “We’d already paid for it, might as well take advantage,” Cole adds. He steps away from the car and takes Ruby’s bag from her, carrying it to the trunk and stowing it inside. 
She stands in place on the sidewalk for a moment, surprise on her face, before heading for the passenger door. “Thank you.”
Cole waves it off and grabs up the two cups from the hood, tossing the contents of the second one onto the ground. He fits his own cup down inside it and climbs in, the engine letting out a rumble as it kicks to life.
“So, I glanced at the map in the lobby while I was getting coffee,” Cole says, the scent of his drink wafting through the interior. “It looks like we have a choice between going north and dog-legging through Cheyenne or pushing due west into Denver.”
“Hmm,” Ruby says, her lips pursed together. “Yeah, I remember thinking that when I mapped the trip out originally.”
Cole glances over at her and raises an eyebrow. “Dare I ask how long you’ve been planning this?
“A while,” Ruby says, her gaze straight ahead, finality in her voice.
Cole lets a moment pass, signaling her response was understood, before shifting his approach. “And which way did you decide to go?”
Ruby nods. “I think, Denver.”
Again Cole looks over at her before merging onto the highway, Kansas City growing smaller behind them in the rearview mirror. “You think Denver?”
“Well,” Ruby says, stopping and smiling. “I know I picked Denver. I just mean, I think it makes more sense to go that way. Don’t you?”
“Denver it is,” Cole says, adjusting his body behind the wheel, taking up the coffee from the cup holder. “Not into cowboys, huh?”
The smile remains on Ruby’s face as she angles her head to face out the window. “Not really my type.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
The interior of Kansas rolls by the exact way Cole envisioned it would. Ground smashed flat, nothing but golden fields of wheat shaved off at the ground as far as the eye can see. 
Sometimes, stereotypes tell the truth.
“Just so you know, I’m not shirking my narrating duties today,” he says, glancing over to Ruby. “There just isn’t a damn thing out here to see. Nothing but yellow carpet in every direction.”
The sound of his voice startles Ruby for a moment, giving way to a small chuckle. She shifts her head towards him a bit. “That’s alright. To be honest, I haven’t much noticed.”
“You okay?” 
Ruby stretches her arms out in front of her, left hand gripping her right wrist, and sighs. “Yeah.”
“Somehow I don’t believe you.”
A corner of Ruby’s mouth turns up, a hint of sadness in her face. “Somehow I don’t either.”
Cole catches the look and glances down at the dash. A mischievous smile stretches across his face as he reaches a hand out. “You know what helps me?”
Without waiting for a response he flips on the radio, the original silver knobs twisting to life, a little static in the speakers. A flash of fuzz bursts through as he turns the dial. 
The first station he comes to blasts angry rap music into the car, synthesized sound and a string of profanity spewing in around them.
The song folds Ruby’s face into a wince, her fingers reaching for her ears. “That’s what helps you?”
Cole keeps turning the nob, white noise replacing the vitriolic sound. “Hell no. Definitely wasn’t expecting to find that in the middle of Kansas.”
Checking to make sure the sound is gone, Ruby lowers her hands and smirks. The next song they come to is gospel, an aged white woman professing her undying love for the Lord.
“That’s a little better,” Ruby says, “but I won’t ask you to listen to it.”
“Much appreciated,” Cole responds, checking the road before focusing back on the radio, his hand twisting the knob.
“I am a devout follower, but I know His music isn’t for everybody.”
“Yeeeeah,” Cole says, drawing the word out, “and seeing as how He and I haven’t spoken in about five years now...”
Ruby turns towards him, waiting for him to finish the sentence, but before he can “Sugar Pie Honey Bunch” by the Four Tops spills into the car.
“Nice! Here we go,” Cole says, twisting the volume up. He slaps at the top of the steering wheel with his fingers, bobbing his head to the rhythm.
Ruby’s jaw drops open and her entire upper body turns to him, shock written across her features. “Are you kidding me right now?”
Cole glances over, giving her a double take, smiling at her reaction. “What’s wrong with Motown?”
“Not one thing is wrong with Motown, I just didn’t expect you to be into it.”
Cole’s mouth drops open, mock indignation on his face. He pauses and waits for the bridge of the song to come through before jumping in, singing as loud as he can.
“When I call your name, girl it starts the flame...”
The words start Ruby to giggling, raising a hand to her face. She waits until the end of the lyric and then, not to be outdone, joins in, the two of them singing together.
“Burning in my heart, tearing it all apart...”
Cole looks over at her and smiles, letting his voice fade away, leaving Ruby alone to take the verse home.
“No matter how I try, my love I cannot hide.”
              Ruby realizes she is singing alone and stops, laughing. She clasps her hands over her mouth and rocks back and forth, shaking with chuckles.
Cole can’t help but laugh himself, the song fading away in the background, a small-town deejay coming on to provide the weather report. He reaches out and turns the dial down, glancing over at Ruby.
“Told you.”
Thin hands slide away from Ruby’s face, revealing a beaming smile. “Works every time, huh?”
“It’ll cure what’s ailing you.”
The two share a smile, both holding it as they stare out at the road ahead.
It is short lived.
The moment is shattered by a deep rumbling sound, the car lurching to the right. Ruby reaches out to steady herself against the dash as Cole grips the wheel in both hands, veering the car onto the side of the road.
It comes to a stop a few seconds later, the only sound the ticking of the engine, as they both sit looking at one another.
 



 
 
 
 
 
              A stream of sweat drips the length of Cole’s nose, a droplet dangling off his nose before falling to the ground. It hits the pavement, a sizzling sound rising up from the asphalt. A foot in front of it rests the deflated rear passenger tire. Not a bit of air pressure remains, the rubber folded up on itself, soft and warm to the touch.
              The cause of the flat protrudes from between two treads, wedged tight in the tire, just beneath the top of the wheel well. With a sigh, Cole reaches in and extracts a rock almost two inches in length, holding it between his fingers and examining it like an archaeologist on a dig.
              “Well, there it is,” he says in an even tone.
              “What’s that?” Ruby, standing behind him, arms straight down by her sides, asks.
              Cole extends the rock towards her and holds it out, his gaze aimed down at the tire. After a moment he glances over and sees her still standing there, unaware of the object held in her direction. He presses his lips together and gives a quick shake of the head, casting off the rock to the side.
              “Rock. Damn thing’s as long as an arrowhead, sharp as one too.”
              “Oh,” Ruby says, nodding. “What does that mean?”
              “That means,” Cole says, sliding past her and heading for the trunk, “you get to stand out here in the heat for a bit while I change a tire.”
              Ruby nods again and follows him to the rear of the car, her hands clasped behind her back. She waits as Cole unloads their gear, the bags and cooler piling up alongside the road.
              “Can I help?”
              “Naw, it’s alright. Not the first tire I’ve changed, won’t be the last.”
              Cole hefts out the last of the luggage and lifts the floorboard from the bottom of the trunk. He braces it against his thighs and wheels around, careful to avoid Ruby, before setting it on the ground and leaning it against the bumper. 
He turns back to see the storage well is completely empty. His face clouds for a moment, his voice dropping a decibel. “Now this is a first.”
“What?” Ruby asks, her face flashing concern.
Cole stares at the hollow for several moments before raising his eyebrows and shifting his gaze to Ruby. “Your uncle might have left you a car, but he didn’t bother leaving the spare tire that went with it.”
Ruby’s face drops flat, the visualization of what Cole felt seeing the empty hold just a moment before. “You’re kidding me.”
Without waiting for a response she steps forward and feels along, her fingers finding nothing but threadbare carpeting. 
“Trust me, I’m looking right at,” Cole says. “There’s no tire in that trunk.”
Ruby gives a few more errant stabs about with her hands before pulling back, a fresh coat of sweat covering her features. “So now what?”
“Now we call someone to get out here and give us a tow,” Cole says, walking around the opposite side of the car for the driver’s door. He pulls it open and leans inside, his upper body disappearing as he rifles through the front seat.
“Seriously? Do we even know where we are right?” 
There is noticeable strain in Ruby’s voice.
Grunting, Cole continues searching in the front of the car, the interior temperature rising fast. He can feel sweat running down the small of his back, taste it on his upper lip. “According to a sign we passed back there, we’re about three miles from Wakeeney.”
“Wakeeney, Kansas?” Ruby asks, disbelief in her voice. “That’s a place that actually exists? You’re not just messing with me?”
Cole locates what he is looking for, his slim black Nokia phone. He flips it open and sees it is dead, having not been charged since they left three days before. He tosses it on the seat and pulls back out of the car, stretching to full height and wiping a handful of sweat from his face. 
“Nope, it’s too hot for that right now. Can I use your phone? I think mine went dead somewhere in Kentucky.”
Ruby shakes her head, the look of worry growing deeper. “I don’t have a cell phone.”
The look is now matched by Cole, mixed with a bit of dread. “You’re shitting me.”
“No,” Ruby whispers.
Cole stands for a moment, thumbs hooked into the rear pockets of his jeans. He sighs, fighting to keep the anger he knows isn’t far off at bay. “How do you call your grandma at night?”
Ruby keeps her gaze aimed towards the ground. “Collect on the hotel room phone.”
“Huh,” Cole says, considering. “And me the other night?”
“Rotary phone in the kitchen.”
              Cole nods, slow at first, but picking up steam. Anger clouds his features as he does so, standing in place for several long moments. He swallows hard and takes a deep breath, walking back to the rear of the car and lifting the floorboard back into the trunk. He wrestles it into position and starts tossing the bags back in, throwing them with reckless energy. 
              Ruby stands rigid beside him, wincing as each bag lands with a thud. “What are you going to do?
              “The only thing I can do,” he grunts, tossing his own bag in and slamming the hood shut.
              “What’s that?”
              Cole steps away from the car, out into the middle of the road, and stares in both directions. Not a single sign of life can be seen either way. 
              No cars have passed in the twenty minutes they’ve been stopped.
              “You have a choice to make. You can either walk into town with me or you can stay here with the car until I get back.”
              Ruby jerks towards the sound of his voice, alarm on her face. “That’s it?”
              Cole moves back out of the road and returns to the car. “Unless you want to stand out here and wait for someone to give us a ride, but I don’t see that happening any time soon.”
              Standing along the rear bumper, Ruby looks in either direction before raising her face to the sky, the sun hot on her skin.
 



 
 
 
 
 
              The midday heat radiates up off the roadway, visible in wavy lines rising from the ground, extending up over the lengths of their bodies. It envelopes them, coupling with the sun high overhead to broil them from above and below, an outdoor rotisserie for Cole and Ruby as they walk.
              Both walk on the wide shoulder of the road, the grass sloping away along the side, making it impossible to escape the heat reflecting up from the concrete. Cole is on the inside, his t-shirt left behind in the car, his ribbed gray tank top stripped off and hanging from a belt loop. His entire upper body is bathed in sweat, his tan skin glistening.
              Ruby walks along the edge closest to the grass, her hair piled into a ratty bun on her head. The cotton dress she is wearing is soaked through, sticking to her body. Every visible bit of skin is wet, shiny under the bright sun.
              They are laboring, but moving forward.
              “So tell me,” Cole asks, “how does a girl get to be your age and not have a cell-phone?”
              Ruby sighs, more from exhaustion than frustration. “I don’t know. How does a guy your age have one and never bother to charge it?”
              The question earns a shrug in response. “Cause there’s only one person on the planet that would call it, and I don’t much feel like talking to him.”
              He glances over at Ruby, waiting for her to answer his question. When she doesn’t he clears his throat to prompt her.
              “I don’t know,” Ruby says, raising her hands by her side. “Never had any need for one. Just seemed like an unnecessary expense.”
              “Can’t argue with that,” Cole says, kicking at a rock with the toe of his boot, sending it careening off into the grass. “How old are you anyway?”
              “Ha!” Ruby says, coughing out the laugh. “You’re definitely not one to be tripped up the rules of social etiquette are you?”
              “I’m not entirely sure what you just asked, but I’m pretty sure the answer is no,” Cole says, glancing over at her and smiling.
              Ruby gives an exhausted smile and shakes her head. “I’m nineteen years old.”
              “Hmm, nineteen,” Cole says, considering the information, letting his voice trail off. “And your grandma just let you run an ad in the paper and take a cross country trip?”
              “Not exactly.”
              “Meaning?”
              “Meaning we had an agreement. It wasn’t her decision to make.”
              “Huh,” Cole says, pausing a moment, the only sound their shoes scraping along the ground. “So shouldn’t you be in school somewhere or something?”
              Again Ruby shakes her head. “You’re not real big on being subtle are you?”
              Cole snorts, the movement jerking his head back a few inches. “Took you three days to gather that?”
              “No, I suppose it didn’t,” Rudy concedes, shaking her head. “I’ve been awarded a scholarship to Duke, but I’m, um, deferring.”
              She glances over at Cole, fatigue starting to show on her face. Rivulets of sweat line her face, her thin shoulders hanging low. With each step her pace slows, though Cole doesn’t seem to notice as he pushes a whistle out between his teeth.
              “Damn, Duke. Impressive. To study what?”
              “I don’t know,” Ruby says, the words thick on her tongue. “Maybe history?”
              “Hmm. Why’d you defer?”
              Ruby begins to respond, but the words are cut off as her leg buckles beneath her, pitching her body forward. She just manages to get her hands out in time, her palms and knees slamming down onto the hot asphalt. The heat seers into her skin, a pained moan crawling out from her throat. She jams her eyelids down as hot tears blur her vision, gasping as pain pulsates through her body.
              This time, the fall doesn’t surprise Cole. He is beside her in a flash, squatting down, his body less than a foot from hers. “Damn, Ruby, are you okay?”
              Unable to speak, Ruby nods, sucking in air between her teeth.
              “Are you sure?” Cole presses. “What happened?”
              “Yes, I’m fine,” Ruby manages, willing her voice not to break. She keeps her eyes jammed shut, moving her head up and down in an exaggerated nod. “I just tripped, that’s all. Let’s keep going.”
              Cole reaches out and takes her hand, helping to her feet. He gets her to an upright position and checks her over, noticing a thick tendril of blood snaking down her left leg. With his right hand he snags his undershirt away from its belt loop and runs it up the length of her shin, wiping away the blood.
              “Are you sure? You can sit here in the grass, the town is just up ahead. I’ll run down, get someone and come right back.”
              Ruby shakes her head, wincing as she puts one foot out and takes a timid step. “No, no. I’m alright, I can make it. Just walk a little slower, okay?”
              “If you’re sure,” Cole says, taking her by the elbow and helping her along. He slows his pace to a shuffle, his gaze on her the entire time. “Not much further. Another half-mile or so, three-quarters at the most.”
              Ruby nods, drawing in deep breaths, her face bunched in pain as she walks on.
 



 
 
 
 
 
              Hal’s Diner is alive with business, the midday rush, if such a thing exists in a town like Wakeeney, out in full force. Everything in the place is gleaming white, the chairs, the tables, the floor, rimmed with polished steel. A small chalkboard greets folks as they enter, informing them to sit wherever they like and that butternut squash is the soup of the day.
              The entire space measures no more than fifty feet long, half that in width. Upon entering, the right wall houses a window, the kitchen visible on the other side. A long bar covers the entire side of the room, polished chairs spaced along it. A single waitress with teased out hair and lipstick on her teeth runs back and forth, collecting and distributing orders.
              The rest of the space is divided between tables and booths, the tables occupying the middle ground, booths getting the windows. A second waitress runs amongst them, younger, with dark hair and a mole on her cheek. 
              In the far back booth sits Ruby and Cole, Ruby with her back to the room, Cole facing out.
              Ruby is no longer sweating, her skin dry and chalky. Bags hang beneath her eyes and she looks like she may vomit at any moment. Across from her is Cole, his grey undershirt now pulled on. The streak of Ruby’s blood stretches from his navel all the way to his ribs, dark red, almost dried.
              “The man at the shop said he’d send someone after the car in a few minutes,” Cole says, ignoring the room, staring across at Ruby. “Once they have it back, they’ll put a patch in the tire and have us on our way.”
              Ruby nods and swallows, a knot working its way down her throat. “How long do you think it’ll be?”
              “Shouldn’t be more than an hour,” Cole replies. He leans forward and rests his elbows on the table, dipping his head to look up at her. “How you feeling?”
              “I’ll be okay, just got a little overheated.”
              Cole nods, his gaze drifting out the window. The two sit in silence for the better part of ten minutes as three of the tables around them turn over, the waitress with the mole greeting them all by name. Each of them responds in turn, informing her they’ll have the usual.
              Cole hears every word without looking over, smirking at the small-town scene playing out.
              Again with the stereotypes.
              Twelve minutes after arriving, the waitress returns and sets down their meals, a burger and fries for Cole, a bowl of soup with crackers for Ruby.
              “Thank you,” Ruby says, her hands folded in her lap.
              “Thanks,” Cole mumbles, watching Ruby.
              The girl nods and lingers a moment, staring at the two of them. Her eyes drift to Cole, who meets her gaze and shakes his head to the side. 
He’s not sure what she’s after, but he’s certain he’s not interested.
Ruby presses her hands together to pray as Cole waits before dropping her napkin into her lap and opening a pack of crackers. She dips them one at a time into the soup and nibbles on them, her movements slow and methodical, void of any enthusiasm. 
Cole waits until the first packet of crackers are gone before starting to munch on his fries, eating them plain. “Can I ask you something?”
“Hmm?”
“What did you mean yesterday when you said the blindness was recent?”
Ruby pauses, a cracker halfway to her mouth. She raises her face from the table to Cole’s. “I have a degenerative eye disease. It’s gotten steadily worse over the last couple years, but everything went black a few months ago.”
“Damn,” Cole mutters, wincing. “That’s rough.”
“It’s okay,” Ruby replies, offering a hint of a shrug with her left shoulder. “It was congenital, hereditary, we always knew it was coming.”
Cole pauses, a trio of fries halfway to his mouth. “Yeah, I know what it means. Still, that can’t be easy.”
“No, but I’m adjusting to it,” Ruby says, starting on her second pack of the crackers, the cellophane crinkling between her fingers. “It’s not fun though, that’s for sure.”
The three fries disappear into Cole’s mouth, washed down by a swig of ice water. He leans back in the booth, ignoring his food, studying Ruby. “What do you miss the most?”
Ruby answers without taking even a moment to respond. 
“Reading.”
“Reading?” Cole responds, the question sounding much harsher than intended. Still, he leans forward, awaiting her explanation.
“Yes, reading,” Ruby says, mimicking his voice, arching an eyebrow. “None of that new-age stuff either, strictly the classics. Whitman, Shakespeare, my all-time favorite, To Kill a Mockingbird.”
The front door opens and a young man in his early twenties enters. He is dirty and sweaty, dressed in jeans and a t-shirt. Standing a couple inches above six feet tall, he is burly, displaying the kind of youthful arrogance that such size brings with it.
Cole watches as the young man enters and walks straight up to the waitress with the mole, both turning and glancing in his direction. He pauses, waiting for them to turn away, before returning to the conversation at hand.
“Is that why you deferred a year at Duke?”
“Yeah,” Ruby says, munching on the last of her crackers, a line of broth running down her fingers and dripping onto the table. “Let me get used to one thing at a time, right?”
A shadow crosses the table before either can say another word. 
Cole looks up to see the young man standing over their table, glowering down at him. He holds the pose for several moments before shifting his focus over to Ruby.
“Excuse me Miss, is everything alright here?”
The voice startles Ruby, who snaps her head towards the young man, the half-eaten cracker just inches from her face. 
Across from her, Cole’s face contorts into a mix of confusion and hostility. “What?”
“I wasn’t talking to you,” the young man replies, making a point not to look at Cole. “Miss, is this guy bothering you?”
The question leaves Ruby rigid in her seat, arms pressed tight against her sides. She shakes her head once from side to side, her face aimed straight at Cole. “No, not at all.”
“What the hell? Who are you?” Cole snaps.
“You sit there and shut up. I wasn’t talking to you.”
There is no point in further conversation.
Cole is halfway out of his seat when Ruby’s hand finds his forearm, her clammy palm cool against his skin. He stops mid-movement, his knuckles pressed against the table, rage welling within him, and looks down at her bony digits wrapped around his arm.
“Cole, please, don’t,” she whispers. She keeps her hand in place and turns to face the young man, a forced half-smile in place. “Thank you for your concern, but there’s no problem here. This is my friend, we’re just passing through town.”
The young man looks at her for a long moment before shifting his attention over to Cole. “Word of advice? Keep passing.”
              “Who the hell asked you for advice?” Cole hisses, his jaw clenched.
              Sensing his growing rage, Ruby stands, keeping her hand on Cole. She slides in front of the young man and tugs on Cole’s arm, leading him towards the door.
              He allows himself to be pulled along, shouldering the young man hard as he passes by. The young man is much softer than his bulk would imply, his entire upper body twisting to the side as Cole pushes through.
              Every last person in Hal’s has stopped what they’re doing, making no effort to hide their open gawking as Ruby and Cole depart. Cole senses their stares and makes a point of matching every one, defying anybody to say another word. His eyes flash with anger as patrons look on, many with large eyes and slack jaws, none more so than the waitress at the front register.
              “How much do we owe you?” Ruby asks, slowing to a stop by the register, reaching to open her purse. 
              This time is it Cole’s turn to lead, grasping her hand and pulling her outside. “We don’t owe her a damn thing. Have fat boy back there pay for it.”
              The girl’s mouth drops open even lower, her bottom lip starting to quiver. Cole turns to stare at her as they go, backing through the front door. 
“Yeah, I know it was you that called him,” are the last words he says before he and Ruby step out into the midday sun, two dozen people watching in stunned silence as they go.
              The sidewalk is deserted as they walk towards the repair shop, Ruby’s arms folded across her, Cole turning back every steps to check for followers, fuming.
              After a block, Ruby breaks the silence. 
“I knew he was fat. Guy reeked of body odor and onion rings.”
              The comment almost draws a smile from Cole. 
              Almost.
 



