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            Saturday

         

         I was rescuing a baby lion when Dad scooped me up into his arms and carried me away. Clemesta and I were in the middle of complicated surgery to deliver a cub who was stuck inside her mom’s belly and couldn’t get out to be born. I was doing the operation part because I am very good at all kinds of medical healing, and Clemesta was the nurse assistant, passing me things whenever I called for them, like SCALPEL CUTTER or SKIN STITCHER or CUB GRABBER TONGS. The game is called VET RESCUE and we save a lot of precious animal lives every day and make them feel better if they are sick or if they get injured from vicious fights. I said BLOOD SUCKER PLEASE but before Clemesta could pass it over, Dad had taken us out to the car and that’s how the best day started.

         
              

         

         “Where are we going?” I said. Dad plonked me down on the back seat. His face was a little shiny and he wiped his forehead with the back of his hand.

         “Dad,” I said, “where are you taking me?”

         “You and I are going on an adventure,” Dad said. His breath smelled of one hundred cups of coffee and the ghosty part of something else.

         He gave me a big smile with all his teeth and a wink with one of his eyes, and then he tapped my nose twice which made me scrunch up my face.

         “An adventure?” I said.

         Dad nodded. “Oh yes,” he said. “An adventure.”

         
              

         

         I was ONE HUNDRED PERCENT excited because an adventure was an enormous and unexpected surprise and usually those are only for birthdays or Christmas morning. That’s only two days of the whole entire year which has 365 days in it usually but 366 days when it’s a LEAP YEAR that jumps ahead but only every four years on the 29th of February. That’s also the birthday of that boy Deacon in my class with the extra-big ears, but he still gets a party every year. Anyway, I was THRILLED IN PIECES and when Dad strapped me in with the seat belt I didn’t tell him that I could do it myself since FOREVER because I was too busy spinning around in my brain thinking about where we could be going and what exactly an adventure was and how come we were taking one JUST LIKE THAT on an ordinary and regular Saturday morning with no special plans marked with a red pen in the family calendar of ENGLISH COUNTRY GARDENS that stays in place on the refrigerator with three magnets that look like cookies but taste like plastic so don’t even try them.

         Dad climbed in front and set a duffel bag on the seat next to him. He wiped his face again with his hand.

         “Who’s coming along for the adventure?” I said.

         “Just us,” he said. “You and me.”

         “And Clemesta,” I said, because Clemesta HATES to be left out of anything and gets very grouchy if she is.

         
              

         

         Dad started the car and I made sure to strap Clemesta in SAFE AND SOUND so she would also be protected if we had an accident or if the car fell off a bridge, which really does happen sometimes. I saw it on TV once. The rescue team had to tie ropes around the car to lift it out of the water. Everyone inside was already dead from drowning, which is actually the FOURTH LEADING CAUSE OF DEATH in this country. I forget what number one is, maybe heart disease or that cancer, which makes millions of people dead all the time, like the man who used to live down the street and the principal from my old school Miss Jessop who went bald from it, and Mom’s mom who was my grandma, and also lots of other people whose names I don’t remember right exactly now.

         
              

         

         Dad pulled the car out of the driveway and I turned back to watch our house, which is 31-42 Crescent Street, Astoria, New York, zip code 11106, and a very beautiful and lovely house of red bricks with a whole yard in the back just for me. The yard has a big old tree standing in the middle and Dad promised to build me a tree house in there one day soon. I will call it DOLLY HEADQUARTERS INCORPORATED and I will sleep there some nights if there are GUARANTEED no spiders or sneaky mice waiting to nibble me for their tasty midnight snack. Clemesta will stay with me of course because she never leaves my side.

         Inside my stomach, I had ONE THOUSAND butterflies. Stomach butterflies are special ones that get inside your belly when you are very nervous or very excited about something. Mine were beautiful and colorful and tropical jungle butterflies and they were flying around having a big party with streamers and balloons.

         I gave Clemesta a squeeze.

         “Where are we going for the adventure?” I asked Dad.

         He typed something into his phone while we waited at the lights.

         “It’s a surprise,” he said.

         “But tell me!”

         “I can’t,” he said. “Not yet.”

         “But you have to give me a clue,” I said. “So I can start to guess. Then you can say ‘warm, warmer, FIERY HOT’ if I get close, or ‘cool, cooler, ICE FREEZE’ if I’m wrong. That’s how it works.”

         Dad scratched his chin. “Uh,” he said. “Well, it’s a place.”

         “What kind of a place?”

         “A great place.”

         “Better than here?”

         “Yeah.”

         “Like the best place in the world?”

         “Yeah.”

         “That’s Disneyland!” I said.

         “No, it’s not Disneyland.”

         I flopped back in the seat and made a BOO HOO face which is when my whole mouth turns itself upside down to tell everyone that I am sad and disappointed inside.

         “It’s better than Disneyland,” Dad said. “Even more fun. You’ll love it.”

         “How do you know?”

         “I just do.”

         “How long till we get there?”

         “A couple days,” Dad said. “Not too long.”

         “Days?”

         “Yeah.” I looked at the duffel bag poking out from the front seat.

         “Did you already pack all our stuff?”

         “Yeah.”

         “All my stuff too?”

         “Yeah.”

         “But I didn’t tell you everything of what I needed.”

         “I guessed it,” Dad said. “Because I wanted it to be a surprise for you.”

         “Oh. That’s nice. And it’s just us,” I said.

         “Yeah.”

         “You and me and Clemesta.”

         Dad nodded.

         “What about Mom?”

         Dad looked at me in the mirror with his big brown eyes that are the same exact eyes as mine. “Oh, Mom’s away on her girls’ weekend, remember?”

         I yawned because my sleep still didn’t want to go away even though it was way past wake-up time. “With Rita?” I said.

         Dad nodded.

         “I guess I forgot.”

         “She left early,” Dad said. “Before you were up.”

         “Oh.”

         “That’s why I thought we should have a Dolly and Dad weekend.”

         I nodded. “Yeah, and probably we’ll have even more fun.”

         I remembered the Vet Rescue game and the kicked-over ambulance lying on the porch.

         “I hope the lion cub is okay,” I said to Clemesta.

         “She’ll be fine,” Clemesta said. “It’s only pretend anyway.”

         “Yeah, and we’re going on a for-real adventure. That’s more important.”

         “Yeah.”

         “Actually we never went on a for-real adventure before. Just that vacation of three nights and four days to Montauk with Mom and Dad.”

         “Yeah,” Clemesta said, “but this is different.”

