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    For my mother, my first best friend.





CHAPTER 1



Three weeks ago I tried to run away from home. Now all I want is to go back.


With my thumbnail I etch my name—TAYLOR—on the blue vinyl seat in front of me, over and over in the exact same spot, because the impression lasts only as long as it takes to get from T to R. I try to keep my mind blank, but I keep thinking about the last time I saw my mom. It was two days ago in the courtroom, where she sat, silent as a turtle, while my father asked the judge’s permission for me to carry out my probation in a “maximum-security facility” where I could receive “intense psychiatric care.” And the judge, who doesn’t know me at all, agreed.


I pull the Sunny Meadows brochure from my pocket and smooth out the creases left over from when my dad first gave it to me and I crushed it into a ball. According to the brochure, Sunny Meadows is a “therapeutic boarding school” in the business of “creating bright futures for exceptional youth,” but there’s nothing exceptional about what it takes to get into this place—anger, depression, substance abuse, eating disorders, ADHD, OCD . . . The list goes on and on, but none of that is me. I’m normal. I’m fine.


The transport van exits off the interstate in Valdosta, and I stick my nose to the cracked window to get some fresh air because I suddenly feel nauseous. It’s October now, but the weather is still hot and muggy. I study the landscape of gently rolling pastures as we wind down country roads. I catalog landmarks and signs—New Light Baptist Church, Shady Pines Mobile Home Park, a flaking billboard that says JESUS LOVES YOU. There’s no map on the brochure and no address either, “for privacy reasons,” but I need to know where they’re taking me, just in case I have to find my own way out.


The van pulls into a long, paved driveway, and my chest tightens as my eyes meet with a massive wrought-iron gate.


A gate. A guard. And a chain-link fence that surrounds the campus on all sides. That photo was not in the brochure. The fence seems even higher than the one at juvie. As the gate opens, my heart flutters and I massage the knot in my chest, trying to loosen it up, trying to breathe.


The driveway snakes through a huge lawn and dead-ends at a three-story brick building. Spanish moss clings to the branches of the live oak trees and beckons like little ghost hands. The dormitory and its surrounding buildings could pass for any number of private, Southern boarding schools. If it weren’t for all the fences.


An escort walks me from the van to the lobby, where I see my dad standing on the other side of the metal detectors. My mom’s not with him, and I remind myself I don’t care because I’m mad at her anyway. Our eyes meet, and for a moment I have this impulse to run to him so he can hold me tight and tell me everything is going to be all right.


But nothing is right anymore.


Once I’m through the metal detectors, another woman calls me by name, and it sounds cold and robotic on her lips. She motions me into a smaller room, where I recognize my two duffel bags sitting on top of a long, stainless-steel table. They’re both unzipped, and a man wearing latex gloves is rifling through my stuff like it’s his and not mine.


“Have a seat, Ms. Truwell,” the woman says, and presents me with a chair. “Take out your braid. I need to check your head for lice.”


I sit down and unravel my braid, letting my long black hair fall past my shoulders in waves. The woman picks through it with pointy cylindrical sticks while I watch the man through the gaps in my hair.


“No electronics,” he says, pulling out my MP3 player and dropping it into a bin. Hearing it chink against the hard plastic hurts my ears. I have some of my own recordings on there of my friends playing music, songs that would be hard to replace.


“No sharps,” he says, and drops an unopened pack of disposable razors into the bin as well.


“How will I shave my legs?” I ask the woman.


“With supervision.”


Supervision? What kind of place is this?


“Nit-free,” the woman says. “Have a seat in the lobby. Someone will be down in a minute to show you to your room.”


I go out to the lobby, where my father’s already occupying one-half of the couch. I sit down on the opposite end, as far away as possible. I’m still not sure why he came. I thought we said our good-byes at juvie when he gave me the Sunny Meadows brochure and I threw it in the trash can. I waited until he left to pick it back out.


“Do you have anything you’d like to say to me?” he asks.


I shake my head. The best way to avoid an argument with my father is to not speak to him at all.


