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He’s in my room. I know because I can smell his cigarette breath. I pull my leg under the covers and pretend that I’m asleep. Whenever I do that, I always make sure I move around a little. My brother Bob taught me that. He says sleeping people roll around, fakers don’t. I always listen to Bob. He’s my big brother.

I hear the whir and click of my fan as it moves from side to side on my nightstand. Every time it passes by, it pushes my father’s air at me. I can feel him on my skin. I’m glad my windows are open.

I open my eyes just a tiny bit. I peek out. I see him. He’s standing really close to my bed. A streetlamp shines behind him, through my window. The light flares around his dark form like a halo. He’s got his gun in his hand.

I can’t stand that gun.

I realize that I haven’t moved in a while, so I make a little moaning noise and drop my arm over the edge of the mattress. My brother will be impressed when I tell him what I’ve done.

While I lie there and wait till it’s time to move again, I try to imagine I’m surrounded by a powerful force field. If I do it right, it will keep bad things from getting to me. It’s hard for me to do, though. I’m not as good at it as Bob is. Anytime I tell him that, he says, “Keep working on it.”

Lately I’ve had lots of chances to practice.

I’m pretty sure I’ve waited long enough. I think it’s safe to move again. I stretch my arm down over the side of my bed and tuck my hand between the mattress and the box spring. I curl my fingers around the short metal rod I hid there. I found it with my brothers’ car stuff. It was the perfect size, so I cleaned it up and put it there, just in case.

Maybe I’m moving too much. I decide that I can’t move again for at least five minutes. I press my face into the mattress. I lie really still.

My father starts making little hiccup sounds with his throat.

He’s crying.

I’ve never heard him cry before.

The gun thing I’m used to. He does that for attention. But the crying has me worried.

I wish I could see his face, but it hasn’t been five minutes yet. I wonder, When it comes to armed and crying fathers, what’s better, steel rods or force fields? I go with the force field, the kind that sends bullets back where they came from. The harder I try, the louder my heart thumps. The sound fills my ears. I feel like I’m at the bottom of a really deep pool. My ears hurt, but I don’t stop. I’m not a quitter.

I look out from under my hair.

My father’s gone.

I roll over and stare up at the ceiling. I can’t do this anymore. I have to get away. I just need to figure out how.
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I climb the big Greyhound bus steps and look around. There’s one window seat left. All the passengers are seated, so it’s mine. As I hurry down the narrow aisle, my suitcase bumps a man’s arm. He pulls his elbow in and gives me a dirty look.

Hot weather has a way of bringing out the worst in some people.

I slide into my seat and rest my legs on top of my suitcase. If I fall asleep during the long drive to the city, I’ll know if someone tries to take it.

As the bus driver closes the doors, they make a loud shooshing sound. I look out the window. My father is standing where I left him when I got on the bus. I can tell he’s waiting for me to look at him, so I do.

Our eyes meet.

Something about his expression bothers me. I lift my hand up to the window and give him a little wave. He slowly nods back.

His eyes are quiet. His mouth is soft.

He’s sad.

His sadness makes me feel strange, like my heart is too heavy for my chest. I don’t understand. Is he sad because I’m leaving?

No. It’s not possible.

He hates me. I’m the worst thing that ever happened to him. I’m not even allowed to speak to my mother in front of him.

Once, my brother told me that the reason my father hates me so much is because there’s a rumor he’s not my father. My uncle is. I like my uncle. I never saw him that much, but when I did, he was always nice to me.

My father waves as the bus pulls away.

I take a deep breath. I’ve never been to New York City before. I stare out the window and wonder what it will be like. I’m not very good with directions. I hope I’ll be able to find my hotel.

I look back at the bus station. My father is still standing there. He hasn’t moved. Maybe he doesn’t hate me as much as I think he does. Maybe he wants to yell, “Don’t go. You’re a good girl. I love you. I’m sorry I chased you away like this. Come back. I’ll make it up to you. I promise.”

Maybe.

I lean my head against the window and close my eyes. His not moving is the second-best thing he’s ever done for me.

I think about the best thing.

It happened at the beach in Ocean City. We were on vacation. I can’t remember how old I was. I was little.

I’m wearing my new blue bathing suit. It has a little heart cut out on the bum. I’m very excited about having a heart tanned onto my bottom. I’m lying on my towel really still so the cutout doesn’t move—if I do, the heart won’t tan right. My sister’s radio crackles in the background. She always has her radio with her.