         “Exactly,” I said. “Because it’s a surprise and we didn’t know it was going to happen until three seconds ago.”

         Clemesta nodded and my butterflies went whooshing again. I was very excited to have Dad all to myself.

         
              

         

         Clemesta was full up with butterflies just like me and that’s because the two of us are actual twins. We are fluent in TELEPATHY which means we can speak to each other with only our minds, and we can also read each other’s thoughts and see into each other’s hearts. We always feel the same way about everything, like our favorite foods or when we’re sad or the people we don’t like and wish we could make disappear in a puff of vanishing magic. Clemesta and I also have matching twin hair, which is called CHESTNUT BROWN and is very long and lustrous. That means thick and shiny and more beautiful than anyone else’s. She brushes my hair and I brush hers with ONE HUNDRED STROKES per day to keep it this way. It’s a lot of work but it is very worth it because we love our silky hair a whole lot and also that’s what princesses do to keep their hair beautiful and strong enough for princes to climb up if they don’t have a ladder to get to the top of your tower.

         
              

         

         As Dad drove down the street, our house got smaller and smaller, and that’s because of PERSPECTIVE which is a big word that I can spell in my head and also on paper because I have an ADVANCED BRAIN. That’s what Miss Ellis says and she’s my teacher so she knows all about First Grader brains. Probably Miss Ellis knows everything in the whole entire world, that’s how smart she is, but she is also very kind and nice and that’s why I made her a Valentine’s Day card this year with a chocolate heart stapled on the front. It melted a little from being in my bag, but she didn’t mind and she said it was SCRUMPTIOUS which is like delicious but even more tasty.

         Miss Ellis has started giving me extra homework to do on the weekends which sounds like a punishment but is actually a good thing to make me even smarter and keep me STIMULATED IN THE BRAIN, which everyone says is a sponge that likes to soak things up and the more the merrier. Because of being advanced, I can spell very tough words like PALEONTOLOGY and PHOSPHATES and I know how to stop someone from choking to death and I can also make a fire from rubbing sticks together, even though I never tried it for real yet, but I can still do it anytime I might need to. I am also good at Math and remembering all the countries and I know magic tricks like making coins appear out of people’s ears and I can cast spells that are sometimes good and a few times bad but only if someone deserves it like YOU KNOW WHO.

         
              

         

         Dad turned at the lights and we drove past Mr. Abdul standing on the sidewalk outside the bodega. I waved to him but I guess he was too busy smoking his DISGUSTING CIGARETTES to wave back. Even though he smokes and will probably die from lung cancer or rot his gums until they bleed and turn black, he is a very nice man and very friendly to me whenever we go and buy something from him. Before we leave, Mr. Abdul always says, “You have a terrific day, Little Lady,” and I say, “DITTO,” which is a word I like very much and try to use whenever I can. My other favorite words at the moment are bumblebee, preposterous, and funicular. Miss Ellis lets me take home the class dictionary on the weekends so I can learn all the words in the whole world. First in English and then maybe all the other languages too.

         I know millions of words but not all of them are nice. Some of the WORST WORDS in the world are divorce, Los Angeles, and depressed, which are all very bad things. Another word for bad is AWFUL and another word for awful is HORRENDOUS. Horrendous rhymes with tremendous but it means something different and I know that too.

         
              

         

         I liked being in the car just with Dad. I especially liked being in the new car, which was a shiny and fancy Jeep Renegade. Dad is very lucky, because he gets a new car whenever he wants, he just has to say NEW CAR PLEASE and there it is. That’s because he has a very important job at VALUE MOTORS selling people their shiny new cars. They have HUNDREDS of them and all of the cars are nice and new-looking, and inside they smell of fresh pinecones because they have air fresheners hanging off the mirrors in the shape of real trees to make you feel like you’re sitting in a forest and not a car. I wish they would make other flavors, like hot fudge sauce or chocolate chip cookies, and then you could feel like you were inside an ice-cream parlor or maybe a kitchen with a lovely mom at the oven baking your favorite treats for you.

         Anyway, you have to be VERY SMART for a job like Dad’s, and he is and he wears a gray suit every day along with a badge that says his name and the word SALES EXECUTIVE beneath it. Dad is up for a promotion soon and that means he will get an even more important badge, FINGERS CROSSED. He will also get more money and that’s good news because MONEY IS TIGHT and the house is MORTGAGED TO THE HILT and that means BILLS BILLS BILLS which are the worst thing to see on the kitchen table because as soon as one goes away another one pops up and opens its greedy envelope mouth and says “feed me your money right now.”

         Sometimes I use my magic disappearing tricks and I make the bills vanish in my bedroom under the bed. That way Mom and Dad won’t get in a cloudy mood and feel stressed out. Stress is a disease that grown-ups get when they are unhappy and it can actually kill them, so I always try very hard to keep them in good spirits. I do this with GOOD BEHAVIOR and LISTENING and BEING DELIGHTFUL and STAYING OUT OF TROUBLE and also MAKING FUN JOKES. Once I heard someone say that laughter is the best medicine and that means if someone is sick or sad you can cure them with a joke but it has to be extra-funny and not too rude or else they will get mad.

         
              

         

         Today was the first time I was getting to drive in the new Jeep because Dad only brought it home last month. Maybe it was before that, but anyway he didn’t have a chance to take anyone for a ride yet.

         The Jeep was beige inside and spotlessly clean, and the seats were soft and squidgy smooth, like a very comfortable sofa in your living room. I pressed the button to open the window, and then close it, and then open it again, until I found the perfect amount of VENTILATION which is air and another word I can spell if I concentrate hard. Ventilation rhymes with nation rhymes with station. That’s another thing I am excellent at, is making rhyming words. Miss Ellis has a reading game where you have to call out a rhyming word at the end of every sentence and I always win it because I always have a very good word sitting in my brain waiting to make a match. That’s not bragging, it’s just FACTUALLY TRUE, like the fact that the earth is a round ball or that it’s bad luck to step on sidewalk cracks because little invisible trolls live there and they will eat your toes if you cross the line. Also you shouldn’t talk to black cats, that’s bad luck too. Sometimes if I see one I say, “Sorry, Beloved Cat, I wish we could chat, but we can’t.” They always understand because they are used to people saying that, even though they don’t feel unlucky.

         
              

         

         Being in the Jeep on an adventure was an extra-special treat, like ice cream for breakfast or finding a five-dollar bill on the street, and it was a double treat because Dad was all for me and that ALMOST NEVER PROBABLY EVER happens.