“Taylor,” he says again, softer this time, and I risk a glance over at him. He sits with his legs crossed in a trim gray suit with his long black hair pulled into a neat ponytail. Tiny wrinkles line his skin like riverbeds on a map, and there’s a tired look in his eyes that’s probably my fault too. When I was little, my grandmother used to tell me I looked just like my father, but on the inside we couldn’t be more different.


“I want to tell you something,” my father says, and I train my eyes straight ahead on the television screen. My father always wants to tell me something, but he never wants to listen. “It’s about the Deer.”


Deer with a capital D. It’s my father’s clan. Our tribe is Seminole, the Unconquered People. He used to talk about the Seminole Wars fought between our ancestors and the U.S. government down in the River of Grass. When Andrew Jackson’s soldiers tried to hunt us down, rape our women, burn our camps, steal our cattle, and put us in cages, we prevailed. My father used to say, When we could not fight, we ran. When we could not run, we hid. But we never surrendered.


But he’s changed since then. Now he’s the one doing the caging.


“The Deer are beautiful creatures,” he says, “with lovely doe eyes and a light step. But they are easily frightened—a snapped twig, the chirp of a cricket, the wind in the trees. They do not stop to find where their fear comes from. They flee without thinking, always running, always hunted, never knowing why.”


“I am not Deer,” I say, because it’s the truth. Clan is passed down through your mother, and my own mother is nonnative.


“But you are part of me,” he says quietly, forcefully. “As you are part of your grandmother.”


I stare at my father’s coppery brown eyes, the same shade as my own. He’s bringing up my grandmother to remind me of who I am. Or who I was.


“That’s why I stole the car?” I say with obvious sarcasm, because he hates it when I disrespect my heritage. “Because I am like the Deer?”


“I don’t know why you did it. You won’t tell me.”


It doesn’t matter anymore why I stole that car and tried to run away from my mother’s house. Even if I could explain it, my father wouldn’t understand. He’d tell me I should have come to him. But our relationship is just one fight after another. And I never wanted to leave my mother, I just wanted her to stay sober.


“I have tried to help you in this manner,” he says, “but I’m invisible to you. My words mean nothing. And now you have broken the law. Your criminal record will follow you the rest of your life, yet you never stopped to ask yourself: Why?” He shakes his head. “I’ve done all I can. That responsibility falls on someone else now.”


He sits back, and my resentment gathers like thunderclouds. I study my hands, my fingers, long like my grandmother’s, but not nearly as nimble. How can he punish me for trying to leave when he’s the one who left us first?


I sense someone standing over us and glance up to see a college-age girl. “Hello, Mr. Truwell.” She nods at him and turns to me. “Hi, Taylor, I’m Kayla, your intern-in-residence.” She smiles brightly at me and I know I should smile back, but I don’t feel like pretending. I want to go home.


“What’s an intern-in-residence?” I ask her, trying not to sound too suspicious.


“It’s kind of like a big sister. Basically, I’m here to help you with your transition into Sunny Meadows and answer any questions you might have. I’ll be leading our group discussions, and I have an apartment down the hall from you, so I’ll always be available if you need something. Why don’t we all go upstairs and check out your room?”


I don’t want to check out my room or go any farther than the lobby. I want to make a mad dash for the fence and climb, but I force my feet to follow Kayla and my father into the stairwell and up three flights of stairs. We enter a long, fluorescent-lit hallway that makes my skin look sickly and green. The doors to the rooms are wide open, but the floor is deserted. Kayla tells us the girls are in group activities on the second floor and they’ll be back soon.


“Why are all the doors open?” I ask.


“We always keep them open. At Sunny Meadows, privacy is a privilege.”


My stomach turns. Privacy a privilege? Even with my mom, I’ve always kept my door shut. That was my right, not a privilege.


“Sunny Meadows is based on a merit system,” Kayla says, “where residents earn privileges through cooperation and care.”


“Like privacy?”


“Yes, also music and TV, Internet and telephone time, makeup and nail polish, soda and vending-machine snacks, all those little extras.”


I think of my confiscated MP3 player. I can live without all the other stuff, but no music?


“What do I have to do to get privileges?”


“Just show us you’re a ready and willing participant in the program.”


