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    You walk quickly through the crowd going up Forty-Fourth Street. Once you’re gone, you never look back. Never. You cross over Jackson Parkway, then cut through the alley west to your place on Matthias.




    You’re pretty sure he’s on to you.




    The back alley’s deserted as you throw your backpack through the window and climb in after it. Everything’s quiet except for your ragged breathing. You’re thinking, Should have taken Delaney this time, or at least doubled back through Brighton Hills. You tack the scraps of black fabric back up on the window and collapse onto the milk crate that keeps you a couple of feet off the damp cement floor.




    It’s August and it’s hot, but the basement air cools your sweat and slows your mind a bit. That one waiter was looking at you. You’re sure of it now. He’s there all the time, must work about fifty hours a week.




    You think you’ve gotten good at sleight of hand, blending in, disappearing, but this time . . .




    You jump off the crate and dump the contents of your backpack onto the dingy carpet remnant you’ve been sleeping on. A few slices of hard bread, half a baked potato, two pieces of cold boiled pork, and a golden apple, all wrapped in red cloth napkins. Not bad for three in the afternoon. But you can’t really enjoy it now. You eat a slice of bread and carefully place everything else in the sectioned-off wine box in the corner of the room.




    You stand up on the milk crate and slowly push back the makeshift curtains, scanning the gritty road. Nobody in sight. You’d know if someone had followed you.




    Should have just gone the extra half mile to Delaney. You pick up the city map off the carpet and study it. You’ve spent weeks learning the streets, alleys, restaurants, markets, everything. It’s hard to see the intersections anymore because you’ve scribbled over them so much, planning routes and detours and diversions in an endless effort to quell your fear. You wish your hair wasn’t red—so noticeable against your pale skin. You might try to steal some dye. You could at least find some scissors and cut it. Maybe you’ll do that.




    Now you think maybe you should stop going to Yevgeny Alekseev’s—that it’s too dangerous. There are plenty of new places for you to try, but new places generally strip you of good sense and lock your heart in panic. You like low-risk, calculated, practiced.




    But after this long, after starting to face the possibility that you screwed up and landed in the wrong city, you still can’t stop looking for her.




    You pull the crumpled photograph from your back pocket. Lena Nikolskaya Mishnev. You’ve seen it a thousand times, but still, you study it. A grainy snapshot of two little girls, both looking sullen and sitting on the front steps of their apartment in Novgorod, staring off past the camera. Their father, Kolya, took the picture and your mother, Anya, left it for you. Your dad said it was the only photograph she had of herself with her older sister from when they were young.




    They eventually left and both settled in America, along the same coast, but you’ve only seen Lena once since your mother died. Your father gave you the photograph after a couple of years and you asked if you could visit her, but he acted offended and said he wasn’t about to drive down five hours to see a near stranger who barely spoke English. But when you were eight your father finally told her she could come visit. She sat on your moldy couch with a glass of iced tea made from tea bags she’d brought herself and told you she’d be there if you needed her. Somehow it sounded harsh the way she said it, with her thick accent and terse speech, but she took your hand and looked you in the eye. She said your dad wasn’t himself, that even after four years he needed more time to grieve and you just had to stay out of his way. You took the advice to heart, but eventually ran out of ways to be invisible.




    So here you are, in the biggest city that’s roughly five hours south of your home, the place with a promising Russian population, the block with the freshest Siberian tomatoes and Georgian cheese. The market that must be the best in the city.




    You frown, bringing yourself back. The waiter noticed you. He was pretending to clear tables at the other side of the restaurant but he was watching. Once you met his gaze you got out of there, but it was probably too late. He’ll remember you. He’ll remember your long hair and your torn jeans. He’ll remember your faded pink shirt and the scar over your eyebrow. He’s probably put it together you’re the girl who sometimes hides under the white baseball cap and broken sunglasses.




    Or maybe he won’t. Maybe he doesn’t even care. Maybe he steals, too. Maybe he’s got a lot of other things on his mind and what does he care if some kid takes a little food now and then? You decide not to worry about it because you’ve gotten pretty good at this and you’re not going to make any more mistakes.




    You lie down on the carpet and fall asleep because the black fabric that covers your only window blocks out all the light, and hardly anyone ever passes through the alley off Matthias.




    Hey, did you see Ches in language arts this morning? He kept looking at you. Did you see when Mrs. Klein told him to focus and he got all red? Too bad he’s such a dick. But if you like him I’ll ask him out for you. I know you like Tommy, but sorry that shit’s not happening. (I love you so I give it to you straight.) See you in Health. (Fuuuuck, I didn’t do the reading . . . again.)




    BC




    You don’t know why you keep the letters. You’ve got probably twenty of them in the bottom of your backpack, all folded into excruciatingly small triangles, and all from Britt. You feel bad, not saying goodbye to her. You hope she’s not looking for you—that she’s not hounding the police, telling them all your secrets and hoping they’ll do something about it. You should have let her in on your plan, but it just seemed too risky.




    You think about your friends, how they’ll be starting high school soon. They must have forgotten you by now. Everyone except Britt. You think about the last time you talked to her—the day after that terrible night with the light bulb—when she wanted to know why you weren’t at school. You composed yourself and told her you were sick and it was pretty gross so you probably couldn’t go at all that week, but she saw through your bullshit and said you didn’t sound sick. She said you sounded like something had happened. She said she could come over and “fuck shit up” if you wanted her to, but you laughed and said, “No, thanks.” She always could make you laugh.




