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PRAISE FOR BIRTHDAY GIRL

 


"Tracey Burns is a character to fall in love with.
Her heroic coming-of-age moves between profound pathos and
heartening humor in this compelling narrative of beguiling
naiveté."

-- Susan Taylor Chehak, author of The Truth About
Annie D.

 


"Birthday Girl is a compelling read. Diane J. Wright
tells this sometimes uncomfortable story with warmth and a very
open, almost friendly style. The storyline is strong with
well-developed characters that help make Tracey’s world seem all
the more real. This is a book to get lost in and is guaranteed to
keep you interested throughout."

-- Maria L. Essex, United Kingdom

 


"Tracy Burns is a resilient girl who learns about the
ugliness in life yet discovers also what real family is about. I
highly recommend this book to adults young and old. A brilliant
read."

-- Lori R. Pensacola, Florida

 


"I would definitely recommend this book to anyone. It
flows effortlessly and keeps your interest. Beautiful, yet unusual
storyline."

-- Jamie E. Omaha, Nebraska

 


"This book manages to combine a steady pace with a
sort of compulsion to keep reading. An excellent book, the skill of
writing is not masked by the simple way in which it is written. A
brilliant read. Thank you."

-- Margaret W. London, England

 


"There were many moments that I laughed out loud and
felt genuinely moved by what was happening to this young girl. The
relationship between Tracy and Frankie is so sweet and honest, I
want to read more!"

-- Melissa M. Ventura, California
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There was a time when everything I could think of
wanting would fit inside two or three sneaker boxes piled up
high.

 


But that was before.

 


 


 


S I X T E E
N

 


 


 



CHAPTER ONE •
BECCA

The night the Child Services people came to get me is
one I have trouble getting right in my head. I know there was a
huge SUV parked up close to Becca Salinas’ house because I remember
seeing myself in the side mirror—hair wet and black, pasted flat
over my animal-wide eyes—as I pressed next to it. I know the sky
was letting all its breath out, heaving and thrashing, uprooting
whatever couldn’t hold tight. The other thing I know—and I know
this for sure—is that was the night I woke up for the very first
time.

My only real memory of Becca Salinas was that
I sat across from her in math class when I went to school in
Fresno. It was hard not to stare at someone like that: a real, live
Malibu Barbie who swore at the teacher and drew on eyeliner instead
of taking notes. Why I ran to her house that night, I’ll never
figure out. Maybe it was because hers was the second last stop the
school bus made before dropping me at the corner. Or maybe it was
because I thought she smiled at me once or twice in the hall,
making us secret friends. Becca and I wouldn’t have been friends if
we were tied together in a three-legged race for a week. She was
the kind of kid who lived in a super-fancy neighborhood, wore
different outfits every day, and had her own credit card with her
name on it. She drank coffee for breakfast and brought it to class
in a tall paper cup with a lid. Everybody smelled it anyway. No one
I’d ever met—no kid I’d ever heard of back in Juneau—was anything
even close. Becca was a walking billboard for one of those girlie
underwear kinds of stores where everyone was permanently made-up,
ready for the red carpet. I was more of a bait and tackle kind of
person, an army surplus poster child. At least that’s what everyone
felt the need to keep telling me. Most of the kids I knew back home
were lucky if they came to school clean, so I didn’t think about it
one way or another. Didn’t stop them from saying things to me, from
chucking stuff from across the room. I’d never smeared on lip gloss
in my life, much less from the end of a fuzzy stick, and I sure
didn’t want to. That was more my mother’s thing. To Becca, I
probably blended nicely with the furniture. No one was more
surprised than me to find myself huddled on her bedroom floor while
the windstorm screamed outside.

I ran to her place in a sort of blindness.
Something big and glass had shattered in another part of my
father’s house, and the sound of outside was coming in. Maela left
to go see what happened, and I found myself walking out the front
door. I stood out under the punctured sky, uncertain that I was
really truly feeling the night air on my bare arms. A minute
before, I was using their toilet while Maela held the door; the
next, my eyes were being lashed by my hair out in the yard. I
stepped forward. The wind lifted me, blowing in every direction,
going up under my thin T-shirt and basketball shorts. I started
walking. Trees and bushes swayed as if underwater. A dog whined
somewhere nearby. Soon, I was running. I took up the center of the
road, not caring that a car might come and make the flying feeling
the last one I ever had. I pushed against the gusts, taking them
deep into my lungs, breathing at last.

The lights of the few houses that sat on the
empty fields went dark. The single street light on that part of
Calle 29 popped and faded out. I stood still; I wanted to listen.
With my eyes closed, the palms along the road sounded just like the
thunderstorms that used to splatter our windows in Juneau. I
stretched out my arms to feel for the rain, but there was only
mist, a tingling kind of damp that smelled sharply of soil. The
memory of home soaked me, making me run again, flying even higher
than before. Even with my eyes open, I couldn’t see much. I tripped
on one of the huge fronds littering the road but didn’t stop; it
was just me and the road and the never-ending night in every
direction.

A bright glow pulled me towards the end of
the street. There, down an easy hill, the power was on. The low
sign for Valencia Glen was lit as were the three tall palms bending
on either side. The houses across from the darkness were a hive,
welcoming, begging me to come. So I did. I got to that sign in what
felt like a second though it had to have been more like ten minutes
if I remembered my walk from the bus stop right. I disappeared into
the maze of streets knowing that Maela wouldn’t be able to tell
which way I’d gone. I knew then that I wasn’t going back.

My rabbit legs took the first right. I kept
to the shadows in case she was looking for me. I turned again, then
one last time as if I’d planned to go to Becca’s house all along.
Outside, in the driveway of the big house, the muscles in my thighs
shook as I flattened myself between the SUV and the tan stucco
wall. I waited, not really knowing what to do next. The wind
brought the sound of a car engine creeping around the corner into
the cul-de-sac. Maela called my name out the window of her battered
Aerostar, her headlights shining for me in the dark.

“Come on now, girl,” she yelled over the
bells and wind chimes flailing in the storm. “I don’t have time for
no games.” As if I was a puppy that had broken her leash. I could
hear the bite of irritation coming across the wind. I stayed still
and held my breath. Sweat and warm and the hiss of blood pushed
through in my veins. It was almost louder than anything else.

When the Aerostar’s taillights disappeared, I
sank down into the sheltered doorway of Becca’s house and waited
for my breathing to steady. I don’t know how long I sat there
because my mind kept replaying how I’d left Roy Burns’ house, how
Adele hadn’t come for me like she said, and how she hadn’t called
in a long, long time. I wondered, if something happened to her,
would I know? Did she know what had happened to me?

A dog barked inside the house. Its warning
grew louder and angrier as the animal got close. I could tell it
was small and hungry and was the kind with super-sharp teeth. I
pulled myself up from the concrete. The fangs were right there on
the other side of the door.

“Finally,” Becca said, flinging the door
open. She barely saw me standing on their bristly doormat before
she grabbed my wrist and pulled me in. She’d grown taller since I’d
seen her, as I had, and out, as I hadn’t. She must have been
sixteen then—same as me—and was still the same Barbie I remembered
grinning at me as she spat gum down into Ollie Hernandez’ hoodie in
math class.

“Come on, before my mom hears you,” she said.
“She’s out back in the hot tub.” The ball of orange and white fur
winding around her ankles grumbled. “Shut up, Lester,” she said,
sliding the animal out of her way as she pulled me upstairs.
“Stupid dog.”

Relieved to be with someone other than Maela
or Roy Burns, I let her take me with her. Lester followed, teeth
ready to sink into me any second.

“You want anything?” she whispered loudly.
“We got Oreos, cheesies, Coors Light. My mom just came back from
the Von’s.”

I shook my head and barely said no. I hadn’t
spoken in a while, so my lips made the word shape but that’s about
all that happened. Becca wasn’t waiting for an answer anyway and
kept talking as if she was stuck on fast forward, every word coming
out on top of the last. Maybe that’s why I started to feel
overwhelmed and kind of dizzy.

“Darlene’s late,” she said. “What else is
new, right? She’s got the cash so you might as well hang out.” She
let go of my wrist once we got inside her room.

Becca shut the door, sealing us in and the
puffy little dog out. She clicked off the TV.

“Some stupid new show,” she said, tossing the
remote on a pile of clothes beside the bed. “As if anyone named
Buffy can kick serious vampire ass.”

She turned the radio up, then pushed
magazines, underwear, and makeup tubes off her giant bed and onto
the floor. The room was in all the colors of Easter candy.
Everywhere—the walls, the curtains, the carpet, everything—was pink
and purple and sweet. It was the exactly the kind of setup I’d
pictured back when I couldn’t believe kids like her were real:
stuffed animals stacked two and three deep on shelves around the
ceiling, paper star lamps in matching colors, and clothes falling
out of drawers and closets into enormous piles. It was a 90210 kind
of room, the kind I thought couldn’t exist outside of my TV.

She settled cross-legged on the bed and
flopped open a magazine. Somehow she looked less like a movie star
than she did back at school but at the same time, she seemed like
the same Becca. My dizzy feeling got worse, shifting and changing
every second. I jumped when the wind scraped some bushes against
the side of the house. She rattled on about somebody named Kevin,
about how he’d kill to be her boyfriend and how that would never
happen. I leaned back and held the doorknob as the tight, buzzing
sickness spun from down behind my knees, through my middle, and
settled in the pockets on the other sides of my eyes. I couldn’t
control it; it was as if everything inside my skin wanted to get
out, needed out. Then I swore I could hear Maela coming up the
stairs. I must’ve spaced for a second because I thought I was
locked in the bedroom at Roy Burns’ again, and I didn’t want her to
come in.

“Darlene should be here in a minute,” Becca
repeated, cheerfully unaware of the huge Cuban woman who may or may
not be just on the other side of her bedroom door. “She’s totally,
like, always late,” she said.

Becca looked up from her magazine, curls
bobbed to one side. I couldn’t tell if she was looking at me or
just in my direction. She tried to focus, first on me then on
something behind me, then on me again. I shifted from one foot to
the other, trying to come off regular.