I’m bored. I roll over onto my back.

“Mom? Can Kim and I go put our toes in the ocean?”

My mother nods. “Stay in front of the umbrella, where I can see you,” she says.

I take my big sister’s hand and we walk to the edge of the water. The waves roll in one after the other. Shallow ripples of water wash up over our feet.

“The water’s so cold,” Kim says.

A jellyfish lies in a tangle of seaweed. I take Kim’s elbow and pull her away from it. I don’t want her to get stung.

“Jellyfish,” I say.

“Oh,” she says back.

Every wave washes the jellyfish closer to our ankles.

I keep pulling Kim farther down the beach.

“Do you think we’ve gone too far?” I ask.

“Can you still see our umbrella?”

“Yes.”

“Is Mom sitting or is she walking over here?”

“She’s sitting.”

“We’re okay, then,” she says.

Around us little air bubbles pop up out of the wet sand.

“Sand crab bubbles!” I yell.

I kneel down, scoop a squiggling crab out of the sand, and put it into Kim’s hand. It scrabbles at her palm. She laughs and lets it go.

The sun is hot on my back. My skin feels tight and itchy.

“I’m hot,” I say.

“Let’s go back, maybe Mom will take us in the water,” Kim says.

“You ask.”

I take Kim’s arm and guide her across the hot sand back to our big blue umbrella. Sometimes we get too close to people lying on their towels and Kim almost steps on them. Before they yell at us, I look from their face to my sister’s. When they see her clouded eyes, they stay quiet.

“Mom, can you take us in the ocean?” Kim asks.

My mother looks over at my father.

“Richard?” she says. “The waves are big today. The lifeguard’s gone out a few times already. Do you think you can come out with me and the girls?”

He doesn’t say anything, but he sits up. That means yes.

My mother takes my sister’s hand and walks off toward the water. My father sits there staring out at the ocean. Finally he takes his sunglasses off, stands up, and heads off after them. His legs are longer than mine. I have to run to keep up with him.

Kim and my mother are already in the ocean. The water is up to my sister’s waist. When a wave gets close, my mother says, “Jump.” My sister jumps and laughs as the wave lifts her up off the sandy ocean floor.

My father holds his hand out and waits for me to take it. If I don’t, I can’t go in the ocean. My sister is having so much fun. I want to have fun too. My father is watching my mother. I’m glad he’s not watching me. He’d know I don’t want to hold his hand and he’d be mad.

I slide my hand into my father’s. I don’t remember ever holding his hand before. I’m sure I must have, I just don’t remember it. His hand is big. It has lots of muscles.

My hand is small.

We walk out into the ocean. A wave comes and splashes the front of my swimsuit. It’s really cold. I squeal and jump up in the air. When I land, the undertow pulls at my legs. I can barely stand up.

My father takes me farther out into the water. It’s up to my chest now. The ocean currents swirl around my body. As the water swells, I hop up and float down. I’m pretending I’m a spaceman drifting across the moon.

A lifeguard blows his whistle. That means someone is out too far.

Off in the distance I see a big wave building. The undertow pulls me really hard. I can’t stand up. My father picks me up and sits me on his hip. I think he’s taking me back to shore, but he’s not. He’s walking right toward the giant wave.

He’s walking quickly. I wrap my legs around his waist and my arms around his neck. He feels so strong, fighting the undertow.

The wave is almost here.

My breath catches in my throat. I’ve never been this close to such a big one. The pull of the ocean roars in my ears.

My father hurries toward it. He’s looking at the wave. He’s holding me really tight. He won’t let me go. He’s protecting me. He’s going to save me from the wave that’s about to crash down on top of me and hold me under the water until all my air is gone.

The wave is right in front of us. The top curls over, spitting its frothy foam in our faces.

“Don’t let go!” my father yells.

I squeeze myself against him.

Just as the wave crashes over us, my father jumps up through the water. The swell carries us up, up, up. Higher than I’ve ever been. And just as quickly we float down as the wave slams down behind us.

My heart thumps wildly and I start to laugh. My father laughs too as he quickly walks us back to shore.

I open my eyes, look out the bus window, and think about my father and that big wave.