    You read a few more letters, but they start to make you feel queasy so you fold them back up and put them away. You think about practicing your Russian but your mind’s racing too much to focus. It’s late and you find you don’t have much left to give at the end of the day. You don’t talk to people or follow a schedule or rush to meet deadlines, but it’s still exhausting. You have to be invisible. You have to eat. You have to convince yourself you made the right decision. You have to force away enough darkness from your mind to allow you to get up each morning. But sometimes you can’t. Sometimes you sleep all day and wish you’d never wake up.




    2




    Morning always catches you by surprise. Your watch says 10:37 a.m. and you think it’s probably within an hour or so of being accurate, so you get up and eat one of the pieces of pork. Saturday. You sigh. You know it’s easier to blend in, but you still hate how crowded the city is on the weekend.




    Behind the decrepit furnace you find your hard plastic water bottle and pour some water into the lid. You splash it over your face and don’t even bother to wipe it off. You pull out the mirror you took from the District Pharmacy eleven blocks away and glance at it uncertainly. Not as bad as you thought—you just look tired. Your eyes are hollow and watery, with no real color to them. Vaguely blue maybe, but more gray. Prison-gray. Dickens-gray. Suicide-gray.




    You want to go to Yevgeny’s but it wouldn’t be smart. Maybe Northside Diner instead. No market, but plenty of outdoor seating and unobservant staff. And you could still pass Yevgeny’s on the way.




    You decide against the hat and just pull your hair back in a disheveled ponytail, then throw on your thin khakis and gray tank top, calculating it had been over a week since you appeared at the restaurant in that combination.




    But it doesn’t matter because he’s not even there.




    It seems your eagle-eyed waiter friend finally took a day off. That’s fine. You just keep walking, glancing as you always do for Lena’s face, more confident than ever in your decision to trek up to Northside. Should never get stuck in a routine anyway.




    You hang out on the public bench across the street from the diner, pretending to read yesterday’s paper. You wait for the large party to clear out. All older women. Probably some bible study group or Mah-jongg club. They’re taking up about half the patio, so when they leave you’ve got to be quick before the waitress comes out to clear. It’s not like it’s stealing, though. They’ll just throw it away.




    You jump the small, decorative fence and mechanically go to work wrapping biscuits, fruit, sandwich remnants, anything, in napkins and sliding them into your backpack. None of the employees see, but a few customers are watching you. You don’t worry about it, though; they always watch. They watch you and get this really sad look and start whispering to each other, but that’s all they ever do. They never get you in trouble. They never help you.




    You take the long way back, walking the side streets and cutting through the park, which you normally hate to do because you have to pass all the families, but not today. The weather’s nice and you’ve got a few days’ worth of food so you feel all right. You scan the ground as you walk, looking for loose change or anything discarded that could potentially be of use. You never know.




    You hadn’t believed it when you saw that busted cardboard box on the side of Forty-Ninth Street, completely full of old books. The Fixer, Brave New World, Things Fall Apart. They were too hard but you read them anyway, and you’ll read the rest. You thought they were probably some kid’s lit class rejects and you carried the box back with you, equal parts grateful to and infuriated by whomever dumped them there.




    But you pass the familiar blocks leading to Matthias Avenue and understand not every day can be as lucky. A few cigarette butts, grimy trash, and newspapers are all you see. End of the line. You cut through the alley to the back of your warehouse, glance around, then slip in through the window.




    You set out the food. Not bad, but most of it’s perishable so you eat more than you usually would—fruit salad, half a BLT, some fried fish—and put the rest away. You almost feel full and it’s unnerving. Like you’ve done something wrong.




    You rifle through your box of books, but don’t feel like starting anything new. Sometimes you wish there were a few easy Boxcar Children or Tom Quest books in there for you to read when you just want to relax. But you’re in no position to make demands.




    The old, tattered notebook catches your eye as you scan the warehouse. You don’t want to write, you haven’t for months, but you pick it up anyway.




    There was a time when you drew a lot. The beginning of the journal has several sketches and pictures done in colored pencil or oil pastel that took you hours. They aren’t great and they aren’t creative—the earliest ones are mostly drawings of animals, then actors and musicians you liked—but you remember getting lost in them. You needed them.




    You’re now aware of a faint whine in your ears. Now that you’re focused on it, you feel like it’s been there since you got home. It’s annoying and you look around for the source. You get up and walk by the furnace, the water heater, the steam pipes, but nothing’s been working in the warehouse for a long time you guess, except the lights. The lights. You pull the cords and turn them off one by one until you’re in darkness. You stand a minute, two minutes, breathing heavily. You think maybe it takes a while for the electricity to completely shut off, but after ten minutes you still hear the noise. Quickly, you pull the cords and bathe the room in light again. You don’t want to think about it anymore.




    You think about stealing money for a bus ticket. You’ve never done it before, actually robbed someone. The idea makes you sick, but you think about it anyway. Maybe you could take the money from restaurant tip jars or street musicians’ cups. Maybe you could sell something—those books you found. Maybe you could beg. But whatever it is you do, the pull you feel, the drive to do it comes from that gnawing fear that’s been eating at you for weeks: you’re in the wrong place. There’s no one here to help you. Your aunt is probably hundreds of miles away, if she even stayed in California, and just because your dad mentioned five hours and vaguely indicated south doesn’t mean he had any idea what he was talking about. Maybe she’s back in Novgorod. Maybe Kolya gave her the money to come back, if he’s still alive. If any of them are still alive. You swallow against the knot in your throat and focus on your plan for tomorrow.