She must be talking about my “rehabilitative program.” I read about it in the Sunny Meadows brochure. I’ve got the next six months to complete it. And my dad told me if I try to run away, it’ll be a breach of my probation and I’ll be hauled back to juvie.


But only if they find me.


Kayla stops in front of an open door and motions for me to go ahead of her, but my shoes are glued to the floor. I can’t go any farther. My father takes hold of my arm and guides me into the room.


The cinder-block walls are a custard color with one tiny window high up in the corner. It’s fixed with some sort of shatterproof glass that makes the outside look foggy. My duffel bags are already here, sitting beside the twin bed. There’s a desk, a chair, and a dresser with a mirror bolted to the wall. The polished metal is like the kind of mirror in playground bathrooms—dim and creepy. The room smells like hand sanitizer, and it’s cold enough to make me shiver. Goose bumps form all along my arms, and I bite down hard on my lip to keep from crying.


“I’ll let you say your good-byes,” Kayla says, and backs out of the room.


I turn to my father, because he must realize by now what a mistake this is. I don’t belong in a place like Sunny Meadows. I’m not crazy.


“Dad, don’t leave me here.”


He says nothing, only strokes his chin and surveys the room.


“I won’t do anything like that again, I swear.”


“Taylor, it is too late. You brought this on yourself.”


“I could do my probation at your house if you want. I don’t have to live with Mom.”


“Give it time, Taylor. Give this program a try.”


“Dad, I don’t belong here.”


“This experience will be good for you. It will be a positive change.”


He’s not listening to me or he doesn’t care. He’s going to dump me in here and forget about me for the next six months, and by the time I get out, I might not even recognize myself. I’ll be no better off than when I got here, because my mother will still be a drunk and my father will still be cold and unforgiving. And I’ll still be . . . me.


“This is just like what you did to Mom,” I say, thinking about the times she came out of rehab, how every time she lost a little more of herself. “You’re locking me up just like her.”


He sighs and looks away. “No, Taylor, I’m doing this so you don’t turn into your mother—an impulsive, reckless, selfish woman.”


I glare at him. He has no right to say that about her. It’s his fault she’s the way she is. He’s the one who left her, who left us.


“Get out,” I say. When he doesn’t move, I say it again louder. “Get out.”


“Your anger is bigger than you are. You let it control you.”


“You don’t know anything about me,” I say to him. I am a too-full jar about to spill over.


“You’re right, I don’t.” He stands there like a statue, unmoved. I want him to know what it feels like to be me. I want him to hear me for once in my life.


“I hate you.” Three words I’ve never uttered to anyone before, but I say them to him because if he’s going to leave me here in this strange place with its hospital smells and weird rules, then I want him to just go.


“I’m sorry you feel that way,” he says, every word clipped and measured, like he’s talking to a business partner and not his own daughter. “I’ll return soon for a visit.”


“Don’t bother. I won’t want to see you.”


He nods slowly. “Well, then. I suppose this is good-bye.” He nods once more and walks out of the room. I listen to his footsteps retreating down the hallway, the sound of him speaking with someone else, then the stairwell door opening and shutting, followed by a silence that echoes in my mind.


My chest tightens, and it feels like a fist inside my rib cage, squeezing my lungs so I can’t draw enough air. My breathing is erratic and shallow, like all the oxygen has been sucked out of the room. I’m nauseous and dizzy and I suddenly have to move. I have to get out of here.


I dash out to the hallway and head for the nearest exit. I knead my breastbone with my knuckles until my chest opens up and I’m able to take a few quick breaths. I punch down on the door’s metal bar and throw my weight against the door, but it’s stuck.


Not stuck. Locked. I’m trapped. Trapped.


Behind me a voice taunts, “You’re not getting out that way, girlfriend.”





CHAPTER 2



I spin around to see a girl my own age, tall and thin as a pine. Her long blond hair is pulled into a tight ponytail, and she tilts her head and smiles at me like some demented flight attendant.


“That’s where they keep the boys,” she says. “Behind door number one. But you’ll never get through that way. They keep it locked up tight.”


“Who are you?” I ask, knuckling my chest as hard as I can. I’ll leave a bruise, but at least I can breathe.