         In my head I made up a song called “Adventure,” which went like this:

         
            We’re going on an adventure, ho-ho-ho,

            Dad and Dolly and Clemesta, off we go!

         

         I sang it for Dad and he smiled. He didn’t sing along. Probably he didn’t know the words yet and he was concentrating on the traffic which is your job when you’re the driver. It’s the same as if you’re in an airplane. You can’t distract the pilot with songs or he’ll go the wrong way in the sky and crash into all the migrating birds.

         Clemesta and I watched out the window as we passed the tire shop and the funeral parlor where dead bodies are kept until they go into the ground, and we saw all the building sites which everyone says are TAKING OVER the neighborhood. I watched a man with a plastic bag over his hand bend down to pick up his poodle’s poop and I was happy that he was being responsible because everyone knows IF YOUR DOG POOPS, YOU SCOOP. When I have a dog, I will train him to pick up his own poop so I won’t ever have to touch it because that would be disgusting and then I bet my hand would stink all day long and no one at school would want to play with me. I will also train him to fetch snacks from the kitchen and do cartwheels, because you can train dogs to do anything except probably drive a truck.

         Dad gave the steering wheel a whack with his hand.

         “Come on,” he said, but we didn’t move, we just stayed trapped in our traffic jam with all the other cars trying to get somewhere. I bet nobody else was headed for an adventure, I bet they were only going to buy groceries or get blood tests at the doctor.

         “LUCKY DUCK,” I said to Clemesta. “We are two lucky ducks.”

         
              

         

         Dad took a sneaky turn down the next street to try and get out of the traffic.

         “Look,” I showed him, “that’s Savannah’s house down there.”

         “Hmm?” he said.

         “Savannah,” I said.

         “Who’s that?”

         “She’s my best friend.”

         “Oh.”

         “Maybe I forgot to tell you.”

         I gave my lip a chew in the meaty part. Clemesta poked me in the ribs.

         “Hey!” she said.

         “She’s only my best friend when I’m at school,” I told her. “The rest of the time you’re my best friend ONE MILLION PERCENT.”

         Dad came to the end of Savannah’s street and turned left. We were right back in the traffic and it was still jammed.

         “Goddamn,” he said.

         Another car tried to slide in front of the Jeep but Dad wouldn’t let him. The man threw up his hands and shook his head. Dad squeezed his hand into a fist like you do when you’re getting ready to make a punch. I do punching exercises too to get strong and fit and IN SHAPE like Mom, but also for SELF-DEFENSE which means you can protect yourself from bad guys when they come up behind you on the street and you just whack them HI-YAH like that with your elbow. They fall down on the ground and you run away as fast as you can.

         “My second-best friend is Casey,” I told Dad. “She has a pet snake. But it lives in a big glass box. It can’t escape unless you take it out.”

         Dad didn’t say anything.

         “It eats rats,” I said. “They keep them in the freezer. Not where their regular food is, but in a special one just for frozen rats. I think it’s in the basement. They also have a gerbil but she lives in a different cage.”

         
              

         

         Dad was tapping the wheel with his fingers and staring ahead. I guess he was trying to keep every bit of his attention on the road so he wouldn’t get us lost. Being lost is the SECOND WORST THING in the world and I would know because it happened to me once. Mom and I were at the Queens Zoo which was a special treat for me getting ten gold stars on my GOOD BEHAVIOR CHART on the back of my bedroom door. You get a gold star for being polite and getting good grades or for doing chores and not complaining about stuff and also sometimes for keeping important secrets.

         Mom and I had been looking at Mrs. Puma and then next thing she said she looked around and I was gone and she was in a FLAT PANIC. I was also in a panic as soon as I realized I was lost, which was when I was talking to the Andean Bear and he said, “Dolly, where’s your mom?”

         I tried to remember everything about not talking to strangers and finding a grown-up to help and not climbing into the animal enclosures even if they invite you inside for a chat and say PRETTY PLEASE. I found the security lady who was walking around near the entrance and I gave her Mom’s phone number which I keep stored in my brain for emergencies. Inside I was shaking like Jell-O because I thought maybe I’d never ever find Mom or see Dad or go home to my house, and then I’d have to live in the zoo or get adopted by the security lady who had bad breath and a lot of flaky white pieces on her scalp which I bet would fall into all the food she cooked and then I’d have to eat it.

         Luckily, Mom answered her phone right away and said, “DOLLY DON’T YOU EVER DO THAT AGAIN,” and I didn’t and I won’t.

         Sometimes Mom has good advice and sometimes she is only full of STUPIDITY.

         
              

         

         Dad’s eyes in the mirror were popped wide open like he was doing a staring contest. We do them on nights when he comes back home early from work. We lock our matching eyes together and try not to blink. Most of the time I giggle and blink first. That’s losing the contest but actually winning, too, because it’s fun and I’m laughing at the end.

         As Dad drove, I was trying to keep all the things I wanted to tell him safe in a list inside my head. I wanted to remind him about all the IMPORTANT FACTS about me in case he didn’t remember, like that my favorite flavor of ice cream is RASPBERRY SORBET, and that I can do hip-hop dancing and ballet and tap and that I’m not scared of spiders, except a tiny bit if they are very enormous and hairy, and that I am saving up all my money to buy a jewelry box that is made of red satin with real gold beads sewn on the top. Inside there’s a beautiful ballerina who dances to music every time you open the lid and it’s the best treasure I have ever seen.

         I also wanted to tell Dad about Miss Ellis and the new class assignment which is called KINDNESS WEEK where you have to try and do nice things for strangers, like picking up litter on the sidewalk or giving someone a hug if they look lonely and sad. My list was getting so long it was starting not to fit in my head and I wished I had a notepad outside my brain for writing it all down instead. My handwriting isn’t as advanced as my brain but Miss Ellis says if I keep practicing it will be perfect in no time.

         I sang the “Adventure” song again but softly and only to Clemesta.

         “Your voice is lovely,” she said, “like an angel or a world-famous pop star.”

         “Thank you,” I said. I combed my fingers through her hair. It was as soft as velvet.

         Dad took the exit for the tunnel and I knew that was the way you go to get to Manhattan because I have been HUNDREDS of times with Mom. Mostly we take the N train from home and we get out wherever is nearest to the place Mom has marked on her map. The trips sometimes used to be fun but not anymore. Now they just put me in a THUNDERCLOUD mood for the whole day. That’s not Manhattan’s fault, it’s hers.