    3




    You walk by Yevgeny’s the next day and casually pull an apple from the brimming basket in the outdoor market. You keep moving and don’t look at anyone. You’re not sticking around today. You head south on Lowry to Seventy-First and turn left. There’s a farmer’s market on Ames Avenue every other Wednesday and you think the heat will keep the crowd away this afternoon.




    There’s not much to look at on Seventy-First; it’s a pretty desolate street with only a few open businesses and apartment complexes, but it’s oddly crowded. You frown, periodically glancing up at the people walking by, trying to pick out details from their appearances to let you know why they’re here. But every time you look up at them, they meet your eyes.




    It startles you each time. What do they want? You’ve never had people on the street pay attention to you. Why would they?




    But there it is again. You briefly dart your eyes toward a man in a business suit and he looks at you directly. Meaningfully. You shake your head. It’s just your imagination. But you can’t even lift your head without someone staring. Your face starts to flush but you feel cold and clammy. You stop in front of a reflective window to study your appearance but nothing seems off. This is wrong.




    You turn to go back home. You thought you’d try a different place, out of your routine, in hopes of finding Lena, but there’s something fucked up about Seventy-First and now all you want is to be back on your own shitty block.




    “I’m leaving, all right?” you mutter to yourself, hoping to break the spell and send the onlookers back to wherever they belong.




    You walk hurriedly now and don’t look up at anyone, but they’re not through with you yet. You start to hear them. They took that continual, soft hum in your head and turned it into low whispers. You frown and shake your head, but you’re walking so fast it almost causes you to lose your balance. You take a breath and force yourself to slow down. You count to ten. More breaths. You look around. There are fewer people now, and no one’s looking at you.




    I just need more sleep. Some coffee. I need to get home.




    You pass Douglass High School, their marquee advertising a back-to-school barbecue next week. You’ve bailed on your adventure for today, so maybe you’ll try that. You just need some rest, that’s all.




    Things quiet down as you move back west. You turn on Jackson for a while, so you can get away from Seventy-First, then keep going down Forty-Ninth until you get to Matthias. You feel the apple in your backpack. At least you’ve got a good store of food and didn’t need to go out today anyway. As usual though, a pang of guilt accompanies the satisfaction.




    You think back to the first time you got in trouble for stealing. First grade. Your teacher kept bins of random toys in the classroom for everyone to play with at certain times of the day. There were marbles, beads, wooden shapes, plastic connectors, and coins. A bin of real coins to practice counting money. So one day you had a thought, kneeling there on the bright orange carpet, pretending to count change while the other kids built towers and strung beads. You knew you didn’t have much money at home; your dad was always upset about the bills that came in the mail, the broken air conditioner, the doctor’s visits and school supplies you needed. You put a nickel in your pocket, just to see what would happen. You went home and put it under your bed.




    The next day you went to school and everything was normal. Nobody said a word about it. So you took a few more. It was a big bin and there were lots of coins, so it didn’t seem to matter how many you took; there were always plenty left. After a few weeks you stopped taking the change, and decided to count what you had under your bed. Ten pennies, twenty-three nickels, sixteen dimes, and twelve quarters. You had never actually learned how to count money, so you weren’t sure what their full amount was, but it seemed huge. You felt incredible. You had figured out a way to help and things would start to turn around.




    You put the coins into one of your socks and held it for a moment, impressed by its weight. Then you carried it out into the kitchen where your dad sat, reading Belden’s company handbook at the table. He was starting a new job, again.




    “Hey,” he said, looking up. “You’re not hungry yet, are you?”




    You shook your head, smiling. You set the sock down on the table.




    “What’ve you got there?”




    “Come see,” you replied, still grinning like an idiot. You were so proud of yourself.




    He got up and came around the table. He was already starting to frown but you ignored it. You were still good at ignoring things back then. He dumped the coins onto the table and you kept watching him as he stood there, as he tried to figure it out.




    “Where did this come from?” he asked finally.




    “Is it a lot? I knew it was a lot.”




    “Where did you get it?” His voice was low and controlled.




    “From school.” Your happiness was beginning to deflate. This wasn’t at all like you had imagined it.




    “They give you money at school?” he demanded.




    You didn’t want to tell him. If you had been a little older and a little smarter you might have come up with something fast, but it’s hard for six-year-olds to switch gears when they run into trouble.




    “It’s from the toy bins,” you mumbled. “We’re supposed to count them. There are still a ton left,” you added.




    “You stole money from your classroom?” he shouted. “Are you fucking kidding me?”




    Your eyes were fixed on his handbook so you wouldn’t have to look at him and see how big your mistake was. But he didn’t like that either. He hit you, probably to make you pay attention to him. It startled you and you cried, but he hit you again and you ran into your room.




    You came out a couple of hours later because you were hungry. It might have been past dinnertime, you can’t really remember, but when you got to the kitchen you saw the coins had been returned to the sock, which was waiting for you at your place. Your dad was still there, reading his handbook, but he was now accompanied by a bag of pretzels and a bottle of gin. He looked up.




    “You’ll put it back tomorrow,” he said evenly. “Don’t let anyone see you.”




    You nodded. Maybe he didn’t need help after all. Maybe this job would be the one that stuck and things would start to get better. Maybe he’d start to forget about your mom. Maybe he’d start to like you.




    You finally arrive at your warehouse on Matthias. You’re happy to be home, and even though it’s early you don’t plan on going out again. You climb through the window.




