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    I watch the snow fall and the big waves outside the window of the ferry. Except I don’t really. I’m thinking very hard about my Christmas wish. Mama is taking me on our special trip to Seattle to see Santa. We are having a girls’ day and I had to think hard about what to ask for. Most of my friends would ask for a video or a doll or a bike. But not me. I wanted those, but it seemed like a waste of a whole trip across the water to see Santa.




    “That’s a pretty fierce-looking lion you’ve got there.”




    I look up at the man who stands in the aisle near my seat. I try to see if anything is wrong with him. Mama had warned me about talking to strangers, but he looked nice. And we were on the ferry. I sat in my safe seat. It’s right against the window across the aisle from the place where the people who run the ferry work. Mama lets me sit here by myself for a minute while she got a cup of coffee.




    The man doesn’t take Mama’s seat. He doesn’t come any closer. I make sure I have a good hold on Androcles in my lap. Maybe the man thinks Androcles really was scary.




    I look down at my lion. He’s a big lion, for a stuffed animal. But sitting on my pillow at night, his feet don’t come near the edge. Maybe he’s not that big a lion. And he is wearing his white bathrobe and his red-and-white Christmas hat. How could you call a lion fierce when he’s wearing a white bathrobe and a Christmas hat?




    I wrap my arms tighter around his soft fur, his fuzzy mane tickles my chin. I remember what Mama said about talking to strangers, but Androcles thought I should say something.




    “He’s very fierce,” I warn the man. I imagined Androcles bearing big nasty teeth and snarling like a lion on the television shows. “Very.” I try to make my voice low and serious like my kindergarten teacher, Mrs. Brown.




    “I can see that. Does he have a name?”




    I look down, but my lion doesn’t say anything.




    “Yes.”




    For some reason, the man thinks that is very funny. He laughs at me. But it isn’t like the boys at school when I tripped and fell on the playground. He laughs nice. As if I’d said something funny.




    “Will you tell me his name?”




    The ferry hit a big wave and the boat tilted. Not bad. But I would have to take a step to keep my balance if I stood up. I try to keep my feet steady, but the big waves make me step sometimes. I have watched other people. Everyone has to step. Some have to grab on to something. A big wave like this, and some people half-fall into a seat. I’m better than most, Androcles tells me it would be easier if I had four feet, but I tell him I don’t. Sometimes his ideas sound good, but really aren’t.




    The man doesn’t step. He doesn’t grab on. He shifts. It’s like he stays still and the boat moves around him. The only people who do that work on the ferry. They watch out for me and Mama. He must work on the ferry, even if he doesn’t wear a uniform.




    I decide I will tell him.




    “Androcles. Androcles the very fierce lion,” I remind him.




    He squats down until his face is down at my level. He holds out a hand, and I pull mine back. I see the ferry man in the doorway watching me, so I try to be brave. But the man doesn’t reach for my hand. He reaches for Androcles’ paw, then he shakes it.




    “Pleased to meet you, Androcles.”




    Androcles doesn’t bite him. I can feel in my arms that he is shaking the man’s hand back.




    This close I can see his eyes are very blue. Not like Mama’s, which are the color of the sky, but like the middle blue in my crayon box.




    “And do you have a name?” I ask the man, Androcles wants to know.




    “Yes,” he answers.




    It is my turn to laugh. I get why I was funny before. Androcles and I laugh together.




    “Will you tell it to us?”




    He looks very serious. Another big wave rocks the ferry. It’s very stormy now. Even squatting down, the man stays still while the boat moves around him, moving me with it.




    “I don’t know if I should. After all, it can be a dangerous thing to tell your name to a very fierce lion.”




    Androcles growls. It’s a deep growl, but a quiet one. He does that one when someone outsmarts him. Not many people are smarter than Androcles, and no grownups except Mama. And even with Mama I have to shush him to be quiet sometimes.




    “It will be okay.” I half tell the man and half tell Androcles. I want to know his name, then I can ask him how he knows so much about lions. Then maybe he can teach me not to move when the ferry boat does. I hold Androcles extra tight so that he can’t jump at the man.




    “Can I help you?” That’s Mama’s angry tone.




    She stops right beside him. I didn’t see her come back.




    The man doesn’t get to his feet and act all funny like they usually do when they see Mama’s cane. He looks up at her with the same serious smile he had when he shook Androcles’ paw.




    “I was worried about this girl. It seems to me that she can tame lions at a very young age. I wanted to be sure that the rest of us were safe around her.”




    I like how it sounds. Me, a tamer of fierce lions. Not that Androcles was very fierce, but I could pretend.




    Another wave, and Mama had to step quickly sideways. A big splash of brown coffee, and her cane hit the floor with a loud whack! Before I could jump up, the man rose, caught her arm, kept her steady, and then guided her to her seat. He was taller than Mama.
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