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Here is what I know about Crater Wells, New Mexico, after nine months of living here:

The two churches on Main Street have been in a passive-aggressive sign war for at least three years. First Baptist and New Life Pentecostal, separated by a permanently closed Laundromat I think of as a neutral buffer zone — a Switzerland of cinder block and faded signage. Current score, tracked via photographic record on my phone: First Baptist 14, New Life Pentecostal 11. First Baptist is holding the lead on THE DEVIL IS REAL AND HE IS WATCHING YOUR CHOICES, to which New Life responded SO IS JESUS AND HE IS ROOTING FOR YOU. Solid tactical retreat. Ceding threatening omniscience for supportive omniscience. Smart. First Baptist has so far failed to counter. Their current offering — REPENT YE FOR THE KINGDOM OF HEAVEN IS AT HAND — is standard boilerplate. Will not move the needle.

The best green chili burritos in town is at a gas station on the south end of 285. I know how that sounds. Trust me anyway.

The stars here are different from any stars I've lived under before. Not more of them. Closer. Like the sky got scaled down to something you can actually look at without it looking back in a way that makes you feel small.

That last part is new. I've never felt small under stars before.

I've been in Crater Wells nine months. Some things take that long to notice.

My name is Zoe Vasquez. I'm sixteen years old. I've been in eleven foster placements since I was four, and placement eleven is the Marchetti household at 412 Calle Serena, where Janet Marchetti makes genuinely excellent enchiladas and works three days a week as a dental hygienist, and her husband Ron watches sports with the total focused dedication of a man who has decided that sports is a perfectly sufficient relationship with the external world and has organized his entire domestic life around supporting that decision, and their actual daughter Becca is seventeen and ignores me with a thoroughness I've come to appreciate as a kind of respect. You can't fake that level of sustained indifference. It takes commitment.

They're not bad people. They're fine.

Fine is the standard I apply to placements now. Fine is achievable. Better-than-fine has a way of becoming former-placement before you've had time to recalibrate, and I would rather have accurate expectations than good ones.

I have been burned by good ones.

I have one rule, maintained across all eleven placements in four states and twelve years: do not get noticed.

Not by caseworkers, who notice you when something is wrong. Not by teachers, who notice you when you're doing unusually well or unusually badly — both of which produce the guidance-counselor conversation about your potential, which requires a stability of circumstance I have never had. Not by other kids, who notice you when you have something they want or when you're different in a visible way.

I'm good at this. Twelve years of practice. I know how to be in a room without the room recalibrating around me. I know how to look at people without them feeling looked at. I know how to be the kind of person a room forgets at the level of detail and retains at the level of function.

There's a girl. She's fine. No problems.

I was not always good at this.

Placement nine. A school in Tucson where three eighth-graders had decided that a smaller, quieter kid named Marcus was a reasonable target for the next two hundred school days. Not dramatic bullying — the sustained, ambient kind that's harder to document and easier to deny. The specific cruelty of people who know exactly how much they can do and stay inside the limit.

I watched it for two weeks. I watched Marcus shrink himself smaller every morning at his locker, the particular hunch of someone bracing for impact before the impact comes.

Then I did the thing I’m good at, which was to read the three of them. Publicly. Standing in the hallway in front of twelve witnesses, I told Dylan Reyes that his parents were fighting about money and he was sleeping on his brother's floor and he hadn't told anyone because that felt like the one thing he still had control over. I told Keisha Morales that her best friend was lying to her about the party she wasn't invited to. I told Jordan Park that his older sister had applied to three schools and hadn't gotten in and he was terrified the same thing was going to happen to him and he couldn't let people know he cared.

All of it accurate. All of it things I'd gathered the way I gather everything — ambient, involuntary, the information arriving before I've decided to look.

The three of them stared at me.

Marcus stared at me.

The twelve witnesses stared at me.

It worked. In the narrow sense: they left Marcus alone for the rest of the year. In the wider sense: I had a conversation with my caseworker, Linda Cho, in a conference room three days later, and Linda Cho had the specific posture of someone who has rehearsed a speech and is going to deliver it.

She said: "Zoe. I understand you were trying to help."

Long pause. The kind that means the next sentence has been written in advance.

"But you cannot — you have to understand that this kind of behavior, calling people out like that, making things up about their families—"

"I didn't make anything up," I said.

She had the grace to not argue with this directly. She had a file. She had talked to teachers. She had talked to the three kids. Their parents had called. "The point," she said, "is that you drew attention to yourself. You made enemies. Placement nine is already — Mrs. Delacroix has concerns. She says you're difficult to read."

I thought: Mrs. Delacroix is not wrong.

"I need you to understand something," Linda said, and this was clearly the sentence she'd come to deliver, the one she'd been building toward. "You have to make this next placement work. You have to learn to get along, Zoe. I need you to fit in. I need you to stop — whatever it is you're doing, reading people like that, using it this way. It scares people."

I looked at her.

"What if the way I fit in," I said, "is alone."

She sighed. She closed the file. She said: "Just try."

I tried.

Placement ten. I’m still not sure what happened there. I was walking home from school and saw a group of boys beating a sweet old stray dog that everyone in town fed. He just existed in his happy doggie world of wandering in town, getting pets and being told he was a good boy. That Tuesday it ended. They hurt him so badly the vet had to put him to sleep. The Sheriff did nothing. They all came from ‘prominent ranching families’. 