“We were going to hit the Promenade,” she
said, sighing, “but the weather totally sucks, you know?” She
looked me over. “Aren’t you cold? It’s, like, fifty degrees out
there.”

She meant my T-shirt and basketball shorts.
They were what I’d been wearing since I’d outgrown the clothes I
had when we came to Fresno. Maela left some of her son’s stuff in
the room for me, mostly so there wouldn’t be a girl in tight
clothes around the house. Her sons were pigs. The shorts stayed on
if I rolled the waist and anyway, I didn’t get to go out.

I said I wasn’t cold, but Becca’s nose
wrinkled anyway. Her look turned all suspicion. I tried to keep
from fidgeting and being a complete weirdo because I didn’t want
her to make me have to leave, but I couldn’t hold it together.

“What’s your damage?” she asked, eyeing me
closely. “Hey, you’re not some sort of crackhead or anything, are
you? Shit,” she yelled in her whisper-voice, “you’re a fucking meth
freak. Kevin sent a meth freak, didn’t he?”

I didn’t know what a meth freak was exactly,
but I had a feeling about what she meant. I started to say she had
me wrong, that she was confusing me with someone else, but it
didn’t matter. Becca was already flipping out.

“I totally can’t believe this,” she said,
looking around for one of her friends to side with her but coming
up empty. “This isn’t happening. You’d better not rip anything
off.” She pointed at me, looking dead serious. “I’ll call the cops.
I will.” After a second, she lowered her voice. “Did you bring the
stuff at least, or did you scarf it all?” She waited, hands on
hips, for an explanation. “Hey, meth freak, I’m talking to you. Do
you have our E or not?”

I thought she was going to get up and search
me. She looked wired already, and it felt like she wanted to
fight.

“Becca—” was all I got out before my knees
turned to milk, and I sank to the floor. My insides started shaking
from the cold and from the rushing feeling. I doubled up, hugging
my legs hard up to my chest. There was nothing I could do to stop
it.

She crawled over towards me on her bed. I
looked up, not knowing if she was going to kick me or what. My jaw
pressed closed. I held on.

“Do I know you?” she said, her anger
slipping.

The shaking got worse. I wrapped my arms
around my middle, closed my eyes.

“You go to my school,” she said.

I nodded, tried to tell her my name. Nothing
came out.

She tried to place me, pick me out from the
furniture of that time. When she spoke again, disgust seeped in.
“Where’s your shoes?”

I looked down. She’d noticed my feet for the
first time since I’d come in; they were grimy, bare, and bleeding
from the road. When I saw them like that, torn and painful looking,
that’s when they started to hurt. I saw myself, crumpled on the
floor in a miserable heap, like there were two of me. There was one
me watching from someplace above and the other, embarrassed and
stupidly pathetic and alone on the floor. I wanted my Friend,
needed her. She didn’t come like she always did to hold me, to
whisper in my ear and tell me everything was going to be okay.

“Whoa,” Becca said. And I heard the tone in
her voice that said she was coming down from wherever she was and
that she saw me, Tracey Burns, bleeding there on the floor of her
room.

“You’re not Kevin’s friend,” she said, “are
you?” It wasn’t a question.

I shook my head. Spit was beginning to soak
the shiny knees of the basketball shorts. I wiped my nose with them
anyway. I could only look at her sideways, like a dog who’d been
sent to its corner. I hadn’t done anything, though. Not really.

“Just hang on a minute,” she said then sat
back on her heels. She didn’t say anything more for a while. Then
she got up. I held myself tight, ready for her to do anything, to
make me leave. Instead, she pulled the comforter off the bed and
tucked it in all around me.

Then Becca yelled for her mother.

I’d thought about leaving Roy Burns’ house a
zillion times, but when I pictured it, it was always Adele who had
come to get me. I’d lie there in the dark and see the whole thing;
it played in my head like the opening to one of those Nickelodeon
reruns: fast and kind of bouncy with lots of happy music
underneath. It’d be one of those days where the clouds are high and
rippled, like sand. Adele would drive up in our station wagon,
honking the horn and waving for me to hurry up. I’d grab my little
green suitcase with all the things Maela hadn’t given away already
packed inside and rush out to the car. My mother would have a cold
Cherry Coke waiting for me right there on the seat and a fresh
double-pack of Juicy Fruit warming on the dashboard for herself.
I’d shove my bag under my feet with just enough time to get in
before the door swung closed as we sped away and the name of the
show unrolled across the picture. Maybe it’d say The Adele &
Tracey Show or Juneau Or Bust! or something dumb like that. Either
way, it would be her and me going back home like we were supposed
to in the beginning. But when I found myself outside Roy Burns’
house that night, the warmish wind whipping my hair and rasping
against my face, there was no station wagon and no Adele. There was
nothing but the skitter of tormented leaves and the pulling feeling
that I belonged out in the night.

When Mrs. Salinas opened the door to the
lavender room of mirrors and posters and a zillion Gunds, she had
to squeeze by because I was blocking the way. She had on a thick
white bathrobe and a matching towel around her head. Her skin was
pink from the bath. My shaking calmed a little when she stood over
me and I inhaled her sharp, spiced warmth. Maybe she could fix
everything. Maybe she could find Adele and make it all go back to
how it was. But Mrs. Salinas’ eyes flicked over the dirty carpet
and over me: my stringy hair, sweaty and matted, the bones of my
back poking through my shirt. I was going back to Roy Burns and
Maela, and she was going to send me there.

“Becca,” she said sideways, “what did I say
about having boys in your room.”

When the police came, Becca sat on her
mother’s knee like an overgrown baby. She wouldn’t look up from
where she’d buried her face in her mother’s clean neck. Mrs.
Salinas hugged her close as I was bundled in rough blankets and
taken away by strangers whose names I wasn’t told. She said to them
that she’d found me on her steps when she came home and that Becca
didn’t know who I was.

“My Becca goes to Westland Marsh,” she said
to the police officer who wrote everything on a tiny black notepad.
I understood from the way she said it that the name of the school
should mean something, that girls like me—girls without shoes in
the middle of the night—didn’t go to her daughter’s school. She
stroked and twisted Becca’s curls around her soft fingers there on
the sofa in front of their big picture window and watched them take
me.

Out in the blue and red lights of the police
car, the policewoman who held my head so I wouldn’t bump it when I
got in bent low and said to me, “Don’t you worry now. Everything’s
going to be just fine.” She shut the door softly and went around to
get in front on the other side.

Of course it would; I could’ve told her that.
If you hold your breath long enough, eventually you have to breathe
again.

 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO •
LOURDES SANCHEZ

After spending the night on a bench at the station,
the police gave me to Child Services, and Child Services gave me to
Lourdes Sanchez. They explained in the car on the way over that I
had to stay there until they worked out where I belonged. When the
police first brought me to the cold concrete room at the police
station, I told them my name and that I was waiting at my father’s
house until Adele came for me. I told them she was would be back
any day; it was just taking a while is all. They kept looking back
and forth between each other, foreheads crunched, eyebrows high.
They asked questions about Roy Burns and his house and Adele, so I
told them that it was okay, that my mother sometimes went away for
weeks, once for six months. She was getting money so we’d be all
right. I was used to it; it wasn’t a big deal. She always came back
with presents and said she was sorry she was late.

They asked for my Nenna’s phone number. I
told them my grandmother didn’t have a phone. She always said if
anybody wanted to talk to her, they knew where she was and could
say what they had to say to her face. Nenna was the best. I told
them her address in Juneau and that they should yell who was
outside before they went up to her space in the park or else they
might get pepper-sprayed. Nenna wasn’t big on unannounced visitors.
She baked a perfect cottage cheese pie whenever I wanted and showed
me how to play circle-a-word puzzles when I was little, though.
Because of her, I knew my alphabet before all the other kids in my
kindergarten. If we’d seen her before we left, Nenna would have
told me to be good while I was waiting for Adele to come back, but
we were living at my mother’s friend May’s house then like we
usually did when Adele and Nenna had a fight.

And I was being good. Except that I’d left. I
wasn’t thinking. “I Made A Mistake," I told them. It was windy, and
I just went outside to see. I’d go back and wait like I was
supposed to.

I sat on a bench in the police station until
the sun came up and then for hours after that. The policewoman from
Becca’s house brought a bowl with warm, clean water and some
bandages for my feet. She wrapped them and gave me some flip-flops,
which was real nice of her, considering I didn’t ask. She said I
should wait on the bench until someone came to get me, and if I
wanted a drink I could help myself to what was on the coffee cart
right next to me. She told me, “Not to worry, sweetheart,” that
things would work themselves out. I wondered how they were going to
find Adele so fast, but I figured that’s what police did, and I
should’ve thought of asking them before. Even before, at Roy Burns’
house, I’d tried not to worry, but Adele hadn’t been gone for more
than six months, not ever.

I wanted to sleep, but even though they left
the blanket on me, it was impossible. There were people walking
around everywhere and phones ringing and a sharp, rotten smell
coming from the trash bin next to the coffee cart. There was a
window at the far end of the room, and that was the first time I’d
ever seen the sun come up.

In the morning, it was a man from Child
Services who finally came. He stood in front of the bench and
checked his watch as he said that his name was Mr. Jameson and that
there were some people outside who wanted me to talk to them.
Reporters.

“Whether you give them your story or not is
entirely up to you, but I advise against it,” he said. “Give them
an inch—” He shook his head. He was really small for a grown
person, and his dark suit smelled of the white marbles Nenna had in
the box with the funeral dress she kept in her back closet.

If I really wanted to, he went on as he
lifted the blanket off me, he would arrange a proper time and place
for an interview, but the police station was not it. He talked fast
and hard and looked around as if he was waiting for someone. I
didn’t like him right away, but it didn’t seem as if he cared one
way or the other. He checked his watch again.

“Up,” he said. “Those vultures will wait out
there all day.”