         One thing I like a lot about Manhattan is looking at all the buildings in the city because they go up to the sky and probably the moon. The shape of them is called the SKYLINE and once I had a whole coloring book full of all the different ones in the world. For Manhattan, I made the colors look like nighttime and it was very beautiful.

         I recognized some of the streets we were passing, and the big shops with the bright flashing signs and the street vendors and the MILLIONS of people who were all in a great big hurry. There were hundreds of dads walking around Manhattan and I felt sorry for their kids that they weren’t going on an adventure. Probably the other children in my class would call me a SPOILED BRAT but I didn’t care because we were going to the best place in the world that’s even better than Disneyland, and it was a special adventure just for us.

         “Anyway, you deserve a special treat,” Clemesta said, “and maybe they don’t. Maybe they are bad or rude or ungrateful.”

         “Exactly. Especially Neshi. She is all of those things.”

         We passed a homeless man pushing his shopping cart. He had a sign around his neck and I turned my head to read it because I like to read everything and I am always looking for new words to collect.

         HOMELESS HOPELESS VETERAN is what he had written and I tried to remember what VETERAN was. I hate seeing homeless people on the streets because they always look so lonely like no one ever talks to them or gives them a hug and probably that’s just what they need to feel better. Hugs are another good medicine, like jokes and Zarbee’s Cough Syrup.

         Dad checked his watch and made a face.

         “Is the adventure in Manhattan?” I said.

         “No,” Dad said. “We’re just driving through.”

         I read a sign for CASH LOANS and looked at Clemesta. She put a hoof to her lips.

         “I know,” I said. “I’m glad we’re leaving Manhattan. It makes me reminded of BAD STUFF.”

         Dad had gone quiet again but actually he doesn’t usually talk a whole lot anyway. I don’t think he likes to. Probably some people are born that way so you shouldn’t get mad at them if they are silent most of the time.

         
              

         

         We drove into the Lincoln Tunnel and everything went dark.

         “Lincoln like Abraham Lincoln,” I said. “He was the president. He built all the tunnels in America, probably the world too.”

         “Mm,” Dad said.

         “I know all the presidents’ names, like John F. Kennedy and Theodore Roosevelt and Thomas Jefferson. He’s on the two-dollar bill. Benjamin Franklin is on the one-hundred-dollar bill because probably he was nicer. In Aruba they don’t put dead presidents on their money bills, they have shells and turtles and snakes. Can you turn the radio on?”

         Dad pressed the button and flicked through the stations but it was crackling because of the tunnel. It was dark and noisy and it reminded me of the movies, when the bad guys chase after the good guys and sparks fly on the road and sometimes one of the cars flips over but no one is hurt and they just crawl out and start running away from the flames.

         We came out into the regular world again and Clemesta squinted her eyes to adjust them to the light. Her eyes are very sensitive because they are so sharp and good at seeing things. She can see things that people can’t see. It’s called X-Men vision.

         
              

         

         If you don’t know Clemesta, I should probably tell you that she is an exquisite red-brown horse with a long beautiful mane, and a long beautiful tail, and eyes that are black and deeply soulful because they are POOLS OF KINDNESS AND WISDOM. Clemesta is made of plastic that’s covered in horse fur and everyone thinks she is only a toy horse but the secret truth that no one knows except for me is that she is actually a WISE HORSE QUEEN descended from fire and kings and magical fairies and exploding stars and the moon’s dust and angel kisses. I know this because she whispered the whole story to me one night under the covers. I was supposed to be asleep so that Mom and Dad could have one of their GROWN-UP DISCUSSIONS which are always noisy and give me a funny feeling inside my heart, but instead Clemesta was telling me about her life as a pretend-toy horse and a real-life horse queen with many special gifts.

         Of course, I promised that I would never tell A LIVING SOUL and I will keep that promise until my most DYING BREATH because that is what true friends should do. I got Clemesta for my fourth birthday and she used to just sit up there on the top shelf in my bedroom, but that night when she told me everything, she flew down with her magic horse wings and landed on my pillow and after that we were BEST FRIENDS AND TWINS forever.

         I tell Clemesta everything, and she is always very wise if I need her help with something. Sometimes Mom tries to speak to her but then Clemesta pretends she’s only a plastic horse and I don’t force her to reveal her true identity because that would be cruel. I am better than Clemesta at Math and Reading and Coloring and Words, as well as my own special SECRET BRAIN POWERS and some other stuff too. She is better at Magic Spells and Curses and Mind Reading and Remembering Stuff and Guardian Angel Duties like protecting me from danger and making sure I am never scared. We will be best friends forever because we promised that we would be and we also swore in HUMAN BLOOD when I cut my finger on a knife in the kitchen sink at Thanksgiving and then pricked Clemesta with a fork and mixed our blood so we would be bonded together FOR ALL OF LIFE.

         
              

         

         I nuzzled Clemesta in her mane and she yawned. She likes to take naps on car rides, so she snuggled up in my lap while I kept watch outside trying to guess where we were going. I scratched inside my brain to remember all the places nearby to Manhattan, like Long Island and Newark and Staten Island. I didn’t remember more but I know all the states of the United States of America, and also all the other countries around the world, like Sweden and Ireland and Canada and Spain where they are so crazy and mean that they make bulls fight a guy inside a stadium until one of them is dead. That’s called ANIMAL CRUELTY and it’s the worst because animals can’t even defend themselves or go to protests in the streets. Miss Ellis says we should practice ANIMAL KINDNESS and that’s why Clemesta and I do Vet Rescue whenever we can to help.

         
              

         

         WELCOME TO NEW JERSEY, it said on the billboard.

         “Dad!” I said. “We’ve left the state!”

         “Yeah,” he said.

         “I never left the state before. Did you?”

         “Yeah,” Dad said.

         “How many times?”

         “A few,” Dad said. “I used to travel sometimes—for work.”

         “When you and Mom lived in Florida?”

         “Yeah.”

         “Clemesta also comes from out of state,” I said. “Actually from another planet. Well, kind of another planet, but she’s made of magic, from lots of different special things. Fairies and queens, that’s in her…in her bloodline. Her grandparents were magical. Not like Pop.”

         “Sounds neat,” Dad said.

         “Yeah. It is.”

         I tried to think of other interesting things to talk about so Dad would say, “Gosh, Dolly, you are EXCELLENT COMPANY,” and then he would realize how great it is to be with me. Usually he is very busy and he works very hard and that means most of the time it’s just me and Mom together and Dad somewhere else.