I faced death for the first time in his arms. It wouldn’t be the last.
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By the time the bus pulls into Port Authority, I’m so nauseous I’m afraid I might throw up. The aisle is packed with people waiting to get out. When the bus stops, they sway forward like falling dominoes.

A woman wearing a business suit and sneakers is standing at the end of my row. I look at her, smile, and wait for her to let me out. Instead she looks at me like she’s holding something sour in her mouth.

When the aisle finally clears, I hurry toward the door. I don’t want the bus driver to have to wait for me.

“Thank you,” I say as I walk past him.

The driver is a round-faced black man. His sideburns stand out because they’re so gray compared to the rest of his curly dark hair. He smiles at me. His eyes crinkle up at the corners.

“Come here to model?” he asks.

“Yes, sir,” I say.

“Good luck, then,” he says with a wink.

He closes the bus doors.

I decide his words are a sign that I’m going to make lots of money.

“God willing,” I say quietly to myself so God will overlook my pride. Then I add a “Touch wood.” Just in case.

Holding my suitcase tightly against my chest, I follow the flow of people out to a long, long escalator that leads down to the hub of the station. I hold my foot over it and wait for the next full step to slide out from under the floor.

A short guy with thick arms pushes around me. “Fuckin’ tourists,” he says under his breath. As I watch him run down the escalator, I want to yell at him. I want to tell him that I’m not a tourist. That I’m here to stay. But I don’t. When he gets to the bottom, he throws himself into the swarm of people and disappears.

I’ve never seen so many people in one place. As the escalator slowly delivers me toward the milling throng, I can’t breathe right. My heart beats, bump, bump, bump. I don’t know what to do. I want to run back up the moving steps and find the nice Greyhound bus man, but I can’t, there’re too many people behind me. And if I could, what would I do then?

As the escalator slides me into the rushing crowd, people knock into me and push me farther and farther toward the middle of the station. I can’t see over their heads. My eyes dart and twitch. I’m like a leaf in the rapids and they’re the river, rushing over and around me, pulling me along on their white-water ride. I feel swallowed up. I can’t breathe.

Using my suitcase as a shield, I push it into the man ahead of me. He moves over a step. I squeeze past him. A shoulder knocks into my suitcase. It hits my lip. The metallic taste of blood leaks into my mouth.

My knees start to tremble and fold.

A hand reaches toward me. It clamps around my arm and drags me sideways through the crowd. The hand belongs to a man. I can only see his arm and his back as he muscles his way through the crush, hauling me off behind him. I’m too stunned to stop him.

He pulls me into a small coffee shop and sits me down at a table. He pats my hand and smiles. His gold tooth glints in the harsh coffee shop light.

“New in town?” he asks, his voice smooth and pleasant.

I nod.

“Thought so.”

He slides over to the counter and whispers something in the waitress’s ear. She laughs and pushes his chest with her palm. He comes back with a soda and puts it down in front of me.

“Gotta keep your strength up,” he says.

I wrap my hands around the icy-cold glass. I’m not allowed to drink soda. I take a sip. The fizz rises up and burns my nose.

He rests his hand across my bare forearm. “What’s your name, sweetheart?”

I don’t like him touching me. I pull my arm away.

He leans over the table. “You know, a young girl like you can get into trouble in a town like this.” His breath smells like he needs to eat. “I can show you around. Introduce you to people.” He cups his hand under my chin and grins.

I look at him flatly.

“No thanks,” I say.

I put a dollar bill down on the table and leave.
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I’m mad at myself. I don’t have many dollars and I just wasted one.

The hallway is lined on both sides with little shops and places to eat. I glance back at the coffee shop. I’m not being followed. I duck into the first food place I see. It’s a bagel shop. I’ve never had a bagel before. I haven’t eaten all day and I’m hungry.

“One, please,” I say to the bagel guy. He pulls a bagel out of the case and lays it down on a cutting board. He’s got a big knife in his hand.

“Whadaya want on it?” he asks.

“Butter,” I say.

“Toasted?”

“Ummmm …”

He lops the bagel in two and sticks it in the toaster. He’s too busy for beginners like me who don’t know how to order bagels properly.

I take my bagel and sit down. Little bits of onion, a half-chewed piece of smelly fish, and a bunch of crumbs lie scattered across the tabletop. I wipe it clean with my only napkin. I’d like another one, but I’m too afraid to ask. I don’t think the bagel guy is having a good day.