I thought he must have mixed me up with
someone else until we got to the doors, and four policemen made a
circle around me and told me not to be afraid. We all walked like
that until we got to Mr. Jameson’s car: me in the middle of the
circle hidden next to Mr. Jameson’s picky wool arm. There really
was a swarm of reporters out there, all shoving their microphones
through the policemen and yelling my name.

“How long did they keep you locked in that
room?” they said.

“Did they hurt you?” they said.

“Are you going to testify against your father
and his girlfriend?” they said.

It was almost as if I’d blinked and then the
door was closing on the car. The confusion of all of that rushing
didn’t go away for a while either. The reporters stayed next to the
windows, still asking me questions, until we drove away. We passed
their vans with Channel Seven and Thirteen and a giant four in a
circle written on the sides. That’s when I knew that I’d gotten Roy
Burns in trouble.

Mr. Jameson took me to see a doctor who
weighed me and put her cold stethoscope on my back and chest. She
told me to inhale and cough, so I did. Then she sat me with another
doctor to fill out forms and take picture tests, which I was too
tired to do. I couldn’t concentrate. I wanted to go back to Roy
Burns’ house, to make my leaving go away. But the doctor asked a
zillion questions like when was the last time I was in school and
did anybody touch me here— He roamed his pen around the middle of a
faceless, crotchless doll on his desk. He pressed two fingers into
his chin and said I looked underfed and not properly developed for
my age. When he talked, it was to the nurse standing behind me in
the corner rather than to me. He scratched on his clipboard and
mumbled that most girls had bled by sixteen. He told her it
probably had to do with my being underweight along with other more
apparent psychological issues. If she nodded, I didn’t see. It’s
true Maela didn’t cook, but she brought me a plate twice most days.
Usually it was a sandwich—sliced cheese usually, tuna sometimes—and
a glass of apple juice. I suppose I was kind of small, but I
couldn’t help that. I take after my mother.

When we got back in Mr. Jameson’s car, I
noticed he was missing the last little bit of his ring finger on
his right hand. It made me feel queasy knowing that something I
thought was there the whole time, wasn’t. No matter how hard I
tried not to, I kept looking at it from the corner of my eye as he
drove me over to Lourdes Sanchez’ house.

The streets we drove by weren’t at all
familiar. Signs blurred by. I leaned on the car window and pictured
them slicing into the front of my head and out through the back,
like a needle through a balloon in a magic trick. The greasy mark
my hair left on the glass smeared everything outside. Mr. Jameson
drove us past places selling cars and places fixing them. There was
a truck with a shrimp painted on the side and a crowd around it. We
got on a highway for a bit then off again where the street only had
gated-up stores and gas stations. I couldn’t figure what was wrong
until I saw that there were hardly any trees. Without all the green
around, I felt even lonelier.

The house we pulled up in front of looked
just like all the rest on the street: small with more gates on the
doors and iron bars on the windows. The curtains were closed. Mr.
Jameson turned the car off, got out his briefcase, and started
walking up the sidewalk without even seeing if I was following him.
It didn’t matter anyway. I probably deserved it; I’m the one who
screwed up. I waited for a man to answer the door before I got out
of the car.

If I thought Maela was the biggest woman I’d
ever seen, it was because I’d never met Lourdes Sanchez. She was
almost two people all by herself, and it was hard not to stare at
her and picture getting trapped inside all that skin. When Mr.
Jameson brought me inside, she heaved herself up from her velvet
wingchair in the living room. I could hear her breathing hard
before she even got up. Mr. Jameson said for me to stop dragging my
feet and sit down.

The place was the same inside as it was
outside. The curtains kept it dark so all the lamps were turned on.
The floors were thick brown tile with little white flowers on it,
not like the wood at Roy Burns’ and all the furniture sort of
looked like the stuff at the police station, metal and heavy.
Except for Lourdes’ chair. That was an orange velvet throne with
bird heads carved into the arms and bare spots rubbed out on most
of the seat. I didn’t want to sit. I didn’t want anything except
for the police to hurry up figuring themselves out, so I could get
back. It would be just my luck that the day Adele came to get me
was the one day I wasn’t there. She’d wait and everything, but she
wouldn’t be too happy about it, and I didn’t want to be in the car
with my mother, driving all the way back to Juneau if she was going
to be in a bad mood. The whole thing was making me impatient and
fidgety.

Lourdes took forever getting to the kitchen
table. The man who answered the door held her under the elbow and
walked her all the way. Even in his patched army fatigues, he
didn’t look strong enough to hold her by himself and was way too
old for any fighting. When he passed me to get to the kitchen, he
winked at me, and I saw that he wasn’t much taller than I was.
Whenever we saw people in uniforms drive by in their trucks on
their way to the army base, Adele would wave to them and say that
military men play with big guns because they get sore playing with
themselves all the time. I stood there in-between the kitchen and
the living room, missing my mother’s snorty laugh, while everybody
flipped through papers at the kitchen table. She’d laugh, and I’d
laugh; when my mother was happy, so was I.

As soon as Mr. Jameson packed up and left,
Lourdes got helped back to her chair, lowering herself down with a
groan. I don’t think she actually looked at me, or anyone else, one
time; she’d just signed the papers Mr. Jameson put on the table,
and that was all. She rubbed stinking liniment on her knee and left
me to her husband who introduced himself as Gerald. Right away, he
showed me around the place, which I thought was a nice gesture
considering I wasn’t going to be there all that long.

“There’s two youths in this house,” Gerald
said. We were in the kitchen where he was displaying for me the
contents of the fridge. “Spooky there, he’s the oldest, and the
girl, Angelica, she’s about your age. Can’t keep track so good any
more, you know.” He raised his eyebrows and chuckled. “Some of us
around here are summat over the hill.”

Then he showed me the rest of the place. I
was going to share a room with Angelica. The bunk bed on top looked
lived-in even though it was made tight and smooth with all the
sheets tucked under. There was a makeup brush on the mattress and a
short jean skirt thrown on top of the pillow.

“You’ll get the hang of things around here
quick,” Gerald said when we were back in the hallway. “And don’t
let that Angelica bother you any. She’s a mean one, but hold your
own and that should be fine.” He winked again and pulled the
bedroom door closed behind us.

We didn’t go into the boys’ room—Gerald said
it was off-limits—but he did let me look in the room he shared with
Lourdes. He said it was off-limits too, except in an emergency. In
that case, he needed to show me where they slept, so I could find
them even in the dark.

“A good soldier knows the lay of the land,”
he said. I waited for another wink, but it never came.

When he showed me the laundry out behind the
house, he reached inside the dryer and pulled out a thick
sweatshirt for me to wear. It had a giant, orange basketball ironed
right on the centre of the chest, only it was peeling off.

“That ought to fit all right,” he said
handing the warm wad to me and leaving me there by myself.

I held it up to my chest as I looked around
the yard. It wasn’t much different from what I saw of Roy Burns’
yard except there weren’t stacks and stacks of cardboard animal
boxes or loose metal car parts. They had a couple of scraggy trees
and patchy grass where plastic buckets and open bags of barbeque
charcoal were covered in years of dirt. I squeezed my eyes shut and
hoped hard that I would be somewhere else this time tomorrow.

Gerald had said that I’d meet Spooky and
Angelica later when they came back from school. I supposed they
were like me and didn’t have any other place to go while they
waited for their people to pick them up. I went to the girls’
bedroom again.

The bunk underneath Angelica’s had a stack of
fresh sheets waiting. I put them on the bed and tried it out. It
was thin but fine. The underneath of the other bed had pinholes all
over the place and the sides had writing that you could only see if
it you were lying right where I was.

 


I am here, no one can see.

I am not here, no one waits for me.

I hate this life,

The black tears, they rain.

I cut myself to feel the pain.

Numb in this void, I will forever be.

Not a soul will mourn,

When I am free.

 


I read it over and over. The words wormed
into me somehow, bringing a vague sadness with them, so I told
myself not to look up in that spot again.

I tried to think about sleeping again, but I
was too wide awake. The room smelled of perfume and fried food, and
I could hear the TV in the living room. It felt as if I was
super-far from Roy Burns’ house, school, and anything else I’d even
seen in Fresno. It felt as if I was even further from home.

When I woke up, it was dark, and the bedroom
door was closed. I must’ve fallen asleep after all, but it sure
didn’t feel like it; I was still fidgety and wanting to run.

Somebody shifted above me then dropped over
the side of the bunk to the floor. Angelica was squeezed into
super-tight jeans and low boots with fringe on the sides. I watched
as she went to the dresser and started brushing on a ton of makeup
in the square light coming through the window. Even in the blue
darkness, I could see that she had terrible skin, and the makeup
only made it look worse. If she knew I was watching her, she didn’t
let on. She just put her earphones in, clipped on her Walkman, and
climbed out the window. An engine rumbled away a few seconds
later.

The next morning, Gerald brought me a plastic
bag filled with clothes from the Goodwill. He put it on the floor
next to the bed. He took a pair of Angelica’s shoes from the closet
and dropped them in front of me too. They were dirty Reeboks and
didn’t have any laces.

“I didn’t know your size,” he said kneeling
down in front of the bunks so I had to sit up. I had on everything
from when I ran, even the flip flops the policewoman gave me. He
took them off and put my foot on a piece of paper that he had
folded in a side pocket of his army pants. He quickly traced the
outline around the bandages with a pencil. It tickled, especially
when he got to the inside part of my foot.

“All right,” he said, standing with some
difficulty and putting the paper away. “I’ll pick you up a pair
today. If you need anything else right away, you be sure to tell
me.” He hesitated, looking away uncomfortably, “Or, if it’s
anything p-p-personal,” he said, his head twitching strangely to
one side, “you can tell Lourdes. I’ll pick it up when I go
out.”

It was the first time I heard him stutter. He
didn’t seem to notice. I said thanks because that was nice of him
again. He’d brought plenty already.

His eyes slipped up to the top bunk.

“You meet Angelica?” he asked, eyes
narrowed.