“You must be Taylor Truwell.” She offers her hand, but I only stare at it. “I’m Margo Blanchard, your new peer mentor.”


“My what?”


“Peer mentor. It was my therapist’s idea. He thinks I need to take on more responsibilities to prepare for my release, but between you and me, I’m not ready to leave just yet.”


“Why not?”


She shrugs. “This place has its charm. But enough about me. Tell me, where are you from?”


“Tampa.”


“Are you Cuban?”


“No. Seminole Indian. Half.”


“What’s the other half?”


“German, English, some Polish. How about you?”


“French, mostly.” She steps closer and inspects my face. “Are you wearing makeup?”


I reach up to touch my cheek. “No.”


“I have makeup privileges. We should give each other makeovers.” She claps her hands excitedly. “I just got this new liquid eyeliner that would really make your eyes pop. And I’ve perfected my smoky eyes technique. With a little shadow and some sculpting . . .”


She rattles on about makeup and beauty tips, but I only half listen because in the meantime a girl with curly red hair emerges from the room next to mine. I listen as she raps on my door frame in a complicated pattern. It sounds like a coded message, frenzied and desperate.


“There’s no one home, Charlotte,” Margo says to her. “Come meet Taylor.” The girl glances over at me, and I’m about to say hello when she suddenly turns and sprints back to her room.


“That reminds me, Charlotte, I brought you something.” Margo heads for Charlotte’s room, but as soon as she crosses the threshold, Charlotte starts screaming her head off. Margo steps back, looking slightly annoyed, and the screaming stops. When Margo tries to re-enter, the screaming starts up again like some weird human alarm system.


I yank on the stairwell door again, but it still doesn’t budge.


“I thought we were past this,” Margo says to her as a woman thunders down the hall toward us.


“What’s this all about?” the woman calls to Margo, hooking her thumbs over her thick black belt, where all sorts of gadgets—a walkie-talkie, a miniature Maglite, and more—hang like charms on a bracelet. She wears a polo shirt with khaki pants, which means she must be Sunny Meadows staff.


“Charlotte and I were just practicing a little scream therapy,” Margo says, and winks at me like it’s an inside joke.


“No more,” the woman says to Charlotte, then aims one hot-pink talon at Margo. “You know better than to get her going. What are you doing on this floor, anyway?”


“I’m Taylor’s peer mentor,” she says, and smiles demonically at me. The woman shakes her head, and Margo giggles. I can’t tell if Margo’s trying to scare me or if she’s sincerely insane.


“On my floor, you mind your manners,” the woman says to Margo. Then she turns to me. “And you, don’t let this one be a bad influence.”


I don’t know her, I want to say, but the woman’s already walking away.


“That’s Tracy,” Margo says. “As far as floor safeties go, you could do a lot worse.”


“Safeties?”


“Haven’t you noticed all the beefy men and full-bodied women? Those guys and gals are doing everything they can to keep us safe and secure. But back to the task at hand.” She pivots toward Charlotte’s room, where Charlotte is now camped out on her bed, scribbling furiously in an open book. Margo reaches into her boot and pulls out a pack of twistable crayons, which capture Charlotte’s attention as she fixes her eyes on the package.


“I’m just going to throw them in, okay?” Margo says.


Charlotte nods while one fist clenches the blanket on her bed, as though it’s physically hurting her to have someone enter her room. I feel sorry for her. I even know a little how she feels. I don’t like people invading my personal space either.


Margo approaches slowly, tosses the pack on the corner of Charlotte’s bed, and backs out of her room. “Now, tell Taylor your rule, or else how will she know?”


Charlotte stares at me with a wild look in her eyes. “No one’s allowed in my room. No one.”


I nod enthusiastically. That won’t be a problem.


Margo swipes her hands together as though her job is done, and I hope maybe now she’ll leave. But instead of heading for the stairwell door, she goes toward my room. I follow her inside and stand guard next to my two duffel bags.


“Do you smoke?” she asks, retrieving a cigarette and matches from her other boot.


“I’m trying to quit,” I say, even though I’ve never tried smoking. My mother has enough bad habits for the both of us. “Besides, isn’t smoking against the rules?”