 
 
 
 
 
              It takes ten full miles of driving with the air conditioner blasting and both windows rolled down to chase the hot air out of the car. The entire time Cole and Ruby sit in silence, sweat streaming down their faces.
The overpowering sound of wind passing through the space is too loud to accommodate conversation.
              Backs pressed against the leather seats, their bodies are bathed in sweat, heat radiating through them. It isn’t near as humid as they are used to in Virginia, but the overall temperature inside the car is at least a dozen degrees hotter.
              The town of Wakeeney recedes in the rearview mirror as a roadside sign announces they are two hundred and fifty miles out from Denver, just over three hours at their current pace. Even after cold air starts piping in through the register they keep the windows down for a few extra miles, until the sweat on their faces evaporates, before rolling them up.
              Once they are closed, the silence is booming inside the car.
              “How much did they charge you?” Cole asks, his voice low. He is no longer fuming over the incident at Hal’s, but he wears his frustration just beneath the surface.
              “It doesn’t matter,” Ruby says, shifting her gaze from the front windshield to the side window. Her face is still a bit sunken in, but just a few crackers and some water has done wonders.
              “How much?” 
              Ruby responds with a slight twist of her head. “You’re already angry. It’ll just make things worse.”
              Cole blows a long sigh out through his nose, just loud enough to be heard. He bows his head a moment and pauses before raising his gaze back to the road. “How...much...?”
              Ruby drops her face towards her lap where her fingers are interlaced, writhing and twisting over one another like a tangle of snakes. “Three hundred dollars.”
              Cole’s eyes bulge so large they threaten to pop from his skull, his head twisting to face her. “For a tow and a patch?!”
              There is no response from Ruby as the heat inside Cole bubbles to the surface, starting low and building within him. His hands squeeze tight around the steering wheel, veins bulging in his arms. Blood pools behind his cheeks, sweat dotting his face, nostrils flaring, lips pressed together.
              He makes it almost a mile before it becomes too much to hold in. Gripping the wheel with his left hand he smacks the center of it with his right, the sound echoing through the car. He pauses, his hand bunched into a fist on his thigh, before raising it and smacking the wheel again.
              The second shot lands center mass on the wheel, the car’s horn letting out a single blast. The sound is shrill and abrupt, catching Cole by surprise, causing Ruby to wince in the seat beside him.
              Her reaction stops his hand midair, holding it just inches above the wheel. He checks the road before looking over at her, her entire body back to hugging the passenger door.
              The hostility flees his features as the hand lowers back to his thigh. His face falls flat as he stares at Ruby retreating from him, realization setting in.
 



 
 
 
 
 
              After four hundred miles of prairie, the entire length of Kansas, there are few sights as stunning as the drive into Denver. An entire day’s journey of seeing nothing but wheat fields and cow pastures comes to an abrupt end, a dazzling city of lights and steel sitting at the base of the Rocky Mountains.
              Any trace of anger has long since left Cole. The air conditioner in the car has done most of the job in curbing the August heat, the sudden rise on elevation doing the rest. No longer is the fan needed to kick out a steady stream of cool air, the silence palpable in its wake. 
Cole has pulled his t-shirt back on, ditching the blood stained undershirt onto the backseat. 
              Likewise, Ruby has wrapped a cardigan sweater around her shoulders, the temperature control on the dash just to the right of the coolest setting for the first time since leaving Virginia.
              Ahead, the descending sun dips below the mountains, a bright orange disk halfway down on the horizon. Various peaks slash across it, blocking out triangle-shaped sections of it, refracting light in various directions.
              “How you doing over there?” Cole asks, glancing across to the passenger seat.
              “Hmm?” Ruby asks, her gaze, her voice, both far away.
              Cole motions with his chin on up ahead, the movement a practiced habit. “We’re getting on into Denver. You ready to call it a day?”
              “Yes,” Ruby says, a heaviness in her tone that suggests she is referring to more than just an afternoon in the car.
              Again Cole glances over at her, searching her face, bathed in golden light. “You alright?”
              “I’ll be okay.”
              Even after just three days in the car, Cole knows her tone well enough to know not to press. He nods in acquiescence, angling the car off the highway into an exit on the outskirts of town. Despite the hour, traffic is thin, the town quiet on a summer Sunday night.
              “What say we skip the whole going out to eat thing tonight?” Cole asks. “Doesn’t seem to be working out too well for us.”
              A small chuckle, barely more than a snort, slides from Ruby. 
              “No, I suppose it doesn’t. That’s okay though, I kind of just feel like going to bed tonight.”
              “You sure?” Cole asks without looking over at her, his eyes scanning the streets for a place to stay.
              “Yeah, I’ll be alright by morning.”
              Cole nods and pulls into the Traveling Inn, a rundown two-story structure with fading paint in blue and white. A hand-written sign is propped up in the window as he comes to a stop in front of the door, advertising rates at forty dollars a night.
              There are only two other cars in the lot as Cole pulls to a stop and hops out, not saying a word to Ruby or waiting for her to join him. He trots around the front of the car and disappears inside, securing two rooms in less than ten minutes. 
              Ruby doesn’t try to stop him as he goes, says nothing when he returns. She remains silent in the front seat as he swings the car around to the side of the building, only moving when he tells her they’ve arrived.
              Once parked, Cole climbs out and grabs their bags from the trunk, dragging his boots along the ground to lead Ruby up the stairs to the second floor. He drops his bag on the floor outside his room and takes her into the one beside it, opening the door and carrying her gear inside. Setting it down in an armchair, he swings his gaze around the place.
              For a moment he considers explaining the layout to her, but decides against it, her body language telling him she is done for the day.
              “G’nite,” he mumbles, leaving Ruby standing in the center of the room.
              “Good night,” Ruby whispers, her head cocked towards the door, waiting for the sound of it to latch closed. Once it does, she walks forward into the room until her shins touch the edge of the bed and falls face first on the mattress.
              It is softer than the night before, a pillow top catching her slight frame as she lands. Her eyes flutter shut on contact, her entire body going slack against the soft comforter.
 



 
 
 
 
 
              The room is silent when Ruby wakes up. Without sight there is no way to tell how dark it is or even what time of night it might be, but it just feels late. A hundred thoughts crowd into her mind, but she pushes them aside, letting out a slight moan as she raises a hand and rubs the side of her head.
              Whether from dehydration or overexertion, it is pounding. Not the dull, background annoyance of a headache, but the sharp, violent stab of a pickax jabbing the back of her eyeballs.
              Rising to her knees and lowering her feet to the floor, she stands in the room, her head turning, ears searching for any sounds at all. When none return to her, she pulls the down comforter from the bed and slides it around her shoulders, the fluffy cotton enveloping her body. She folds it over herself and holds it tight against her skin, arms crossed in front of her chest.
              Moving her feet in six inch increments, she circles the bed. She pinches the comforter together with her left hand and snakes her right out from beneath it, feeling her way along. Her fingertips start on the wall by the bed, feeling along in a clockwise direction until they meet the glass of a sliding door.
              She hadn’t expected to find it, but she isn’t about to turn it down.
              The door moans just a bit as she drops the latch and slides it open, a wave of cool air washing over her. She pauses a moment and raises her face towards the sky, but there is no feeling of sun against her skin.
              It is definitely still nighttime.
              Wrapping the blanket tighter around herself, she steps out and slides the door shut behind her. The wooden slats of the balcony feel rough beneath her feet as she walks to the railing and stops, the crosspiece resting across her stomach.
              “Couldn’t sleep?”
              Cole’s voice pierces the night, catching Ruby by surprise, her breath grabbing in her chest. She stands rigid for a moment, her body tensing by natural reaction, before her shoulders relax and her breathing slows to normal.
              She forces a smile. “Just woke up actually.”
              Cole sits no more than a few feet away, on the neighboring balcony. A pizza box with the lid half open is on the floor beside his chair, a bottle of sweet tea in his hand. He sits with one foot propped up on the railing, staring out at the mountains in the distance.
Ruby turns and puts her backside against the rail, facing towards him.
              “I’m sorry I lost my temper earlier,” Cole says, a trace of regret in his voice. Still, his gaze isn’t aimed at her, but the panorama up ahead. “I wasn’t mad at you.”
              It is quite possibly the nicest thing he has said in their time together. Ruby’s lips part a bit in a surprise, though she fights to keep the rest of her face impassive. 
              “I know. To be honest, you held it together better than I thought you would.”
              The words sound harsher than intended as they leave her mouth.
              Cole shifts his gaze to look at her, not sure how to take the comment, knowing she isn’t wrong. “Thanks, I think.”
              Ruby smiles and steps forward, her right hand extended, searching for a chair she knows must be there. After a moment her fingertips find a cloth folding seat and she sinks into it, the down blanket cocooning around her.
              “Not going out tonight?” she asks.
              “Naw,” Cole says, raising the bottle for another swig of tea. “Seemed more like a pizza and sweet tea night. You want some?”
              “No, thank you,” Ruby says, shaking her head, a bit ashamed she automatically assumed the sound was alcohol.
              “My mama was always on me about my temper,” Cole says, moving his gaze back to the mountains. “Always said it was going to get me in trouble one day.”
              Ruby can’t help but turn towards him, the tenor of his voice, the candor of his words, drawing her in. In the week she’s known him, it is the most honest thing he has said.
              “And has it?” she prompts.
              “Depends on who you ask,” Cole replies.
              “Your father?”
              “In a heartbeat,” Cole replies, the slightest hint of an edge in his voice, the same edge that appears every time there’s mention of his father.
              Ruby decides to leave it alone. “And what about your mama?”
              Silence is the only response, a long moment where everything is silent except for the distant sound of cars passing on the roadway. Ruby draws in a breath and holds it, hoping she didn’t offend without meaning to, didn’t step over a boundary she never knew existed.
              The floor boards creak beneath Cole as he rises and walks to the railing. He places his palms on it and leans forward, keeping his back to her. “I wasn’t always such an asshole, you know.”
              Ruby’s jaw falls open a half-inch, surprise on her face. She pauses a moment before responding, her mind fighting for the right words.
              “I never said you were, an, um...”
              “Asshole,” Cole finishes for her. “And you don’t have to, it’s not exactly a secret.”
              Part of Ruby wants to let him set the pace, to continue if he wants, fall silent if he’d rather. Still, something she can’t quite describe wants to hear the story.
              “So what happened?” 
The words are out before she even realizes it.
              A heavy sigh rolls out of Cole as he turns and faces back towards the building. He glances over at Ruby and folds his arms across his chest, aiming his focus on the faded floorboards by his feet.
              “Five years ago, I was the starting quarterback for Liberty College. Just a small school, nothing like Duke, but, you know, it was something.”
              He pauses a moment, remembering the story in vivid detail. 
              “October, sophomore year, my parents drove down to see me play. The game went into double overtime and it was pretty late by the time they left.
              “Pulling out of the parking lot, a car ran a light and t-boned them on the passenger side. Killed my mother on impact. Some drunken frat boys that had been boozing since ten a.m.”
              The last line is just above a whisper, years of heartache and bitterness dripping from the words.
              “I’m so sorry,” Ruby mutters, her mind fighting to process everything she’s being told.
              Cole doesn’t acknowledge her comment, didn’t even hear it in fact. His focus is somewhere else, a long way off and a long time ago. 
“It was the last game I ever played. Couldn’t bear the idea of playing without her there to see me. At the end of the semester, I withdrew. Never went back.”
              The story sits in the air between them for several long minutes. Ruby rolls it over and over in her mind, making it match up with the guy she’s come to know.
              An unmistakable feeling of guilt wells within her, at the way she’s judged him, assumed she knew everything there was to know about him. “Wow. I had no idea.”
              Cole looks up, seeing her from the corner of his eye before shifting his attention back to the floor. “Not many people do. I don’t really talk about it.”
              “You don’t have to now if you don’t want to,” Ruby says. “Please don’t think you owe me anything.”
              When Cole speaks again, there is a noticeable change in his voice. He’s no longer five years in the past, remembering a terrible tragedy. He’s right there on the balcony with Ruby, the cool Colorado night wrapped around them both.
              “I’m not a total idiot you know. I can tell you’re not being on the level with me.”
              He pushes himself forward off the railing, using his hips to propel himself forward. Halfway across the balcony he bends down and retrieves his pizza and tea, heading for the door. 
              “I’ll admit I’m not real good at this stuff,” he continues. “But maybe if I try a little bit, you might do the same?”
              The air slides from Ruby’s lips, shock splashed across her face. In all the time they’d been together she’d been so focused on his shortcomings, his temper, his crass demeanor, that she hadn’t realized her own.
              Cole sees his words have found their mark and nods, content with this first step. He opens the door and steps inside, his dinner in hand. “Good night.” 
              There is no waiting for a response as he slides the door closed behind him.
              “Night,” Ruby whispers, several moments after he’s gone. 
              She remains seated in the same position long into the night, seated with the oversized blanket wrapped around her, the cool air gliding across her face.
 



 
 
 
 
 
              It is the first time Cole has worn a long sleeved shirt in over three months. When he wakes, he doesn’t think twice about it, rote habit leading him to pull on jeans and a t-shirt, his standard uniform most days. It only takes the short walk to deposit his bag in the trunk of the Cutlass though to send him digging into the bottom of the duffel for the pearl snap shirt. 
              It is one of just two non t-shirts he brought. He remembers smirking when he packed them, thinking there was no way they would ever come out, but now as the cool mountain morning wraps around the car, he’s glad he has them.
              As they drive away from Denver he can’t help but think that in a few months he’ll find such weather balmy, but after a summer in Virginia it feels almost Arctic.
              The wrapper on his candy bar crinkles as he shoves the last of it into his mouth, throwing it over his shoulder onto the backseat. The smell of chocolate and peanut butter fills the car as they drive, another impromptu meal in the books.
              Beside him, Ruby has also dressed for the weather, a pullover sweater on atop another dress. Her hands are folded in her lap, gaze straight ahead.
              Cole can’t help but guess how many of them she packed, having not worn the same one twice yet. He looks down at the navy blue material with white polka dots and shrugs, wondering if she even owns a pair of jeans.
              “Did it help?” he asks.
              “What’s that?” Ruby asks, turning her head an inch or two towards him.
              “A night’s sleep. Feeling any better?”
              Ruby turns her head the rest of the way to look at him, the corners of her mouth upturned in a partial smile. “It did, thanks.”
              Just as fast she turns to face forward again.
              Cole drives on for another few moments, checking the rearview mirror to see the plains receding in the distance, the front of the car angled upward as they begin their ascent into the Rockies. “You ever been out this way before?”
              Ruby shakes her head. “First time out of Virginia, remember?” 
              For a moment Cole tries to place whether or not he forgot or she hadn’t actually told him. 
              Either way, he decides to let it go.
              “Right. Okay, as you know I’m not very good at this either, but here goes.
              “We are on US-70 driving due west. Denver and the plains are in the past, the Rockies rising before us. Right now we’re at the base, looking straight up at them. From where we’re sitting they seem to climb and climb, their peaks cutting a saw tooth pattern against the sky. There isn’t snow on them yet, but I don’t think it’s too far off.”
              He glances over at Ruby, whose eyes are closed. Her face looks serene, no trace of emotion to the good or bad.
              “Above them, the sky is pale blue, not a cloud to be seen. And the centerpiece, just starting to peek out behind us, is the morning sun. Right now it’s throwing gold over everything.”
              A smile crosses Ruby’s face. Cole notices it and can’t help but smile himself.
              “Sounds beautiful,” Ruby whispers.
              Cole lowers his head a few inches, looking up to see the clear blue sky overhead. “It is.”
              “Bout time you did your job,” Ruby says, her eyes still closed.
              Cole snaps his attention away from the sky and over to Ruby, shock on his face. Just as soon it falls away to a wry smile.
              “It is,” he says again.
 