When I nodded, he seemed satisfied and said,
“You let me know straight away if she gets up to no good. One bad
apple, you know.” Then he changed the subject. “That feller Mr.
Jameson rang up this morning. Said them folks you was staying with
was taken in.” He patted his pockets, searching for something.
“He’s coming by with the papers so you can ask him whatever you
want to then. Didn’t tell me the details, so don’t bother me for
them. All I know is that until the State says otherwise, you might
as well get comfortable.”

He nodded firmly, giving up on what he was
searching for, then snapped on his heels to go.

“And,” he said on his way out the door, “we
ain’t made of money around here, so go easy.”

I pulled my feet up on the edge of my bunk
and picked at the gauze. Everything was all messed up. I’d made one
stupid mistake, and it was only getting worse. My feet didn’t feel
any better either; they were hot and puffy up to the ankle. I
opened the plastic bag and pulled out a long skirt, three plain
t-shirts, and a few packs of new underwear and socks. I piled them
on the bed. I was fine in what I had on.

The girl who slept above me banged into the
room. She smashed the door open then smashed it closed again, the
doorknob sinking into an old dent in the wall behind the door. She
had her headphones on again but this time she stopped right in
front of me.

“What you got?” she asked, pointing with her
chin to the pile. She was chewing gum; every smack felt as if she
was poking me to make a point.

I shrugged. She stepped closer to dig through
the pile, picking things up, turning them around. The long skirt
Gerald bought had small flowers on it and looked way too big. She
dumped the rest of the plastic bag out: a blouse made of something
thick that buttoned at the neck, a bright sweatshirt featuring a
kitten playing with a ball of yarn, and other stuff that any old
lady would love.

Angelica held the sweatshirt up to
herself.

“That motherfucker’s got the worst taste.”
She dropped it back onto the pile and stepped up to get something
from her bunk.

I heard her chewing even up there. I cleared
my throat and said “I’m Tracey” up to the roof of my bed.

“I know,” is what came back down.

“I Saw You Go Out The Window,” I said, hoping
she would tell where she went because I needed to know where you
could go. The windows at Roy Burns’ house were painted shut, but
I’d only tried to get air through them; I’d never thought about
climbing outside. If I had, Maela would’ve just marched me right
back to the bedroom. She didn’t like it when I got in her way.

“So?” Angelica said, and that was all I got.
I waited for more, but it didn’t come. She switched out the tape in
her Walkman with one from up on her bed, grabbed the sweatshirt
from my pile and left, banging the door again.

The kitchen was busy. It was Saturday, so
everybody in the house was there except Lourdes, who was in the
living room watching TV. I stood in the doorway for a while, not
wanting to be a problem. Angelica was setting out plates and
glasses for four. The boy, Spooky, was mixing a bowl of something
on the side of the room that had the counter and the sink. Gerald
had a bunch of planks of wood on his shoulder. He was heading
outside when he saw me. I could tell he’d noticed I hadn’t put on
any of the clothes he brought, and I felt mean all of a sudden, as
if I didn’t like them or something. I didn’t, but that wasn’t why I
wasn’t wearing them. I just felt better in my own is all.

“You can get the forks and knives,” Spooky
said without looking up from his mixing. “They’s in the drawer over
here.” He elbowed towards the drawer at his hip.

Spooky didn’t look like his name at all. He
was kind of small and thick with a shaved head and a dark green
tattoo on the back of it that looked like it was writing in
Chinese. I smoothed the front of the grey sweatshirt and stepped
into the kitchen.

“Saturdays we make pancakes,” he said.
“Sunday’s, sausages and eggs. The rest of the time you get for
yourself.” He stirred what I saw up closer was a thick batter. I
had to stand right next to him to get the forks. He didn’t move out
of the way but kept talking as if I wasn’t almost pressed up
against him to get into the drawer. I pulled away, so I wouldn’t
have to touch him.

“Angel don’t eat pig, though, so she missin’
out.” He smiled into the bowl then put it down. He wiped his hand
on his pants and held it out to me.

“Bitch,” the girl spat from across the small
table.

“You know it,” he chuckled, not looking back
at her and putting his hand at me again. I took it and got a single
firm, moist shake. Then he went back to stirring.

I followed Angelica around the table and set
a fork on one side of each plate and a knife on the other. She
plopped down a carton of orange juice and threw roll of paper
towels in the middle.

I said “Angelica, There Are Only Four
Plates.”

Right then, Spooky stopped, his spoon
sticking straight out of the bowl. I could tell I’d done something;
I felt it.

Angelica pushed up the sleeves on my sweater
and came right up to me, nose to nose.

“Only mi mami calls me Angelica,” she said,
“and she ain’t around to do it no more. Got it?”

I got it.

“You shall call me Angel, and you shall not
forget.” She said her name like she was saying “in hell.” She
stared me down for a second, then spun back to putting away dishes
from next to the sink.

How was I supposed to forget?

“Bee-aitch,” Spooky said real loud, grinning.
He went over to the tiny, old stove by the door to the backyard and
turned a knob on the front. Gas flames rose high.

“Asshole,” Angel sang back in the tune of
whatever she was listening to.

“Language!” Lourdes bellowed from the living
room.

Spooky put the bowl he was holding on one of
the other burners and got a heavy-looking black frying pan down off
a shelf. It seemed like it was all regular to everybody else but
didn’t feel that way to me. I kept quiet and did what they all said
after that. There was syrup and Parkay in the fridge; I put those
out. I poured Pepsi into a glass and added a handful of ice from
the tray.

“Now take it to her,” Spooky said indicating
Lourdes in the living room.

Then I understood why there were only four
plates: Lourdes ate in her armchair in front of the TV. I brought
the glass in. She took it but didn’t say thank you or anything. Her
eyes never left the TV. A woman was in a hospital bed on the show
she was watching. Doctors in white masks talked in really fast
Spanish. Loud, sad music played over everything, us too. I went
back to the kitchen.

“You’re going to ignore her, right?” Spooky
said.

I wasn’t sure who he meant.

“Angel’s coked up most of the time anyways,”
he said and I thought of Becca Salinas and how she couldn’t look
right at me.

“Shut up,” she came up behind him and smacked
him across the tattoo. The snap of her hand on his bare head was
louder than I thought it could be. I was getting nervous around
them, even though there probably wasn’t a reason to be.

Spooky yelped but kept right on scooping
batter into the pan and flipping the pancakes. There was hardly
room for the huge frying pan because everything he needed was
balanced right there on the stove: bowl, spoon, cooking oil,
spatula, and a clean plate. He was funny to look at by the
baby-sized stove squeezed in behind the door, but he didn’t seem to
mind; he was smiling still.

“For reals,” he said to me. “Little tigre’s
nothing to worry about. Everything’s chill.”

Soon, he set a stack of steamy, soft
breakfast on the table and motioned for me to sit, so I did. Angle
plunked down too. She didn’t take any—she was busy rewinding the
tape in her walkman and sticking her gum under the chair. I waited
for Spooky to turn the stove off in case he was supposed to take
his first because he made them. He barely sat down next to me
before he said, “Carajo,” under his breath and got right back up
again. He pushed the frying pan to another burner and hung the
towel he had wrapped around the handle on a hook on the other side
of the kitchen.

“Piece of old shit,” he said loud so Lourdes
would hear. Then he came back to the table. If Lourdes heard him,
she didn’t say anything.

Breakfast was good and hot, and it made me
notice that I hadn’t eaten since I didn’t know when. I had the
first stack plus another with extra syrup. Angel gulped down her
juice and one of her pancakes then put her plate in the sink and
left. Gerald came back when we were almost finished and took the
last of the food. He ate bent over his plate, quickly and without
any noise.

Spooky didn’t seem bothered by anything. He
ate his breakfast and smiled at me when I took more. I tried to
feel more like him instead of feeling weirdly nervous. I wanted to
know what Gerald meant earlier about Roy and Maela being taken in,
but I remembered what he said about not asking him.

Mr. Jameson came with the news a few hours
later.

We’d cleaned up the kitchen by then. He sat
at the table with me and Gerald, his tight brown suit pulling away
from the buttons. On his lap, he laid my green sweater. It was
really Adele’s green sweater, with all the twirled knitting down
the front, but she’d given it to me to wear right after she told me
not to give Roy Burns any trouble. Mr. Jameson spread more papers
out to be signed while the two of them talked about a police raid a
few blocks over.

Mr. Jameson said, “Three minutes after the
call, the vultures swooped in. Shameful.”

“Monitor the police bands. They got radios,”
Gerald said and the two nodded, giving it some serious thought.

I wondered if the police were making a circle
around anyone over there, like they did around me. I wondered if
there were reporters making anyone else feel dizzy, putting their
pictures in the news so everyone would look at them strangely too.
They weren’t talking to me, and there wasn’t anything to do, so I
swirled the syrup left on my plate and waited for him to give the
sweater. He must have forgotten he had it because it took all the
time until when Gerald was finished signing for him to say anything
to me at all. When he finally turned my way, he was still laughing
from something Gerald said.

“Now then,” he said, handing a few papers to
Gerald, then making himself sound serious. “Mr. Kranic informed you
that your father and Ms. Delgado were taken into custody, is that
correct?” He tapped the tabletop with his big gold wedding ring.
Gerald took the papers in to Lourdes.

I nodded, hating the way he was talking to me
like I was a child and wanting him to get on with it.

“I’m going to explain the situation to you.
Please hold your questions until I’m finished, at which point you
will have ample opportunity to ask anything you like. But before I
do that, maybe you’d like to get me a glass of orange juice.”

I wasn’t sure I heard him. I started to ask
about my sweater and about going back to Roy Burns’ house, but he
didn’t even let me get started.

“Orange juice, sweetheart. It’s that stuff
you’ve got all over your shirt there. My sugars drop, and it’s all
over for everybody.” He brushed specks I couldn’t see off the front
of his jacket.