    You freeze. Holy Jesus.




    It’s a box.




    There’s a box sitting right in the middle of your floor and you have no idea where the fuck it came from.




    You look around frantically. Someone’s watching you. Someone’s been in your place and now they’re watching you.




    Everything’s quiet. You stand on the crate and look out the window but no one’s there. You look at the box like it’s a bomb. Maybe it is a bomb.




    You start walking around the warehouse, silently. You’re shaking again. You investigate the corners, go up in the crawl space, look behind empty crates and boxes stacked against the wall. There’s nowhere else to hide. You check outside again, desperately searching for the slightest discrepancy in the alley’s appearance. Nothing.




    It’s the police or the state or somebody. The more you think about it the more you believe it’s true and your heart sinks. They’re going to send you back.




    Your eyes water and you glare at the box but decide if they’re playing some game with you, then it’s already over and you can just open the goddamn thing.




    You walk over, sink down to your knees and pull back the cardboard flaps and look inside.




    “What?” you murmur aloud to the empty room. You pull out a loaf of saran-wrapped banana bread and study it with distrustful curiosity. It looks homemade.




    You slowly remove the contents of the box and set everything down around you on the floor. A Tupperware container filled with potato soup, an assortment of fresh fruits and vegetables, three bottles of water, and a jar of peanut butter. You laugh out loud but your heart’s beating fast. The room gets a little darker and you grab for the empty box, clutching the sides. You throw up, coughing and sputtering, tears brimming in your eyes.
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    You don’t leave your place for three days. You can’t sleep because all you can think about is being found out. The food’s a trick—some kind of trap—but you’re not exactly sure how. You think of the people on the street, how they were all watching you with such interest. It could have been any one of them. You pack all your meager possessions into your backpack and keep it waiting by the milk crate in case you have to leave suddenly, for good.




    On the fourth day, you start to hate yourself. You’re so stupid. It makes you sick to think about the energy you waste keeping yourself alive. Maybe you deserve to be found out, to be sent back. What does it matter? Can’t keep this up forever. Your chest burns as you start to think the lonely, desperate thoughts your mind works so hard to filter out, until you really scare yourself and decide you’ve spent too much time in this place and need to get out into the world.




    1:24 p.m. You adjust your watch to the clock on the city bank building as you walk to Yevgeny Alekseev’s.




    In your mind you’re already caught; in your mind you’ve got nothing left to lose so you forego the table scraps and go right to the adjoining market. You might as well have been a legitimate shopper, checking the produce for ripeness, reading the labels on packages of cheese, honey, and dried meat. You use the old trick of dropping a few apples to distract any bystanders from seeing you slip several items into your bag. You smile and pick them up, replacing them on the stand. With an unassuming expression, you make your way back around the sidewalk toward the front of the restaurant.




    You know you’re a fraud. You try to pretend nothing matters, and that gives you an occasional burst of confidence, but now your insides feel hollow and you wonder if you’ll make it back to the warehouse. You shake your head disgustedly. Pathetic. And it’s not like you needed it; you’ve still got plenty of food, but something scared you and told you to do it.




    “Hi, there.”




    You jump, and barely stop yourself from crying out. You whirl around to see who spoke. It’s him—the guy, the waiter. He’s wiping down the windows. He smiles. Your face gets hot. He straightens up and looks like he’ll say something else, but you turn back around and keep walking. You don’t see where you’re going; the streets and buildings blur together.




    It’s him. He’s setting me up, making me lose my mind.




    You stop and sit on a bench, no longer trusting your ability to walk, and run your hands feverishly over your face. What does he want? You can’t be sure it’s even him. Someone else could have left the box. You look back down the way you came. Shit. Now you have to leave. Even if it’s not him it’s somebody else and that means you’re not safe anymore. It’s okay; maybe you’ll finally get to Lena. You’ll try somewhere else. You’ve got to scrape up enough money for another bus ticket. You’ve got to find another abandoned warehouse. Steal another map and learn another city.




    You go back to your place. You don’t even empty out your bag to take inventory, but rather just toss it on the cement next to you. It’s him; I know it’s him. Why can’t he just leave me alone? A heavy sigh escapes from your chest. He knows something. There’s a plan coming together and you have to figure out what’s going on or your next step won’t even matter.




    You fall asleep. It feels like that’s all you ever do anymore.




    5




    The next day it’s raining and you wake to the sound of water dripping onto the floor. It puddles up under the crate and slinks alongside the wall of the basement. 9:06 a.m. You move everything away from the sloping part of the cement floor and place your collection of food on top of a few empty boxes. The peanut butter jar catches your eye and you pull it off the box, unscrewing the cap and scooping out a mound of the smooth butter with your fingers.




    You pick up your journal again, but you’re even more jumbled and confused than before. You can’t form your thoughts and you’re afraid of what might come out if you start writing. You look up, your eyes moving toward your tower of boxes. There’s a logo painted on the concrete wall, on the far side of the building by the back door. It says “Group 47” and was made using large, amateur stencils and green paint. You think the warehouse might have been some kind of unofficial meeting hall before it was completely abandoned. During your first few days here you glanced at that logo constantly. It bothered you. It felt intrusive. And it gave you a bad feeling, somehow. So you stacked boxes up against the wall until it was covered. This made you feel stupid, but there are so many things your mind needs to focus on, you couldn’t let a dumb sign be one of them.




    At 11:33 it stops raining. You snap your hair clip bookmark onto page sixty of Dubliners and reach for your backpack. The air outside is cool so you pull on your long-sleeved shirt and start the familiar walk toward Lowry Drive.