As I take my first bite, the melted butter drips through my fingers and down my wrists.

The bagel guy lays a pile of napkins down on the table. “Here,” he says.

I swallow my mouthful of bagel. “Oh, thank you.”

“Hey.” He looks down at his feet. His long, dark hair falls forward, covering his big, brown puppy-dog eyes. “Sorry I was an ass to you.”

“That’s okay.”

He puts his hands on his hips and stares at me. “How old are you, anyways?” he asks.

I like how his lashes curl up at the ends.

“How old are you?” I say back.

“I’m nineteen,” he answers.

I make a face. “I thought you were a lot older than that.”

He crosses his arms in front of his chest. “I’m mature for my age,” he says.

I nod. “I’m sixteen,” I say.

“Really? I figured you for thirteen, tops.” He shakes his head like he’s amazed.

“I guess I’m immature for my age.”

He laughs. “What’s your name?”

“Kelle.”

He pumps my buttery hand up and down. “Nice meetin’ ya, Kelle. My name’s Vince.”

I hand him a napkin. “Vince? How do I get to 140 East Sixty-third Street?”

“Takin’ the train?”

I shrug my shoulders. “Is that expensive?”

“Tell you what. I get off soon. I’ll take you to the station and get you started.”

“Really?”

“Yeah.”

A sea of bobbing heads flow past the bagel shop window. When I squint my eyes, they blur together and become one long moving thing, reminding me of the dragons the Chinese use to celebrate their New Year. But my squinty-eye dragon isn’t made of fabric, it’s made of hundreds of heads that lift and thrust and sweep down the hallway in one long uninterrupted line.

I get tired of squinting. I open my eyes. A man presses his face against the window. He moves his thick, wet lips against the glass. He’s saying something, but I can’t tell what. He looks at me with his wild red eyes. I push my seat back.

Vince raps the glass. “Get the fuck outta here.”

The man slinks back into the crowd.

“Keep away from that window,” Vince says to me. “They like it when you look at ’em.”

He waves his finger in my face. “Don’t ever look them nuts in the eye. They’ll be all over ya. Dumb bastards.”

White and yellow spit slowly drips down the window. I move to a back table. I hope Vince can leave soon.

While I wait, I clean the tables around me with my leftover napkins. After a couple of minutes Vince walks over. He picks up my suitcase.

“Ready?” he asks.

I look up at him with big eyes. I’m nervous about the “people dragon.” He reaches out and takes my hand.

“Come on, it’ll be all right.”

We take a few halting steps into the crowd.

Vince puts my suitcase down between his ankles. “Listen,” he says. “You can’t keep stopping every time some schmo walks past you.” He cocks his head to the side. “You ever watch any boxing?”

“I have Sugar Ray Leonard’s autograph,” I say.

“A little thing like you got a boxer’s autograph?” He laughs. For some reason he thinks that’s funny.

He jabs his fists in the air really fast. “In crowds like this you gotta think like a boxer.”

I make a face. I’m not sure what he means.

“You gotta tuck in your chin, keep your hands in front of you, be quick on your feet, and use the old bob, weave, slip, sway, and block as needed.” He gives a quick demonstration of each move as he says it.

The crowd walks a wide path around his flailing hands and feet. He points at the people, snaps his fingers, and gives me a double thumbs-up.

“Aaay,” he says. “Let’s go. The train’s down this way.”

As we walk, I practice my moves on the crowd. Vince watches me out of the corner of his eye. Every once in a while he nods his head and smiles.

A jowly, red-faced man totters up to me. He licks his lips. “Can you spare some change?” he says.

He smells like wet carpet. I back away from him.

Vince pulls me away. “I told ya, you gotta stop lookin’ at ’em.”

We get on a down escalator. When we reach the bottom, I look around. We’re completely underground. There aren’t any windows or anything.

“We’re here,” he says.

“Trains come down here?” I ask.

“Yeah, subway, train, same thing.”

“Oh,” I say.

I thought he was taking me to a real train, like an Amtrak or something. I look around. It’s hot. It’s dark. It smells. I’m not sure I’m ready for this. Everything I’ve heard about the subway is bad. Vince seems to think it’s okay, though, so I don’t say anything.

He leads me over to a turnstile. “I wrote you some directions.” He hands me a bagel shop menu with writing on the back. “And oh yeah, before I forget, you gotta remember the three Ls.”