I got him the glass of juice and sat down
again. He finished it in one go, wiped his mouth on the back of his
hand, then opened the folder on the table that had my name written
on it in black marker. He bent low over it and ran his finger along
the words as he read. I couldn’t help it. I stared at his stub as
it slid along the page.

“It says there that the preliminary
investigation indicated that it is not in your best interest and
welfare to return you to the home of Roy Burns and Maela Delgado,”
he read. “They’ve been taken into custody while the investigation
continues into the circumstances surrounding the confinement of the
child—that’s you—Tracey Burns.”

He mumbled to himself as he went fast down
the page. “Ms. Delgado’s sons, Juan-Carlos, twelve, and Luis, nine,
were placed with CPS where they will remain until further notice.
You are to remain with Ms. Sanchez and Mr. Kranic here until it is
decided where you’re to be placed on a more permanent basis.”

He sat up straight and flipped the folder
closed. I wondered what else was coming.

“What that means is because the police found
the room where they kept you and because your medical examinations
turned up what they did, CPS can’t let you return to your father’s
custody.” He turned his wrist to look at his watch. “Do you have
any questions?”

I asked him, “What About My Mother?”

“Your mother. Your mother.” He mumbled,
opening the folder again and flipping through the pages. “I’m
afraid there’s a mis—we have no information on your mother, name of
Adele Wood. The officers followed up on the information you gave
and came up with a dead end. Without a social security number or
some sort of valid contact information, I’m afraid—”

“But How’s She Going To Find Me?" I said.

His mouth made a hard line. He stayed looking
at his folder.

“Please,” I said, “You Have To Let Her Know
Where I Am.”

“I’ve explained the situation,” his voice
kept calm and steady. “Now, if you want more information, there’s a
number on this card—”

I didn’t know what else to say to make him
hear me. I didn’t want his stupid card. Instead of taking it, I
tore at his ugly jacket, pulling the pocket down.

He stood, knocking his chair and papers to
the floor and dropping my sweater off his lap.

“You—” he raised his voice, then put it back
to the annoying calmness from before. “Miss Burns,” he said again
as he picked up everything. “There’s no need for an outburst. I’ve
explained the situation to you. We’ve done all we can for now.
You’ll just have to be patient and wait for the system to do what
it does best, all right? If your mother can be found, she will be.
You call that number should you need to report anything.”

He put the card and the sweater on the table
in front of me. Gerald came rushing in.

“What’s happening?” he said, ready to attack
whatever was going on.

Mr. Jameson picked up the fallen chair. “Miss
Burns seems to be upset,” he said working at those invisible specks
again. It made me crazy that he did that. I wanted him to explode
into a zillion specks right in front of me. If he couldn’t find
Adele, then he just wasn’t trying hard enough. My mother was
coming, and now she wouldn’t be able to find me. What did he care.
He never even met her. I glared at him. I was breathing so hard,
wet was flying out my nostrils. I grabbed my mother’s sweater and
bunched it in my lap.

“That’s all they found,” he said to Gerald.
“Cops caught them burning girls’ clothes in their barbeque, getting
rid of the evidence. Just when you think you’ve seen it all.”

“That’s the god’s honest truth,” Gerald said,
then shook Mr. Jameson’s hand, and Gerald thanked him very much for
coming by with the papers.

Mr. Jameson shook his head and said, “Not at
all. Not at all,” as he headed for the door. They wished each other
a good afternoon then Gerald shut the door behind the man who told
me I was going to have to stay at Lourdes Sanchez’s house, with its
grubby tile floors and the bulletin board in the front room,
because he couldn’t find my mother.

After the door closed, no one came back to
the kitchen to see how I was. No one asked me was everything okay?
Not one single word was said about how I wasn’t going back to Roy
Burns’ house and how because of what I did, Adele would never find
me. I didn’t even know where I was, how would she? All the blood in
me felt like it had run out my toes.

 


* * *

 


Days mixed with days after that. I slept on the bunk
underneath Angel. She snuck out most nights. I wore the clothes
Gerald gave me and the lady shoes he’d bought too. I walked around
in costume, dressed in someone else’s life. I learned to make my
bed like Gerald liked it, with the corners tight and tucked under.
I did as I was told.

I wore Adele’s green sweater all the time; I
even slept in it. The pack of Juicy Fruit I’d found in the pocket
when I’d first put it on was still there. Back then, I liked Big
Red better, so I didn’t think about it. When it had been a while, I
took out the pack and held it to my nose, so I could think of my
mother. I ate a stick once and felt better. I ate another on
another day, then half and another half. I didn’t spit them out
anymore. I swallowed them, so they’d stay with me. After a few
months, I only took out the gum when I needed it, when it felt like
I was never going home because it had been so long. On those days,
I’d turn the channel to the church station like Adele used to
watch, take out the pack, and curl into the corner of the mattress.
I ate smaller and smaller pieces until there was only one last
stick. That was the one I left for when Adele came, the one I’d
give to her. But it got hard and stopped smelling so nice. At
Lourdes’, it felt good to have the sweater and the gum and all the
wrappers I’d folded into shiny squares. I held them to my nose and
tried to smell them and send messages out to Adele, so she could
hear me.

Right away, Gerald enrolled me in the same
school that Angel and Spooky went to, so we rode together, or
sometimes I took the bus by myself. No one bothered me at Buena
Vista, so I didn’t get pulled out for home-schooling like Roy Burns
did. So long as I kept to myself and to the house rules pinned to
the bulletin board in the front room, everything was fine. The
problem was that I didn’t have any idea what to do to help Adele
find me. Spooky showed me how to call Alaska even though Lourdes
had the long-distance blocked from the phone. He knew how to do all
kinds of sneaky things. I wanted to talk to my Nenna, but I
couldn’t because I didn’t know her real first name and besides, her
place didn’t have a phone. I tried to think of Adele’s friend May’s
last name so I could call her, but I never knew it in the first
place. There wasn’t anybody else I could think of to help.

The last time Adele called Roy Burns’ house,
it was in the middle of the night. I knew it was her on the phone
by the way Maela was talking. I couldn’t hear everything, but I
heard some; I had my ear right up against the wall in the closet,
and their bedroom was on the other side. When Maela talked, she
mostly cursed, but she did that usually anyway. I heard her say
that it wasn’t her problem. Then she was quiet for a while,
listening. She said I was all right and that if Adele was so
concerned she should come for me. After that, the phone slammed
down, ringing the bells inside. Then everything was quiet again.
When Maela brought my sandwich later the next morning, I asked, but
she said for me to stop snooping in on other people’s phone calls,
and when my mother learned to call at a decent hour, then I could
talk to her. My mother had called two other times to check on me
before that. Maela was always the one to answer the phone. I know
she was calling to say she’d be a little longer. I know she
wouldn’t want me to worry. I promised I was going to be good, and I
was. Now, because I’d left Roy Burns’ house, it was all ruined.

Angel usually came back through the window
around two. I’d wake up when she blocked the light coming from the
clock on the dresser. She never made any sound, and no one seemed
to know about it. Or maybe they didn’t care. I would’ve climbed out
too, but there was nowhere to go. Besides, Angel always came back,
so wherever she went couldn’t have been that great.

About a week after Mr. Jameson left me at
Lourdes’, Angel came in as usual. About a second later, Gerald
threw the door open and a beam of light made me squeeze my eyes
shut. He stood there in the darkness, shining his flashlight around
the room.

“Get down from there right now,” he said, and
I stopped breathing. All the things I’d done since I got there
raced through me; I tried to figure what I’d done. His voice got
harder, more forceful.

“Angelica,” he barked.

Not a sound came from the bunk above me. I
wasn’t in trouble this time, Angel was. Gerald stepped closer so
that the knees of his long underwear were near my pillow.

“I heard you,” he said, pointing his
flashlight right at her face. “You know the rules. Break curfew,
and you’re out.”

He waited.

When Angel didn’t answer, I reached out and
tugged on the legs of the loose fabric.

“I’m Sorry,” I said and tugged again.

He bent so his face was right above mine.

“That Was Me,” I said.

He brought the flashlight down and pointed it
at me. “What’s that?” he said but it didn’t sound much like a
question.

“That Was Me,” I repeated, swallowing. “I Had
To Get Some Water. I Didn’t Mean To Wake You Up.”

He just looked at me, his lips pressed into a
line. I hoped he would believe that the sounds he’d heard were me
going to the bathroom and back, not Angel climbing through the
window. He stood, and I could tell he was staring hard at Angel’s
bunk. I don’t know why I lied, but that’s what I did. He was going
to kick her out.

He bent down one last time before clicking
off his light and leaving. Angel didn’t move above me; she must
have been as scared as I was. It was a while before I fell asleep
again.

The next day is when Angel started talking to
me. It was afternoon, and we were both in the room not doing much
of anything. Up on the top bunk she said, “What’s your deal,
anyway?” I could hear the lollipop she had in her mouth.

I’d been lying there thinking about the times
my mother would come home from the Safeway with hamburger or fat
pork chops that she got for free from her meat counter. I was
dreaming of making them for both of us, with lots of ketchup. I
didn’t know what Angel meant.

“You always lyin’ there an shit, not saying
nothing, looking like some I don’t know what in those sad ass
clothes. You got a problem or sunthin’?”

She could’ve sounded mad with what she said,
but she didn’t; I think she was trying to be friends. She was
right, too. I did my chores, went to school, and hung out in my
bunk. That was pretty much all. I’d worn the baggy basketball
shorts sometimes because I felt most like me in those, but mostly I
stuck to the Goodwill bag for my wardrobe. Everybody else seemed
happier that way. I wasn’t sure what the right answer would be—I
guess my problem was that I wasn’t very good at making friends.

“I Dunno,” I said.

“Spooky make you go down on him yet?”

I knew what she meant. I’d never even kissed
anyone much less that. I shook my head, then said no because she
couldn’t see me from up there.

“Wait. You ain’t like that, are you? ‘Cause I
don’t go that way, and I don’t want nothing to do with it.”

“I Don’t Think So,” I said. Being ignored at
school was bad, but what kids did to those girls was worse.