         Most nights when he comes back home from working all day he is not in a CHATTERBOX MOOD and he doesn’t do a whole lot of talking to me before Mom says “Time for bed, Sleepyhead.” Sometimes I’ll say, “How was your day?” and he’ll shrug and say, “Same, it’s always the same.” If there’s time we can have a staring contest and if there isn’t I just go to bed without giggling.

         I wish he could spend hundreds of hours playing games with me and telling me stories and taking me swimming and teaching me how to do tricks on my bicycle and helping me memorize new dictionary words and a bunch of other stuff too. But now we were on the best treat of an adventure and he was paying me all of his attention and it was MARVELOUS which is like excellent but way better.

         
              

         

         I sucked my arm with my tongue to try and make a love bite. Savannah taught me that last week. You have to suck a lot until it leaves a mark and then it means that someone loves you very much. My skin tasted salty and a tiny bit soapy. The mark was red but it was a circle instead of a heart.

         We drove by a stretch of strip malls and fields and trees and trucks, and a billboard that said DISCREET GIRLS. It had a woman holding her finger to her red lips, which meant she was good at keeping secrets too.

         I remembered something to tell Dad. “Guess what?” I said. “There’s a boy in my class, Ross, who once went in a helicopter. He had a medical emergency because he hit his head one day when he went out sledding. He’s fine now. He didn’t get any of that brain damage.”

         “That’s good,” Dad said.

         “And do you know there’s another boy in my class who can do an air split? He can jump and his legs go straight out and he doesn’t even practice a lot. He’ll probably join the circus.” I checked the love bite but it was already almost gone. “Why do you keep rubbing your eyes?”

         “I’m trying to wake up,” Dad said.

         “Are you sleeping still?”

         “I’m sleepy.”

         “Me too. Because I think last night I slept too hard. Like I wasn’t ever going to want to wake up. But then I did. But I was very fuzzy.”

         “Mm.”

         “Were you fuzzy?”

         “Yeah, I didn’t sleep much.”

         “Anyway,” I said. “Do you know who the smartest kid in my class is?”

         “Who?”

         “It’s ME!”

         “Really? The smartest?”

         “Yeah,” I said, “I’m really the smartest.”

         Dad smiled at me in the mirror and that made me feel happy inside but also a PINCH of bad for telling a white lie. White lies aren’t like real lies, they’re just teeny tiny ones for keeping people’s feelings unhurt or showing off a tiny amount to impress your dad.

         I’m not actually the smartest in the class, but number three.

         “Yeah but that’s only because stupid Verity gets all those extra lessons,” Clemesta said.

         “And an au pair,” I reminded her.

         “Silly old pear,” Clemesta said, and we collapsed into STITCHES, which is when you laugh so hard you burst open and need to be sewn back together again. Both of us think Verity is the most annoying girl in the school. She doesn’t eat any candy and she is learning to play the violin and she definitely isn’t invited to my next birthday party even if she begs on her knees and cries two buckets.

         
              

         

         I looked at the clock in the front of the car and read the time, because it wasn’t one of the round clocks with two hands but the kind that gives you the numbers right away. It was 1:47 which was after lunch and before dinner and I was very hungry suddenly because I hadn’t eaten anything since a bowl of Cheerios before we started Vet Rescue.

         “Clemesta is very hungry,” I said.

         “Who’s hungry?”

         “Clemesta,” I said. I held her up so Dad could see and Clemesta humphed, which is horse for being irritated that someone forgot your name AGAIN.

         “She’s hungry?” Dad said.

         “Yeah, I can actually hear her stomach growling right now.”

         Clemesta’s stomach does make very loud noises when she hasn’t eaten for a long time and also sometimes when she needs to go to the toilet for a NUMBER TWO.

         Dad nodded. “All right,” he said, “I’ll find somewhere.”

         WELCOME TO PENNSYLVANIA, said the sign and I looked at Clemesta with my eyes popping out of my head. Her mouth was on the floor. “Two states,” she said.

         “That’s because it’s an adventure,” I said. “You have to go far into the wide world. Or is it wild?”

         “Wide and wild, I guess,” Clemesta said. She turned to look out at all the green fields.

         
              

         

         At the next gas station, Dad pulled up the car. I hopped out and took his hand because he forgot to hold mine. His hands are big and sometimes they squeeze too hard, but I like holding hands with him very much so I keep it there no matter what until he has to let go. I skippety-skip jumped and my hair bounced off my shoulders and probably looked very pretty in the light.

         Inside the store, there was a lady behind the counter with long lovely braids and orange lipstick. She was reading the gossip magazine that Mom likes to buy so she can see which famous actresses are getting fat and old. She likes best the pictures that say HORROR BODY or SUMMER BLUBBER.

         The lady didn’t say hello to us even though being friendly is probably part of her job.

         I stood at the top of the aisle. “We can’t get lunch here,” I said. “It’s just snacks and junk.”

         “Well,” Dad said. “I’m sure we’ll find something.” He walked around and picked out a bag of beef jerky and held it up.

         I shook my head. “Yuck. I hate that stuff.”

         “What about pretzels?”

         “Yeah. But not the spicy ones. Just the ones that are a little bit salty-flavored.”

         “You like cookies?”

         “Yeah,” I said. Dad picked out chocolate chip which is my third favorite flavor after oats and then peanut butter, but I didn’t remind him of these important and interesting DOLLY FACTS.

         I took a Twix off the shelf, and Peanut Butter Cups for Clemesta.

         “Can I get these too?”

         Dad nodded.

         “But they’re also JUNK.”

         “Mm,” Dad said.

         “I won’t tell Mom,” I whispered.

         
              

         

         Dad poured coffee from the machine and stirred in three packets of sugar. He got a couple of sodas from the refrigerator and also bottled water and two Red Bulls which are FORBIDDEN for kids because they will get too much energy and fly away.

         “Do you want a soda?” Dad said.

         I shook my head. “I’m holding in a pee.”

         Dad scrunched up his eyes at me. “Don’t do that,” he said. “Go on and use the restroom. We won’t stop again for a while.”

         “Will you guard outside?”

         Dad nodded. He balanced everything in his arms and kept one hand free to drink his coffee.

         The smell inside the restroom burned my nostrils. Whoever had cleaned it had used BUCKETS of disinfectant, but at least all the germs were good and dead so they wouldn’t be able to jump on me.

         I sat down and waited until I was empty. It took forever. I remembered to wash my hands with two squirts of the soap, and I dried them on the hot-air machine on the wall.

         Dad wasn’t waiting right exactly outside the door, but he was still close enough to run and grab me if any bad guys tried to get me. I went over to him, and we walked to the counter.