“Should I write them down?”

“Nah, you’ll remember. It’s easy. Don’t loitah. Don’t look lost. And don’t look up.”

“Don’t loitah, don’t look lost, and don’t look up,” I say.

I don’t tell him that I don’t know what “loitah” means. He might think I’m stupid or something.

“Oh, one more thing. Don’t never walk on Forty-second Street neither. They’ll make a meal out of ya there.”

“Okay.”

He lifts his shoulders. “I guess this is it, then.”

“Yeah,” I say quietly.

He puts two tokens in my hand. “One for now and one for later,” he says.

I pick up my suitcase, drop a token in the turnstile, and push my way through the rotating bars. I turn around.

“Bye, Vince. Thank you.”

“Bye, Kelle. Nice meetin’ ya.”

“I’ll never forget you,” I say.

He waves me off and smiles.

I look down the dark subway track and wish Vince didn’t have to go.

When I look back, he’s gone.
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As I slowly walk toward the dimly lit platform, I hear a loud rushing sound coming from inside the tunnel. The concrete floor vibrates under my feet. The people around me walk forward, so I walk forward too. Some go right up to the edge of the platform. But I don’t. Someone might push me.

I see a light. The train is coming. A strong draft blows my dress up. It billows around my waist like a parachute. I push it down and look to see if anybody saw. Luckily, no one seems interested in my blowing dress.

The train makes a really loud shrieking sound as it slowly comes to a stop. I’d cover my ears, but I’m too busy holding down my dress. The doors slide open with a whoosh. People jostle and push their way off and on the train. I wonder what their hurry is. Someone behind me pushes my back. I want to turn around and look to see who did it, but Vince told me not to. The doors slap at people’s shoulders. Open, close. Open, close. I wonder if it hurts. I don’t want to find out.

Open.

Someone pushes me. I stumble into the car.

Close.

I look around. It’s completely packed. People sit, stand, and hold on to metal poles. Their arms are everywhere. Reaching over and under one another in awkward angles and positions, like they’re playing a game of Twister. They don’t dare let their poles go. If they do, they’ll lose their place.

The train takes off. I rock backward into the woman behind me; she rocks into the man behind her. We don’t fall, though. The train is too full.

I peek under a pole-holder’s arm. I see an empty seat. When the train pulls up to the next station, I slip through the crowd and claim it. I put my suitcase on the floor between my knees and look forward. I feel very smart.

As the train moves forward, I notice that it’s not as crowded as it was before. The space right in front of me is clear.

I turn my bagel shop menu over and look at Vince’s handwriting. All his letters curve up at the end like they’re smiling. I run my fingers over the ink.

It’s strange. Even though I just met him, I miss Vince. There’s a little Vince soft spot on my heart. Like a small bruise, it hurts. But that’ll fade. And when it does, I won’t remember the good-bye part anymore; I’ll just remember the hello part.

Sometimes it’s not that easy, though. Some feelings cut so deep that my heart bleeds. It’s bleeding now. If people could see inside of me, they’d know my heart’s not well. They’d know it’s all leaks and scabs. But they can’t. All they see is my smile. The smile that says everything’s perfect. Nothing’s wrong.

But something is wrong.

Because while this has been the most exciting day of my life—it’s also been the worst.

Tendrils of a thick, wet mist float around me like tattered sheets. When I hold my arm out straight, I can barely see my fingertips. I like the fog.

At the barn door I stop and take a deep breath. I quietly open the door. The horses nicker.

I turn on the light. The horses stare out at me with blinking eyes. I walk into the feed room and grab a scoop. The sweet feed is stored in an old oil drum. It’s running low, so I’ll have to lean way into the barrel to get to it.

It’s dark in the bottom of the barrel. I hope there aren’t any mice in there. I don’t like it when they run up my arm.

I get the flashlight off the shelf, flick it on, and shine it into the barrel. Squirming around on top of the grain are a bunch of baby mice. I carefully lay the drum on its side. The babies fall forward with the feed. I pick them up with the scoop and hide them behind some bales of hay. Hopefully their mother will find them before the cat does.

I fill a wheelbarrow with feed and roll it out to the horses. Sweetheart twitches her tail and bangs her bucket with her knees. I’m never fast enough for her.

I reach out to pat her, but she runs to the back of the stall and quivers.