“Good,” she said sounding annoyed and
relieved all at once. “With you looking like a dude and
everything—no offence—it’s just hard to tell.” Then she turned
almost bubbly. “He will, you know,” she said, the lime sucker smell
wafting down to me. “Spooky’ll put his moves on anything what ain’t
got a thing.”

She leaned over her mattress. It surprised me
to see she was smiling. Her teeth were yellow and thick-looking. I
hadn’t seen her brush even one time. I hadn’t seen her smile
either.

“I gave head to twenty-seven guys,” she said.
“Not counting a couple I didn’t want to do it to. Most of them came
right off.” She worked the lollipop in a slurpy, sexy way that made
me want to look away. I didn’t, though, because it was nice that
she was talking to me since she’d ignored me from the day I got
there. I could tell I wasn’t like her, like Spooky—I didn’t know
how, exactly, but I could tell. The times when I tried to figure it
out, no answer came.

“Kranic’s a dick,” she said. “Know how to
make him s-s-stutter?” Her eyes shone. “Tell him you’re on your
period and you need money for tampons. He’ll fork it over in a
second, too.”

We both laughed, me more so that she wasn’t
laughing by herself.

“You can roll, if you want,” she said after
she hung over me for a while. I didn’t know what she meant. “We go
to Techapi sometimes. No one checks IDs in the casino, and you get
free drinks if you play the slots. Sometimes we hit Mercury Slots
for dollar draft night.”

I understood then and felt proud that she
wanted to be my friend.

“If no one’s scored any cash, we just drive
around, see what’s going down.” She looked sideways at me. “You can
come if you want. Rodell’s rolling by later. Might want to think
about losing the man-shirts though,” she said.

I’d been wearing a couple of big t-shirts
under my mother’s sweater every day because, even though it was
summer, I couldn’t get warm enough.

“You can borrow,” she said, indicating the
closet. “If you want.”

I looked for signs that she was playing some
kind of trick, just in case, but she held out her lollipop,
offering me a lick. I shook my head; I didn’t want one. She said,
“Whatever,” and went back up onto her bunk, and I thought I’d
ruined everything, but a couple days later, somebody left Angel’s
favorite pair of jeans on my pillow. They fit me pretty well, so I
started wearing those around instead.

Spooky started being different to me too. For
one thing, he seemed to be everywhere. When I was getting a drink
from the fridge, he’d come in. When I was washing the towels, he’d
need to get a bucket or something. Whenever he showed up, he’d
always start telling me a story and stay for a while.

Spooky’s real name was Montrose. I found that
out from the bulletin board. He said he came from Riverside and
went on about it every chance he got. Sometimes he was hard to
understand because of his spitty lisp, but soaking the person he
was talking to didn’t stop him. He just followed you from room to
room until you had to lock yourself in the bathroom and run the tub
water to make him go away. If he thought you were going to be a
while, he just sat outside the door and talked through it. He was
like getting cobwebs off you.

Riverside, the way he told it, sounded like
the Magic Kingdom. I’d never been there and still hadn’t been to
Disneyland like we were supposed to when we drove to California,
but according to Spooky, they have oranges and limes and figs on
the streets for free, and everybody knows everybody else. He said
in Riverside, they called you Cholo, and there was always someone
to watch your back. Even Juneau didn’t sound that good.

He didn’t ask me to go down on him, but he
did try to corner me a few days after I got there when I was
getting some Fruit Loops out of the cupboard for breakfast. He came
up behind me and put his hand around on my chest. I held still,
waiting for whatever he was going to do to be over, but he didn’t
do anything. He stood there for a minute with his hand on me,
breathing on my neck. Then he took it away. That was all. It was
awkward and mainly stupid. After that, he didn’t do it again.

There wasn’t anything Spooky wouldn’t talk
about. If you let him, he’d tell you all about the tuna salad
sandwich he had for lunch and how the white bread balled up and
stuck behind his front teeth. But some days it was better to listen
to him babble than to no one at all.

“You’re at that all wrong,” he said one
morning when we were doing the breakfast dishes. I washed, he
dried.

He already knew it was going to be a
one-sided conversation because they usually were with him. I was
Spooky’s best audience, and he knew it. Angel just walked away.
Gerald wouldn’t pay attention unless you were bleeding from the
eyes, and Lourdes, she wouldn’t have any of us in her living room
when her soaps were on unless we were bringing her a fresh iced
Pepsi. That left me. I stood in front of the greasy sink water,
sponge dripping from my already wrinkled fingers. A ten minute
explanation of how I should wash the dishes was coming, and I was
trapped. Spooky slurped every word that started with S, including
the name he gave himself.

“You don’t scrape the gunk off first,” he
said, “you end up swimming in scrambled eggs, and that’s plain
nasty, yo. Here, you dry.”

He pushed me away with his hip and sucked at
his teeth once real loud when he took the sponge from me. For a
while, I thought Spooky was this tough, scary guy: the way he
dipped when he walked and how he stared people down from under his
low cap. I was probably the only one who knew different.

“Your mamma never taught you nothing? Shit,
this is bitches work, and I’m smokin’ your ass. You got to show
some pride, chica.”

He pulled the plug on the sink and let the
chunky water out, mashing the leftovers down the drain with his
thumb before turning on the hot again. Thick scars peeked out from
under his sleeves from where his grandfather had poured lighter
fluid on him and lit him up like a bonfire. In my head I heard him
call me Chica over again, and I felt the word wrapping around me,
making me special. When he stopped talking so everyone could hear
and looked right at me, that’s when I liked him best. The rest of
the time, he was plain annoying. He squeezed a high swirl of lemony
soap into the sink and started washing, passing me the
cleaner-than-mine dishes to dry and stack in the cupboards. I took
a fresh dishcloth out of a drawer.

Spooky stopped washing and turned to me. He
shook his head.

“I dress you down like that,” he said, “and
you don’t even bat a lash. That ain’t correct.”

I supposed he was right. People shouldn’t do
a lot of things, but what did “should” matter? I kept drying. He
kept talking.

“You know, back in Riverside, if some vato
gave me lip like I just did you, I’d a popped him before his spit
hit the ground.” He turned back to the sink of crusted dishes. “You
ought not to let people walk you like that. You let them start,
they don’t never stop.”

He handed me another wet plate, then a bowl.
We passed dishes between us, sloshing water and clunking
plates.

“You think you’re here in this place doing a
little time,” he said. “I seen you. You think you just waiting for
your somethin’ better to come. What you don’t know is that it ain’t
coming. Me and Angel, we stopped waiting a long time ago. Didn’t
anyone tell you? Them white folks, they don’t adopt no teenagers,
and if they did, they sure not driving down to this ‘hood to go
shopping for their new kid. If I was you, I wouldn’t hold my
breath.”

That was the first time anyone had said
anything to me about being adopted. Spooky usually didn’t know what
he was talking about, but it never stopped him. But he did know
more about being in foster than I did. I’d stopped drying. My
throat was closing up. I listened.

He stopped and leaned on the sink.

“You know what’s fucking hysterical?” he
said, sounding not at all like he was making a joke. “I’m turning
sixteen in a month, yo. Sixteen. That means I been here over two
years. Two years, man.”

He shook his head, took a few short breaths,
then spoke quietly as if he wanted to hear someone tell it.

“I tried busting out, you know. Fucking cops
just find you and bring you right back. I got all the way up by
Hemet hitching with a bunch of army brushcut faggots, but this lady
cop, she found me bumming a smoke off some loser junkie, put me in
her cruiser, and dropped me back here in this shithole.”

He stood there turned away from me, the water
still running in the sink. Worrying about Adele taking forever
seemed stupid all of a sudden. No one was coming to get him. He
rubbed at his face with his wet T-shirt.

“There ain’t no place to go,” he said. I
could barely hear him. “No place. You find a forever family, you
get emancipated and live in a cardboard box, or you die in foster.
That’s it.”

I wiped the egg-scrambling bowl and put it
back on the shelf.

“But I got a plan,” he said almost so I
couldn’t hear him.

I picked up a plate; I was always a few
dishes behind.

Spooky jerked his head towards the living
room then raised his voice like he wanted everyone on the block to
listen.

“Jabba The Hutt there,” he said. “She don’t
give a damn unless her check is late. Called the cops not a minute
I cut out.” He slammed his hand on the sink, sending the soapy
sponge flying across the kitchen. Then he was talking regular to me
again.

“Easier for her to send them chasing after me
than to break a new one in.”

No one was locking us in at Lourdes’. We
could go outside in the sun and warm air any time we wanted. We
could talk to anyone we felt like talking to. There was even plenty
of all kinds of food if we were careful about not eating it too
fast. That part was even better than at home in Juneau. On top of
all that, Lourdes didn’t yell so long as we were quiet around the
living room. When she yelled, it was like an animal crawled out of
her belly to claw all over you. Angel made sure she stayed out of
Lourdes’ way and never got caught, but she got yelled at most
anyway. Gerald spent all his time in his workshop sharpening
things; he only bothered us when we bothered him first. It wasn’t
so terrible. Where did Spooky think he was going that was
better?

I turned the dishtowel to a dry spot. I’d
wanted for a long time to ask Spooky where his people were, why
they didn’t come to get him and take him back to Riverside. Did the
police say they couldn’t return him to their custody too? He never
talked about his parents or why’d they left him. What did his
mother say the last time he saw her? I wanted to know.

“You know something?” he said. “Maybe you’re
right. Maybe it is a fucking waste to fight them. You just stay
quiet, you mind your own shit. I bet you is the one who gets out of
here before either me or Angel.”

He soaped what was left in the sink all over
again. The dishes really were good and clean when he did them. He
didn’t know that Mr. Jameson said I was only staying till they
found someplace else to put me. I didn’t feel like telling him.

“If they’d just send me to detention
instead,” he said. “At least I could show myself with respect. This
pussy-ass place, this pre-school, you don’t get no cred for hanging
here. At least in jail, you earned your way in.”