“Not my rules.” She strikes a match and lights her cigarette, taking a long drag. “It’s a real inconvenience that they don’t let me have matches. Though I’ll admit, things did get a little out of control the last time.”


“The last time?”


Her answer is a massive cloud of bluish smoke. I hear Tracy’s voice in the hallway, “You smell cigarettes?” followed by her heavy footsteps heading our way fast.


“At least when I’m on the outside, I might get to finish an entire cigarette,” Margo says, and takes three more quick puffs.


“Put it out,” I hiss. I’m about to get totally busted, and it’s only my first day here. Margo smiles and throws her lit cigarette into the trash can while I fan the room, trying to disperse the smoke. She tosses me her matches like a hot potato, and I’m about to peg her back when I see one of Tracy’s black boots in the doorway. I make a fist around the matchbook and try to act natural.


“Who’s smoking in here?” Tracy asks, staring directly at Margo. She knows who’s responsible.


“Martha Washington told me to do it,” Margo says. “She said if I didn’t, she’d dye my hair brown.”


Tracy shifts her weight to the other hip; she doesn’t seem too impressed.


“Empty those boots, Margo. Don’t make me frisk you.”


Margo huffs, takes off both boots, and turns them over, dumping everything onto the linoleum floor—cigarettes, an empty book of matches, a box of Tic Tacs, loose change, a few dollar bills, and a tube of lip gloss. Tracy pulls a plastic bag out of a little black container on her belt and holds it open while Margo dumps everything inside.


“Take me away,” Margo says, and holds out her wrists like she’s waiting to be handcuffed. I’ve been handcuffed for real and it wasn’t much fun. Tracy just shakes her head and waits for Margo to pass in front of her. “See you tomorrow,” Margo says to me, “if they let me out.”


“That’s enough,” Tracy says, and nudges her along. “Peer mentor. I’m going to have to talk to somebody about this.”


I worry about where Tracy is taking her, maybe to a padded cell. That was pretty dumb of Margo to smoke a cigarette, knowing she’d get caught. But how bad could the punishment be?


I glance across the hall to see a girl in the opposite room, glaring at me with eyes like knives. “FYI, new girl,” she says. “You make friends with Margo Blanchard, you make enemies with us.”


Us? I glance around her room. She’s the only one in there. Maybe she has split personalities or something. I have no more expectations for normal in this place. I can’t believe my dad left me here. These people are crazy. If my mother knew what this place was really like . . .


My mother.


I have to call her. My mom knows me better than anyone else. She knows I’m not crazy.


I find Kayla’s apartment at the other end of the hallway—the only one with the door closed. I knock, and a moment later she opens it.


“Hi, Taylor, what do you need?”


“I’d like to call my mom.”


Kayla frowns. “I’m sorry, but you haven’t earned that privilege yet.”


“I really miss her,” I say as a desperate feeling creeps in. “I just need a few minutes.”


“It takes three days of good decision making to earn a phone call.”


“Please, Kayla, I really need to talk to her. I never got to say good-bye.”


Her eyes search mine, and I say a silent prayer she’ll grant me my request. Her face softens, and she looks past me into the empty hallway. “You’ll need to make it quick.”


Kayla walks me down to the shorter end of the L-shaped hallway to what she calls the common room, which is just a weathered couch and chairs in front of an ancient television set. She points to the phone, the old-fashioned kind with the curly cord so you can’t go too far with it. “Five minutes,” she says, “and I’m going to be monitoring your end of the conversation.”


I call my mom’s cell phone and wait ring after ring. It takes forever for her to finally pick up.


“Hello?” she croaks.


“Mom, it’s me.”


“Taylor?”


I glance up at the clock hanging on the wall—it’s four p.m. on a Sunday. “Are you just getting up?”


“No, no, honey, I was taking a nap. Hold on, give me a second here. . . .”


I hear some scraping, the fridge door opening, and the sound of liquid pouring into a glass. Hopefully it’s water. I glance back at the clock. Almost a minute gone.


“Baby,” she says at last, “how are you?”


“Not good, Mom. I’m at this place—Sunny Meadows—and the people here are . . .” I glance over at Kayla. “Disturbed.”


“They are?”


“Yes. Completely. You need to come get me.”