Then a few weeks later while we were on a field trip they kept laughing and making barking squealing noises. Like it was funny. I have a vague memory of feeling the rage build. Then the lights went out in my brain. According to Janelle who was sitting next to me I stared out the window and somehow ‘missed’ those boys begin screaming and howling in pain. She said it was like they were feeling everything they had made that poor old dog feel over and over until they all passed out. Then at the hospital the doctors couldn’t explain it. They were bruised, bones broken, lacerations and yet nobody had touched them. 

Placement eleven. I learned the shape of not-noticed. I got good at it. I filed "the thing I can do" under hyper-vigilance and left it there.

It was a reasonable explanation. Mostly satisfying.

––––––––
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Watching is the thing I'm best at.

It started as survival — in systems where missing a signal had consequences, where a placement ending was visible days before anyone said anything if you knew how to look. Watching became habit. Habit became something I can't turn off.

Here's the thing about watching everything:

You see things.

I know when adults are lying to me, which they do with a confidence that would be impressive if it worked. I know when a placement is about to end before the caseworker calls. There's a frequency in the household that changes — something in how people move through shared space, the small adjustments of people who've made a decision and are living with it before announcing it. The body knows things the mouth hasn't said yet.

I've explained all of this to myself as hyper-vigilance. Twelve years in systems where missing a signal had costs. Reasonable explanation. Mostly satisfying.

It leaves a small residue of not-quite-right that I've gotten very good at ignoring.

The residue is about to become impossible to ignore.

* * *
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Castellano's Traveling Spectacular arrives on a Thursday in the second week of October.

The fairgrounds are visible from my window — Janet having the decency to give a foster teenager her own room, which I will say for her wasn’t all that surprising. She was naturally kind when it crossed her mind. Otherwise she was a bit overwhelmed and prone to just hoping everything would be ok without every asking how that would work. I was reading when the first truck appeared on the access road at eight-oh-seven in the morning. A cramp hit my stomach as the second truck rolled past. Putting down my cereal bowl, I texted Janet. ‘Period early, feel like death, ok if I stay home today?’

She promised me salted caramel brownies and ice cream when she got home from work. Like I said, she’s kind. 

I watched from the window until dusk.

They're not ordinary trucks. I can't immediately say why. They have the right number of wheels, the right shape, the right things written on the sides: CASTELLANO'S TRAVELING SPECTACULAR. THE LAST REAL FREAK SHOW IN AMERICA. MARVEL AT WHAT THE WORLD CONTAINS. They do all the ordinary logistics of a circus arriving.

And yet.

Something in those trucks is not presenting as what it is.

I know this the way I know everything — the information arriving before I've decided to look for it, like a smell that reaches you before you've turned toward its source. Twelve years of practice. I read gaps between what things present as and what they are. It's my whole thing.

Those trucks have a gap in them the size of a cathedral.

I watch the lights come on at dusk. I watch the fairgrounds transform into the thing on every library-book cover I've read since I was old enough to understand that circuses were a metaphor for something, though I could never figure out for what.

I stand at the window for a long time.

I have one rule. Do not get noticed.

The fairgrounds light up. The street smells like popcorn and sawdust and something older than both.

The next evening, I break my rule for the first time in twelve years.

* * *
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The midway hits you in the face. That's the only way to put it. The smell — popcorn and fried things and engine oil and underneath all of it something I can only file under: animal, but not any animal I recognize from livestock shows or county fairs. Something old. Something that knows it's being smelled and finds the whole situation faintly amusing.

It's seven PM, Friday, and Crater Wells has turned out in force. The town has been waiting for this circus for a year and it shows. Families, older couples, high schoolers in groups performing the elaborate ritual of not-caring while caring with great intensity. I know this ritual. I've attended school with people practicing it. They're not fooling anyone.

I'm alone. This is fine. I've always been better in crowds when I don't have to manage someone else's experience of the crowd on top of my own.

The midway: games of skill on the left, food on the right, and down the center, the attractions.

This is where I slow down.

GRETA THE GREAT, THE STRONGEST WOMAN IN THREE STATES.

She's lifting a bar with several hundred pounds on each end. Doing it the way you pick up a newspaper. Complete ease. No drama. She's large in the way of someone who has been large for a very long time and made peace with it — not the performed largeness of a strongwoman act, the settled largeness of something that simply is what it is.

I look at her the way I always look at people.

Something is wrong with the data.

Not trick-lighting wrong. Not performance wrong. Something deeper. Her presence is too solid. Her size, the mass of her looks normal. But she radiates the kind of solid that presses against the air around it, that makes the three feet between us feel occupied. Her stillness is the wrong kind of stillness. I don’t really know how to explain it. But something is very off about her. It’s not the stillness of a person standing still. It’s the stillness of something that doesn't need to breathe unless it decides to.

And her eyes, when they catch the midway light, they do it at an angle that eyes don't catch light at. Well not human eyes anyway.

A cold thread runs up the back of my neck that has nothing to do with October.

I keep walking. Filing it. Not thinking too hard about the filing.

PIERRE THE MAGNIFICENT, ALL THINGS IN THE AIR, ALL THINGS IN BALANCE.

He's working a crowd of children. Six pins in the air, the pattern correct, the physics completely sound. But his feet are planted like he's been nailed to the earth, and when I look at his face it’s like a man mask. 

His face is exactly what a professional juggler's face should look like.

That's what's wrong. It's too accurate. Like someone studied what the look should be and is producing it with precision. And when a pin slips — just once, just slightly wrong and he catches it before anyone sees, his hand moves faster than hands move. Not faster by a little. Faster by a category.

I keep walking.

I tell myself: trick lighting. Everything on a midway is designed to be more than it is.
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