Spooky wasn’t ever going to jail, I knew
that. Even when he was manning-up the place at his best, he
couldn’t hurt anyone. I’d seen him catching those long-legged
spiders and letting them out the back door when he thought no one
was looking. And when their newspaper got thrown too far away from
their front steps, the old ladies in the pink house down March
street saw him plenty too. He just wasn’t bad enough for jail.

I wiped my hands dry before I reached up to
his shoulder. He stiffened under my palm but let it stay. Then he
leaned over onto me, just a little. Neither of us moved except for
our breathing. It was okay that time, his touching me. It felt like
I was helping him for once, somehow. We watched the white soap
bubbles grow and pop in the sink while I puzzled at how Spooky was
big and soft, and I was the only one who knew it.

Then his arm came around and grabbed the back
of my jeans. He grinned at me and gave me a big wink. “I knew you
couldn’t keep your hands off The Monty,” he said then stuck his
face in mine and tried to lick me.

I left him there to finish the dishes
himself.

I went up to my bunk and flopped on top of
the grass-colored blanket that I’d made the bed with half an hour
before. The satin ribbon on its edge slid cool against my cheek. I
let myself think about my end of Nenna’s place in Juneau and my own
sofa with its fat plaid stripes and two yellow blankets my Nenna
made for me and how the longest days of the year were happening
right then. I missed the skinny pine outside the window and the
little box I kept underneath the far end of my sofa that had my
rocks and feathers, my metal racecar and crazy straw inside. All I
wanted back then was a pair of ankle socks with pompons on them and
one of those Beanie Babies; I didn’t care which one. Things are a
little bit different these days.

I still had five or six minutes before I had
to leave for school, so I stayed there staring at the dotted brown
stain on the ceiling and wondering about what Spooky had said about
getting adopted. Would they give me away before Adele could find
me? Would they move me someplace even further away? It was like I
was the only one who remembered that I had a mother.

I went up to Lourdes in her velvet chair in
the living room. I wanted to know about what Spooky said; I wanted
to know about getting adopted and if that was really what could
happen. On the fold-out TV tray next to her, store-brand chips bled
from their bag, their sticky-sweet barbeque smell making me queasy.
I stood between her and the toothy man on TV who yelled into his
microphone while teetery women slithered around a bunch of washing
machines behind him. Lourdes leaned sideways a little so she could
look around me. The game show blared, so I stepped away and waited
until the commercial.

Lourdes’ eyes finally left the screen and
slid over me from behind their dark moons. I already knew that
because she didn’t call me, I needed to have a good reason to be
standing there. And I did. Gerald was out at the store. I needed to
know if it was true, and I needed to know right that minute: could
people I’d never met show up and adopt me? I had to ask but my
voice wouldn’t come. It slipped down and away where I couldn’t get
it to come out. My throat closed, and no sound came out. I just
stood there blocking her view.

Lourdes Sanchez make a person feel like they
were poisoning her air by being alive. You had better be holding
your spleen in your hand if you bothered her during her shows, and
she was always watching her shows. The ham of her arm crossed the
space between her chair and the TV tray to deliver another handful
of powdered red slivers to her open mouth. She mushed those chips,
sloppy wet chewing noises almost louder than the television. Her
eyes didn’t let go of mine. I forgot why I was standing there. Then
the commercials stopped, and her attention swam back over to the
screen. I ran back to my bunk.

Back home, when she was late picking me up
from school, my mother always told me that when I felt like I was
waiting too long for somebody, I should find a way to keep myself
busy, to make my own fun until she came. She said if I occupied
myself and didn’t make myself a nuisance then the time wouldn’t
matter. I’d find that when she got there, it would always be too
soon. I looked for ways to keep busy, but it was never ever too
soon.

That was the first night I didn’t sleep all
the way through. After Angel woke me up by coming through the
window, I just lay there, staring at the bottom of her bunk. I
ended up reading that other girl’s poem again (even though I told
myself I wouldn’t) and wondering if she wrote it up there when she
couldn’t sleep either. It must be horrible not to have anybody to
come for you. When sleep wouldn’t come again the next night, I went
to find something to snack on but there wasn’t anything good, only
Goldfish and a stale bag of pretzels. I found cheese in the fridge
and some bread on the counter, though, so I got the frying pan down
from over the stove. A low ring of flames was already going on one
of the front burners so I turned the knob to make it go higher. It
glowed small and blue and welcoming, lighting up the dark. It was
the first time I’d made anything on the stove since Juneau. Adele
didn’t much like being in our kitchen, so I did most of the heating
up of the tomato soup and the frozen pot pies she brought home from
the Safeway. She’d said I made the best Kraft Dinner she ever had:
I crumbled extra cheese into it. Even though I tried to be quiet,
getting the pan down made some noise. Lourdes mumbled something in
the other room. I thought she would be asleep under her stained
knitted blanket, and maybe she was because she didn’t yell and no
one came in.

Making the grilled cheese was easy. I used
extra margarine so the bread got crispy and good. I worried for a
minute that the smell would make Spooky, or maybe Gerald, come find
me, but I didn’t care. Right then, it was just me and the caramel
bubbles, waiting for the slices I’d unwrapped to melt out over the
sides. Out the back door, the moon was hanging at the bottom of its
circle, and I could see into the houses on the next street where
the people inside were too lazy to close their blinds when it got
dark. When my sandwich was done, the stove wouldn’t go off. No
matter how hard I turned the knob, the blue circle sputtered but
never went away, so I left it. I wiped out the hot pan, wrapped the
towel around my hands, and tried my best to be a hundred percent
quiet putting it back up on the shelf with the others. I hoped
Spooky wouldn’t notice that I’d messed with any of it. I brought my
sandwich, wrapped in a couple of paper towels, back to bed.

When they woke me up, everyone was outside in
the street. Neighbors down both sides of the block were out in
their robes and slippers looking at the fire and the smoke that
reached up to the morning sky. Gerald held Lourdes, who was still
wrapped in her afghan. Angel lifted her pant leg high for the
ambulance man crouched at her feet, wiping at her bloody shin. I
couldn’t figure how I slept through all the hissing and screaming
sounds that the house was making until the lady in the ambulance
uniform told me it was because the smoke made me unconscious. She
made sure the plastic mask they put on my face was on right, so I
could get the good air. I kept coughing anyway. She tucked me in on
her stretcher and brushed my hair out of my eyes.

I turned my head while I got strapped in, so
I could see two policemen putting Spooky in the back of their car.
He was wearing the Clippers jersey he liked to sleep in, and they
were pushing his head down to get him in the seat. His hands were
tied. It didn’t look to me like they had to push very hard; he got
in fine just by himself. I’m pretty sure he was smiling too.

When the ambulance people zipped the straps
on me tight and lifted the whole stretcher with me on it, the
ambulance man caught me watching them arrest Spooky. He bent down
close so I could hear.

“Don’t feel bad for him,” he said as he
lifted and pushed. “Kids like that get put away like they deserve.
A lot of people could’ve been hurt in there, including you, little
lady. You should be offering up a prayer of thanks. Breathe deep
now,” he pointed at his own nose.

I kept breathing the good air through the
mask and focusing on the tiny windows at the top of the ambulance
doors. The coughing came from deep inside my chest where it hurt
most. I couldn’t stop. I tried not to think of Angel and Spooky, of
everything they lost. Instead, I saw the kitchen and the hook by
the fridge. Empty. I hadn’t put the towel back on it like Spooky
always did; it was lying next to the little ring of blue, on top of
the stove where I’d left it. As the ambulance drove me away from
the house, away from the fire, I knew that it was me who burned
Lourdes Sanchez’s house down.

 


* * *

 


The hospital was a lot like the police station except
quieter. Doctors came in and poked at me, and nurses stroked my
hand, making promises about going home real soon. I hadn’t been
home for over two birthdays, and not one person had anything useful
to say about when I was going back. The hospital was just another
place, somewhere in California where there was nothing to do but
lie in bed, waiting.

The Child Services person who came this time
wasn’t Mr. Jameson. The new man had the curliest red hair I’d ever
seen on a real live person. The first time he stood next to the
hospital bed, I got a good, up-close view of the tie clipped to the
neck of his faded yellow short-sleeved shirt. It was rotted-peach
brown with two stains in the middle; one still had the tomato seed
stuck on. He said his name was Liam and that he was going to be my
case worker.

“Pleased to make your acquaintance, Miss
Burns,” he said in a fakey way that sounded as if he was talking
out of his nose. “If you’d accept my most humble apologies. Your
stay here at our five-star recovery retreat, otherwise known as the
Chavez Parks Memorial Hospital, will be brief, I promise. While
those tubes must remain firmly embedded up your cute little nose,
we will have them removed as soon as is humanly possible.” Every
word he said danced, sounding like a question. I’d never heard
anyone talk like him before; he was from somewhere else.

I could tell he was trying to make me laugh,
but my chest burned. The last thing I felt like doing was laughing.
He winked at me and bowed. A man in a light blue papery outfit came
in to change the pans underneath the beds that had them. Liam gave
him a sly look.

“As soon as that wicked bellman returns from
scrubbing the flying llamas I ordered, m’lady, we’ll take your
evening ride. I hope that is to your liking?”

He waited like that, bent over at the waist
next to my hospital bed, for an answer. The thing was, I was done
answering. My chest burned. I closed my eyes and rolled away from
him.

Some of the girls in the other beds giggled.
He stood up and went back to normal.

“All right,” he said. “I see the m’lady
routine isn’t going to work. You got me. You’re too old for the
likes of that. Forgive me. Just trying to make a good first
impression, is what it is. Can’t blame a man for trying.”

I heard him pull a chair over and sit.

“Thing is, it’s a lot easier on both of us if
we get off to a good start, eh? Lighten things up a little? Because
this whole deal you have going on here, let’s face it, it stinks
worse than an Irishman after an afternoon at the pint, and I should
know. My father was one to out-tipple the best of ‘em.”

He sat for a while. If he was staring at my
back, I couldn’t tell, and I didn’t care. I wasn’t interested in
getting adopted, if that was what he was after.