 
 
 
 
 
              Even after three days on the road, the apple is still firm. It provides just the right amount of pushback as Ruby sinks her teeth into it, sweet juice flooding across her tongue. She tears away an oversized bite and chews it slow, relishing that she can be as loud as she wants for the next few moments.
              Outside she hears Cole pull the gas nozzle away from the car and goes in for another bite, pushing even more pulpy flesh into her half-full mouth.
              Everything is going well. There’s no need to annoy him if she can avoid it.
              The driver’s door swings open with a belch of metal beside her, the car rocking as Cole drops down behind the wheel. He grunts as he moves things around between them, getting things were he wants before slamming the door shut and turning the engine over.
              He begins to peel a banana as the car gets up to speed, the road stretched out ahead of them.
              “Ask you something?” Cole says, his voice muffled with chewing.
              Ruby pauses with the apple a few inches away from her mouth. “I think we’re a little past that, don’t you?”
              Cole smirks as Ruby takes another bite of her own fruit snack.
              “What did you mean when you said your grandmother didn’t exactly approve of you making the trip?”
              Ruby chews, rolling the question around in her mind, trying to think of the right way to explain it. There’s the distinct possibility he won’t understand, an even stronger one that he might get offended at her response.
              “You have to understand, Memaw raised me. I mean, entirely raised me. She’s just very protective.”
              She pauses there, hoping her message is clear.
              Cole tries to piece together her meaning, but it eludes him. His chewing slows as he tries to decipher, his face turning towards her. 
              “Meaning what? She doesn’t trust you with me?”
              “No,” Ruby begins, before backing off the statement. “Well, yes.”
              She pauses again, offering a half smile so he knows she’s not being too serious.
              “Her worries were there long before you came along. She can’t seem to figure out why I’d want to do this, especially now.”
              “Hmm,” Cole says, finishing the banana and dropping the peel into the console between them. “It is a fair question.”
              Ruby shrugs, her insides starting to roil. She doesn’t want to be evasive when he’s been so open with her the last day or two, but she can’t bring herself to throw everything on the table.
              She just can’t. 
              “Like I told her, I need to get to the coast.” She stops there, peering straight ahead, feeling his eyes on her skin. “You’re staring at me, aren’t you?”
              Cole looks away, shaking his head, knowing there’s more she’s not telling him.
              “The coast,” Cole replies, not answering her question. “I thought this was about seeing the country?”
              “We can’t very well get to the coast without seeing the country.” The words sound sharper than intended. She adds a smile, hoping it helps take a bit of the edge off.
              If Cole takes umbrage, he doesn’t let it show. “Can’t argue with that. Where are we going anyway?”
              The question surprises Ruby, her mouth dropping open. “To California, to the coast.”
              “You don’t say?” Cole mocks, his tone drawing a smile. He matches the face and glances over at her again. “It’s a big state. San Diego? LA? San Francisco?”
              Ruby sighs, knowing her answer will just bring about more questions. 
              Still, it isn’t in her to lie. 
              “Eureka.”
              Of everywhere in the state Ruby could have said, none would have surprised Cole more. “Eureka?!”
              The reaction is genuine, out of him before he even realizes it.
              Ruby can tell by the tone that he is surprised, maybe even disapproves. “What?”
              “Just...who the heck goes clear across the country to stop in Eureka?” Cole waves a hand, hoping to be more emphatic.
              “I do, and apparently you too,” Ruby says, feeling her face fold into a smile. She hopes it will have the effect of making him laugh, but settles for a smirk. “I don’t know, that’s where the road ends. Seemed as good a place as any to stop.”
              Cole snorts. “Maybe to you.”
              It is the opening Ruby was looking for. She rocks forward in her seat and shifts onto her hip, her body aimed towards him. “Alright Mr. Frommer, if this was your big trip, where would we be going?”
              Cole makes a face, alternating looks between her and the road, a hand draped over the wheel. “Who the hell is Mr. Frommer?”
              A small laugh slides out of Ruby as she waves a hand at him. “Never mind that, just answer.”
              Cole’s eyebrows rise in consideration. “Well, damned sure not Eureka.”
              Ruby gives an exaggerated eye roll. “Yeah, I got that.”
              A long, slow sigh sounds out of Cole as he ponders the question. He leans forward and squints out over the steering wheel, his lips pressed tight together, thumbs drumming atop the dash.
              “I don’t know. Big cities don’t really do it for me, so maybe Yellowstone? Wouldn’t mind seeing Mount Rushmore either.”
              The responses are fairly close to what Ruby expected to hear. 
              “So you’re a mountain man type?”
              “Something like that,” Cole responds, chuckling. “You know, they’re not that far from here. We could make a quick detour.”
              Ruby looks over towards him, then drops her eyes. “Maybe on the way back. Right now I’d just like to get to Eureka.”
              Cole falls silent and leans back in his seat, receiving Ruby’s insinuation.
              Beside him, Ruby keeps her head aimed downward, sorry she said anything. 
              It was one of the few genuine conversations they’d had, for sure the longest. She hates that she might have just quashed it, but knows she isn’t ready to divulge further just yet.
              Cole can sense the guilt rolling of her and decides to try again, his voice lower, almost sad. “Also wouldn’t mind seeing the Grand Canyon.”
              Ruby snaps her head up, a smile on her face. “Well I’ll be, we have something in common.”
              “Yeah?”
              She remains facing him, allowing her head to lean back and rest against the seat behind her. “The Grand Canyon. All that red rock, the Colorado River winding through it. Can you imagine seeing it at sunset?”
              “Huh,” Cole says, nodding his head in agreement. “Never really thought about it like that. Tell you what, on the way back we take the southern route. Sunset at the Grand Canyon?”
              Ruby lets her eyes slide shut, imagining the canyon stretched out in front of her, the rocky formation bathed in pumpkin-colored hues. A smile crosses her face, thinking of sitting on the front hood of the Cutlass, staring out, nothing but silence as far as she can see.
              “Sounds wonderful,” she whispers.
              Cole looks over and sees her smiling, clearly off in her own vision of sitting at the Grand Canyon, watching a sunset.
              “It sure does,” he agrees.
              
 



 
 
 
 
 
              There are at least five places Cole would have rather stopped. When Ruby first mentioned this as her destination of choice, his eyes almost burst from his head. He wasn’t even eating anything at the time, but still had to fight to keep himself from choking.
              It was only by a fluke that he’d even heard of Tabernacle Square. The thought of stopping there never entered his mind.
              The entire afternoon, he tried to change her mind. Pointed out Vail and Breckinridge as they passed through, their vaunted ski runs stretching like green fingers down the mountainsides. Misshapen trenches cut through the forest, starting and stopping in arbitrary spots, their attached ski lifts sitting motionless.
              Ruby smiled at each suggestion, shaking her head.
              As they passed into Utah, he made special mention of the signs to Moab, the famous Canyonlands and Zion National Parks to the south. Discussed at length the sandstone creations in Arches National Park, the twisted formations rising from the ground, withstanding the elements for centuries.
              It was to no avail.
              Ruby wasn’t hostile, merely firm in her opposition. She smiled as he went on, conceding that they would be beautiful to see. At the same time, she countered that they would view plenty of red rock formations on the return journey, that the parks were several hours out of their way to the south.
              Against his wishes, Cole acquiesced to her plans, caving to her desires to push on into Salt Lake City. 
              It isn’t hard to see that while her spirits are good, she is losing weight. She won’t tell him what’s really going on, but he can sense it is getting worse.
              Even more so that there is a lot more waiting in Eureka than just the end of the road.
              Across from him, Ruby can sense his growing frustration with her evasiveness, but still won’t allow herself to reveal everything.
              Not yet.
              As they find themselves now seated on a bench in the corner of Tabernacle Square, Cole can’t help but be impressed. Towering pine trees line the park, their dark green almost matched by the pristine lawn. Through it cuts a half dozen arrow-straight walkways, each connecting one of the gray stone buildings arranged around it.
              To the left sits the Choir Hall, already lit up for the night ahead, its dome shining white against the mountains in the background. On the far end is the Mormon Temple, all arches and steeples, looking like Cole always imagined a medieval castle might.
              He’d tried to describe the scene when they first sat down, but like most of the panoramas on their trip, his words felt woefully inadequate, like trying to take a snapshot from a mountaintop. 
              Ruby is grateful for his effort though, sitting with her eyes closed, listening to him search for the right words to convey the scene. Once he is done, she remains motionless, ignoring the dinner in her lap as Cole returns to his.
              “So what made you want to stop here?” he asks, lifting a sandwich from the foil wrapper balanced on his thigh. He takes a bite, enjoying the rich marinara and melted cheese of his chicken parmesan sub.
              “I don’t know. I’ve already heard that it was pretty,” Ruby says. “Since we’re here, thought we could take a look.”
              An Italian sub sits in her lap, no more than three bites taken from it. Every few minutes she lifts it and pretends to nibble, but Cole can’t help but notice that none of it is disappearing.
              He arches an eyebrow, casting a look around. “It is pretty, if that’s your thing.” He looks down at his sandwich, lifting the top of it and rearranging the chicken underneath. “Are you Mormon?”
              “Not at all, but that doesn’t mean I wouldn’t like to hear the Tabernacle Choir sing some time.”
              “Hmm,” Cole says, “I just thought, with the praying and all...”
              Ruby shakes her head and waves a hand at him, but says nothing. After a day spent in conversation, even a little singing, she can’t help but retreat back into herself.
              Whether it is from exhaustion or something more, she isn’t sure.
              “So, how’d it come to be just you and your, what did you call her, Memaw?” Cole asks.
              “Yep, Memaw,” Ruby says, smiling. She raises the sandwich and tears off a tiny bit of bread, chewing it in exaggerated motions. “It’s actually not a very interesting story. My mother passed giving birth to me. Memaw took me in, raised me as her own.”
              “I’m very sorry,” he says, pausing, looking down at the last few inches of his sandwich. For the first time since he can remember, he doesn’t feel very hungry. “And your father?”
              Ruby snorts, twisting her head from side to side. “Your guess is as good as anybody’s on that one.”
              “Hmm,” Cole says. A few more questions come to mind, but he lets them pass. He has already dug into some difficult territory, has no desire to press any harder.
              “And yours?” Ruby asks, picking at her sandwich, her gaze still aimed out over the square.
              “Where to even start?” Cole mutters, the same sour expression, same twist of the head, appearing on cue.
              “At the beginning?”
              The suggestion comes out straight and pure, a simple request framed in the best way she can think of. After delivering it, Ruby sits in silence, hoping she hasn’t overstepped.
              Cole looks over at her, sitting ramrod straight, her sandwich resting across her lap. His gaze sweeps the length of her, drawing a small nod. He leans forward and drops the remains of his sandwich to the ground between his feet, his elbows resting on his knees.
               “Naw, there’s no need to go back that far. I mean, Pop and I never disliked each other, but we were never close either. Mama and I were close, he and mama were close, but he and I...you know?”
              “Not really,” Ruby whispers, “but go ahead.”
              Cole shakes his head from side to side, his eyebrows raising as he watches an older couple walk hand-in-hand across the grass. On the right is a woman, her head thrown back with laughter. To her side is a man, his arm around her, head twisted to speak into her ear.
              It seems almost cruelly poetic, given the conversation at hand.
              “After she passed, there was no glue anymore. He went back to drinking, I pulled out of school,” he says, shrugging. “Been kind of a mess ever since.”
              Cole falls silent, dropping his gaze towards the ground. He could go on for hours, about things they’d both done to exacerbate the problem, times he’d willfully disobeyed just to get under his father’s skin, but he won’t. They’re memories he wishes he didn’t have, things he would go back and wipe from the record if he could.
              Ruby reaches out and rests her hand on his forearm, her thin, icy cold fingers sliding along his forearm, pulling him from his thoughts. He stares down at the hand, her dark skin silhouetted against his own, following it up until his gaze reaches her face.
              His entire body recoils at what he sees there.
              “Jesus!” he spits, forgetting where he’s at, jerking up from the bench. “Ruby, you’re bleeding.”
              There is so no reaction from Ruby as Cole stares at the thick tendril of blood oozing down from her left nostril. Red and glistening, it rests on her upper lip, pushing on towards her mouth.
              “Not again,” Ruby sighs, resignation in her voice. 
              Cole bends at the waist and snatches up the napkins from beneath his sandwich foil, pressing them into Ruby’s hand. She sits still until the rough stock paper finds her palm, only then raising it to her face and tilting her head back.
              “You mean this happens a lot?” Cole asks, watching as she wipes the blood away and twists the napkins, finding a fresh spot to press against her nose.
              It is obvious she has done this many times before.
              “A lot more recently,” Ruby says, keeping her head tilted towards the sky.
              Cole stands and looks around, fighting to push down the surge of adrenaline within him. There are only a few stray people scattered around the grounds, no visible bathrooms in any direction.
              “Should we get you some help?” he asks, recognizing the concern in his own voice.
              “No,” Ruby says, shaking her head even as it’s reclined back. “It’ll be okay.”
              Again she shifts the napkin, the entire thing saturated with blood.
              “Are you sure? That’s a lot of blood.”
              “Does it bother you?”
              Cole shakes his head from side to side. “The sight of it doesn’t, but the fact that it’s pouring out of you sure does.”
              “It should be okay,” Ruby says, reaching down with her opposite hand. She starts to fold the foil back around her sandwich, but Cole beats her to it, taking it from her lap. “We should probably be going anyway. Are you okay to drive?”
              “Are you?” Cole asks, his face twisted with worry.
              The question brings a half-laugh from Ruby, who nods and stands. Cole waits to make sure she is steady on her feet before retrieving their wrappers and leading her back towards the car.
              He helps her inside and walks around the back of the car, taking one last pause to look around before climbing in.
              The last image he has as they leave is of the Mormon Temple, the final bits of twilight resting behind it. From where he stands, looking at the windows all aglow, it appears to be a glimmering cathedral.
              All things considered, there are worse places they could have stopped.
              
 



 
 
 
 
 
              It was by sheer luck that Cole was able to snag the last two adjacent rooms at the Mountain View Inn. The night manager looked right at him, shaking his head, telling Cole there was just a single room left, when a call came in. 
              Someone with a reservation wasn’t going to be able to make it. There were two rooms available, but they were on the third floor.
              Cole took it without pause.
              Even if it is on the third floor, he needs to get Ruby off her feet for the night.
              He returns to the car to find her with her head still tilted back, a fresh napkin pressed to her face. This one isn’t near as stained as the first, though dark splotches are evident, staining the brown paper. 
              The metallic smell of blood hangs in the air.
              “How we doing over there?” Cole asks, his words clipped. It is the most blood he’s ever seen from a nosebleed, even for people much larger than Ruby. He can only imagine what it must be doing to someone as frail as her.
              “I’m okay,” Ruby replies, her voice muffled, the sounds a bit misshapen coming out with her nose pinched. She feels a touch light headed as she says the words, knowing she needs to lie down for the night.
              Cole nods, aware that she’s lying to him, and drives around to the backside of the building, parking next to a chained link fence encircling a swimming pool. Around it sit a handful of families, their children splashing about, voices drifting through the air.
              He ignores them completely as he goes to the trunk and removes their bags, hefting them onto his shoulder and slamming the trunk shut. 
              “You okay to walk?” he asks Ruby, apprising her as she stands on wobbly legs, leaning against the door of the car.
              Ruby nods in response, but remains silent. She doesn’t have it in her to talk at the moment.
              Taking her by the arm, Cole leads her up a stairwell onto the third floor, the sounds of the pool receding behind them. “These were the last two next to each other,” he says, almost as an apology for asking her to climb the stairs.
              Again she nods. She can feel the air catching in her chest, the world starting to spin with each step she climbs, but remains silent.
              The door to room three ten moans just a bit in protest as Cole pushes it open and steps inside. He flips the switch on the wall, bathing everything in harsh fluorescent light, dropping the bags onto the bed. Behind him, Ruby enters with her arms across her stomach, her entire body seeming to fold in on itself. The bloody tissue is still clutched in her hand, though she no longer holds it to her face.
              She’s had enough nosebleeds to know the worst is over.
              “Still bleeding?” Cole asks, watching her every move.
              Ruby takes a half step towards him and tilts her head back, holding her nose towards the ceiling. “I don’t think so. You see anything?”
              Extending his hand, Cole takes her by the chin and rotates it from side to side, peering close. “No, you’re good.” He releases her face, stepping back. “Can I get you some aspirin or something?”
              Ruby turns and drops herself down onto the bed, her legs crossed, her folded arms leaning forward to rest on them. Cole can see the exhaustion wracking her body.
              “Yeah, that’d be great. There’s some in the outside pocket of my bag.”
              Cole lifts her bag up from the bed and spins it around, bringing the outer pocket to face him. He sets it back down on the bed and unzips it, his eyes bulging at over a dozen vials of medicine. The outer edges of the compartment are lined with bubble wrap, the bottles wedged in tight against it.
              Knowing what he must be thinking, Ruby turns her head towards him. “I use the bubble wrap to muffle any sounds they make. Keeps people from hearing it and getting the wrong idea.”
              “Oh,” Cole says, nodding his head. One by one he twists the bottles around to face him, many of them bearing long names he’s never heard of. Every last one of them is made out to Ruby. “That’s smart.”
              “You find it?”
              “Um, yeah,” Cole says, taking one last look at the medicine cache before pulling out the aspirin. “Right here.”
              He passes the bottle to Ruby and goes to the bathroom, unwrapping a plastic cup and filling it with water. He hands it over to her and waits as she gulps down a trio of pills, the largest pain relievers Cole has ever seen.
              “Thank you,” Ruby whispers, wiping the back of her hand across her mouth, the cool water feeling good on her lips, in her throat.
              Cole pauses, his gaze searching the room. He considers making the offer to stay, but knows it would just be uncomfortable for both of them. “You good here?”
              Ruby nods. “Yeah. I’m just going to lay down for awhile, maybe watch some TV.”
              “Okay,” Cole says. “I’m going for a short walk, burn off some pent up energy from the car. I’ll be back soon though, right next door if you need anything.”
              “Thank you,” Ruby whispers, her gaze still aimed down at the floor.
              Despite what she told him, sleep is already forcing its way in on her. 
              Cole takes up his bag and backs towards the door, hands outstretched by his sides. “We can get a later start tomorrow if you’d like to rest. No rush.”
              Ruby twists her neck upward to look at Cole, a weary smile on her face. “That’s alright, I’ll be fine. Let’s just get to California.”
              “Okay,” Cole whispers, nodding. He turns on his heel to go, making it almost to the door.
              “Cole?”
              “Yeah?” he asks, pulling up short and turning to face her.
              “You’re not going to bring anybody back tonight are you?”
              The question, phrased so simple, asked in such an innocent way, punches Cole in the stomach. His lips part as realization sets in, a flood of shame washing through him.
              “You heard.” 
              He says the words not as a question, but as a statement, already knowing full well she did.
              A heavy sigh is pushed out from Ruby’s lips. “Every last bit of it.”
              Cole’s eyes slide shut. “I’m sorry,” he whispers, taking a step back. “It won’t happen again.”
              Ruby nods as Cole turns, guilt and shame fighting to be the stronger emotion within him. He can feel both flushing beneath his skin as he reaches the door, the knob turning in his hand.
              The next question is one Ruby knows she has no business asking, but can’t stop herself from doing anyway. “Did you love her?”
              Cole pauses, the doorknob still in hand, not trusting himself to turn around and face her. He raises his chin and angles it back over his shoulder, his voice low. “No. Hell, I didn’t even like her.”
              Ruby makes a face, incomprehension on her features. 
              “Then why...” she asks, her voice tapering away without finishing.
              She doesn’t have to. Cole knows where the question is going. It’s one he’s asked himself many times before.
              “I don’t know. Why do I do a lot of the stuff I do?”
              Cole twists the knob the rest of the way and pushes outside before Ruby can ask any more questions, the ones she has already eating away at him. He drops by his own room just long enough to dump his bag before walking out into the cool Utah night, hoping to find the answers he knows aren’t there.
 



 
 
 
 
 
              A familiar sound pulls Ruby from her sleep. It filters in through the window and finds her ears, drawing a smile to her face even before her eyes open. Gone is the nausea and exhaustion from the night before, replaced by a genuine happiness that borders on relief.
              Rising from the bed, her nightgown hanging from her bony frame, she feels her way to the window and draws the curtains back, feeling the sun on her face. She can’t see the mockingbird perched right outside her window, but she knows it’s there, the sound even stronger now without the curtain to muffle it.
              The smile grows wider on her face as she sits and listens, the sound so much clearer in the cool mountain air.
              “Well aren’t you a sight for blind eyes?” she whispers, finding the window sill and sliding her bottom down onto it. She sits for a full ten minutes, her head tilted forward, forehead pressed against the cool glass. It is the first time in ages she can remember not waking up in her own sweat, dreading the impending heat of the day.
              She remains there until the mockingbird finishes its song before pushing herself back and standing. 
              “Thank you. I needed that.”
              Smile still in place, she goes to get ready for the day ahead.
 