I bite my lip.

My father’s been in the barn again.

“It’s okay, Sweetheart. I’m not going to hurt you,” I say. As soon as she hears the grain hit the bottom of her bucket, she trots over and starts to eat.

“Back, girl,” I say to Windy. She moves just enough for me to lean over her door and pour her breakfast into her feeder. She shoves her head in and eats like she’s starving.

Next it’s Muffet’s turn.

“Hi, Muff Puff Cream Puff,” I say. When I fill her bucket, she doesn’t eat. Instead she turns around and pushes her rump up against the stall door. She wants me to scratch her, so I do.

“That’s enough,” I say after a few minutes. I pat her rump. She turns around. While I watch her eat, I hold my knuckles to my nose. They smell like molasses and Muffet.

I pull back her door latch and walk in. I bedded her stall with lots of straw yesterday. Much more than I’m allowed. But I don’t care.

Muffet reaches around to my back pocket and pulls out her carrot. I hold the end of it while she takes one little bite at a time. When she gets to the end piece, I hold my palm out flat and she gently picks it up with her lips. She’s always careful not to bite me.

When she finishes her treat, she puffs her carrot breath in my face. Her breath is warm. Her whiskers tickle.

Outside, the car door closes.

Muffet looks at me with her big brown eyes. She’s the only pony I’ve ever known who never once in her whole life had a single bad thought.

I wrap my arms around her and bury my face in her neck. I squeeze her really hard. She doesn’t mind, though; she stands really still and lets me do it.

Outside, the car engine starts.

“I love you, Muffet,” I say quietly.

She moves back a step and nuzzles my salty cheek. She licks me with her rough tongue.

Outside, the car pulls up to the barn.

I look down at my watch. I’m not supposed to leave for fifteen more minutes. I want my fifteen minutes. But I can’t have them. He won’t wait; he never does.

I lock Muffet’s door. She hangs her head over the side and reaches her nose out to me.

She doesn’t understand.

She doesn’t know that I’m never going to see her again.

I want to open her door and set her free. But I can’t. She wouldn’t get very far. She’s afraid of shadows. She thinks they’re holes in the ground. She won’t walk through one without me to tell her it’s okay.

It’s always been my job to protect her. I’ve stood in front of his lashing whip for her. I’ve covered her quaking body with mine to protect her from his belt.

I would do almost anything for her.

But I can’t stay for her.

Outside, the car horn beeps.

I kiss Muffet’s forehead and walk outside.

I fold up Vince’s menu and put it in my pocket. To my left is a door that leads out to the next car. A man pushes a button and walks outside. The wind rushes in. Little bits of paper and dirt swirl around my feet. Suddenly the air smells strange. I hold my hand over my nose and wait for the door to close.

When it does, I lower my hand. But the smell’s still there. It’s so bad it makes me want to throw up. It reminds me of body odor, bad breath, urine, and death.

I hear a little clicking noise.

Click. Click.

A pole-holder stares at me. I look at him out of the corner of my eye. He shakes his head and looks down at the floor.

Click. Click.

The sound is coming from the lady sitting next to me.

I look down at her feet. She’s not wearing any shoes. Her feet are black. The ends of her toenails twist like curlicues.

Click. Click.

I look up at her hands. She’s making that noise with her thick yellow fingernails. She pokes them into her matted hair and digs around. She stops scratching and grins.

She doesn’t have any teeth.

She pulls her hand out of her hair.

She’s holding something between her thumb and third finger. She holds it up to her nose and stares at it. I stare at it along with her. It’s a sesame-seed-size bug. It has short, stumpy legs that wiggle in the air.

Click. She cuts it in half.

Click. She flicks it onto the floor.

I jump away from my seat with a jerk.

Little lice bodies drift across the swaying floor.

I grab the end of my suitcase and drag it over to one of the poles. Everybody moves away from me.

I can’t help myself. I look the bug lady in the eyes. When she sees me staring at her, she lifts her chin and laughs.
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The hotel juts up from the street like a big, tall ship. I lean my head way back and look up. If Vince were here, he’d be wagging his finger in my face, reminding me of the three Ls. But I can’t help myself. I’ve never seen anything like it. Its high towers poke up into the blue sky like ocean liner smokestacks.

The doorman pinches the brim of his cap.

“Welcome to the Barbizon Hotel for Women,” he says.