    He’s there, as usual, waiting on the scanty lunch crowd at Yevgeny Alekseev’s. The view is pretty good from the bench at the corner of Lowry and Forty-Fourth, and you know he’d be hard pressed to spot you there. He’s waiting on a table of three businessmen, taking drink orders. His smile turns your stomach. You dig out your book and pretend to read. Average height. Looks about forty. Nice-looking, I guess; clean-cut. One of the businessmen says something that gets the other two laughing, but your pal just keeps smiling politely. He doesn’t make eye contact. Seems nervous, awkward. Not too good with people. You shake your head. Nice career choice. You stare at your book for a few minutes, watch the people walking up and down the street on their lunch breaks—try to appear interested in more than the Russian restaurant on the corner. But you aren’t. He’s back and every time you look at him you see something else. No wedding ring. His shirt’s wrinkled, tie’s tied wrong. Probably lives alone.




    The longer you watch him the more you also realize he’s a bad waiter. He’s mixed up a few orders, dropped a tray, gotten yelled at. His voice is soft so you can never hear him when he speaks, but you doubt he’s talking back. He looks up in your direction and you’re paralyzed for a second, but he’s looking past you at the loud college kids making their way across the street. You get up slowly, wiping your hands on your pants. You don’t want to stay any longer.
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    That night you hear gunshots a few blocks away from your place. It doesn’t take ten minutes before the sirens are so close they make your ears ring. You’re wide-awake now and it feels like there’s a rock in your stomach. Wish I had a lock. At least I’ve got some good places to hide. As you stand up to look around, your shaking legs force you back to the floor and you think you’re going to cry. You didn’t know it was like that. It’s pretty clear the west side of town isn’t exactly desirable, but somebody died tonight; you’re sure of it. Somebody got killed in your neighborhood. You close your eyes but stay awake until morning. You want to want to go home.




    The next day you spend hours studying your maps. You’ve walked probably hundreds of miles around the city and you know it pretty well. The west side is the only part of town where somebody can disappear like this. Where you won’t be noticed. You look at the full state map and think about running to a new city.




    You’ve got a Russian-language book and you practice a little every day, just in case. You don’t remember how much English your aunt knows, but your dad always made it sound like she was an idiot for not assimilating better. He did his best to forget the little Russian he learned while your mom was alive, but you remember Lena spat a few angry phrases at him on her way out the door and you know he understood. You shake your head and move slightly away from a trickle of groundwater making its way across the floor. You still study her language but you know it’s not looking good. You walk to the cardboard box that sits against the thick concrete wall opposite the window and pull out the book. You flip through its thin, water-damaged pages. Sem’ya. You toss it back in frustration. You still check the phone books everywhere you go, but in the back of your mind you know you’re in the wrong goddamn place.
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    He’s the only thing that forces you out of the warehouse the next day. It’s after seven p.m. and you thought you’d stay inside for a few days at least, but you have too many questions. You need to know his agenda, why he wants to send you back.




    “Graham!”




    You look up from your book to see him walking swiftly out the back door of Yevgeny Alekseev’s, trailed by another exasperated-looking waiter calling after him. You thought you’d do better behind the restaurant on the steps of the old library—you can only see about half of the back patio, but it’s a much less obvious vantage point—and now here he is, maybe fifty feet from you, and there’s no way out.




    The other waiter grabs your guy’s—Graham’s—shoulder roughly to stop him.




    “Hey, what is going on with you?” he shouts. “How goddamn hard can it—”




    “Just back off, Jack,” Graham interrupts. “Please. I’m taking a break.”




    Graham pulls out a cigarette and their voices lower to the point where you can no longer hear what they’re saying. Jack still looks mad and Graham never takes his eyes off the ground as he agitatedly sucks on his cigarette. You have to try to slip away. If they even glance in your direction you’ll be found out. The two seem engaged enough in their conversation for you to slowly rise to your feet and bring the straps of your backpack up over your shoulders. Just be cool. They’re not going to look. They’re talking a little louder now as you take a few painfully slow steps to the right. Jack yells at him to get his fucking act together, then storms back into the restaurant, leaving Graham alone to finish his cigarette. You’re down the steps and onto the street by now, so you make the decision and keep walking without looking back, moving as silently as you can. You force yourself not to run, and head east to Delaney, then south to Fiftieth Street before you’re confident enough to start toward Matthias.




    But you’re caught.




    You feel tension on your backpack and automatically slip out of it and begin to run, but someone grabs your arm and forces you back. The world goes silent and it feels like you’re drowning. Two months was all you could manage and now you’re caught. You’ll be put on a bus within the hour and you know exactly who will be waiting at the other end. They’re probably calling him now.




    You push blindly at whoever’s holding you, but he gets your other arm and turns you around to face him.




    “Hey, hey,” Graham says calmly, frowning as you struggle to get away. “Hold on a minute, will you? Please; I’m not trying to hurt you.”




    You stop moving. It’s startling to see him close up. His voice is still surprisingly soft, but his features are much more striking. He’s not clean-shaven as you previously thought, but has a short layer of blond stubble covering his face, and his brown eyes are bloodshot and watery. User, you think automatically. Booze probably. Maybe meth.




    You see he’s watching you curiously, like he hasn’t thought this through to his next move. Whatever he wants, I guess he’ll get it now, you think despondently. Maybe there’s some kind of reward going for me. The words barely make it through your mind before you start laughing at their absurdity. Graham looks at you apprehensively.