 
 
              
 
 
              A gust of morning air hits Ruby as she steps outside, the coolness spreading over her body, causing goose pimples to rise on her forearms and legs. She stands motionless in the doorframe a moment, bag in hand, relishing the feeling, letting her legs wobble a bit with sensation. Her head raised upward and eyes closed she remains in place until a sound catches her attention.
              Cole’s voice, sounding angry. 
              Very angry.
              The smile fades from Ruby’s face as she steps out, letting the door slam closed behind her, and feels her way to the rail. Using it as a guide, she follows it to the stairwell and takes it down the two flights of stairs, Cole’s voice growing louder with every step she takes.
              “Of course we locked the car!” Cole yells, stomping around. “Would they have busted the window if it was unlocked?”
              Across from him the hotel manager, a diminutive man with receding black hair combed to the side and a pencil-thin mustache, raises his hands in front of him, trying to calm Cole. “All I’m saying is, the car was not locked when we got here this morning.”
              The breath catches in Ruby’s throat as she pieces together what she’s hearing. She takes a few steps forward from the stairwell and stops, not sure where to go. She can hear the voices off to the side, but has no idea what stands between her and them.
              “Oh, I’m sorry, you think maybe the thieves forgot to lock it back up after they got done robbing us?” Cole asks, his voice raised, strained. Again he is fighting to keep the hostility inside him at bay, knowing it is just beneath the surface. “What kind of place is this? Don’t you have cameras or security?”
              “Sir, I am very sorry,” the manager replies, pleading with Cole, “but there are several signs around the lot stating all parking is at your own risk.”
              Ruby hears Cole start to respond but cuts him off, dropping her bag. It slams heavy against the concrete, stopping the conversation mid-sentence. 
              She takes a half-step forward, a hand stretched out in front of her. “What happened?”
              Cole turns and sees her for the first time, her appearance doing nothing to soften his mood.
              “What happened is we were robbed last night,” he replies. “Car was parked here all night, in plain sight, right beside the pool, under a security lamp, and somehow nobody managed to see a thing.”
              “Sir...” the manager begins again.
              Gone is any goodwill Ruby felt just a few minutes before. Replacing it is a tangle of worry, a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach. “What did they take?”
              “Every damn thing in the car,” Cole says. “And I mean everything.”
              Ruby swallows hard, the worry even greater, spreading across her face. She fears even asking the words, but has to know. “Including the Bible under the passenger seat?”
              The question catches Cole off guard, forcing him to pause for a moment. He glances over at the manager, who appears just as surprised as he is.
              “I didn’t even know there was a Bible under the passenger seat,” he finally replies, “but I’m guessing it’s gone too.”
              “Oh,” Ruby says, her eyes sliding shut.
              Seeing an opportunity, the manager jumps in. “Listen, I truly am sorry this happened.”
              Cole knows he is desperate to find a way out, but has no interest in letting him off that easy. “Yeah, yeah, yeah. We know.”
              “I will call the police if you’d like,” the manager offers. “They can file a report for you.”
              Cole snorts. 
              His tone, his attitude, reminds Ruby of the man she first met a week ago. 
              “And what good would that do?” Cole asks. “Leave us sitting here another three hours waiting on one of you lily white locals to show up?”
              “Sir...” the manager pleads.
              It’s all Cole can do not to punch him.
              “I tell you what,” Cole snaps, cutting him off again. “Just bring us something to cover the window with and we’ll be on our way. I’ve seen enough of you and this whole damn state to last me a lifetime.”
              Ruby stands rooted in place, listening as the manager walks away, his footfalls growing quieter on the pavement. Unsure of what to do or where to go, she just stands, her hands by her side, waiting.
              For what, she’s not sure.
 



 
 
 
 
 
              The tension in the car is palpable, much worse than even the first day. Ruby can feel anger rolling off of Cole, wave after wave of it coursing through the interior, pushed out from him with each loud, heavy breath. It fills the space between them, audible even over the rattling of the plastic trash bag now serving as a makeshift passenger side window.
              Unsure what to do, what to say, Ruby sits with her hands folded in her lap. The mountain air that just a half hour ago was such a welcome respite now seems like a punishment, wrapping around her body, every muscle tensed from the cold.
              The smell of salt is in the air, most likely from the Great Salt Lake right outside, but Ruby doesn’t dare ask. Just a day before, Cole was doing a great job of narrating, of bringing the trip to life, but that was before. 
              He’s in a different place now.
              “Why did you ask about the Bible?” Cole asks, his voice low and even. 
              The sound of it causes Ruby to jump, not expecting to hear anything from him for at least another hour or two. Her eyes slide shut for a moment, the feeling of dread welling up within her. 
Silence would have been infinitely preferable to where she knows this is going.
“Because a good part of our cash was hidden inside it,” Ruby whispers, keeping her eyes closed.
Cole’s eyes narrow, his head twisting to the side. “Wait, what?” 
Ruby can sense his gaze back on her, feel the car slow down just a bit as his attention is aimed in her direction.
“I usually bring it in with me every night, but last night I wasn’t feeling well,” Ruby whispers. “I forgot.”
There is a pause as Cole’s lips peel back over his teeth, his mouth muttering profanity in silence. It takes everything he has to bite off a cutting retort. 
“And is it gone?” he asks.
“Yes,” Ruby says, cringing, bracing herself for what she knows is coming. 
“Well ain’t that just great,” Cole starts, bitterness is his tone, his head bobbing up and down. “Ain’t...”
He smacks the steering wheel, the sound reverberating through the car. Ruby recoils, her entire body jumping back, shoulder leaning against the thin plastic lining the window.
“That...”
Another smack of the steering wheel, this one harder than the one before.
“Great!”
He smacks the wheel a final time, keeping his hand in place on the center of it, the horn sounding out a full thirty seconds. It pours onto the highway as they drive, the car expressing the anger pent up inside it.
When finally Cole releases the wheel, Ruby is pressed against the plastic so hard it is drawn taut against her shoulder, bulging out from the side of the car.
“Won’t do any good to be angry,” she whispers. “Those vandals still have our stuff.”
The only warning Ruby gets is another snort.
The vitriol bursts out of Cole before he can even think to stop it.
“Don’t be angry? Don’t be angry?!” Cole yells. “Right now we’re in the middle of fucking Utah. We just got our car broken into and had most of our money stolen. The only person I’ve talked to for four days is a girl I didn’t even know existed this time last week.”
Ruby drops her gaze towards her lap, her fingers lacing together and squeezing tight. “Or go ahead and be angry…”
Cole pushes on, not hearing a word. 
“And don’t even get me started on her. Somehow she has a nice car, but can’t see to drive it. She claims it’s just an eye defect, yet she falls down, gets nosebleeds, and has enough pills in her bag to keep Guns ‘n Roses high for a month.”
Moisture starts to sting the bottoms of Ruby’s eyes. She wills herself not to cry, not to let him do this to her, feeling her upper lip begin to quiver. “Don’t hold back...”
Cole continues to oblige.
“She says she knew this was all coming, but for some reason waited until after she went blind to hire a complete stranger to take her to see the country. 
“And when she finally does get around to doing all that, where does she want to go? Eureka of all places! Not New York, not Los Angeles, Eureka!”
Ruby squeezes her hands so tight together she pops two of her knuckles out of joint. She can feel her own nails digging into her skin, threatening to break through at any moment.
“So you really expect me to not be angry?” Cole asks, slapping the steering wheel once more. “A better question is, how the hell are you not angry?!”
The last words leave Cole’s mouth as Ruby raises her gaze. Gone is any trace of tears or sorrow, replaced with a searing blaze deep within her. She pulls her hands apart and balls them into fists, slamming them down into her thighs. “Stop the car!”
For the first time all morning, Cole says nothing, the car continuing to run along.
“I mean it!” Ruby yells, her voicing shaking with emotion. “Stop the damn car!”
It is the closest thing to a curse word Cole has ever heard from her. Eyes wide, he lets off of the gas.
Ruby can feel his gaze back on her as the car slows, drifting to the side of the road. She barely waits for it to come to a stop before jerking the door open and climbing out, slamming it shut behind her.
The ground beneath her is soft, muddy, as she stomps away. Her arms pump and her legs take mighty strides, putting as much distance as she can between herself and the car. 
Between herself and Cole.
Cole watches her go through the windshield for a moment before climbing out, one foot still inside. “Ruby! Where are you going?”
She ignores the question.
It has been almost six months since Ruby ran. The feeling is awkward at first as her body takes to it, the natural reaction to the fire within her. For the first twenty yards or so it feels good, her muscles responding just as they used to, carrying her along.
In that brief moment, running along the Great Salt Lake, smelling the salt, feeling the cool breeze, her legs pumping beneath her, she feels alive. More alive than she has in ages.
Just as fast it comes to an end. Her legs, weak from decay and atrophy, wobble beneath her. Momentum carries her another few yards before her body can’t take it anymore, pitching her forward onto the ground.
She lands on her hands and knees, feeling the mud between her fingers, but she doesn’t care. Head hanging, panting in large gulps of air, she sits in the mud, feeling like she may never rise.
Cole sprints after her, leaving the door standing open, ignoring the occasional car flying by on the roadway. He stays on the asphalt until he is almost even with her before veering off to the side, the heels of his boots sinking into the mud. 
He reaches Ruby just moments after she goes down, putting a hand on her arm, trying to help her up.
His fingers feel like fire on Ruby’s skin, her entire body jerking away, wanting to lash out at him. Hot tears boil to her eyes, threatening to head south at any moment.
“Don’t. Don’t! You think I’m not angry? You really think I’m not angry?! I’m so pissed off I can barely hold it all in!”
The words flow from Ruby without even realizing it, spilling into the air before she can think to stop herself.
Cole jerks his hands back, dropping to a knee. His eyes wide, he sits and stares at Ruby, watching as the tears drip down her face.
“You want to know why we’re going to Eureka? Because my mother is there. That’s right, my mother. The same woman who had me and then ran away when I was three weeks old.
              “And why are we going to see her? Because I have a tumor wrapped around my brain stem that made me blind, that causes me to fall down, that gives me nose bleeds. That will kill me within the next few months.”
              Cole watches as the tears stream harder down her face. They slide along in thick stripes, leaving wet streaks against her skin.
              “Maybe it’s foolish, but I want that woman to look me in the eyes. I want her to see what she cast aside. I want her to see and feel the kind of anguish I’ve felt.
              “You think I’m not angry?! I’m 19 years old, and this is the closest I’ll ever get to seeing the world! I’ve never had a beer or gone to college! I’ve never been to a beach or even kissed a boy!”
              Ruby is on complete auto-pilot right now, the last week, the last six months, of built-up anguish bursting out of her body. She knows she is screaming, can feel her throat going hoarse, but can’t do anything to stop it.
              Not that she even wants to.
              “And you might be stuck in a car with me, but I’m stuck in a car with you too! I’m stuck in a car with someone that has done all those things and just threw them away! Someone that has every opportunity to live, but is too scared to go do it! Yeah, I’m mad!”
              The tears cascade out of her, the nitrous-like burst that fueled her rant flooding from her system. Her fingers claw at the ground, taking up two handfuls of dirt.
              “I’m so mad I can’t stand it.”
              The last words come out as little more than a whisper, her entire body shuddering. She tosses the soil back to the ground in front of her, pressing her dirty hands to her face, feeling the moisture of tears against her palms.
              Cole’s reaches out and slides a hand along her shoulder blades. She stiffens at his touch, her body pulling away from him, before giving in. Her hands drop from her face and grasp out, sliding around his waist as he pulls her close. He wraps both arms around her, swallowing up her tiny frame, and rests his chin atop her head.
              Clutching his shirt in her hands, Ruby buries her face in his chest and sobs. She sobs for the situation she’s in and the future she’ll never know. For the physical pain that grips her body and the emotional toll she knows she’s placing on everyone around her.
              She sobs until all the moisture is gone from her body, not caring who hears as she wails into the morning air. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
              Over the course of the day, the sun passes high overhead, cresting sometime just after noon and starting its gradual descent towards the horizon. A light cover of overcast breaks up the mind-numbing glare as it goes, thinning out the late day light. 
              Cole is able to stare straight ahead, the car pointed due west, without having to squint or drop his visor. 
              The state of Nevada disappears beneath their tires, an unending trail of sandy brush land offset by the occasional oasis of casinos clustered around gas stations and restaurants. Their bright lights and garish signs beckon all to come and win big, but Cole keeps the car pointed towards the coast, not giving them a second thought as he goes.
              Since leaving Salt Lake, there hasn’t been a single word in the car. Not in Elko when they stopped for gas or in Winnemucca so they could both use the bathroom. Almost eight solid hours of silence, Cole trapped with his guilt, Ruby with hers as well.
              Throughout the day Cole’s mind is left to wander the previous four, detailing every conversation they’d had, every stop they’d made. How had he not pieced together what was really going on with her? Why was he still carrying around such angst from something that happened five years before, when she is so much stronger, staring down the gullet of certain death?
              With each question that rolls through his mind, he glances over at Ruby, stationary in the seat beside him. Her arms are folded across her chest, her chin aimed towards the crude passenger window. There are no tears in her eyes, but their trails remain evident on her cheeks, the Utah mud still streaked on her chin and knees.
              The sun sits just an inch above the horizon as Cole reaches out and turns the knob on the radio. There are deep scratches in the plastic around it, no doubt the thieves trying to pry it out with a screwdriver, but the ancient hardware remains. Built right in, there would be no way to take it without pulling off the entire dashboard.
              Score one for old-school engineering.
              Cole twists the tuning dial for a moment as static floods into the car. His fingers pause as the sound of Kenny Chesney’s southern twang replaces the white noise, “The Good Stuff” flowing out from the speakers. 
              Cole’s hand floats above the dial, contemplating the song, before pulling back. He smirks, about to sing along, when Ruby’s hand reaches out and twists the knob off, the radio falling silent.
              There is no change of expression as she does so, no glares or smirks or dirty looks. Her arm is the only thing that moves as she pulls it in and folds it back into place, never once glancing his way.
              “You know we’ll make it to Eureka tomorrow,” Cole says, his voice cracking after hours of silence.
              Ruby exhales, loud and slow through her nose. “I know,” she whispers.
              “And Lord only knows what might happen there.”
              “If even Him.”
              Cole glances over at her, hoping for some sort of outward reaction. 
              There is none.
              “Which means this could very well be our last night on the road together.”
              The comment draws Ruby’s face towards him, her expression blank. Your eyes look exhausted, her face drawn in. “Your point?”
              Cole glances over at her, then back out the front windshield and smiles as neon lights crawl up the hood and over the glass, welcoming them to Reno.
 



 
 
 
 
 
              The valet at the curb stares at the Cutlass like it has the proverbial third arm growing from it, a relic in a sea of modern. The young man, dressed in a vest with every hair on his head gelled into place, leans back at the waist and examines the car, giving it once over the way a horny frat boy might stare at a young co-ed.
              A young co-ed he sees, dismisses, and would later joke about with his friends.
              A you’ve-got-to-be-kidding me smile is affixed to his face as Cole climbs out and tosses him the keys. Cole knows right away what the kid is thinking, but isn’t about to humor him. He walks around to the trunk and lifts out their bags.
              The look on the valet’s face shifts from amused to shock as Ruby steps out, still half-covered in mud, her face streaked with tears. His jaw drops open and his eyes flick from Ruby to Cole, looking like he’s uncertain whether to park the car or call Child Services.
              “Long day,” Cole says, stemming any sort of conversation, raising his eyebrows for effect. “Take care of her, huh?”
              “Um, yeah,” the young man manages, pushing the words out. “I’ll do that.”
              Cole throws both bags onto a shoulder and takes Ruby by an elbow, leading her inside. Her skin is cold and clammy to the touch, her arm thinner than his wrist. 
              She allows herself to be led in, her head rotating from side to side as she tries to get her bearings around her.
              “Cole, where are we?” Ruby whispers.
              “We are at The Atlantis Hotel, Spa and Casino,” Cole replies, leading her through the enormous glass front doors and up to the counter. He leaves her standing a few feet back and handles the check-in. A stern woman with hair pinned back gives him a disapproving look as he does so, an even more discerning look to Ruby when he asks for two rooms.
              After seven minutes of sideways glances, she gives him the keycards to two rooms without complaint.
              Platinum American Express cards have a way of doing that.
              Hefting the bags back up from the floor, he leads Ruby away from the front counter and through a second set of doors. Serving as the barrier between the lobby and everything inside, they open into a world of sound and light that neither one anticipated.
              Together they stand on the edge of a circular foyer, hallways spreading out in every direction. To the left are the Dolphin and Lion Towers, luxury rooms for guests on a more conservative budget. Matching them on the right side are the Diamond and Continental Towers, accommodations for those looking to make it big.
              To their immediate left is a lounge, a band already tuning up for the night, the lights low and the crowd young. Opposite it is a gourmet restaurant, men in sports coats and women in cocktail dresses about to have dinner.
              A few of them glance over at Cole and Ruby as they stand, both with jaws agape, taking in their surroundings. None of them look twice.
              The sounds press in on Ruby from every direction, causing her to wrap her arms even tighter across herself. “Why do I get the impression this place is a little above our agreed-to budget?” 
              Her voice is just barely audible though, as stretched out in front of them is the gaming floor to The Atlantis. 
              From where they stand, Cole can only see a fraction of it. Even at that, he can view the flashing lights, hear the bells and whistles, of several thousand slot machines all chiming at once.
              “It might be,” Cole says, his mouth curling up into a smile.
              “Did you miss the part where most of our cash was stolen? You know I can’t afford this.”
              Cole ignores the comment and pulls Ruby towards the Dolphin Tower, catching an elevator up to the fifth floor. Once they are inside and alone, he drops the bags to the floor and leans against the mirror-plated back wall, a smile on his face.
              “You’re not paying for tonight, so don’t worry about it.”
              Ruby’s face twists in surprise, her head shaking from side to side. “What? I’m not letting you pay for this.”
              He smiles. “Relax, I’m not paying for it either. Consider this evening a gift from the Honorable Maxwell Dixon.”
              Ruby’s jaw drops open, her face a mix of shocked and appalled. 
              Cole just smiles as the elevator reaches their destination, lifting the bags from the ground and stepping out into the hallway. “Come on.”
              Ruby grabs a corner on one of the bags as he exits, allowing herself to be led away, her opposite hand balled into a fist. “No. There’s no way I’m letting him pay for us to stay here either.”
              Cole shakes his head and walks to Ruby’s room, letting them inside with her keycard. He stops just inside the door and smiles, turning over his shoulder to make sure Ruby is close by. 
              The room is exactly what he was expecting it to be.
              A king-size bed is spread out in front of them, a golden comforter folded back atop Egyptian cotton linens. An overstuffed armchair and ottoman sits beside it, a flat-screen LCD television mounted on the opposite wall.
              Everything is done in bright colors, the space well-lit, the room dazzlingly clean.
              “Now this is more like it,” Cole says, letting the excitement show in his voice. “Think of the room you stayed in last night, only about a hundred times nicer.”
              He drops her bags down onto the ottoman, fighting the urge to throw himself back on the bed and let the comforter swallow him up. 
Ruby remains rooted in place, just inches inside the door.
“Cole, seriously, we can’t stay here.”
“Well, I’m staying here, and since I’m driving, I guess that means you have to as well.”
Ruby raises her hands in frustration, spinning in a tight revolution as if she’s checking out her surroundings. “I can’t see anything, and I can tell this is too nice. It just feels swanky. I cannot stay in this room.”
Cole stares at her, hearing her words, and lets a mischievous grin spread across his face. “You are right. We are in Reno and the night is young. I will not let you stay in this room.”
He picks his bag up and turns to go, leaving Ruby standing near the door. Her body turns to track him as he departs, staring at him in disbelief.
“What’s that supposed to mean? Where are you going?”
Cole reaches the door and pulls it open, resting his chin atop his shoulder as he goes.
“Just be ready in fifteen minutes.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
There is no way to know what Cole has in store for the night. Ruby can guess that it will probably involve food at some point, and he will try to get her out into the casino, but that’s about as far as she knows to take it. Even at that, she has no idea what to really expect, even less on what she should wear. 
She burns the first five minutes placing her bag on the bed and unfolding everything from within it, her hands running over each of the dresses. One by one she inventories them, noting how each one looks in her mind, pushing aside the items she’s already worn.
By minute six she decides to go with an ivory shift, the dress she’d put in the bottom of the bag as an afterthought, something to wear in the event of a nice evening. 
This seems to have all the makings for such a night. 
              The fabric is soft and light against her skin as she pulls it into place, envisioning it from memory, hoping it still looks as it did the last time she saw it. 
Time ticking down, she steps into the bathroom and lets her hair down, combing out the kink in it from a day spent in a pony tail. She scrubs the dirt from her face and hands, emerging just as Cole knocks on her door.
For once, she wouldn’t have minded him being a little late.
Ruby opens the door and stands to the side, holding the door open. She waits a moment for him to enter, or say anything, but there is nothing.
Across from her, Cole stands outside the door, his hand raised to knock again, his jaw hanging open. His eyes are the only thing to move as they travel the length of her body, taking in her attire, before shifting over to himself.
Dressed in jeans and a black v-neck pullover, he feels woefully underdressed.
“Cole?”
“You look...fantastic,” Cole says, his voice earnest.
Ruby feels blood rush to her face, cheeks flushing hot. “Thank you. I’m sure you look nice as well.”
Cole snorts, his head reclining back a bit. “Something like that. Come on, let’s go.”
Ruby turns back to the room, trying to think if she needs anything, before stepping out behind Cole. She doesn’t want to carry her oversized purse all night, not that she has much left to go in it anyway. 
Instead, she travels with nothing but her room key in hand.
Together they walk back the length of the hallway and catch the elevator down, Ruby fighting to keep her hands from fidgeting in front of her. There is no reason to think people are staring, she doesn’t even hear another person around, but for some reason she can’t help but feel their eyes on her. 
The corner of Cole’s mouth turns up as he watches this all play out beside him, seeing her hands writhing, her entire body squirming.
“You look nervous,” Cole whispers, his hand patting her on the small of the back as he leads her back through the foyer towards the restaurant. 
Her entire body goes rigid at the touch, sensation dancing along her spine. Again blood flushes to her face, embarrassment that a minor touch could evoke such a reaction.
“No,” she lies. “Just, curious. Where are we going?”
“You mean your super smell can’t tell?” Cole asks.
Ruby gives him a pointed look, an eyebrow arched, before sniffing the air, a wave of rich scents hitting her. Saliva spills into the bottom of her mouth as Cole leads the way, the aromas so strong she barely hears as the host greets them and shows them to a table. 
By the time her backside settles into a chair that has been pulled out for her, her senses are so overwhelmed, she has to force out a mumbled, “Thank you.”
Cole watches as the one woman show unfolds across from him, surprised that Ruby, who always seems so calm, is so rattled. He settles in across from her and casts a glance around the room, noting a few errant stares, though far less than they received in Kansas City.
A waiter with close cropped hair and a tuxedo vest materializes beside the table, standing with his hands clasped behind his back. He leans forward and smiles, glancing from Cole to Ruby and back again.
“Good evening, my name is Carlos and I will be taking care of you. Would you folks like to see the menu or will you be eating from the buffet this evening?”
Ruby keeps her hands folded in her lap, her head tilted down towards the table. Since losing her sight she has made a point of not going to places where she doesn’t already know the menu, or at least what they offer in advance. 
Easier to avoid any awkwardness of having to ask what they have, or worse asking someone to tell her.
Something inside tells her this place doesn’t offer grilled cheese and tomato soup, meaning she is at Cole’s mercy.
Surprisingly, she doesn’t seem to care.
“What would you recommend?” Cole asks.
Carlos responds by producing a menu and placing the bottom edge of it against the table in front of him.
“Our menu features a la carte dining,” he explains, pointing with his index finger, “all served in generous, individual portions. It has all the basics, hand-cut steaks, lobster, along with some more exotic selections. Roasted quail, venison tenderloin, braised duck.”
Ruby’s nose scrunches at the mention of duck, the idea of eating anything that quacks sounding borderline repulsive.
Cole smiles at the expression on her face, shifting to look past Carlos to the spread in the adjoining room. “And that’s all on the buffet?” 
“Yes, sir.”
He nods. “Two buffets, please.”
“Very well, sir,” Carlos says, taking up the menu and retreating a step from the table.
“And I assume you have your fall beers in by now?” Cole asks.
Ruby drops her gaze a bit more, her stomach tightening. The idea of an evening out sounded nice, perhaps even fun. 
The idea of such an evening with Cole drinking sounds quite the opposite.
“Yes, of course,” Carlos replies.
“We’ll each take one of whatever you have on tap.”
Ruby’s eyes open wide, her head snapping back up to face Cole. Her lips part a bit, her jaw hanging open as she stares across at him.
“Very well, sir,” the waiter replies.
“Thank you,” Cole says. He waits until Carlos departs before looking over at Ruby, smiling. He lets her remain in suspense a full moment before leaning forward and lowering his voice. “Ruby, he’s gone. Why are you staring at me like that?”
Ruby leans in until her torso is pressed against the edge of the table, lowering her voice even more. “Cole, you know I’m nineteen.”
“Yeah, I wouldn’t mention that too loud,” he responds, a playful humor in his voice.
“And you know I don’t drink.”
“We’re not drinking,” Cole corrects, “we’re having a beer.”
Ruby presses her lips together and turns her head to the side. A handful of objections flood into her mind, all fighting to come spewing out. She swallows hard. “What are you doing? You know we can’t afford this.”
“I already told you, we’re not.” 
Cole’s hand finds hers as he rises, pulling her up behind him. She bristles for just a moment before allowing herself to be tugged to her feet, following Cole through a maze of tables she can only guess at. 
“You ever had lobster before?”
 