“Taylor, you just got there. Why don’t you try to make some friends, at least?”


Is she kidding me? I don’t want to make friends with these people.


“Mom, please. If you leave right now, we could be back home by tomorrow morning.” I wait, but hear only her breath. “Mom?”


“I know this is hard for you, Taylor, but your father thinks it’s for the best.”


Who cares what he thinks? When has she ever done what he’s told her to do?


“How about you, Mom? What do you think?”


I hear one long, endless sigh. “I think we should give it a try.”


I feel my anger rising. There’s nothing wrong with me, and even if there was, my mom’s been through rehab enough times to know it’s a waste of time and money. A waste of life.


“This isn’t  we giving it a try, Mom, it’s me. Alone. Trapped in here with the crazies.”


“Give it a week, Taylor. And make some friends. Find strength in others.”


I suppress a groan. I hate it when she gives me her generic rehab slogans. “I don’t want to find strength in others, Mom. I want to come home.” I can’t make it any plainer. If she really loved me, if she cared about me at all, she’d come up here and bring me home.


But maybe she doesn’t want me back. She can do anything she wants now. She no longer has to keep up the charade of being somebody’s mother.


“What about your episodes, Taylor?”


She’s talking about the feeling in my chest, the times when I can’t catch my breath, which is her fault as far as I’m concerned, hers and my father’s. But I could handle it if they’d just leave me alone. I know I could.


“There is nothing wrong with me,” I tell her.


She’s quiet after that, and I feel my whole body go rigid and cold, like a glacier. I’m a mass of impenetrable ice. Nothing can touch me. Not her, not anyone.


“I know you’re unhappy,” she says at last, “and I want you to come home, but . . . your father’s right. This is the right place for you, for now.”


“I guess he’s right about a lot of things, huh?” She knows what I’m talking about—all those times my dad tried to take custody away from her and I lied for her. For us. I never told him about all the nights she went out drinking or all the times she was late picking me up from school. How I learned to drive when I was thirteen, just in case she showed up somewhere and couldn’t drive home.


“Listen, Taylor . . . I just want to say . . . I love you.”


I say nothing because I feel nothing. Even if I did, I wouldn’t say it, because I know that’s what she wants to hear. Kayla clears her throat and points to the clock. I save my mother the trouble of saying good-bye and hang up the phone. My hands are trembling. I shove them deep into my pockets.


“It sounds like your mother wants you to get help,” Kayla says.


I ignore her and walk out of the common room, back down the yellow hallway to the room that’s supposed to be mine. I drag my red duffel bag to the corner of the room where I can’t be seen from the hallway and dig around for the secret pocket I sewed into the inside of the liner. That’s where I keep the birthday money and allowance I don’t want my mom to “borrow.” When my fingers brush against the money—nearly five hundred dollars in all—my chest opens up a little and I take a deep breath. I might be trapped in this place, but I’m not helpless. I’ll make a new plan and leave Sunny Meadows just as I came.


Alone.





CHAPTER 3



That night I have a nightmare. I sit up with a jolt to find myself in a stranger’s room. Then I realize it’s mine—Sunny Meadows. My pulse throbs in my throat; my hair is sweaty and matted to my skin. I kick off the covers and pace the floor to lift the fog of sleep.


“Shut up!” the girl from across the hall shouts. The night safety pokes her head into my doorway.


“Bad dream,” I say. She just points me to my bed.


I climb back in and cover my face with Tatters, my blanket from childhood that is just a square of faded material now. My grandmother sewed it for me when I was little, and I’ve kept it all this time. Its scent of home is swiftly fading, replaced by the institutional nothing smell of Sunny Meadows. I lie there and try to think of a better place, a safe place. I remember my grandmother’s porch in the nighttime, where we slept during the summer because it was too hot indoors. I can almost hear the rise and fall of her voice as she spun tales of our people: Panther—God’s favored one, and the Terrible Twins, Thunder and Lightning, and my favorite character, Rabbit, who used his cunning and wit to outsmart the bigger animals who were always trying to eat him. I want to conjure up the night sounds on the reservation—the hoot of a barred owl, the buzzing of cicadas, yard dogs baying at the moon—but the only sounds here are the air conditioner cutting off and on and the crinkling of the plastic mattress liner beneath me. Even worse is the sad realization that I’ve forgotten more than I can remember.