         Dad handed his credit card to the checkout lady to swipe through the machine. She had earrings going all the way up her ears, plus one sparkly stud pierced into the bony parts. I bet she cried when she got that one. I cried the day Mom took me to get my ears pierced because the lady shoots you with a real gun and doesn’t even say sorry afterward.

         “Thank you, sir.” The checkout lady handed Dad his credit card and his receipt. He looked at the card and mumbled something to himself which might have been a curse word that rhymes with DUCK.

         “Hang on a minute,” he told me. He went to the machine that gives you piles of money if you know the SECRET PASSCODE. I saw him give the machine a fat WHACK with his hand. “It’s broken,” he called to the lady in his VERY IRRITATED voice.

         She shrugged. “Guess so.”

         Dad walked back over to the counter and grabbed his coffee and the bags. He glared at the lady, who was back to looking at all the SIZZLING SUMMER BODIES.

         “Fix your goddamn machine,” he told her, and he stormed out. Some of the coffee spilled.

         I followed him but I didn’t take his hand. “What a stupid woman,” I said, when we climbed into the car.

         Dad didn’t say anything, he just gulped his coffee down and then drove to the next gas station. He pulled up the car like he was mad at it. He slammed the door when he got out, and the whole car wobbled.

         While he stood at the second cash machine I concentrated on laying all the snacks out on the back seat. I put them in neat rows, like I was running a store and you could choose whatever you wanted.

         I ate one finger of my Twix and Clemesta ate one of her Peanut Butter Cups. Peanut butter is very healthy for horses. It helps their teeth stay strong for chewing grass and biting bad guys. Dad came back to the car and opened his Red Bull. He drank it down in two great thirsty gulps and then we set off again.

         “How’s that Twix?” he said.

         I licked my chocolatey fingers. “It’s very delicious.”

         Dad opened the window and let his arm hang out in the breeze.

         “Isn’t this the most fun?” I said to Clemesta. She smelled of peanut butter and I wanted to lick her but I didn’t.

         “I guess so,” she said.

         “Why aren’t you more excited?”

         She shrugged. “I don’t know where we’re going. Maybe I won’t like it.”

         “It’s the best place. Obviously you’ll love it.”

         Out the window, we passed lots and lots of fields and trees with pretty pinky-purple blossoms. The sky was very blue and very high, like it stretched all the way to outer space.

         “Dad,” I said, “probably this is the best day of my whole entire life. And Clemesta’s. Is it yours too?” He smiled at me and his eyes crinkled at the corners.

         “Yeah,” he said. “Mine too.”

         That made me warm inside my heart.

         I ate a handful of chips and one of the chocolate chip cookies.

         “That’s enough,” Clemesta said, “or your stomach might burst.”

         “Yeah.” I ate one more cookie. Then I laid my head back against the seat and used my fingers to comb through Clemesta’s silky mane. On days when I braid my hair, I like to braid hers too. That way people can tell immediately that we are twins and sisters.

         “But they don’t know we are magical,” Clemesta said. “That’s our special secret.”

         “Yeah. But a good secret. Not a bad one.”

         “Yeah. I don’t like the bad ones either.”

         
              

         

         “I like Pennsylvania,” I said. I slipped Clemesta’s second Peanut Butter Cup into my mouth and let it melt away on my tongue. I knew she wouldn’t mind because we always share everything and my stomach is bigger than hers anyway.

         PENNSYLVANIA I said inside my head. I tried to remember the spelling from the billboard but I hadn’t concentrated hard enough. There were MILLIONS of trees everywhere, maybe more than I ever saw before in my life all at once. I bet all the kids around here had their own private tree houses.

         “Oh, isn’t Dracula from Pennsylvania?” I said.

         “I don’t think so,” Clemesta said.

         “He is.”

         Clemesta scratched her head. She does that when she thinks very hard. She uses her front hoof. “No, he’s from the other place. Transylvania.”

         “Oh,” I said. “Well, you’re very good at geography.”

         “Yeah, but you’re excellent at words and Math and millions of other things.”

         “Yeah.”

         We rubbed our noses together, which is a special kind of secret kiss just for us two twins.

         
              

         

         Dad switched on the radio and turned it up to listen when the news came on. I don’t like listening to the news because it’s only ever talking and BLAH BLAH BLAH and boring like when Principal Hanson at school gives her lecture on how all of us are the same even if some of us are Hindus or Muslims or Catholics and especially if we are like Alex in the class below mine who was born a girl but is actually a boy and wears boy clothes.

         
              

         

         I watched the back of Dad’s head. I shifted my legs to try and stretch them out. I pointed my foot like a ballet dancer and I lifted my leg like I was going to do a pirouette, which I can do for real anytime but not in a car sitting down. All the other girls in my class go to after-school ballet but I can’t go because of the BILLS BILLS BILLS. It’s very unfair because even Shira goes to classes and she doesn’t like ballet one bit, she just has to go because her big sister takes the class after hers and she has to KILL TIME with dance steps.

         Anyway, Clemesta and I practice our own private ballet every day for HOURS and one day we will probably be so good that someone will walk past the window of the living room and spot us dancing and make us the leading dancers for Swan Lake, which has the best and most beautiful costumes of all the ballets in the world. All the girls from my class will come and watch me and they’ll feel pretty silly for wasting so much money on dance classes for no good reason. Afterward, they will throw roses onto the stage while I curtsy and they will give me a standing elation. Verity won’t stand and clap, because she will be too green with jealousy to get up from her seat.

         Dad will be there too. He’ll be clapping the loudest because he hasn’t seen me dance ballet in a long time and he will get a big surprise and a gigantic burst of PROUDNESS to have such a graceful and talented daughter called ME.

         
              

         

         After I finished stretching my legs, I checked my teeth with my tongue. They are very busy at the moment. My front tooth has been missing since before Christmas, my back molar tooth is poking through, and my bottom tooth on the left side is loose. I like to wiggle it. If I poke it in far enough I can feel the slippy slimy gum part underneath and the sharp parts of the tooth’s roots where it’s still trying to stay attached. I bet it’s going to fall out soon, maybe even on the adventure.

         “Dad,” I said, “can the tooth fairy visit you even when you’re in another state?”

         “What?”

         “The tooth fairy.”

         “The tooth fairy,” Dad said. “Huh. Well. I guess if she’s a fairy she can go anywhere.”

         “That’s what I thought,” I said. “Are we still in Pennsylvania?”

         “Yeah.”

         “How much further is the adventure?”