 
 
 
 
 
              The anticipation is killing Cole. He watches with equal parts curiosity, excitement, and amusement as Ruby holds the glass in front of her. It looks massive in her thin hands, the dark amber liquid glowing gold against her skin. She leans forward and sniffs it, the foamy bubbles on top entering her nose, causing her to make a face and turn to the side.
              For a moment it looks like she might sneeze, her eyes a touch watery.
              “It’s beer, not a chemistry experiment,” Cole says. “Just take a drink.”
              A pile of plates is stacked between them, a veritable bone yard of porcelain. Heaped high atop them are the scattered remains of lobster tails and crab claws, the rind from a rib eye steak. Remnants of potatoes and gravy cling to their edges, the parts missed by bread sopping up the juices.
              After three trips through the buffet line, Cole is just south of miserably full. It is without a doubt the finest meal he’s eaten in some time, since maybe the Thanksgiving before his mother passed. His goal was to introduce Ruby to as much new, gourmet food as possible, and to that end the meal was a success.
              She ate the venison well enough, balked at the quail. A thin layer of juices was speckled across the table cloth detailing her travails with trying to crack a lobster claw open, some of it even spotting the front of Cole’s jeans.
              It is the most food, and the most laughter, Ruby can ever remember having. Without a doubt they had earned the moniker of that table, the one that other patrons glance over at, wishing they would keep it down. 
              Neither could care less. They had earned those laughs, that meal, and were not about to let a few wayward glances from people they would never see again interfere with it.
              Now, there was just one last obstacle to climb before they could move on to the next phase of the evening.
              “You realize if you had just drunk it an hour ago when it arrived, this would be all over, right?” Cole asks.
              Ruby still holds the beer with both hands, peering down at it like it may attack at any moment. “I was kind of hoping you would forget about it.”
              “I won’t lie, you put on a good show,” Cole concedes. “And who would have thought it? I for sure had you pegged as a lobster-over-steak girl.”
              Ruby draws in another whiff of the beer, the smell sitting odd against the stomach full of food she just consumed.
              “Ugh, I think I’m going to be sick,” she moans.
              “You’re already sick,” Cole counters. “At least this way came with some tasty beef.”
              Ruby looks up in surprise at his comment, her face breaking into a half-smile. “It was very tasty. No denying that.”
              Cole slaps at the edge of the table with the palm of his hand, a couple of dishes bouncing up and down. “Alright, this is it then. One healthy pull and we’re out of here.”
              “And then we’re done?” Ruby asks, her face looking up at him, hopeful.
              “And then we’re out of here,” Cole repeats.
              He leans forward, an expectant smile on his face, as Ruby exhales and lifts the beer to her lips. She takes two swallows, her face scrunching into a grimace, followed by two more. 
              After the fourth swallow she drops it back to the table, panting, a moustache of foam across her lip. Her tongue drops out from her head as she turns to the side, working her mouth up and down like a child just experiencing sour food for the first time.
              An involuntary laugh shoots out of Cole, leaning forward and burying his face into the crook of his arm in an attempt to drown it out before every person in the restaurant looks over.
              “That is awful!” Ruby says, her face still twisted with revulsion. “How do people drink that?”
              Cole continues chuckling as she goes on her tirade, his entire body bouncing up and down as he tries to keep it in. “Wipe your mouth, you’ve got foam all over you.”
              Taking up her napkin, Ruby wipes her face, followed by her tongue. “Ugh. Nasty.”
              “Does that mean you don’t want another one to go?” Cole asks.
              “No,” Ruby says, her face faux stern. “I said I had never had a beer, you wanted me to try a beer, and now I have. We can check that off the list and never return to it.”
              “Yes, ma’am,” Cole says, his face still twisted into a smile. “Everything else was good, though?”
              Ruby nods and folds her hands atop the table in front of her. She looks at Cole and nods her head, long hair bouncing atop her shoulders. “Yes, everything else was spectacular. Thank you, but you really didn’t have to do it.”
              “You keep saying that,” Cole says. “I didn’t do anything, remember?”
              “Still, thank you,” Ruby repeats.
              Cole bows the top of his head, accepting the thanks. He keeps it there a moment before looking past Ruby, out into the foyer and on towards the casino floor stretched out opposite the restaurant. 
              The smile on his face transitions from genuine to sly.
              “You’re welcome, but don’t thank me just yet. We’re not done by a long shot here tonight.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
              The first two times they walked by the casino floor, Ruby heard the sounds, could almost feel the bright lights on her skin. Even still, she had no full appreciation for the enormity of the spread, no way to know just how expansive it was. Not until stepping inside the gaming area, her feet crossing from tile to carpet underfoot, does she realize what she is up against.
              For the first time since losing her sight, Ruby is almost glad to be down one of her senses. To stand and heard the wall of sound around her, swirling like she was the eye of a storm. To feel the electricity in the air, the hopes, excitement, failure of those nearby. To taste the musty air, the recycled breath of thousands of fellow patrons. 
              It is almost sensory overload.
              Beside her, Cole claps his hands in anticipation, his voice bordering on gleeful. “Where to begin, where to begin?”
              She presses a half-step closer to him, her head turning from side to side in mortification. “You’re not really going to make me do this are you?”
              “What?” Cole asks, chuckling. “You didn’t think eating your weight in prime rib was the end of the night did you?”
              Ruby bobs her head up and down. “I was kind of hoping so.”
              “No such luck Miss Ruby,” Cole says, taking her by the wrist, his palm warm, almost moist against her skin. “You ready?”
              Cole starts to move, Ruby’s arm rising under his grip until it is outstretched perpendicular from her body. She stands until his gentle pressure uproots her, staggering a step before following him into the sea of controlled chaos. 
              “Am I?”
              Again Cole laughs as he winds her through the casino floor, her body brushing against hosts of others. She mumbles apologies as she goes, her head turning from side to side, unable to see a single person she bumps into.
              They come to a stop in front of a nondescript slot machine, the last in a row of empty seats.
              It seems a good spot for Ruby to make her first attempt.
              “Alright, let’s see what you’ve got,” Cole says, releasing her hand and placing both his on her shoulders, guiding her down onto a stool. She sinks down facing forward, the sensation of light and warmth on her face. The generic sound of bells and whistles rings in front of her, a cacophony of noise in no discernible pattern.
              Cole feeds a ten dollar bill into the machine and lifts Ruby’s hand to the polished steel lever on the side. “Alright, let’s see what you’ve got.”
              Ruby appears mortified. “Just like that?”
              Cole nods, smiling. “Give it a pull, let’s make some money.”
              Ruby pulls the lever down, the action smooth, no pushback at all. She takes it to the bottom and releases, a series of dings rifling by in quick succession. After a moment they stop, a dull bell sounding out.
              She waits with her mouth and eyes both open, waiting for the verdict. “Did we win?”
              “Heck yeah, you did,” Cole says, clasping her on the shoulders before leaning past and resetting the machine. “Alright, give her another one.”
              Again Ruby pulls the lever down, a series of sounds rolling out of the machine. A moment later the same bell rings, this time a little louder.
              A reflexive smile crosses Ruby’s face. She knows what happened before hearing Cole exclaim behind her.
              “Hell yeah!” he says, patting her on the back, his left arm snaking past her to set it again. “Keep it going, Ruby.”
              This time the dings click by for an interminable amount of time, twice as long as either try before. Ruby sits with her hand still on the lever, breath held in her chest, waiting for it to stop.
              When it does, a siren goes off overhead, pulsating out from the machine. The smile barely has time to reform on her face before Cole’s arms wrap around her shoulders, squeezing her in a quick hug.
              Around them, handfuls of people turn and smile. A few even point, getting the attention of those they are with, everyone admiring the hot hand of the young lady on the machine.
              “You hit the machine jackpot, Ruby! Three hundred big ones! You just made back everything we lost this morning in two minutes flat.”
              The excitement in Cole’s voice is genuine, the smile on Ruby’s face growing larger. Unable to control herself she squeals, her hands slapping over her mouth, covering her face in embarrassment.
              She bounces up and down in place a moment before turning around. “Does this mean we’re done?”
              “Are you kidding me?” Cole asks. “You ought to see all the people around here pointing and clapping right now. You’re the envy of the casino.”
The thought brings a rush of blood to Ruby’s face, knowing so many eyes are staring right at her. “So now what do we do?”
Cole raises a hand, flagging down a floor worker. “Excuse me, can I get one of those buckets, please?” 
A young girl in a white shirt and vest hands him a red plastic bin, which he uses to scrape all their winnings into.
“Now what do we do?” he asks, rising from the base of the machine, winnings in hand. “Now we go find ourselves another table and turn this into some real money.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
              Despite what he told Ruby, going after big money is the furthest thing from Cole’s mind as he leads her through the casino. This is the most energetic he’s seen her in the short time they’ve known each other. She is smiling like a kid on Christmas, her joy radiant as they walk through the casino. The excitement around her is contagious, people stopping to pat them on the back, looking and smiling.
              There’s no telling what tomorrow might have in store for them, but tonight is going to be one to remember.
              Cole pulls Ruby to the center of the casino floor and turns in place, weighing the options. The entire right side of the room is filled with slots machine, spewing sounds and lights at a dizzying pace.
              On the other side is row after row of blackjack tables, signs on them announcing the minimum wagers ranging from two dollars all the way up to one hundred. If he was here alone, that might be the way to go, but with Ruby in tow the tables present no appeal for him whatsoever.
              They need something interactive.
              Cole considers the roulette table for a moment, gobs of people grouped around them, watching the black and red wheel turn. He starts to pull her that way when something catches his eyes, the answer to what he’s been looking for.
              “You ever played craps before?” Cole asks, a glint in his eye.
              “Never even heard of craps,” Ruby says, shaking her head beside him. Not once since they reached the middle of the floor has her head stopped turning, her entire body fighting to process what was going on around her.
              Cole can’t help but smile as he takes her hand, leading her towards the table. “It’s real easy. I’ll keep betting the pass line, which means you roll anything but a seven or eleven and we’re golden.”
              A hint of surprise surfaces in Ruby’s voice. She allows herself to be pulled along, turning towards him with surprise on her face. “What do you mean I roll?”
              “Ha!” Cole laughs, leading her towards the table. “You’ll see.”
              Cole picks an almost deserted table off to the side of the floor, just a handful of strays huddled around it. He watches a moment until the previous roller finishes and the dealer moves to clear the table before leaning over and whispering, “Alright Ruby, you’re on.”
              Hand on her wrist, he leads Ruby up to the thrower’s position and claps his hand, drawing the attention of everyone at the table. “Make way here, hot shooter, coming through.”
              The dealer, an older man with hair dyed black and a small hunch in his shoulders apprises Cole and Ruby before extending a bowl towards them. “Alright sir, select two dice.” He turns to the table and adds, “Ladies and gentlemen, the table is now open. Please place your bets.”
              Cole glances down at the bowl, a small wooden article with five identical dice in it. He waves his hands across one another in front of him, shaking his head. “Oh no, not me. The lady here is the shooter.”
              The dealer, a man named Nico according to a badge clipped onto his vest, looks past him to Ruby. His face shows hesitation for a moment, glancing back to Cole before extending the bowl out towards her. “Alright Miss, please select your dice.”
              Ruby almost has to peel herself away from Cole’s hip to take the dice, her body shaking. 
              Cole fights to suppress a smile as he watches her waif-like hand dip into the bowl, selecting a matching pair of dice. 
              Again Nico casts a glance to Cole as he retracts the bowl and returns to watching the table, a modest pile of chips spread out before him.
              Taking Ruby by the shoulders, Cole positions her at the end of the table. “You’re going to be great.”
              “Cole, I don’t know how to play,” Ruby replies, her voice an urgent whisper. It’s not quite on the verge of desperation, but it isn’t far off.
              The entirety of her gambling career now consists of three tugs on a lever she couldn’t see. There is no way she’s ready for this.
              Leaning in so close his lips almost touch her ear, Cole whispers, “All you have to do is toss the dice the length of the table. Make sure they hit the back wall. 
              “Anything but a seven or eleven and we win.”
              “But I can’t see the back wall,” Ruby hisses, her head twisted at the neck, her cheek just millimeters from his nose.
              Cole smiles and glances past her to the table and the small smattering of curious onlookers staring back at them. “It’s about seven feet away, straight out in front of you. Don’t throw them the whole way, make sure they bounce first.”
              “Anything else?” Ruby asks, her voice hinting of sarcasm.
              Cole smiles and holds up two twenty dollar bills, placing them on the table. Nico picks them up and exchanges them for eight red chips, the standard casino color for nickels. 
              Cole cuts the stack in half and places them on the pass line, pulling the other half up and resting them on the rail of the table in front of him.
              Ruby can hear the chips jangling nearby, the look of alarm rising on her face. “How much are you betting?”
              Cole pats her on the arm and shakes his head, already calculating the amount on the table. A few black and green chips, but not a single purple or green. 
Couple hundred bucks at most.
“It’s not important, you’ve got a hot hand,” Cole says, clapping his hands again. “Alright, big shooter, big shooter.”
Along the left side of the table, a middle-aged couple watches with mild amusement. Neither one has bet more than ten dollars, but seem to be enjoying the scared-to-death girl in the pretty dress trying her hand at craps.
On the far end, a pair of older men sidle up to the rail. Both are in at least their mid-sixties, each with more hair coming from their ears than atop their head.
The man on the right is dressed in an Aloha shirt and khakis with a fishing hat crammed down into his back pocket. “Alright Missy, I’ve got ten right here on ya.”
Beside him, a smaller, stooped man in a sweater vest with glasses hanging from a cord around his neck leans in, matching Cole’s short stack of red chips. “I like her look. I’ve got twenty that says the kid’s a shooter.”
Cole smiles and nods to each of them, leaning in close to Ruby. “You hear that? You’ve already got fans. Couple of dapper looking fellows too I might add.”
He can almost see the blood climbing in Ruby’s face as she stands there, body so rigid one good puff of air would knock her to the floor.
“Alright miss, you may throw at any time,” Nico says, motioning a hand across the table.
For the first time, Cole realizes he is just as nervous as Ruby as he watches her pull back the dice and let fly, the twin projectiles traveling the length of the board. They just barely make it to the back wall, ricocheting no more than an inch or two before coming to a stop.
There is a collective pause around the table as Nico leans in to read the score. 
“Easy six. Lady’s a winner.”
Ruby pushes out a puff of air, more relief than excitement.
The two old men both toss their hands in the air, shouting in exultation as Nico retrieves the dice, making payouts around the table.
“See, I told you this was easy,” Cole says, clasping a hand on Ruby’s shoulder and pulling her close for a moment. 
She smiles against him, letting herself be pulled around, her body growing less tense. She waits for Cole to release her before leaning in and asking, “What’s an easy six?”
“Means you rolled a six,” Cole responds. “The easy part means it was a four and two. Hard would be if you rolled a three and three.”
“Does it matter?” 
“Not to us,” Cole says, collecting the dice from Nico and thrusting them back into Ruby’s hand. He leaves the original bet and their winnings stacked beside it, both on the pass line. “Now, don’t be afraid to roll them a little harder this time.”
“Alright little lady,” Aloha shirt says. “I’m Mort and this is Walter. I like your stuff, so we’re gonna stick around here with ya. Let’s see it again. Big roller.”
Beside him Walter claps his hands and nods, their respective bets having grown in front of them.
Ruby smiles and nods, exhaling a loud breath. She mumbles something to Walt that Cole thinks might be a thank you before tossing the dice again, this time sending them careening off the back wall. 
It takes Nico a moment to track them both down before announcing, “Mom and dad, the lady wins again.”
Mort and Walter both cheer, joined this time by the couple on the left. The wife, a diminutive woman with blonde hair piled high, claps and squeals, while her husband gives a hearty thumb up.
 The cheers begin to attract attention from the area, others drifting over to join them.
“Mom and dad?” Ruby whispers.
“You rolled two four’s, a square pair, just like a mom and dad,” Cole explains, again collecting the dice from Nico. 
“And you know this how?” Ruby asks, this time holding her hand out.
Cole smiles and drops the dice into her palm, pulling back some of their new winnings, but still leaving a hefty wager on the table.
“Maybe I’ve lived a little more than you give me credit for.” 
 