    “Are you okay?”




    You stop laughing but don’t say anything. You remember what’s happening.




    “I just want to talk to you for a minute,” he continues, leading you toward the bench at the corner of Fiftieth and Delaney. “I feel like I see you just about every day at the restaurant now,” he says, letting go of your arm and sitting down. “Are you doing all right? I mean, do you need something?”




    Run. It’s a straight shot down Fiftieth. You look longingly down the street and are about halfway ready to take off, but you know he could catch you. He seems to know what you’re thinking.




    “Please,” he says, indicating the bench. “Five minutes.”




    Reluctantly, you slide onto the bench next to him.




    “My name’s Graham,” he begins. “Graham Calley. What’s yours?”




    Yeah, right. You glare at him until he turns away uncomfortably.




    “Okay, well, I guess you know it was me who left the box of food.” He glances toward you. “Is that why you’ve been watching me? ’Cause you know, if you need more—”




    “Are you police?” you break in, unable to take it anymore.




    “What? Police?” He’s looking at you like you just called him a Nazi. “No, no. Why would you think I was police?”




    “So what, then, State? Social services?” Your voice starts to waver and you hope he doesn’t notice.




    “What?” he asks, running a hand through his hair in bewilderment. “I don’t understand. You know I work at the restaurant; why would you think I’m some kind of spy?”




    “You’re gonna turn me in.”




    “No.”




    You look at him carefully. His shirt looks worse today. It might not even be clean. His thin black tie is barely hanging together in its sad, inadequate knot, and his blond hair is so crazily unkempt you think he might have stuck a fork in a toaster back at work.




    “What were you and that guy fighting about?” you ask. He suddenly makes eye contact and frowns. You’ve thrown him off.




    “You mean Jack? At the restaurant?”




    You nod.




    Graham smiles slightly. “Jack thinks I’m in the wrong business. And he doesn’t handle stress too well. He basically told me to get it together or quit.”




    “’Cause you’re a shitty waiter?”




    He laughs. “Something like that.”




    “Shouldn’t you be there now?”




    He shakes his head. “No.”




    You both sit in silence for a minute. You still think about running, but you have to know.




    “What do you want?” you ask pointedly.




    “What?”




    “You said you wouldn’t turn me in, so what’s your angle?”




    “I don’t have an angle.”




    “Bullshit.”




    He sighs and gives you that sad look you hate. “I just thought you could use some help.”




    You laugh to yourself. This guy thinks I’m just a dumb kid. I know what he’s doing. Must be something in it for him.




    “How long have you been on your own?”




    “Three years.” You kick yourself immediately. It’s not believable.




    He smiles. “Three years? So, since you were, what, ten?”




    “I’m eighteen.” You can’t drop your act now.




    “Okay,” he gives in, still smiling. “My mistake.”




    “How old are you?”




    “Forty-one.”




    Silence again. You feel strange and wish you were alone.




    “How long has it been?”




    “How long has what been?”




    “You said five minutes. What’s it been?”




    Graham looks around. “I don’t know. You want to leave?”




    You nod.




    “Okay,” he says, getting up. “Is there anything you need—”




    You hold up your hand to stop him. “No,” you say firmly. “I want you to stop with the food, okay? It’s creepy. I want you to leave me alone.”




    He nods slowly. “Okay.”




    You’ve hurt his feelings but that just reminds you how much better he has it. Hurt feelings are a luxury—a problem that someone with a home and a job and food can afford to dwell on.




    He rubs his forehead tiredly. “I’ll see you around, okay?”




    You reach for your bag cautiously, unsure if he’s really going to let you go.




    “No,” you murmur, slipping it on. “You won’t.” You turn away from him and start running down Fiftieth without looking back.




    8




    Several days later you stand at your window. The evening is cooling off, and the sunset is brilliant on the horizon. You watch until the last embers of pink disappear into midnight blue, then you jump down off the milk crate and dig through your boxes of food one last time. Gone. Again. You’ve got a little peanut butter and a few carrots left. You turn all the boxes over again, throwing them aside and knowing you can’t put it off anymore. I’ve got to go back out. Tonight.




    A new place where you can look for your aunt. That’ll put your mind at ease.




    You don’t like going any farther west than your own street for obvious reasons: the myriad drug dealers, shootings, prostitutes, the sad project housing, the passed-out homeless, and the faint sounds of children crying that serves as permanent white noise no one even notices anymore. But there’s an untapped market there; no one knows you west of Matthias, and they sure as hell aren’t going to notice you now. You’ve felt so unsafe these past few days, you told yourself you could wait. But now you need it. Tonight. You need the understaffed grocery stores and cafeteria-style restaurants—places where you can afford to make a mistake, get a little sloppy and not always pay the price. You don’t feel like yourself. Or maybe you do, and that’s the problem.




    Harry’s Grocery Outlet on Masarasky Road. Why not? Looks as bad as any other place around here. You walk through the automatic doors, scanning the patrons for Lena and trying to ignore the feeling that you’ve just picked this place out of a hat and there’s no better chance of getting away with anything here than at Yevgeny Alekseev’s.