“Thank you very much,” I reply.

A bellboy rushes over. His uniform shirt hangs off his bony frame like a muumuu. I look at him and wonder how anybody who lives in a town with bagels can be so skinny.

He reaches for my suitcase. “Can I take that for you, miss?”

“No, no thank you,” I say.

If he carries my suitcase, I’ll have to give him money, and I don’t want to waste any more of my dollars.

He shrugs and walks away.

I lightly tap the front desk bell. A woman walks out. Her high heels go clackity-clack on the worn marble floor.

“Checking in?”

“Yes, please.”

She opens the reservation book. I point at my name.

“That’s me,” I say.

“Staying one week, correct?”

“I think so. Can I stay longer if I haven’t found a place to live by then?” I bite my lip. I said “can” instead of “may.” I hope she didn’t notice.

She nods and hands me two keys. “Eleventh floor, room eleven ten. The smaller key is for the shower room at the end of the hall. And under no circumstances are men allowed above the ground floor.”

I want to say, “Except for the bellboy,” but I don’t think she’d think that was very funny.

Her no-men-above-the-ground-floor rule doesn’t make any sense to me. If a guy and a girl really want to do it, they can always find a way. Besides, these aren’t the only beds in town. And even if they were, a lot of people don’t just do it on a bed. They do it anywhere they can. Back home I find my brothers’ used condoms in the hayloft all the time. I scoop them up with a shovel and bury them in the manure pile.

One time I complained to my mother about it.

She rolled her eyes. “Kelle, they’re men, that’s what men do.”

“But can’t they throw them away afterward, Mom? Do they have to leave them behind? That’s Muffet’s hay.”

She ignored me and walked away.

Girls rush in and out of the hotel’s reception area. Some look like they’re expecting good news any minute, and others look like they’ve already gotten their news and it was bad. Their eyes are puffy. Their mascara is smudged. They look down at their toes. I turn my head away from them.

Bad thoughts have a way of spreading.

I look around the big hotel lobby. Everything is polished up and well cared for, in that strict-English-boarding-school kind of way. I pull my shoulders back and walk across the dust-bunny-free floor.

The old-fashioned elevator nears the landing in stops and starts as the attendant lines it up with the lobby floor. He folds the scissor gate back. It makes a loud clattering sound. He’s got short white gloves on his hands. I’ve never seen a man wearing gloves like that before. He looks silly.

He points down. “Watch your step,” he says.

The elevator floor sits two inches up from the lobby’s. I step up onto it.

“Eleventh floor, please,” I say.

A girl runs toward us. “Hold the elevator, please,” she calls out.

The attendant points down again. “Watch your step,” he says to the girl. “Ninth floor?” he asks her.

She doesn’t look at him. “Yes, thank you.” She has long, thick hair and bright green eyes.

He closes the door and pulls a lever, and up we go.

The attendant jogs the control. The elevator stops. He looks up from the landing and smiles. The elevator and hallway floors are perfectly even.

The green-eyed girl steps off the elevator.

The elevator slowly lifts upward.

Suddenly it stops.

We’re stuck between floors.

I look over at the attendant.

“I like the way your bottom lip makes you look like you’re pouting,” he says. He stares at me with hungry eyes.

I suck my lip up under my front teeth. I’m not sure what to say. I don’t want to make him mad.

I hear a loud ringing sound. Someone’s calling for the elevator.

The attendant yanks the control lever.

The elevator lurches upward.

“Eleventh floor. Watch your step,” he says under his breath.

I hop down onto the landing.

He shuts the door behind me.

I unclench my hand. The room key has left a perfect imprint in my palm.

I think I’ll take the stairs from now on.
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Grace Kelly, Gene Tierney, and Ali McGraw all stayed at the Barbizon Hotel. They’re my favorite actresses. I don’t really like any of Ali McGraw’s movies, but a lot of people tell me I look like her, so I put her on the list anyway.

I read that Grace Kelly once danced down the hotel hallway in her skivvies. What exactly are skivvies, I wonder? And why would she dance down the hall in them?

Room 1110. That’s my room. I pretend it was Grace Kelly’s room too. I take the big key and stick it in the lock, but it won’t go in. I’ve never opened a door with a key before. At home we never lock the doors. We don’t have to. We have big dogs and my father’s temper to protect us.