 
 
 
 
 
              In just twenty minutes, the crowd swells beyond capacity. On the far end, Cole can see Mort and Walter both holding down their spots, people pressing in on them from all angles. To the left is the same couple, the man now standing behind his wife, his arms extending around her and clutching the rail of the table, protecting her from the jostling bystanders.
              At first the trickle was slow, no more than four or five at a time. By Ruby’s sixth consecutive win, people started arriving in droves. Cole can only imagine how fast the word of mouth must have spread through the casino floor, more people arriving by the second.
              Now, by Cole’s count, rubberneckers are lined four deep around the table. Almost all of them are kind well-wishers, holding up camera phones or straining their heads, trying to catch a glimpse of the blind girl in white tearing up the table.
              Of everyone present, all but one man seems to be having a good time.
              Standing one person away to the left is a sloppy mess of a man with greasy hair combed straight back and a fake leather jacket stretched tight across a bulbous midsection. Everybody on hand knows his name is Frank, a fact he announced when breaking the first rule of casino etiquette and answering his cell-phone at the table.
              Cole is hard pressed to make sure he doesn’t ruin their night.
              As yet, Ruby doesn’t seem to notice his presence.
              Despite Frank, the tone is jovial. The amount of money on the table has swollen several times over, Cole estimating there to be somewhere north of seven thousand dollars in play. Among the amounts being wagered are a couple of his own black one hundred dollar chips. 
              On the far end he can see Mort has thrown down an orange chip, the proverbial pumpkin, a thousand dollar wager.
              Nico pulls the dice from the sixth consecutive toss and hands them straight to Ruby, her hands outstretched in front of her like a trick-or-treater on Halloween. Behind her, Cole rubs her shoulders, a broad smile on his face.
              “Never! Never have I seen a hot streak like this.”
              “Come on dealer,” Walter scolds, his voice belying good humor, “get the dice back faster. This girl is making us a lot of money.”
              “Yeah, what the heck are you doing over there?” Mort asks. “Collect them and let’s keep things moving.”
              Ruby takes another a deep breath and prepares to throw.
              “What?! I can’t hear you!?”
              Every head turns to Frank, standing less than two feet away from Ruby, the phone screwed tight against his face.
              Cole watches Ruby give a small twist of the head and throw the dice, Nico announcing another easy six. The crowd erupts again, over a hundred people crammed around a table seven feet long, all cheering in unison.
              “I said I can’t hear you!” Frank continues, the stares now coming from everyone within earshot. “There’s some girl on a hot streak. Loud as hell over here.”
              Cole steps in front of Ruby to collect the dice from Nico, making a point to turn and glare at Frank as he does so.
              Frank doesn’t even register he’s there.
              “Alright Ruby, here we go. Ignore him and do it again,” Cole says, handing the dice off to Ruby, glancing once more to his left.
              “Keep it coming little lady!” Mort calls from the end of the table, a matching set of pumpkins down in front of him.
              “You got this girlie,” Walter adds, clapping his wrinkled hands together. A short stack of purple chips is piled high beside him. “One more time.”
              “No, nobody important. Just some girl,” Frank says into the phone as Ruby takes another deep breath, jostling the dice in her hand.
              She turns to face him, the smile fading a bit from her features.
              Cole pushes a deep breath out through his nose, raising his face towards the ceiling. The last thing in the world he wants to do is ruin a perfect evening, regardless how big a jerk this guy is.
              He drops his attention back down to the table just in time to see Ruby let fly on another roll of the dice. The ivory pair travels the length of the table and bounces back, a six and a four staring up. The official call doesn’t even have time to leave Nico’s mouth before the crowd explodes, drowning out the sound of the casino floor behind them.
              “How are you doing this?” Cole exclaims, squeezing Ruby tight against him and shaking her, the smile returning to her face. “How?”
              “You hearing this?!” Frank says, his voice almost a yell to be heard over the roar of the crowd. “One scrawny black girl has the whole damn place going crazy.”
              Nico pulls the dice back and holds them in his hand, hanging on to them for a moment. He stares at Frank and says, “I’m sorry sir, but I have to ask you to turn your phone off or resume your call outside.”
              It takes a moment for Frank to realize the comment is aimed his way, a look of shock and disgust crawling across his face. “What? I already can’t smoke in a casino, now I can’t talk either?”
              “I’m sorry, sir. House rules,” Nico says, handing the dice off to Cole. Again Cole makes a point of staring daggers at Frank, this time his unspoken word being received.
              The fat man brushes it off with a wave of the hand.
              Cole swallows hard, biting back the adrenaline starting to surge through his body. A light film of sweat forms at the base of his back, his muscles growing taut.
              “Can’t miss, Ruby. Let’s see it again, eight in a row now.”
              Ruby can tell by his tone that things aren’t far from getting ugly.
              She takes the dice and twirls them twice in her hand, pushing out a deep breath. She draws them into her chest and tosses them the length of the table, the crowd leaning in tight as they bounce once, returning from the far wall.
              “Lady rolls a five!” Nico calls out.
              An ear-splitting crescendo bursts forward in all directions, the crowd pushing in, raucous with laughter and applause.
              “You hearing this? Damn girl did it again,” Frank yells into the phone.
              Cole watches as Nico pulls the dice over in front of himself and stares at Frank. He makes no effort to collect the dice, instead staring at the fat man across from him. “Sir, I’m sorry, but I have to ask you to end your call or step away from the table.”
              “Hey pinhead, go away. We’re working here,” Walter adds.
              The comment draws Frank’s attention to the table, every person staring daggers his way. His jaw drops open as he surveys his surroundings, his fleshy neck rotating from one end to the other. “What? I already have the dealer giving me shit, now all of you too?”
              “Can’t you see the girl’s on a hot streak? Have some respect,” Mort adds.
              The last word almost causes Frank’s eyes to bug out from his skull. “Respect? For a blind bitch on a run? Who cares?”
              Cole’s fist connects with Frank’s temple before he even realizes he’s throwing the punch. One moment he is willing himself not to do anything stupid, the next he is standing over the man’s body.
              The crowd disperses from around him in record time. A few women stare at Cole, fear on their faces, while most of the men nod in approval.
              Nobody says anything.
              Ruby is the first one to break the silence. Cole feels her hand slide inside his forearm, finding his wrist and pulling it towards her. “Come on Cole, I think that’s our cue to go.”
              At the end of the table, Mort lets out a long, slow whistle. Beside him, Walter gives an appreciative nod and says, “Nice punch, son.”
              “Hey, you guys don’t have to go because of this knucklehead,” Mort adds. “We’ll vouch for you.”
              Cole draws in deep breaths, willing his heartbeat to slow down, the anger to subside.
              “No, thank you,” Ruby says. “I’m getting pretty tired anyway.”
              Cole glances over at her, his senses still fighting to return to normal. He only vaguely notices as Nico scoops their winnings into a plastic tub and extends it towards him.
              “I’ll tell security what happened here, but it would be best if you guys stay off the floor for the rest of the night.”
              It takes a full moment, but the words work their way into Cole’s consciousness. He gives a stiff nod and reaches out, accepting the bin from Nico, Ruby still pulling on his arm.
              At the end of the table, Walter motions to Cole before flipping a black chip his way. “Thanks for the run you two. I’ve been coming here for years. Most fun I’ve ever had.”
              Beside him, Mort does the same. “That’s some mighty fine shooting there Missy. You’re welcome to come back here anytime.”
              Ruby smiles and gives a little wave, her movements awkward and stilted with embarrassment. Cole looks down at her and smiles, allowing himself to be led out.
              The last thing they hear as they depart is the sound of applause.
 



 
 
 
              
 
              Ruby wasn’t peddling a total lie when she told the table she was tired and should be going. She could feel her energy reserves beginning to dwindle after playing the slot machine. By the fourth or fifth roll of the dice, she was operating on pure adrenaline and residual beef grease.
              On the flip side though, standing at the head of the table, hearing the cheers around her was something she could have done until morning. She has never been in a casino before, has no basis for a mental image, but still she can almost replay the entire scene in her head.
              Everyone, men and women, young and old, black and white, gathered around a table, cheering. 
              The kind of moment life should have more of.
              The elevator door dings open and together she and Cole spill out. Long forgotten is the incident with Frank, the general merriment of the evening filling their senses.
              “Did you have fun tonight?” Cole asks.
              “I did,” Ruby says, nodding, turning her head to face him. “Thank you.”
              “A night of firsts,” Cole replies. “First beer, first lobster...”
              “First time gambling,” Ruby adds.
              “First time gambling,” Cole echoes, patting her on the arm. “Speaking of which, where did you learn to do that? You been shooting craps out on the driveway with Memaw or something?”
              Ruby feels her cheeks flush. “Beginner’s luck.”
              “Ha!” Cole says, shaking his head. “I’ve tried my hand at a lot of different things over the years, and I’ve never had that kind of luck before.”
              For a moment Ruby tries to reply before shaking her head and smiling. Beside her Cole lets out a laugh, patting her on the arm again.
              “And this is you,” he says, taking the keycard he’s been holding for her and opening the door. He turns the handle and pushes it open, stepping out of her way. “Same time again tomorrow?”
              Ruby takes a step forward into the room, her legs growing shaky beneath her. A dull pain stabs along the backs of her eyes, pinching her face in a grimace. She reaches out for the doorframe to steady herself, dizziness setting in.
              “Maybe a little earlier? I’d like to get there mid-afternoon.”
              Ruby can hear Cole say something to the effect of her being the boss, but she can’t quite make out the words over the ringing in her ears. She leans her entire body against the wood of the doorframe, both arms fighting to keep her upright as a dull static settles in over her mind. It stays there for a few moments, her brain trying to form coherent thoughts.
               The last thing it manages to register is the sensation of falling, free and flowing, without anything to stop her as she goes.
 



 
 
 
 
 
              It is a combination of his neck and lower back screaming in protest that pulls Cole from his slumber. He has no idea what time it is in the darkened room as his eyes force themselves open. 
              A small smile traces his lips as he sees Ruby sitting across from him. She is seated on the bed with her legs crossed, staring at him, her thin body almost ethereal in her milky white dress. There is not a trace of recognition from her as he stares back, her unseeing eyes locked on the wall above his head.
              “Morning,” he mumbles, raising his palms over his face. “How you feeling?”
              Her eyes shift from the wall down to him, the only movement of her entire body. “What happened last night?”
              Cole’s eyes narrow a bit, his head tilting to the side. “You don’t remember?”
              There is a pause as Ruby pushes out a slow breath, searching for the memory in her mind. “I remember coming off the elevator with you, but after that everything is kind of a blank.”
              “Hmm,” Cole replies. “Not a lot to remember after that. I left you at your door and went to mine. I heard a sound and turned around to see you were face down on the floor, your legs sticking out into the hall.
              “I ran over, but you were pretty out of it, so I picked you up and brought you in.”
              The details are a lot more intense than that, but Cole doesn’t have it in him to lay them all out for her.
              “Not good,” Ruby whispers, shaking her head from side to side. She knows Cole is holding something back, but appreciates the gesture.
              There’s no way last night was anything that hasn’t happened before.
              “No nosebleed or anything, so I covered you up to sleep it off. Stayed awake a long time to make sure you were okay.”
              “Thank you,” Ruby says, “but you didn’t have to do that.”
              “You’re a hard sleeper,” Cole adds, moving right past her comment. “Couple times I had to get down close just to hear if you were breathing or not.”
              In the half-light of the room, Cole sees Ruby press her lips tight together and look away. She seems to have gotten even thinner over night, the dress just hanging from her shoulders like they were nothing more than a clothes hanger. 
              “Listen, I was thinking,” Cole says. “Why don’t we stay here another day? We can rest up, have a few good meals…” 
              Ruby shifts her face back towards him, forcing a smile. “I appreciate it, but let’s keep pushing. Today’s the day we make it to Eureka.”
              No less than twenty objections rise within Cole, but he swallows them down. He stares across at Ruby for several long moments before shaking his head.
              “Are you sure? Price isn’t an issue. Heck, you made enough last night to stay a month.”
              There is a long pause, so long that Cole wonders if she even heard him. He opens his mouth to try again, guilt from the joke ebbing in, but before the sound swells in his throat, Ruby leans forward, her own voice barely audible.
              “Time, Cole. Time is the issue.”
              Cole presses his lips together, fighting to keep his face flat and even. He stares at Ruby for several long moments, their gazes locked on one another, before standing.
              “Today we make it to Eureka.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
              Under different circumstances, there’s a chance Cole would like California. 
Really like California. 
              Within a mile of crossing the state line out of Nevada the terrain changes, shifting from dry desert, the world painted shades of brown in every direction, to lush green. Towering pine trees line the roadways, all of which seem to meander alongside unnamed creeks, sun dancing off them. The temperature hovers around a comfortable seventy degrees, a perfect day for a drive.
              None of it even registers with Cole as he pushes on, his focus split between keeping the speedometer ten miles above the speed limit and watching the road right in front of them.
              Ruby’s words, admonishing him about her dwindling time, ring in his ears.              
              Every few minutes he glances over at Ruby, who has again resumed her stance from their first day together. Her arms are folded as she stares out the window, though there is a very different vibe to her distance. There is no trace of hostility, no anger rolling off of her. 
              She simply isn’t well and she knows it, a woman hanging on by the thinnest of threads. 
              Cole keeps the engine red-lined as he drives on, hoping deep inside that whatever they find waiting for them in Eureka isn’t more than she can bear.
              “Music?” Cole asks, his voice the first words between them in hours.
              Ruby turns towards him, his question not registering on her face. “Hmm?”
              “Want to play some music?”
              Ruby forces a smile, the expression out of place on her face. It is bony and weak, even her skin no longer fitting her frame. “No, thanks.”
              Cole nods, her look of sadness imparting a modicum of sorrow into him as well. He stares at the smile, at the effort for her to hold it in place, and it takes everything he has not to reach out and take her hand.
              “We’re coming into Redding now,” he says, motioning with his chin towards the road ahead. “I think it’s the last town of any size we pass through before Eureka. Might be a good place to grab some lunch. I bet they have an In-n-Out Burger.”
              Ruby keeps her upper body turned to him, trying to engage in the conversation. Her thoughts are hours ahead in the future, her body almost trembling with anticipation, but she is making an effort. 
              “A what?”
              There is conflict within Cole. Part of him wants to fall silent, to let her retreat back into herself, to prepare for the afternoon ahead. Just as much he wants to pull her into the conversation, occupy her thoughts, keep her there with him, if only for a little while longer.
              “An In-n-Out Burger. It’s a California thing, supposed to be the best fast food on the planet. I guess they have a whole secret menu with every size burger or milkshake flavor you can think of.”
              The words sound hollow even to Cole as they leave his lips. Beside him Ruby gives a half-smile, an acknowledgement of what he is attempting to do.
              “Maybe on the way back?” she asks.
              Cole looks at her, a feeling verging on shame rising within him. 
              “On the way back.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
              There are no words Cole can say right now that Ruby wants to hear, and he knows it. If he tries to dissuade her, she will tell him she has to. If he tells her it will be okay, she will smile and say thank you.
              In either case, her unfailing politeness will keep her from lashing out at him, but he can tell just by glancing her way that the emotion is there. It is nothing short of raw and visceral, splashed across her face.
              There is no narration as Cole follows the signs into Eureka. No explanation of what is going on as he pulls into the parking lot of an Exxon station to check the map.
              Not until he nudges the Cutlass onto a gravel driveway in front of a sprawling beachfront home does he say a word. He doesn’t want to let her know how much longer she has to sit and wait.
              Just rip the Band-Aid off. Pull up and announce they’ve arrived.
              Even without his acknowledgement, Ruby knows they’ve arrived. Can sense it.
              Cole eases the car to a stop without putting it in park, keeping his foot on the brake. He glances over at the name Neville spelled out in white block letters against a black mailbox, a plume of flowers at the base of it. He shakes his head, knowing how hard this is going to be on Ruby.
              “You don’t have to do this,” he whispers.
              There is no visible reaction at all. 
              “Yes, I do.”
              Cole stares at her a full moment, taking in everything. He notices the quiet serene of her face, the steeled resolve in her eyes. He nods.
              “The house is two-stories tall. The bottom few feet are made of stone, everything else is painted white. A black SUV is sitting in the driveway.
              “The yard is massive, cut short, well kept. The house sits right on the beach, but I’m guessing you can smell it.”
              Rubs nods. “I’m ready.”
              There is so much Cole wants to tell to her, needs her to hear before she walks up there, but he says nothing.
              She has to do this.
              The brakes let out a low squeal as Cole eases off of them and idles the car forward. He brings it to a stop right behind the SUV and parks it, leaving the keys in the ignition and running around to the opposite side.
              Ruby emerges from within and stands in the gravel driveway unmoving until he arrives, taking her by the elbow and leading her towards the house. In front of them is a wide two-car garage, the door standing open. To the left of it is a pair of windows looking out at them, a sprawling deck extending away from the house and on towards the water.
              Cole glances up at the windows to see a women staring down at them, a plate and dish towel in hand. At first she doesn’t seem to notice as they approach, finishing the plate and setting it aside before glancing out and seeing them.
              Her jaw drops open, a hand rising to cover her agape mouth.
              He knows in an instant that the woman knows who they are, why they’re there.
              Cole looks away from the window, leading Ruby up onto the concrete sidewalk along the drive. He helps her step onto the brushed grey stone and on towards the wooden staircase leading a half-dozen steps up to the deck.
              Ruby remains rigid the entire time, steeling herself to what’s to come. She allows Cole to help her, knowing she will need her strength, half wanting her mother to see how weak she’s become.
              The back door to the house opens before they even make the first step. It swings open with the metallic whine of the hinges, the woman stepping outside. Gone is the dish towel, both her hands now placed on her hips.
              Cole’s mouth drops open as he sees her standing there, the embodiment of what he imagines Ruby will look like if she lives to see middle age. 
              Long dark hair pulled back into a ponytail sits atop her head, not a grey to be seen. High cheek bones and almond colored eyes stare out from a canvas of caramel colored skin.
              The only difference he can see between the two is the stern expression on this woman’s face. He’s seen a similar look on Ruby before, but never, never, has it been mixed with the amount of fear present before him.
              “Can I help you?” the woman asks, peering down at them.
              Cole leads Ruby to the edge of the steps and stops, letting her do the talking.
              “I’m looking for a Charlotte Neville,” Ruby replies.
              The woman narrows her eyes and shifts her weight, a disapproving stare on her face.
              “What business do you have with her?”
              Cole glances to Ruby, who is shaking her head. “None, actually. I was just hoping to speak with her.”
              Silence falls between them, two generations of women staring at each other, neither one speaking. Never has Cole felt more out of place, wished more to shrink from sight. He remains motionless, his focus on the woman at the top of the stairs, peering down at them, measuring them with her gaze.
              “Alright,” she relents. “You two best come on up and take a seat. I’ll get us some lemonade.”
              Before Cole or Ruby either one can say a word, the door is back open and she is gone.
 



