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ASTRID, AGE 5
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THUMP...THUMP...THUMP. The noise again, on the wall next to my head. This often happens after the shouting stops. It means Mommy and Daddy are done yelling at each other and will be happy in the morning. 

My new puppy is snuggled up beside me in my little nest on the floor between my bed and the wall. I pull him closer. He’s so little! He was god damn whining, so Daddy put him out in the shed. I think he was missing his mommy, just like I miss mine when they’re yelling and tell me to go to my room. So I snuck out the back door and got him. Now he’s quiet.

“It’s okay, Rinny,” I whisper to him, “I’m your mommy now, and you’re my baby.” He’s mostly black with some brown on his face, besides white paws and a white tummy except where there’s hardly any fur and it’s pink. I think he’s beautiful. I kiss each of the brown spots over his eyes that I think are his eyebrows and that move when he’s thinking different thoughts. He licks my chin and I smell his puppy breath. It’s the sweetest smell I’ve ever smelled.
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ASTRID, AGE 7
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WE MOVE ALL the time now that we live in the van, so I don’t try to make friends because they’ll just be left behind the next time we move. I have Rinny. Mommy didn’t make me leave him behind even though Daddy wanted me to. He has gotten so god damn big Daddy says he’s a god damn nuisance and the crazy old bitch who lives in the high-falutin’ trailer next to the office keeps feeding him can just god damn well keep him.

Mommy says we’re done moving and I have to go to school. The girls in my class are all way shorter than me. I think it’s because they’re all younger than me because I don’t know things I’m supposed to know to be in the class with the other kids my age. I think I would know that stuff too except I didn’t go to school on account of all that moving around. I know how to print my name and the rest of the alphabet letters and how to make numbers but that is no big deal because my teacher told Mommy most children learn that before they get this far. 

It was okay travelling around in the van, not having to go to school or do anything except sing and play I Spy, and Mommy making pancakes on a little gas stove. We mostly parked the van in the forest, sometimes near the ocean, and once in a while we parked where lots of other people park and I went with Mommy to the showers and she washed my hair which I didn’t like because I couldn’t breathe because of the smell of the shampoo and the water on my face.

Sometimes we had other stuff besides pancakes but I liked pancakes the best, when we had butter and syrup anyway. Rinny liked them too but me and him went wherever we wanted to all day long and he ate stuff out of the garbage cans and other stuff he found then. Once he started digging like crazy in the snow and uncovered a little nest of pink things that looked like wads of gum that couldn’t even move. I think they must have been baby mice. He ate them before I could stop him. 
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