    Harry’s is crowded, but no one matches her description. The dirty linoleum floor is covered in black marks from cheap shoes shuffling up and down the aisles. You pull your hat out of your backpack and put it on, hiding your face as much as you can. You come back outside and hang around the entrance, waiting for a family you can shadow. Thirty seconds later, there they are: a tall, bearded man of thirty-five or so, two boys, one who looks to be in high school and the other early middle school, and a girl of about seven. They have fair complexions and the ages seem to fit pretty well, so you start following them. They go a long way before putting anything in their cart, but the girl keeps pointing to things and asking, “Can we get that? Daddy, can we get that?” But the man doesn’t say anything and they all just keep walking. You absently grab a jar of peanut butter off the shelf as you pass by. You want coffee, just the little tin of cheap instant, but they’re going the other way.




    Once you all get to the frozen food, the man starts putting several things into the cart. The kids watch as he tosses in chicken strips, piecrusts, French fries, ground hamburger, green beans, and peas.




    “Pizza’s on sale,” the younger boy ventures. “Can we get one for this weekend? You know, when Mom’s got another late shift?”




    “No.”




    “But we never get to pick,” he whines.




    “Jeremy,” his brother says sharply. “Shut up, all right?”




    “No,” Jeremy whines louder. Shut up, Jeremy. “Why can’t we ever pick any—”




    The man grabs Jeremy by the front of his shirt, ending the rest of his sentence.




    “You earn the fucking money, you pick the food, all right?” the man growls.




    The girl looks like she’s going to cry and you turn around and run out of the store before you can hear any more.




    You’re almost to Prospect Avenue before you realize you’re still holding the jar of peanut butter. Goddamn Harry’s. You slip the jar into your backpack and slow to a walk.




    It’s getting late but you don’t want to go back to the warehouse yet and you know you can’t call it a night with just peanut butter. It’s pathetic but you want something familiar. You’re shaken and you’re weak and tired and not thinking rationally and that’s why you keep walking east toward Lowry Drive.




    And, of course, things go wrong. You blame it on your weakness. You set out for Yevgeny’s to make yourself feel better, but when you get close enough to smell the food, you realize it’s not just the empty promise of your aunt that’s been keeping you here. It’s been weeks since you’ve tasted their rich blintzes or spicy shashlyks. Then you see all that food and forget to be clever.




    The first rule you made for yourself with nice places like this was never go inside the restaurant. Outside seating lets you get in and out quickly, few if any surveillance cameras, no blocked exits. But you’re edgy. You’ve had a crappy night and not much to show for it. You don’t have the patience to wait for diners to clear out, and through the patio doors you can see somebody boxing up a to-go order. A big one. You walk around to the front entrance and wait until you see people heading in from the parking lot. Let’s try this again. You slip in with a party of four and scan the restaurant quickly.




    The to-go order is sitting on the counter. Just sitting there, waiting. Yevgeny’s is smaller on the inside than you thought it would be. Very dimly lit, red and gold color scheme, ornately decorated. Mostly tables for two. Understaffed tonight. Glancing back at the counter, you see no one’s around. Do it, you fucking wuss. Do it now. You decide, and you have to go. Now.




    You walk over and pick up the bags like it’s no big deal, then turn around to walk out the door. But you run right into him. Jack. You suppose he’s coming to get that order. He smiles like he’s going to apologize, then looks at the bags you’re holding. He looks back at the counter and frowns, and you can’t run away because he’s blocking you and he’s putting it together.




    “Did you take those off the counter?” he asks in a low, hard voice. Doesn’t want to attract attention.




    You don’t say anything.




    “Come with me,” Jack says, taking you by the arm and not giving you much of a choice. He leads you back behind the counter into the kitchen.




    “You want to tell me what you’re doing or do I have to call the cops?”




    Your heart pounds but you look at him with the same blank expression and keep quiet. He grabs the bags out of your hands.




    “You stealing from me?” His voice is getting loud.




    You shake your head. Calm him down; don’t get him madder.




    “Then what in the hell—”




    “Hey,” Graham calls out, jogging in from the back patio. He smells like cigarette smoke. “What’s going on here?” He looks at you worriedly, and his eyes harden as they move to Jack. “Jack, what are you doing?”




    “This kid is stealing food!” he growls, shoving the bags into Graham’s chest. “She practically had these out the door.”




    “Jack,” he sighs in a patronizing tone, “this is my niece. Amy. She just came by while I was on break, and I asked her to run this order out so I could finish my cigarette.”




    Jack is still frowning. “Why didn’t you just get me? I would have run it out. You can’t have random kids acting like they work here.”




    “I know, Jack. I’m sorry. I just—you know how I am when I need a smoke; she just happened to be right there. And Amy, sorry I asked you to do that.”




    You nod. Jack looks at you carefully. You smile.




    “Well,” Jack sighs, “break’s over now. Send her home and get back to work.”




    “Right.”




    Guess you’ll have to call it a night after all. But now, even without food, getting to go back to your place is all you’d ever ask for.




    9




    Amy:




    Hey, how’s that for on-the-spot thinking? (My blood pressure is still through the roof, by the way.) Sorry if Jack scared you; he can be a little intense. Anyway, I thought you might be a bit surprised by this box. I know last time we talked you said no food, so I didn’t include any. But seeing you the other night, I know you still need help. I’ve seen where you sleep and, as a father especially, it’s been hard for me to think about. Sorry if this breaks the rules. I just want to help. No angle. By the way, I guess you’re Amy until I know your real name. Hope that’s okay.




    Graham




    In place of the moldy rug you’ve been sleeping on there now lie two medium-weight blankets, a light bed sheet and a comforter. You uneasily place your new pillow with its bright-white pillowcase in the middle of the bedding. So he’s a father. The new setup makes the whole place feel different, but you can’t really enjoy it. Everybody’s got something they want.