 
 
 
 
 
              She’s had nineteen years to prepare herself for this moment, but just hearing the sound of her mother’s voice is almost too much for Ruby to bear. There is no doubt she has come to the right place as soon as it hits her ears, resonating with a certainty she didn’t know existed.
              A vise tightens around her lungs as the sound of a screen door rings out, Charlotte no doubt disappearing inside to fetch drinks nobody asked for. 
              Just the same, Ruby is thankful for the moment to collect herself.
              She stands in place, Cole’s hand on her arm, fighting to force air back into her lungs. An instant of dizziness passes over her, the world seeming to move beneath her feet. Fighting it off as best she can, she glances over to Cole, willing herself to hold it together.
              “You okay?” Cole whispers.
              Ruby takes a deep breath and nods with a determination she doesn’t feel. “Yeah.”
              One hand on her arm, the other on her back, Cole leads her up the stairs, the ground changing from concrete to wood beneath her feet. At the top, he helps her get seated, her body swallowed up by the oversized padding of a deck chair.
              Cole leans close, so close she can feel his breath on her neck and for a moment she tenses, thinking he might hug her or even kiss her on the cheek. 
              He does neither, whispering in her ear, “I’m going for a walk on the beach. You need anything, just yell.”
              Ruby leans an inch towards him, not really wanting him to go. She stays there a full moment before nodding and pulling back.
              If she could find her voice, she would thank him.
              Cole nods in understanding, heading off down the stairs without looking back, his gaze locked on the surf in front of him.
              Ruby follows the sound of his footfalls, staring in the direction he disappeared to long after his feet stop hitting the wooden boards. The sound of waves splashing ashore drown out any other noise as she sits, staring at nothing.
              “He’s not staying?”
              Charlotte’s voice jerks Ruby away from the ocean, the tightening back in her chest. She hears the sound of a tray being placed on a table before her, of cups unloaded on a glass surface.
              “No,” Ruby says, shaking her head. “He wanted to give us some privacy.”
              “Hmm,” Charlotte says, pouring them lemonade. “It would be better if he stayed. Less awkward that way.”
              The words roll around in Ruby’s head, her brain fighting to process the enormity of the moment, to record every bit of it. 
              A realization clicks.
              “So you know who I am?”
              A deep, pained sigh rolls out from Charlotte, several seconds in length, a mixed expression contorting her features. When she speaks, her voice is strained, almost exhausted. “Mama wrote me a letter when you first found out about the tumor. I’ve been waiting every day since for you to show up.”
              Ruby’s lips part a fraction of an inch as she sits there, hearing the sound of Charlotte pouring lemonade into two glasses. A heavy clink sounds out as a glass is put down in front of her, though she ignores it.
              “Who’s the boy?” Charlotte asks.
              “A friend I asked to drive me out,” Ruby replies, her mind already racing to her next question. “So, you’ve stayed in contact with Memaw?”
              “No, not really,” Charlotte says, her features drawn tight, shaking her head. “Couple of letters over the years. This was the first one in quite a while.”
              Ruby nods, the tightening in her chest subsiding, a bit of courage welling up in its place. “You didn’t care to respond?”
              Charlotte drops her lemonade glass to the table and extends a hand towards Ruby, frustration on her face.
              “Reply?” she snaps. “To say what? That I’m sorry you’re dying? That I feel awful that the tumor has taken your sight?”
              There is an unmistakable anger in Charlotte’s voice, in her words. The same venom wells for a moment in Ruby, but she bites it back, swallowing the feeling. Instead she reaches out and clasps the glass of lemonade, drawing the cooling sensation from the chilled glass.
              “How are you?”
              There is a pause as Charlotte stares at her, eyes narrowed. “What?”
              “You’re life here,” Ruby says. “How are you?”
              Again, Charlotte pauses. She sits and stares intensely at her estranged daughter, waiting for some grandiose reason for the visit to come out.
              “It’s good. I’ve been here over ten years now. I like it, it suits me.”
              “Are you married?” Ruby keeps her voice low, even.
              “Why?” Charlotte snaps, the same mistrust apparent.
              Ruby raises her eyebrows, debating how to answer the question. There is so much emotion, so much hurt, pent up inside her that she is dying to let out, but can’t trust herself to release.
              “I’m just trying to make the only conversation we’ll ever have a pleasant one.”
              There is another pause, this one longer than the ones before, long enough to let the sound of the ocean find its way back to Ruby’s ears.
              Charlotte sits and waits, trying to determine where this is going, how she should proceed.
              “I am, to a good man named Dwayne. He’s a contractor, works building industrial parks all over northern California.”
              “Oh,” Ruby says, nodding. “And what do you do?”
              “I worked as a nurse’s aide for a while. I didn’t have the schooling to be a nurse like mama, but I came pretty close. She always made it sound so fun.”
              A reflexive smile traces Ruby’s lips at the mention of Esther. “Yeah, she does.”
              Charlotte grabs at the chance to switch topics. “How is she?”              
              Ruby recognizes it right off, but decides to oblige the question anyway.
              “She’s good. She works too hard, and she’s scared to death for me, but she’s hanging in there.”
              “Old woman will outlive us all,” Charlotte says, her voice tinged with something resembling disgust.
              “She will,” Ruby agrees, forcing herself not to state the obvious, that almost everybody is going to outlive her. “What do you do now?”
              Charlotte pauses before whispering, “I’m a stay-at-home mom.”
              Unable to stop herself, Ruby’s eyes slide closed. Hot tears boil behind her eyelids, a single one making it past her lashes and sliding down her cheek. “You have children?”
              The tear is visible to Charlotte, her bottom lip quivering. She waits a long moment to answer, letting her own emotion pass, before saying, “Three. Two girls and a boy.”
              With each word the woman says, Ruby feels the air being pushed from her lungs. She can sense her resolve crumbling away, bit by bit, and being blown out to sea. 
              Still, she presses forward. 
              She has to.
              “How old?”
              Charlotte replies in rapid fashion, her voice with a bit of an edge. “The girls are seven and four. The boy is three.”
              There is nothing Ruby can do to stop the tears. Right now, in this moment, it doesn’t even occur to her to try. All she can think of is forcing air in and out of her lungs, of getting the answers she’s sought for so long.
              “Ruby, I’m very sorry for the way everything played out. I am. But that all happened a long time ago.”
              Ruby lifts her head to face Charlotte, her face soaked. “Meaning?”
              Charlotte pauses, pushing a loud breath out through her nose. Her eyes are glassy, though there are no tears. “Did mama put you up to this?”
              Ruby shakes her head from one side to the other. “Memaw doesn’t even know I’m here. I found your address on an old letter several months ago.”
              “So then what is it you need?” Charlotte snaps, defensiveness in her voice.
              The question, the tone, hits Ruby in the stomach.
              “I don’t need anything,” she says, her voice ragged. “I just...I just wanted to meet you.”
              For the first time, a small sniffle rolls out of Charlotte. 
              “Why?” Charlotte asks. “To make me feel guilty? Make me see what I gave up?”
              Despite the tears flowing down her face, Ruby draws in a breath. This is the moment she has waited her entire life for. The next words she says will stay with her for the rest of her days, the ultimate one-time-only opportunity.
              “No. I guess I had to drive all this way to see what kind of woman could give up on her baby. What kind of woman could walk away and never once care to look back.”
              When she is done, Ruby sits panting, her entire upper body rising and falling with exertion. It wasn’t exactly the way she had planned it, but it was close enough. Her point has been made. There is nothing left for her to do but sit and wait.
              The words find their mark.
              A single tear stripes either of Charlotte’s cheeks, her hand rising and extending towards Ruby. It makes it less than two inches from her arm before stopping and hovering, unable to cover the last distance.
              Ruby feels the sensation on her skin, turns her head towards it, but just as fast it is gone.
              “Well now you have,” Charlotte whispers.
              The familiar burning feeling starts high in Ruby’s nose, the moisture working its way into her nostril. She can smell blood sliding down onto her lip, but makes no attempt to wipe it away, her attention drawn towards the sound of the kitchen door opening beside them.
              The sound of small feet walking across the wooden floor.
              A little girl emerges onto the deck, her hair pulled into a braid on top of her head. No more than four years old, she bears a strong resemblance to both Ruby and Charlotte, her large brown eyes staring at the visitor in their midst.
              “Mama, who’s this?” she asks.
              Again the breath catches in Ruby’s chest, her entire body on fire.
              Of everything she had tried to ready herself for, this never entered her mind. It hits her square between the eyes, forcing more tears down her cheeks.
              Not only does she have a mother she will never know, she has siblings that she is less three feet away from, but will never see.
              Charlotte stares between her daughters, open fear gripping her entire body.
              “This is Ruby honey,” she replies. “Can you say hi?”
              “Hello,” the girl says, her voice full of idyllic wonder. She holds her hands behind her back and rotates at the waist, oblivious and smiling.
              Ruby sucks in a breath of air, doing her best to compose herself. “Hi there. What’s your name?”
              “Jade,” the little girl says, drawing the vowel sound out several syllables in length.
              “Jade,” Ruby whispers, the single word landing like a sledgehammer into her stomach. “That’s a very pretty name.”
              “Thank you,” the girl says, pleased with Ruby’s response. “Mama says she named me that because I’m her jewel.”
              Charlotte’s mouth drops open, her eyes sliding shut.
              There is no holding back the tears, no damning the emotion surging through Ruby as she drops her head towards her lap, feeling blood drip from her nose.
              Jade notices none of it, turning to her mother. “Mama, I’m hungry,” she whispers.
              “Okay,” Charlotte replies, opening her eyes and running a hand down the little girl’s back. “You go on back inside sweetheart. I’ll be along in just a minute to fix you something.”
              It is more than Ruby can bear, meeting this family, seeing this woman be a mother for Jade that she never was for her. 
              “That’s okay,” she manages to push out, forcing herself to rise. Dizziness grips her body, her legs wobble beneath her, but she makes herself stay upright. “I was just leaving.”
              There is no farewell. No telling Charlotte it was nice to finally meet her or wishing Jade good luck. There is only pain, the kind of pain that comes from years of neglect.
              Of having a life she never knew rubbed in her face.
              Using the deck rail as a guide, she stumbles down the stairs until her feet touch grass. Pointing herself towards the sound and smell of the ocean she starts walking, knowing full well how she must look to Charlotte and Jade still sitting on the deck.
              The mere thought of them causes her to pick up speed, her feet going faster until she is running, her legs quivering beneath her. 
              Tears streaming down her face, pain bracing her body, she runs.
              She runs and runs until her body gives out on her, tossing her headlong onto the wet sand. There she stays, her head in her arms, sobbing with every bit of energy she has remaining.
 



 
 
 
 
 
              The drive from Petersburg to Virginia Beach is just under two hours. A straight shot all the way on state route 460, a person can make an easy day trip out of it and still have plenty of time to enjoy the beach.
              Even at that, it has been over a decade since Cole saw the Atlantic Ocean. Not since before he started playing high school football, when his time was still his own. Certainly not since his mother passed, when he lost the inclination for such things.
              His memories of the beach are grainy at best, snippets of a life long since gone. He can recall sitting on a towel with his then-girlfriend Melanie, the two of them flinging sand back and forth. Remember his mother bringing a large picnic basket, all of them gathered round, grabbing up fruit and sandwiches. He can even pull up the hot sand beneath his feet, the feel of the water as it ran onto the beach and swirled around his ankles.
              As best he can call to mind though, never once did he feel anything like he does in this moment.
              Maybe it’s the enormity of the situation. Maybe it’s the week spent with Ruby. Maybe it’s even the fact that for the first time in a long time he’s managed to shove aside the wall of hatred that insulates him and look at the world through clear eyes.
              Whatever the reason, he can’t remember ever sitting beside the Atlantic and feeling the awe that he feels welling inside him while staring out at the Pacific. Even on a cloudy day, the water shines aquamarine blue, one color with a hundred different shades. It shifts and roils against itself, always in a battle for the top position, ever transitioning.
              Starting as far out as his eyes can see, the waves roll, building in one unending journey. Slow or fast, it doesn’t matter, the water shifting towards him, rising, climbing, before depositing itself in a perfect curl not thirty yards from where he sits, the remnants of it splashing up onto shore, as calm and peaceful as can be.
              The sand is grittier than he remembers, the particles larger, flecked with pulverized stone and corral. One at a time he scoops up large handfuls and lets them run between his fingers, the grains sifting down in columns. He watches as they form misshapen piles by his feet before scooping them up and doing it again.
              Ruby can take whatever time she needs. He could do this all day long.
              Somewhere in Virginia right now it is nearing one hundred degrees, the humidity close to triple digits as well. There is no trace of that as Cole sits on the beach though, the cool ocean breeze in his face, the smell of salt and sand in his nostrils.
              He deposits the last of the scoop from his hands and leans back, his palms sinking into the sand behind him. His legs stretch out in front of him, crossing at the ankles as he leans his face towards the sky and closes his eyes.
              Cole sits in that position for several long moments, drinking in the world around him. When at last he opens his eyes, the pristine beauty of it all floods out of him, his senses no longer concerned with the sun or the ocean.
              All they are focused on is the object lying a hundred yards from him in the sand.
              There is no doubt the small, misshapen form is Ruby.
              Pushing himself to his feet, Cole moves forward as fast as he can, his legs churning, throwing sand as he goes. His quads tingle and his lungs burn as he runs, closing the gap between them one agonizing step at a time. He slides to a stop next to her, his body cutting a trench through the sand, chest fighting for air.
              “Ruby,” he whispers, his voice just audible over the ocean and his own panting.
              Ruby gives no indication that she even knows he’s there.
              Her frail body is pitched face forward on the sand, her legs curled up beside her. The side of her head rests on her left bicep, tears streaming from her eyes. 
              Twin lines of blood run from her nose.
              “Ruby, what happened?” 
              There is still no response, Ruby’s muffled sobs her only sound. 
              Reaching out, he lays a hand on her ribs and pauses, waiting for some sort of reaction. When there is none, he stands and slides a hand behind her knees, the other behind her shoulders. He lifts her slight frame from the ground, rocking her back against him, and carries her towards the car.
              Ruby buries her face in his shirt and cries, the sound stripping away Cole’s resolve with every step he takes. By the time his feet leave the sand and find grass beneath them, it is clear what he has to do.
 



 
 
 
 
 
              It takes every bit of Cole’s will not to stare at Charlotte still sitting on the deck. He can see in his periphery that she is standing up, her fist to her mouth, shoulders shuddering as if she is crying, but he can’t be certain. 
              Right now the resentment he feels towards her for what she’s done to Ruby is too strong for him to care.
              The grass gives way to gravel as he carries Ruby to the car. He tucks her tight against him and opens the door, sliding her down onto the seat. The door clicks behind him as he circles around to the front seat, an amoeba-shaped stain of blood and tears on the chest of his t-shirt.
              It doesn’t matter.
              Ruby is almost catatonic in the front seat beside him as he drives south down the Pacific Coast Highway, pushing the speedometer hard. Off to the right, the sun begins its descent towards the horizon, but he doesn’t even glance over at it.
              Gone is any awe of the Pacific Ocean, any appreciation he had for California. In their place is a cold determination, a singular goal driving him forward, willing him to beat the setting sun.
              For three hours, Cole drives south, stopping just once for gas. In the attached mini-mart he picks up bottles of water and some fruit, but neither one touch them. Both sit silent, staring straight ahead.
              More than once he wonders what happened, but doesn’t dare ask.
              The clock on the dash reads just before seven o’clock as the lights of San Francisco make their first appearance over the horizon. The sight of an end goal within reach spurs a renewed strength in Cole, causing him to lean forward over the wheel, his foot pressed a bit harder towards the floor.
              The entire time, Ruby says not one word. She sits with her knees pulled up on the seat beneath her, a bloody tissue in her hand. 
              Cole glances over at her as the Golden Gate Bridge passes beneath their wheels, the iconic red cables sliding by on either side.
 



 
 
 
 
                            
              Cole leaves the cooler in the trunk, along with every other item that isn’t essential. He locks it all away beneath the burgundy rear hood, leaving the car in the long-term parking lot at San Francisco International Airport.
              With both duffel bags bunched onto a shoulder, he leads Ruby inside, going straight for the Delta ticket counter. He has changed his shirt and made sure Ruby’s face was free from blood, but otherwise they are exactly as they were when leaving the Neville house hours before.
              Grains of sand cling to Ruby’s legs, grind in Cole’s boots. 
              The smell of salt-water emanates from them both.
              A middle-aged woman with dark hair held back by a pin smiles as he approaches the ticket counter. Nearby there are a handful of travelers using self check-in kiosks, all seeming to manage just fine. Cole leaves Ruby standing a few feet back, the bags at her feet, and offers his best smile to the woman.
              “Good evening, how may I help you?” she asks, a badge hanging from a lanyard around her neck announcing her as Suzanne.
              “Hi, Suzanne,” Cole says, leaning in. His voice is lower than usual, not wanting Ruby to hear him. “I need two tickets to Richmond, Virginia please.”
              The statement draws a frown from Suzanne. “Do you have a reservation?”
              “No,” Cole says. He leans a bit to the side and gestures towards Ruby with the top of his head. He doesn’t have to look to know how she must appear, her face tear-stained, her clothes hanging off of her. “My friend just found out there’s been an accident in the family. We need to get there as soon as possible.”
              Suzanne leans to the side just far enough to see past Cole and nods, concern on her face. She shifts back and starts in on the computer, the keys rattling beneath her fingers. 
              Cole stands leaning against the counter, his wallet in hand, waiting as she works.
              “It looks like we have a red-eye out late tonight going through Atlanta or an early-morning one that connects through Philadelphia, both with seats available. I’m sorry, but we don’t fly direct to Richmond from here.”
              “The red-eye will be fine,” Cole says, opening his wallet.
              “The cost of getting on that tonight will be over seven hundred a person. If you wait until tomorrow, it will be closer to five,” Suzanne counters, looking up at him.
              For a brief moment, Cole turns his head to the side, glancing back over his shoulder. He sees Ruby still standing motionless, her body almost swaying, fighting to stay upright.
              He hears her warning about not having enough time in his ears.
              “The red-eye please,” he says, sliding his father’s credit card out and handing it over.
              Four minutes later the transaction is complete. 
              With three hours before takeoff, Cole helps Ruby through security and finds a deserted gate, posting up on the end of an empty row of seats. He gets her situated in front of a large glass window and excuses himself for a moment, walking to the far end.
              Ruby doesn’t make a sound the entire time. Her system is on auto-pilot, allowing herself to be led around without objection.
              Cole turns and looks back at her, a sadness welling within him. What he’s about to do is against his better judgment, but it is the only option he has. 
              Plugging his charger into a corner outlet, he powers on his phone and pulls up the recent call menu. The entire list is the same name and number, one right after another. 
              He takes a breath and makes the call.
              Despite the late hour, it is answered after a single ring.
              Cole doesn’t wait for the voice on the other end to say anything. The moment the connection is made he pushes out a long breath and says, “I need a favor.”
              The conversation lasts just three minutes, the exchange less hostile than Cole expected. Not quite as amicable as he would have liked, but nowhere near the argument he was expecting to receive. 
              When it’s over he stays by the outlet a few minutes to let his phone power up, watching Ruby the entire time. Once two bars of life are showing in the corner, he unplugs it and walks back to her.
              She hasn’t moved since sitting down.
              Cole drops his phone onto his bag and sinks down into the seat beside her, watching a plane depart through the tempered glass window.
              “Hang in there, Ruby. You’re almost home.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
              The front doors of the Richmond International Airport part long before Cole and Ruby approach them, sensors imbedded in the floor pushing them to the side. Even at just nine o’clock in the morning, the outside temperature is already stifling, a harsh reminder that their time on the coast is over.
              Wet, sticky air hits Cole’s skin as he passes into the harsh overhead sunlight, his eyes squinting from the glare. It has been almost thirty hours since he slept or changed clothes, his appearance making both very apparent.
              The morning rush, if such a thing exists at RIC, has come and gone. The foot traffic is light as they walk through, nobody giving them so much as a second look.
              The sound of a pained squeal draws Cole’s attention to the left, Esther running towards them, arms outstretched. Behind her is Maxwell, his black SUV parked along a painted curb, a pair of security guards standing nearby but content to let it sit where it is.
              Esther intercepts them halfway to the car, her arms encircling Ruby and pulling her close. She squeezes so tight Cole can hear the breath escape from Ruby’s body, but she says nothing to make her grandmother stop.
              She makes no attempt to return the gesture either.
              Cole stands by a moment, feeling a bit awkward, watching the two women embrace. Esther buries her face into Ruby’s neck and holds it there for several moments before pulling back, her eyes shining, and mouthing, “Thank you.”
              Cole nods and adjusts both their bags a little higher on his shoulder, bouncing up a few inches so they sit flat against him. A sheen of sweat coats his face and arms as he walks, the humidity and his own nervousness sending his heart rate through the roof. He can almost hear it pounding in his ears as he approaches the car, Maxwell circling around to the back.
              The two meet along the rear hatch, Maxwell opening it up as Cole loads the bags inside. He steps back as his father closes the door and opens his mouth, trying to find the words.
              Just as fast he closes it. 
              They just aren’t there yet.
 