I turn the key over and try again. This time it slips neatly into the slot. I drop my suitcase and run to the window. I hold on to the sill and look down. The people on the street look really small. I get a funny feeling when I look at them. Like I don’t matter. Like I’m just another speck on the sidewalk.

Concrete. Asphalt. Granite. Stone.

The city’s so hard. I’m so soft.

I turn away. I don’t like city windows. I like country windows.

I stick my chin out.

I’ll get used to it. I have to.

I’m never going back.

Ever.

My mother tells me I’m stubborn.

She’s right.

I look around my room. It’s got a dresser, a desk, an end table, a bed, and very little floor space. Now I know why Grace Kelly did her dancing in the hallway.

I open the desk drawer. When I let its little brass handle go, it makes a soft jangling sound. The drawer is stocked with stationery. I pick up an envelope and turn it over. “The Barbizon Hotel for Women” is printed on the back flap in bright pink letters. I like pink. It’s my favorite color. I’m going to write my mother later. She’ll be so impressed when she sees my fancy stationery.

My belly button itches. I remember my money. Before I left home, I put all my money in an envelope and sewed it to my panties. I pull my dress up and look down at my underwear. The thread has broken loose. The edge of the envelope is pushing up into my belly button. There’s a big red mark on my stomach where the envelope used to be.

Looking at my stomach makes me hungry. I open up my suitcase and pull out an electric skillet, a small pan, a can opener, and a can of SpaghettiOs. I love SpaghettiOs.

While I wait for the skillet to heat up, I sit on the floor by my suitcase and look at myself in the small mirror glued inside the lid. My ponytail has come loose. Short bits of hair curl around my forehead and temples. I flatten them down, but they spring right back up like tiny pig tails.

I run my fingers over my lips. My bottom lip really does stick out. I wonder how come I never noticed before. I think about my mother saying, “That’s what men do.” I know she’s not just talking about my father and two brothers when she says that. She’s talking about elevator attendants and bus station men with shiny gold teeth, too.

Men are strange. I don’t think I like them very much. My friend Tina used to say the same thing, until my father changed her mind one night.

I like my brother Bob, though. He isn’t strange. He tells me lots of funny stories.

As I think about Bob and his stories, I catch a glimpse of myself in my suitcase mirror. I’m smiling. It’s a great big smile. The kind you can’t fake. Until I saw myself, I had no idea I was doing that. I have the feeling I smile more than I think I do.

’Cause not all my secrets are scary ones.

I have lots of funny ones too.

Like Bob’s suckling calf story. It’s his favorite. It’s my favorite too.

Bob and I agree on a lot of things, and this story is one of them. …

On the farm we always have a big steer and a little steer. My father doesn’t believe in supermarket meat, so we raise our own. When the little steer gets big, the bigger steer goes right to the butcher. Then we get a new little steer.

They’re just little babies when they first come to us. Still nursing. We mix formula powder in water with our hands and pour it into a special bucket with a long nipple on the end that looks just like a cow’s udder. The formula smells really good, like a vanilla milk shake. I always wanted to taste it, but I never did. I got in big trouble once for tasting mare’s milk. My friend Holly talked me into it. I told my mother that I didn’t swallow it, I just held it in my mouth, but she didn’t believe me. She said, “Shame on you, Kelle.” She only says that when she’s really, really mad.

My brothers are close. They’re less than a year apart in age. They do a lot of stuff together.

Bob told me about the night they were all standing around feeding the new calf when a friend of theirs stopped by. It’s really nice to mix the formula and watch the calf nurse from the bucket. He gets so excited. His twitchy little tail wags back and forth. He’s so happy. You get all puffed up watching him. You’ve made an animal happy. You’ve done a good thing. You don’t think about what’s going to happen later when he becomes the bigger steer and the butcher’s big box van comes calling.

So, while the friend watches the calf, my brothers watch the friend. He’s not from the country, so he’s never seen a calf nursing from a formula bucket.

“Would you look at that,” my brother Rick says.

“Yeah,” the friend says. He can’t take his eyes off the calf.

“Our old man needs us for about a half hour. Want to wait for us here?”

The friend nods.

My brothers make a show of leaving the barn. Then they hide and watch the friend through their knotty pine peepholes.

The friend rubs his pant leg. The formula is running low.

He opens the stall door. Being careful not to step in any liquidy cow pies, he walks over to the calf.
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