    You toss Graham’s note aside. Left this just two days after the thing with Jack, you muse distrustfully. You feel like there’s something you’re not seeing—a part of his plan you should recognize. But as you flop down and lie flat on your new bed, you can’t help smiling.




    Usually you have no trouble falling asleep. Usually you think you’re sleeping too much and you should try to set a schedule for yourself. But tonight you can’t settle down. You’re still on edge from getting caught by Jack. You’re thinking about Graham. About Lena. About the family from Harry’s and the people on Seventy-First and the coins from first grade and the logo on your wall. You’re thinking about what your next move should be. You rarely have a solid plan, and even when you do, something always goes wrong.




    After more than an hour of lying awake your mind starts to slow down. You close your eyes and wait to feel your body relax. But your hear something. Ticking. You sit up and look around, but you have no idea what could be ticking in the warehouse. A bomb. You look down. You hold your wrist up to your ear. It’s your watch. You frown. But it’s digital. Your digital watch is ticking. It doesn’t make any sense but it’s too late for you to try to figure it out so you take off your watch and shove it under a blanket. You eventually drift into an uneasy sleep.




    10




    Fucking hell. It’s the little things that seem to thread their way through your brain, making it impossible to function. It’s almost noon and the sun is maddeningly bright as you walk down Rushmore Boulevard. You forgot your sunglasses. You left your place with an idea, a mission of some kind, but along the way you forgot that, too.




    Rushmore is full of the weekday lunch crowd. Lunch. You haven’t eaten yet today. You haven’t really thought about it. You study the shops and restaurants as you go by, but the only thing you can focus on are the people’s reflections in the glass, drawing your attention back to the sidewalk. You feel watched. It’s nothing new, but the feeling is amplified when the streets are busy. How many people have passed you? Fifty? Seventy-five? It only takes one. That hum in your head is now a buzz. You squint ahead. Goddamn it. A woman coming the other way slows her pace as you walk by, glancing in your direction. You speed up, shaking it off, but a man with two little kids does the same thing. They slow down. They look. Wheels begin to turn, setting in motion a machine much bigger than you are, and your breath is short. I need to . . . I’ve got to get home, I just need—




    Someone grabs you and pulls you down. You’re suddenly on your back, lying on the concrete and the sun is exploding your vision. You don’t know what’s happening, but you fight. You kick at the person pulling at your arm, shouting for him to back off.




    “Hey!” you faintly hear, as if from a distance. “Hey, will you calm down?”




    You stop kicking. It’s a woman you don’t recognize, maybe thirty, professional, serious.




    “Why did you do that?” you sputter, sitting up. She looks at you oddly.




    “You walked into traffic,” she says. “I pulled you back onto the sidewalk.” You look around to see several people staring. “You almost got hit,” she continues, pointing to the intersection. There are tire marks on the road. You shake your head.




    “Are you okay?” she asks, softening a bit.




    “I just, I haven’t eaten in a while and I, I forgot my sunglasses,” you begin, running your hand over your eyes. “I kept seeing these people, you know, on the street . . .”




    You look up to see this woman is watching you carefully and you stop talking. You forgot where you were. Where you need to be.




    “I’m sorry; I’m fine. I have to go. Thank you . . . for that,” you say, gesturing toward the street. You get up and awkwardly make your way back up Rushmore before she can say anything else.




    Chapter 11




    Graham




    Pain Is in the Resistance




    He didn’t want to tell Schwartz he’d been up all night. He didn’t want that to be the focus. Schwartz always seemed to know, though, and Graham wasn’t sure how to conceal it.




    “Hey,” he said, smiling as Graham walked into his office, “you’re early.”




    “Sorry.” Graham glanced at the clock on the wall, but the numbers looked small and blurry. “Should I wait out there?”




    “No, no.” Schwartz rose from his chair and walked around his desk. “Let’s get started.”




    Dr. Schwartz was about sixty-five, with gray and black corkscrews of hair and a thick mustache. Graham liked him, but always got the feeling he kept a lot to himself—that he wrote the things that were too terrible to say on his legal tablet, for his own future use.




    “Your eyes are red,” Schwartz remarked. He sat in his reading chair and adjusted his glasses, the ones he wore on days when he’d forget to put in his corrective lenses. He narrowed his gaze at Graham. “Late night?”




    “I guess.”




    “All night?”




    “Listen,” Graham said quickly, “something’s been on my mind I think I should tell you about.”




    “All right.”




    Graham looked around the office—its drab, gray paint and dim lighting. Neutral artwork that practically faded into the walls. There was a new bookshelf—an impressive floor-to-ceiling piece made of dark wood with carved details. Schwartz must be doing all right. Graham avoided his eyes, trying to decide what to say. Wanting it to come out right.




    “There’s this girl—a runaway, I’m sure—who’s been coming by the restaurant. I’ve been trying to help her out with food and that kind of thing, but I get the feeling she’s not well.”




    “What do you mean?”




    “I don’t know. I think she might have some kind of autism. Some of her behaviors and mannerisms are similar to Emerson’s. I just, I really feel like I should be doing more to help her.”




    The streetlight outside the window flickered on, then back off, and Graham frowned. The window was always uncovered during his sessions, but there was a rolled-up blackout shade at the top and thick burgundy curtains pushed off to the sides. He wondered why Schwartz would need to make it that dark. And why he’d never thought about it before.




    “And she reminds you of Emerson?”




    “What?”




    “The girl—she reminds you of Emerson?”
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