 
 
 
 
 
              Esther and Ruby are out of the car before it comes to a complete stop in front of their home. Esther and Maxwell exchange a nod of understanding as they go, an unspoken ‘thank you’ passing between them.
              In a rare break from character, Ruby remains silent, her features still glassy as she allows herself to be led to the house, Esther’s hands on her shoulders.
              Cole waits a moment to let them get inside before climbing out and unloading Ruby’s bag from the rear. He carries it up the concrete path and into their kitchen, his boots ringing out against the hardwood floor. He makes it just a few feet inside the door before stopping and placing the bag on the table, going no further.
              A quick look around confirms all he’d expect after spending time with Ruby. The kitchen is clean, but spartan, everything in order. There isn’t a hint of pretension to be seen, not even in the spread of newspaper clipping and accolades in Ruby’s name.
              Again sadness wells within him, the realization that he’ll never get to watch her fulfill the mighty potential she has. 
              Overhead he can hear floorboards creaking and the sound of Esther’s voice, though he can’t make out the words. He doesn’t attempt to get closer or ferret out what she’s saying, remaining in place as he hears the footfalls gain more purpose, start moving in a particular direction. One by one they descend the stairs in the hallway, Cole watching as Esther emerges, her eyes wet.
              In straight, determined steps she walks up and wraps her arms around his torso, squeezing with a strength he wouldn’t have thought possible. Her sinewy arms press hard against his ribs, pushing the breath from his lungs. After a moment, Cole raises one arm to her back, and then the other.
              He pulls her tight against him, the first real hug he’s shared in five years, every bit as sorrowful now as it was then.
              “She found her mother, didn’t she?” Esther asks, releasing her grip and taking a step back. She stays close by his side, her arms folded across her chest, voice low.
              “Yes, ma’am,” Cole says, nodding.
              Esther’s eyes slide closed, more moisture lining the bottom of them. “How did it go?”
              Cole looks away from her, the sadness on her face weighing heavy on him. He shakes his head and says, “I don’t know. I gave them space to talk.”
              “She didn’t tell you about it afterwards?” Esther asks, her eyes still closed.
              “She hasn’t says a word since,” Cole whispers.
              Esther opens her eyes to reveal red, blood-shot retinas. She reaches out a hand and rubs Cole’s arm, her fingers cold to the touch. “Thank you for bringing her home.”
              Cole nods and, unsure what to say, turns back towards the door. He makes it to the doorway, the hot outside sun beating on his face, before stopping and leaning against the jamb. 
              “Ma’am, I know Ruby is bad off. Even in the week I’ve known her, I can tell she’s getting worse.”
              A look of nausea passes over Esther’s face as she nods.
              “If it’s alright by you, I’d like to come by as much as possible while I still can.”
              The words sting coming out, far more than Cole would have ever thought possible. His own face bears the slightest quiver as he looks at Esther, tears streaming down her face.
              Neither one says a word. A mutual nod is the best they can manage before Cole turns and walks away.
 



 
 
 
 
 
              The two-story house of the Sewell’s grows smaller in the rearview mirror, the image blurred through the cloud of dust kicked up by the SUV’s tires. Cole watches until it is obscured from view before raising his gaze, staring at fields of scorched soybeans. 
              After the deep hues of the Rockies and rolling blues of the Pacific, it is a harrowing sight.
              Beside him he can sense his father looking over at him, the silence heavy in the air. Still, for whatever reason, he can’t bring himself to break it, waiting, wanting his father to make the first move.
              It is not until his seventh glance over that Maxwell feels emboldened to attempt to speak.
              “Have a good trip?” he begins, trying to force his voice to sound light. 
              Cole pauses, knowing his father well enough to know another remark is coming. It always does.
              “I mean, my American Express bill seems to indicate you did anyway.”
              Cole’s eyes slide shut for a moment as he pushes a heavy breath out through his nose. It isn’t what he wanted to hear, how he wanted to start the conversation, though he can’t pretend to be surprised.
              He pauses, letting the words dissolve from the air.
              In his periphery, he can see his father shaking his head, his usual stern expression already crossing his features.
              It’s time to try a different tact.
              “Did you and mom ever go to Colorado?” Cole asks, his voice low. He shifts his gaze to look straight out the window, his father just visible on the edge of his vision.
              Maxwell’s head whips over towards him, his mouth open, confusion on his features. He works his jaw up and down several times, no sound coming out.
It is the first time since the funeral they have spoke of his mother.
When finally Maxwell speaks, his tone is distant, his mind somewhere else. 
              “Once. Long time ago, right after I finished law school. We weren’t even married yet. Just hopped in the car one day and went.”
              The left corner of Cole’s mouth turns upward, imagining his mother doing just that, dragging his old man along for the ride.
              “I bet she loved it, didn’t she?”
              Maxwell eases the SUV up to a stop sign and sits with the engine idling, his face turned towards his son. Cole remains in place a moment before turning his head, meeting the gaze.
              “Yeah. She did.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
              The next week becomes one of routine for Cole. In his state of unemployment, sitting with Ruby becomes his full-time job.
              Every morning he arrives just after sunup, met at the door by Esther and her iron-grip hug. The first time or two he arrives, the moment is awkward, stilted, Cole unsure how to respond. 
By day three, the embrace is mutual, the squeeze just as tight.
              After a few minutes spent in the kitchen exchanging updates with Esther in hushed whispers, Cole climbs the stairs to Ruby’s room. Each morning she is awake and waiting on him, listening to the mockingbirds chirping outside her window.
              She smiles as he enters, but it is apparent she is fading fast. Her skin tone recedes from a glossy caramel to a matte tan, her cheekbones more pronounced by the hour. After two days, she requires his help to walk. After six, she saves them both the time and lets him carry her.
              Laid across his arms, Cole guesses she weighs no more than ninety pounds.
              In the time between, Cole sits in a rocking chair by the bed and reads to her. He doesn’t notice the sun streaming in on him or the sweat that paints his face and t-shirt. There is never a complaint, not the first cross word between them.
              The first three days, Cole reads Wuthering Heights. His voice soft and even, he recites the words exactly as they appear on the page before him, never skipping a single one.
              “I cannot express it; but surely you and everybody have a notion that there is or should be an existence of yours beyond you. What were the use of my creation, if I were entirely contained here? My great miseries in this world...”
              When Ruby tires, he lets her sleep, fleeing to the kitchen to help Esther or to the garden to pull weeds. Never once does it occur to him that he should go home nor does Esther insinuate as much.
              What was just a week before an open distrust of him has faded, her reliance on him just as strong as his need to be there.
              On the fourth day he arrives and allows Ruby to choose Jane Eyre, taking the book down from the shelf and reading aloud. 
              “I am no bird; and no net ensnares me: I am a free human being with an independent will...”
              
 



 
 
 
 
 
              One week to the day after returning from the coast, Cole arrives to find Esther waiting for him at the door. His face falls as he looks up at her, his heart in his throat, air fighting to make its way to his lungs.
              Sensing his thoughts, Esther shakes her head, leaning down from the top step to hug him, her head resting on his shoulder. 
“She doesn’t have long.”
              It is something Cole has known for some time now, but just hearing the words drives a stake into his heart. He holds the hug longer than any other day before heading inside and going straight to the bookshelf.
              It isn’t hard to find what he’s looking for, the dog-eared paperback front and center in her collection. With a deep sigh, Cole pulls down To Kill A Mockingbird, sits down in his chair and begins.
              The reading takes the entire day, Ruby staying awake throughout, a far-off smile on her face. Every so often she rolls her head to face him and asks him to reread a favorite sentence, but otherwise she keeps her attention aimed out the window.
              The sun follows a complete path across the room as the day winds by, Cole refusing food or drink, staying rooted in place, fighting to keep the pain out of his voice.
              The sun is gone from the sky, the first cool breeze of fall entering through the window, by the time he finishes.
              “He would be there all night, and he would be there when Jem waked up in the morning.”
              He cannot think of a better line to end on.
              Cole closes the book and sets it on the bed beside him, the pages damp from a day spent in his sweaty hands. He gives several heavy blinks of his eyes and twists his neck from side to side, his body screaming in protest from being hunched over in the wooden chair all day.
              Still, he sits without moving.
              On the bed, Ruby rolls her head towards him, her eyes closed, the same dreamy smile on her face. “You know what the only thing I don’t love about that book is?”
              “What’s that?” Cole asks.
              “The title. Some people think Harper Lee was actually talking about killing mockingbirds.”
              Cole stares down at his friend, at the genuine smile on her face, at the body that has deteriorated before his eyes these last few weeks. 
It is all he can do to keep from crying.
              “You know that’s the first time I’ve ever read that book?”
              Ruby’s eyes pop open, their amber pupils staring up at him. “So you used to be one of those people.”
              Cole nods his head, unable to argue her pure and simple logic. “Yeah, maybe.”
              “And what did you think?”
              Cole presses his lips tight together and nods. “I think it might be my favorite book now too.”
              The smile on Ruby’s face grows even larger, her head nodding an inch up and down. “I told you.”
              A half-smile traces Cole’s lips. It is the best he can manage. “How you feeling?”
              The smile fades a little from Ruby’s face. “You can see the answer to that.”
              For a moment, Cole feels his lower lip begin to quiver, his eyes go glassy. He draws in a deep breath through his nose, fighting to keep himself together, not trusting a single word to come out.
              “How about you?” Ruby asks. “How you feeling?”
              A small smirk escapes from Cole. He works his mouth up and down several times, trying to find the right words, before trusting himself to speak.
“Why couldn’t I have met you a month ago? Or a year ago?”
              Ruby opens her hand and rolls it towards him, her fingers unfurling, her ashen palm facing the ceiling. Cole leans forward in his chair and grasps it, taking the bony appendage in both his own.
              “God gives us what we need when we need it. If we’d have met a year ago...” she says, letting her voice trail off.
              Cole nods. “Yeah, we definitely would have killed each other.”
              A small chuckle slides from both of them, involuntary levity in a time of pain. Both squeeze softly with their hands, letting the other know they recognize, appreciate the moment.
              Ruby rolls her head towards the window and stares out, her cheek pressed flat against the pillow. “Cole,” she whispers, “do you know what my favorite part of our trip was?”               
              “Besides the beer?” Cole asks, his words conveying a mirth that his tone doesn’t.
              It draws a weak smile from Ruby.
              “It was that night in Reno, playing craps.”
              Cole nods, recalling the moment. It is the same one he would have picked for her.
“I remember. Winning all those times in a row, everybody cheering for you.”
              “No,” Ruby whispers, shifting her head back and forth. “It was when that drunk guy showed up. At first he was just being obnoxious, but pretty soon he started saying the most horrible things.
              “I could tell you were getting upset, you’ve never been very good at hiding it, but finally he crossed a line and you made him pay for it.”
              Ruby rolls her gaze back to him. Tears glisten in her eyes, the same smile on her face.
              “That’s your favorite part of the trip?” Cole asks, his eyes bulging a touch.
              Her fingers tighten around his, holding it for a moment before releasing. “Do you know that’s the only time in my life anybody has ever stood up for me?”
              Cole’s vision blurs as the moisture pools, his face twisting up in pain. “Ruby...don’t...”
              Tears form at the bottom of Ruby’s eyes as well, though the smile stays in place. “Don’t what?”
              “Don’t,” Cole whispers, motioning with his hands in a circular pattern. “Go.”
              Gravity wins out, pushing the tears down Ruby’s face, a pair of thick wet lines across her cheeks, sliding clear to her chin. Cole watches as they hang precariously off her jaw before falling to the sheets behind her.
              Her eyes slide close. “That day in Eureka, how did you know to bring me home?”
              Cole nods. It was a question he’d asked himself a dozen times in the last week. 
              Only in the last few moments did he discover the answer.
              “You let me carry you back to the car. It was the only time since I’ve known you that you didn’t try to get back up.”
               Ruby nods, the movement no more than an inch in either direction. Her eyes slide open, twin amber orbs staring at Cole. “Promise you’ll do one last thing for me?”
              Cole rises from the edge of his seat and leans forward, Ruby’s hands still grasped in his own. He stays bent at the waist and shuffles forward, his face just inches from hers. “Anything.”
              Ruby looks up at him, her eyes searching his face. 
              “Be my eyes.”
              There is no way to stop the tears that slide down Cole’s face, the twin pair matching Ruby’s. He stares at her for several long moments before releasing her hand and sliding his onto either side of her face. 
              Ruby lifts her chin slightly toward him as he leans in and presses his lips to hers. A small breath of air slides out through Ruby’s nose as they remain locked in embrace, her hands rising to press against the back of his.
              After a moment they release, their faces just a few millimeters apart. A second tear falls from each of Cole’s eyes as he leans forward again, pressing his lips to Ruby’s forehead. 
              Cole remains bent over her for almost a full minute, trying to find the right words, before deciding against it and retreating back to his chair.
              They’ve already said it all. He has nothing more to add.
 



 
              
 
 
              “Be my eyes.”
Cole stands before a near-capacity church, his hands gripping either side of the pulpit. He is wearing a black suit with matching tie, the knot loosened a bit away from his throat. His eyes are puffy from a weekend combination of too much crying and not enough sleep, but for the time being they are clear and dry.
Not three feet from him, her body sheathed in white, is Ruby. 
The polished oak of her final bed shines bright beneath the overhead lights. Massive floral sprawls stretch out in both directions, filling the interior of the church with a delicate fragrance that feels out of place under the circumstances.
Cole lets the words hang in the air a moment, surveying the crowd before him. There are a handful of young people in attendance, classmates from school he presumes. The vast majority though is older, dressed in severe shades of charcoal and black, their features hardened. 
No doubt they are fellow church-goers, people that saw Ruby born, watched her grow, and have now been forced to watch her end come far too soon.
“Those were the first and last words Ruby Sewell ever said to me,” Cole says. “The first time she said it, she was offering me a job. She wanted to see the country and she wanted me to show it to her.”
Cole pauses and glances down at the pulpit. There are no notes there, nothing to tell him where to go next. His father, now sitting just ten feet away, implored Cole to take them along just in case, but he wouldn’t hear of it.
This had to flow from within, going wherever it may.
“The last time she said it, she was making me promise her that I would live the way we both knew I was capable of.”
Cole pauses and presses his lips together, glancing at Esther in the front row, her tear-soaked face rocking up and down.
“I have been lucky enough to know two incredibly strong women in my life. 
“The first one was my mother. I knew her for twenty years and she inspired me every day to be the best that I could be. When she died, I died. And for five long years, I remained dead.
“The second one was Ruby Sewell, a woman I knew for less than a month. But in that month, she managed to do the impossible. She brought me back to life.”
The now all-too-familiar sting of hot tears dab at Cole’s eyes, but he pushes forward, his voice clear and strong. 
“Unfortunately, I lost both far too soon, but I will never forget the lessons they taught me. My mother, with her ability to bend so far without ever breaking. Ruby, with her refusal to ever bend, right up to the very end.
“Ruby showed me what true courage was, what living life was truly about. For that I will forever be thankful. She might have told me to be her eyes, but the truth is she became mine. She taught me to see what I have and what I should be doing with my life.”
Cole pauses again, glancing at Esther, his father, several other faces around the room. 
All are wet with tears.
“There is no way I can ever relay to you how much she came to mean to me in such a short period of time. 
“What I can tell you is I will carry her with me, in everything I do and in everything I see, as long as I live.”
 



 
 
 
 
“Welcome back, sir,” the parking lot attendant says, handing Cole his receipt and change. 
Cole nods in thanks and pulls the Cutlass out of the San Francisco International Airport parking lot, angling south. The memory of Ruby is so strong in the car he can still feel her beside him, hear her off-tune singing with the radio, smell the apples she was constantly munching on.
Each time he looks over though, all he sees is the thin plastic bag still taped into place, covering the window that was shattered in Utah.
With his window down and the radio up, he drives south along the Pacific Coast Highway. The sun on his skin and the wind in his hair, he stares out at the glistening azure waters of the Pacific and thinks.
Thinks of standing in his father’s front yard and crying the day Ruby crossed over, the moment transporting them both back over five years, offering the catharsis that they each had needed for so long.
Thinks of seeing Billy in town two days after the funeral, the mutual nod of understanding demarcating that they weren’t against each other, but their respective paths probably meant they were no longer with each other either.
Every so often he stops for gas or to eat, spending one night in a rundown beachfront motel before getting back on the road and turning east, again retreating into his thoughts.
Thoughts of Esther insisting he come over for dinner the minute he returns.
Thoughts of where he is going, of how it is time to start anew, of how his actions now speak for much more than just himself.
Most of all though he thinks of Ruby. 
Of how much he wishes he’d met her long ago, waffling between thinking she could have saved him before things got as bad as they did to just being glad he met her at all. Of the kind of friends they would be if she were there, of the adventures they would get into.
If ever there would come a day when he could make her proud to know him.
After two long days, Cole leaves California behind, trading out the lush green forests for dusty red rock. He races against the sun dipping lower in the horizon, making only a single pit stop before pulling in to his destination with just a half hour to spare.
The upper rim of the Grand Canyon is deserted as he pulls the Cutlass to a stop and steps out. The rich, crimson color of the world stretches out in every direction, an evening breeze blowing across his body.
Cole closes his eyes and imagines it is the breath of Ruby, not wanting to miss a thing, even from on high.
The world is silent as Cole stands, arms outstretched, and feels the air move across his body. He stays that way for almost a full minute, soaking in the moment, feeling the setting sun on his skin, when a familiar sound finds him.
He turns to find a mockingbird sitting on the hood of the car, a simple tune calling to his ears.
“Well, hello to you too.”
A grin splits his face as he walks over and reaches through the driver’s side window, extracting a bag of In-N-Out Burger from the front seat. He climbs onto the front hood and sets the food down beside him, the mockingbird making no attempt to flee as they sit and watch the sun paint the world a dazzling array of orange and gold before them.
“Alright Ruby,” Cole says, his eyes glassy. “You know I’m not very good at this, but here goes.
“The entire canyon is made of red rock, formed from hundreds of layers stacked tall atop one another...”
 
 
 



Thank you for reading!
 
Dear Reader,
 
I hope you enjoyed reading Be My Eyes as much as I enjoyed writing. Despite the sad nature of the subject matter, Ruby is without question one of my favorite characters that I’ve ever created and I hope she was able to connect with you in some way too.
 
This story first began as a screenplay that I later adapted into a novel because I wanted it to reach as many people as possible. In doing so, I have heard from people in all walks of like, often asking questions about the origin of the story or the characters therein. If you have any thoughts, questions, or comments on the story, please feel free to contact me at authordustinstevens@gmail.com.
 
Finally, and I apologize in advance, but I need to ask a favor. If you are so inclined, I would love a review for Be My Eyes. Please write as little or as much as you’d like, and be honest as you wish. Reviews are what drive the ebook system, allowing authors to reach readers. If you have the time, you can link to Be My Eyes on Amazon here. 
 
In gratitude,
 
Dustin Stevens
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