         “Uh, we have a way to go still,” Dad said. He peeked at something on his phone.

         “Are you sure I’ll like the place?” I said.

         “Yeah, I’m sure, Doll.”

         I smiled. I love it when Dad calls me Doll, which isn’t my real name but a name you make up for someone you love very much. Dolly isn’t really my name either, but it’s what everyone calls me because Adaline is a funny name for a child and Mom only chose it because she liked an actress once who was called Adaline, and then she decided she didn’t like her anymore after all and I became just Dolly, or Doll when Dad loves me especially much and wants to tell me in one special CODE WORD that we both understand.

         Dad’s real name is Joseph Rust and Mom’s name is Anna Rust but her name before she married Dad was Anna Kalina and that’s the name she uses when she’s being a famous actress. I like her name a lot because it stays the same even if you write it backward. My name backward is just a nonsense word.

         Probably I am very lucky to have a famous and beautiful Mom instead of an ordinary and boring one like everyone else has, but sometimes I don’t feel lucky at all. I just feel FED UP to my eyeballs.

         
              

         

         Outside the window, the sun had gone to bed and the sky was turning blurry.

         “How many hours have we been driving?” I said.

         Dad sighed. “A lot. We’ll stop soon.”

         “The adventure is very far away.”

         “The good ones are.” Dad smiled.

         At the next exit, he turned off the interstate and I read the sign on the side of the road that said WELCOME TO CHAMBERSBURG.

         “Is this where we’re stopping?”

         “Yeah.”

         “Is it the place for the adventure?”

         “No, but it’s getting late,” Dad said. “And we need a place to sleep.”

         We drove by an Arby’s and a Burger King and a Taco Bell all in a row and I really hoped that Dad would say something about stopping for dinner but instead he drove a little further and pulled up in the parking lot of a CVS. He checked his phone and typed something into it. Clemesta tugged at my shirt.

         “We never spent a night away from Mom before,” she said.

         I shrugged. “She’s on her girl weekend. And anyway I’m still mad at her so actually it’s GOOD LUCK and GOOD NEWS not to have to see her right now.”

         Clemesta scratched her head. “I guess so.”

         “I absolutely know so.”

         I breathed my breath-steam onto the window and made a nose print in the glass. “Did you see that fox in the trees?”

         “Where?”

         “Over that way, before we took the exit. She waved to me. Like this.” I showed her with my arm, pretending it was the fox paw.

         “I didn’t see anything,” Clemesta said.

         “Probably it means excellent luck.”

         “I hope so.”

         Dad started up the car again and we drove a few minutes more. Then we pulled up outside a hotel called the CHAMBERSBURG COMFORT LODGE and Dad grabbed his duffel bag off the seat.

         “Come on,” he said.

         I took Clemesta and we all went inside a bright and sparkling lobby with a big arrangement of plastic flowers sitting on a table. It was very glamorous, like a ballroom in a movie with very shiny floors and music playing out of the walls.

         The woman at the front desk smiled at us.

         “Welcome to the Chambersburg,” she said, in a loud voice that sounded like she was singing instead of talking.

         She had a pretty face with blue glassy eyes like a doll, and her skin was creamy and smooth like it was made from butter. Dad asked if there was a room for two and she said the only available one she had was a JUNIOR SUITE, which she could give us for a special price, since it was already so late.

         “To the right and up the elevator to the fourteenth floor,” she said. “It’s actually the thirteenth floor, but we call it the fourteenth on account of thirteen being unlucky.”

         “Got it,” Dad said, and he took the key which was really a plastic card.

         Inside the elevator I pressed the number 14 button and frowned.

         “How can you just pretend something is something else?” I said. “It’s lying.”

         Dad shrugged. He looked like all the air was running out of him, like balloons the week after your birthday.

         “Is this the end of the adventure?”

         “No, Doll.”

         “That’s good.”

         The elevator opened and we found our room. I was feeling sleepy too, but as soon as Dad opened the door, I jumped WIDE AWAKE.

         “It’s so fancy,” I said. Dad gave my shoulders a squeeze. The room was huge and beautiful and there were a MILLION different wonderful things to explore. Like two giant beds next to each other with a wooden table and a white lamp in between, and an enormous TV and a bathroom that had a hair dryer stuck on the wall and two bars of soap that were wrapped in plastic like tiny presents. There were lots of white towels in all different sizes and also a refrigerator hidden inside a cabinet and a desk with writing paper and a small pencil in a green leather folder in case you needed to write someone an important letter from the CHAMBERSBURG COMFORT LODGE.

         But the best part was the real-life bathtub in the middle of the room, just stuck right there on the carpet opposite the bed. It was a round tub and very deep, and there were lots of nozzles and taps and Dad said those were for different kinds of water to spray you while you soaked. I BEGGED him to have a bath and he rubbed his head and said, “Sure, Dolly, you go ahead.”

         I jumped up and down and Clemesta squealed and reared up on her horse hind legs and danced her happy dance, which she only does when she is extremely delighted about something. I tied my hair back into a ponytail and I threw off my clothes in split seconds of speediness. Dad was figuring out the knobs and running the water, which could come in either a soft trickle or a great powerful whoosh like a fire hose. There were three little bottles of bubble bath on the side and we poured them in until the tub was full up with foamy white water. I jumped in and grabbed at the bubbles.

         “Get in,” I said to Dad. “It’s so much fun in here, you’ll love it.”

         He looked at me and made a face.

         “It’s okay,” I said. “I won’t look at your private parts.” That made him laugh.

         “Dolly, you are such a great kid,” he said.

         I did see Dad naked once, coming out of the shower with his PRIVATE PART very pink, and Mom was in the bathroom still and when she came out later her cheeks were very rosy and she was being FLOATING MOM which is when she is so happy and smiley it’s as though she is dancing on air and there is music playing that only she can hear. That must have been a long time ago because she hasn’t been like that with Dad for a while.

         “Come on,” I said, “get in!”

         Dad shook his head. “You have fun,” he said. He sat on the bed and switched on the TV.

         I watched him flick through the channels until he found what he was looking for. He took the remote and used it to scratch his back.

         I sighed. “Probably he’s a little bit shy in front of me,” I said to Clemesta. “That’s what it is. That’s why he isn’t playing.”

         “Grown-ups are ridiculous sometimes,” she said.

         “Never mind,” I said, “I’ve invented a brilliant fun game.”