Then I hear faint music . . . a guitar. I sit up in bed and glance around the room, trying to figure out where it’s coming from. I slide out of bed and search the room for a speaker or a radio but find none. In the hallway all is quiet, save for the snores of the other girls.


Back in my room I trace the music to its source, the floor. No, an air vent in the floor. I drop down to my knees and put my ear to the vent, where I can hear it better; the music drifts up through the metal duct like a ghostly lullaby.


I hear a man’s voice, quick and severe, and the music’s gone, leaving behind only the hum of the air conditioner. I kneel there a moment longer. Maybe I imagined it.


I pull my pillow off the bed and drop it next to the vent. I lie back and stare up at the moonlight filtering through the foggy window. In a groggy, half-dream state I watch the square of window turn from black to blue to pink and finally the white dawn of a new day. Shortly after there’s a loud, jarring buzzer, and the safety comes by to make sure I’m up and getting ready for breakfast downstairs in thirty minutes.


Monday morning. My first day at another new school. My mom had this pep talk whenever I’d be getting ready for my first day at a new school: Just think of all the new friends you’re going to make, Taylor. All those people who can’t wait to meet you. . . .


It worked when I was young, but by middle school, I got tired of making friends and having to leave them behind every time we moved because we couldn’t pay the rent or my mom decided it was time to move on. If you don’t get attached in the first place, there’s no one to say good-bye to. My freshman year of high school I started hanging out with this group of guys who were already out of school. They were in a band—Choleric Kindness. I was kind of like their kid sister or groupie, showing up at the warehouse where they practiced. They never seemed to mind me being there, and the music and the constant stream of people coming in and out made it so I never had to talk too much about myself.


They’re probably wondering what happened to me. I haven’t seen them since before I tried to run away.


I open my closet, bypassing the pleated navy skirts and going straight for the pants. The starched fabric is itchy against my skin and smells like industrial laundry detergent. The shirt collar feels too tight around my throat, so I undo the top two buttons—it’s a little better. I run a comb through my frazzled hair and try weaving it into a French braid, but it comes out loose and lopsided, so I unravel it and throw it into a regular old braid, then line up along the hallway with the other girls. The safety calls roll, and I learn that Brandi is the name of the girl in the room across from mine. She gives me a dirty look when my name is called.


Down in the dining room there’s a continental breakfast waiting. The food looks washed out—the fruit not quite ripe, the breads dry and stiff as cardboard. I grab a bagel and an individually packaged strawberry jelly, then notice the Sunny Meadows guys for the first time. They’re in their own dining room, separated from ours by the kitchen, doing the same morning shuffle. I glance around the room for Margo, but don’t see her anywhere. She can’t still be locked up. Meanwhile most of the other girls have all settled into their table groupings. There’s an empty table across the room, and I head for it.


A few minutes later Charlotte comes over and sits down across from me. I’m a little nervous that she might start screaming at me, but I tell her good morning anyway. She nods without looking up from what she’s doing, which is cutting her toast into tiny bits and then delicately placing them into her mouth one piece at a time. Like the knocking, there’s a pattern to it. After two bites, she takes a sip of water, then wipes her mouth with the napkin. And each time she wipes her mouth, she folds the napkin over so that her lips never touch the same spot twice.


I’m so fascinated by her curious behavior that I don’t realize Brandi and her friends are at the table next to ours until they start launching bread crusts our way, aiming for Charlotte. A piece gets stuck in her hair, and they practically scream with laughter. I glare at Brandi while Charlotte stares at her toast, trying to ignore them, but her face is red and splotchy and I’m afraid she’s going to start crying at any moment. I tear off a piece of my bagel and throw it back at them. It hits Brandi’s shirtfront, then drips to the ground, leaving behind a pink jammy smear.


“You little bitch,” Brandi snarls. She stands and takes a step toward me. I lay my hands flat on the table. My muscles tense, and I estimate it will take about two seconds for her to reach me. Do I fight her or do I run?
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