         We used the glass cups from the bathroom and pretended that I was a grown-up lady with creamy-colored skin who worked in an ice-cream parlor that was inside a hotel. There were ONE THOUSAND flavors to choose from and also hundreds of toppings like sprinkles and caramel chunks and M&Ms, but also crazy stuff like snail shell crumble and cockroach confetti. Clemesta had to order and then I scooped up the bubbles and she ate it.

         Savannah says we are too old to still be playing games like this, but she was at home in her boring old house in Astoria and I was in the state of Pennsylvania at the CHAMBERSBURG COMFORT LODGE on a private DAD AND DOLLY ADVENTURE so I decided I could do whatever I wanted. Even pee in the water. Clemesta peed too but it wasn’t gross or unhygienic because of us being twins and pee being like water anyway. Once I peed into a cup so I could smell it and feel how warm it is when it comes out of your body. Also once I tried to pee standing up but it doesn’t work, it only makes a big mess if you have the girl parts.

         
              

         

         When the water turned cold, I asked Dad to work the taps for more hot water, even though I was turning into a wrinkly prune from so long in the tub.

         “I think it’s enough,” Dad said.

         “Oh.” I didn’t make a fuss because it’s best not to PUSH IT or grown-ups get cranky and use up all their patience and they don’t even have a lot to start with, more like a pinch.

         Dad handed me the biggest white towel and I stepped out of the tub onto the carpet. My feet left behind two wet puddles. On the bedside clock, the red numbers said 8:46.

         “It’s very late,” I said. “We didn’t get any dinner.”

         Dad rubbed his head. “Yeah.”

         “I guess we still have some snacks left over from earlier,” I said.

         I sat on the bed in the bath towel. Dad finished the bag of BBQ beef jerky and I ate the pretzels which cut up the top of my mouth with their salt. I licked my fingers and felt the soft prune wrinkles with my tongue.

         “Actually this is better than a regular dinner,” I said. “Because this is an adventure BANQUET.”

         Dad smiled. We passed our last bottle of water back and forth until it was empty. I only backwashed a tiny little bit, but that was an accident.

         Dad lay back against the pillows and put a hand on my back. He turned up the volume on the TV to watch the national news and then the local news and then some other news and then a commercial for something that helps you go to the toilet. The man in the commercial laughed a lot and was very happy when he was no longer BACKED UP. He worked as a builder and his friends were happy too, maybe because he didn’t hog the restroom anymore. Dad read something on his phone and then set it on the table.

         Clemesta yawned and I yawned so wide that my whole mouth dislocated out of my skull.

         “Let’s get you to bed,” Dad said. “It’s been a long day.”

         “Do you have my pajamas?”

         Dad looked inside the bag and then pulled out one of my T-shirts.

         “You can wear this for tonight.”

         “Oh.” The T-shirt wasn’t even one of my favorites and actually it was getting a little tight at the arm parts. “You said you packed everything I needed.”

         Dad sighed. “I must have forgotten the pajamas.” He looked sad, probably because he felt silly for being bad at packing.

         I slipped the T-shirt over my head. “It’s fine,” I said. “I’m not mad.”

         I looked at the bag.

         “But are there toys for me? And my books?”

         Dad knocked on his head with his fist and made a kind of groaning sound. “Yeah,” he said. “I forgot a bunch of stuff.” He stared at the bag on the bed like it was the bag’s fault for forgetting.

         “Oh,” I said. I pulled at the T-shirt so it would cover more of my stomach.

         “We’ll pick up anything you need tomorrow,” Dad said.

         “Like toys too?”

         “Whatever you need.”

         “Promise?” I said.

         Dad nodded.

         “Pinkie promise.” I held up my little finger.

         Dad looked at me with his BLANK FACE so I had to show him.

         “Shake with your little finger,” I explained. “That’s called a pinkie promise and it’s a very strong and UNBREAKABLE FOREVER promise.”

         “Got it,” Dad said. His finger was very big against mine.

         I was very, very sleepy and my eyes were already trying to close themselves. I climbed under the covers. The bed was gigantic, like an island made out of a mattress but only for me. Above the bed there was a painting of a man in a field holding a gun. The sky behind him was black and full of clouds. The sheets were pulled tight and felt clean and lovely against me.

         Dad lifted the covers of his bed.

         “Wait,” I said. “You have to tuck me in first or I won’t fall asleep.”

         He came over and held a hand to my cheek. “Haven’t done this in a while, have I?” he said.

         “Why haven’t you?”

         Dad tucked the covers up around my arms. “I guess…” he said. “Mom always does it.”

         “You can do it whenever you want,” I said. “It doesn’t always have to be Mom. I like it better when you do it, actually.”

         That wasn’t a white lie, it was true. Sometimes Mom is my favorite and sometimes it’s Dad, but it was definitely Dad now, because he was being the nicest and most fun and Mom had been SILLY and BAD so she didn’t deserve an adventure trip with a sleepover in a Junior Suite with a bathtub in the middle of the floor.

         Dad brushed a piece of hair off my forehead. His hand was warm and smelled like the bubbles from the tub. I breathed in the soapy smell and wished he could keep it there all night long so I could fall asleep with him watching over me.

         “Dad,” I said. “What if I have the bad dream from last night?” He looked at me and pinched his lips.

         “I don’t think you will,” he said.

         “How do you know?”

         “Because we’re in a different place,” Dad said. “The bad dream won’t follow you. It’s over.”

         “Well, it was A STUPID one,” I said. “And my dream catcher is meant to send all the bad ones away.” My dream catcher was a gift from Savannah last year for my birthday when I turned six. She has the same one in her bedroom window but hers is silver and mine is white and blue and probably nicer.

         “I bet tonight will be fine,” Dad said. “I bet you’ll have a good sleep.”

         “Are you going to bed too?”

         “Mm,” he said. “I’m exhausted.”

         I watched as he climbed into the bed next to mine and kicked off some of the covers so his feet could hang off the edge.

         “Is your bed the same as mine?”

         “Exactly the same.”

         He sighed and I watched him squeeze his head.

         “It’s been a long day,” he said.

         “Ditto,” I replied, even though it wasn’t exactly right.

         I closed my eyes and stroked Clemesta’s mane. She smelled of bubbles from the tub, too, sweet and flowery, like spun sugar. I remembered that we hadn’t brushed our one hundred strokes of chestnut hair, and I wondered if Dad had packed my hairbrush.

         I pulled the covers under my nose.

         “Today was the best day,” I whispered to Dad. “Wasn’t it?” The air-conditioning made a pat-pat-pat sound and the refrigerator sighed.

         I heard Dad swallow. “Yeah,” he said. “It was a good day.”
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