“All right,” he said. “Here’s the thing: you
don’t have to talk to me. You don’t even have to like me, but
whatever you do, I’m still going to come to see you every day while
you’re here. That’s my job, and that’s how I do it, so if you think
you’re sick of me now, just wait. I’m going to get really annoying
in about a week.”

I heard him slap his thighs then scrape the
chair back to where it came from. I pulled the thin hospital
blanket up over my shoulder.

“If you find yourself needing anything that
the fine nursing staff can’t provide, you can call me. The phone’s
right here on the table. Anytime. And if you don’t want to do the
calling, one of the nurses will do it for you. All you have to do
is ask.”

All Mr. Jameson had done was bring me my
mother’s sweater. When New Guy produced my actual living, breathing
mother, then maybe I’d sing opera, but until then, he could go do
his Prince Charming Show for somebody else.

I felt something gently sliding under my
pillow.

I watched him leave from the smallest crack
between my eyelids. When I was sure he wasn’t coming back, I
reached over and found a white paper card just like Mr. Jameson’s
under my pillow. His name, Liam McGary, was typed on it with one
telephone number below and another one written next to it. I let
the card drop over the side of the bed to the floor.

My throat burned, and I coughed the whole
time I was awake. Liam did as he promised; he came back the next
day and the one after that. I was asleep the first few times but
the girl in the bed next to me, the one with the bandages all
around her head, told me how he sat in the plastic chair, watching
me sleep and making notes on papers from his ratty bag. She giggled
when she told about him, as if it was Leonardo DiCaprio himself who
was coming to visit. I hadn’t even noticed anything special about
Liam except for that bouncy orange poof of hair you could see all
the way down the hallway. He was just another ambulance man,
another police officer, another fireman and doctor and nurse. If I
was awake when he came, I pretended not to be. He figured me out
before too long, though.

When he visited, he didn’t stay forever. Only
fifteen minutes or maybe half an hour. He sat by my bed and talked.
Liam McGary talked a lot. He told stories and asked questions. He
made up his own answers. He spent most of the time talking to my
back but after a few days, I stopped rolling away when he came in.
He brought a brand new pencil and a tiny blue notepad that had
lines and a coil of wire on top and put them on the bed beside
me.

“If you need anything important,” he winked.
“And even if you don’t.”

I wouldn’t let the nurses put them on the
table next to the bed at night in case one of the other girls or
anyone else felt like keeping my notepad for themselves. A few days
after that, I didn’t bother peeking through nearly-closed eyes
anymore when Liam came.

He brought stuffed animals and fashion
magazines like Becca Salinas had in her room. He made the nurses
check my tubes and needles to see if they were poking me too much.
He read out loud and cracked bad jokes that made the rest of the
girls laugh. He even held pictures from Teen Beat and Seventeen up
so I could see them, even though I wasn’t into that kind of thing.
When the fun of that ran out, he told stories about the Dodgers’
games he saw on TV or went to in real life or about his noisy
landlady and her three daughters who lived downstairs from him.
Once, he told about when he was a boy in a place called Donegal and
had broken two bones in his foot jumping off a see-saw, and I could
almost see a small version of him, red curls falling into the mud.
Liam wasn’t too bad when it came to entertaining people in hospital
beds, I found out. It was a good thing, too, because he was the
only person who came to see me. He came so often that I couldn’t
help myself: I started to wait to hear his steady voice, wait for
him to show up, and he always did. By the end of the first week, I
wasn’t coughing as much, and pretty soon after that, when he sat
down, I had to try not to smile.

The whole time, he never said anything about
Lourdes Sanchez, Gerald, Spooky or Angel. He didn’t mention Roy
Burns or Maela. He didn’t say anything about Adele or when I would
be going home. Instead, he told stories and talked about everything
else so that I almost forgot that everything was messed up, that
there was no way for Adele to find me and take me home. At least,
it was easy to forget for a while—until the morning Liam came
early.

Before they brought in lunch, which was the
usual tuna sandwich with a little lettuce and tomato salad, he came
in and grabbed the chart at the foot of my bed. Even though he was
smiling when he said, “Mornin’, little lady,” as usual, I could
tell something was wrong. It was behind his eyes. There was a
hardness that wasn’t there before. He searched for answers on the
clipboard in his hand.

He read, flipping pages over and back. He
looked up but didn’t see me, not really. Then Liam paced from my
bed to the window, the door, and back to my bed again. The whole
time, the creases in his face got deeper. He didn’t tease the girls
in the other beds like he usually did but ran his knobby fingers
through the curls I’d started missing when darkness came. I
wondered if he had red down there too. When he caught me watching
him, the hard lines broke, and he smiled his perfect, thin smile.
He spun the chair over and sat, legs on either side.

“You know something?” he said sounding as if
whatever was coming next was deadly serious.

I shook my head.

“You and I are going to do something
important.” He leaned down close so he was looking right at me, so
I couldn’t help but look right at him. “We’re going to make a pact
right here, right this second. You with me?”

I didn’t know what he was going to say, but
nobody else was asking, and I was beginning to feel like I’d do
just about anything Liam wanted.

“We’re going to make a pact that says you and
I are going to do everything we can—everything—to make sure that
you’re looked after. Okay? Promise that with me.”

I nodded. Why wouldn’t I promise that? Was he
going somewhere too?

“I’m looking you in the eye, Tracey Burns. I
am looking you dead in the eye and giving you my word as an
appointed officer of the state and as a son of Ireland that I will
do everything I can, use every resource available to me, to make
sure you are never left in an unsafe situation again. Do you hear
what I’m saying because it’s important that you do.”

I heard him all right, but I didn’t get why
everything was so not fun all of a sudden. Sure, I didn’t like it
much at Roy Burns’ house, but they fed me and let me stay there
while I waited for Adele. For free.

Liam brought his voice way down, so only I
could hear. Sadness spread onto his face, but the urgent way he’d
grabbed the clipboard and paced was still there.

“Sometimes,” he said, “the rules that are in
place to protect people don’t work. Sometimes a form isn’t filed or
a call isn’t made, and nobody notices. I give you my word that
won’t happen to you again.”

I wanted to please Liam more than almost
anything. He held my hand between both of his, and I could tell he
meant what he said, even though I didn’t really understand all of
what he was talking about. Whatever was getting him worked up was
important to him, so I did my best to look like I was paying
extra-close attention.

He pulled a small, green photo album from his
bag.

“This belongs to you,” he said and rested it
on my legs. It hardly weighed anything.

It was my second present from Liam. The other
kids in the room had their parents and sisters visit, but I had
Liam, and he brought me gifts I could keep. I sat up and opened it.
Inside, the first few pages had pictures of me and Adele when I was
little. There we were at the Chuck E Cheese with the giant mouse
and a birthday cake and there, in the photo booth at the Galleria.
I didn’t understand. There were only about ten pages of pictures;
the rest of the book was blank. I turned to the back cover.
Nothing. I looked on the outside. “For Tracey” was scratched in
black marker at the top of the spine.

I looked to Liam for an explanation. He
looked down at his loafers. They were the kind that made a
squishing sound on the hard floor when he walked so even if I
wasn’t all the way awake, I knew it was him coming.

“I have some news,” he said, and I felt my
stomach get hard. Something bad had happened to Adele.



He told me that Roy Burns and his girlfriend
were going to go to trial for letting me stay at their house. He
said, “For their actions while you were under their guardianship,”
but I’m pretty sure that’s what he meant. He said I could go
downtown to the courthouse with him and tell about what happened,
or I could write it all down in something called a statement that
could be read out loud, and I wouldn’t have to go at all. I could
choose. He also said that I didn’t have to pick right then, that I
could think it over because it was a brave thing I did leaving
there on my own, and it would be okay if I didn’t want to see them
ever again.

The things he said rushed in my head at once.
How was I supposed to decide? I’d never even been downtown in
Fresno. If I went to court, then could I go home?

Liam squeezed my arm and said that I could
tell him what I wanted to do when I saw him next visit.

At first, I’d been holding my breath, waiting
for what he had to say about Adele, but all the talk about Roy
Burns was confusing. Liam’s hand on my arm was confusing. I hated
when the nurses came in to check the needle in the back of my hand
and the tubes up my nose; I hated them touching me. But Liam’s skin
sent a warm slippery feeling through to the bottoms of my feet,
leaving the spot he touched softer than before.

I looked over at him. The same pale sharpness
as usual was there but so was a gentleness. He brushed the velvety
cover of the picture album lightly, so he left tracks where his
fingers were.

“Even though they got rid of everything else,
the police found this hidden in one of the animal remains boxes in
Burns’ truck. I’m glad I wasn’t the guy who found that,” he said
with a quick laugh before he cleared his throat. “You can keep it.
Investigation’s closed.”

He watched as I flipped through the picture
pages again.

“Is that your mother?” he asked, pointing to
Adele. In the picture, we’re in front of the dog pen at Nenna’s.
She must have taken the picture. I’m poking my hand through the
diamonds of the fence and my mother’s looking off to the right at
something else. I don’t know what. It’s hard enough to tell what
she’s thinking about; in pictures, it’s even harder. Adele hated
pictures; we didn’t even have a camera. But her super-straight
black hair that’s my hair and the way her nose points up to the sky
are perfect, just as they were when she kneeled in front of me on
Roy Burns’ cement porch and didn’t say goodbye. In the picture,
we’re bundled in puffy winter jackets except hers is open over her
miniskirt and boots.

I let the album slip onto the mattress and
put the pillow over my head so Liam wouldn’t see. He didn’t lift it
or tell me to stop. He stayed next to the bed and talked softly so
none of the other girls could hear. He told me he was sorry and
that he wanted to make sure he helped to give me a chance. He said
that what happened wasn’t my fault, that it had nothing to do with
me or anything I did. It was hard to believe him. Then he promised
he would keep looking for Adele. I squeezed more wet pillow into my
mouth.

I heard him stand and scrape the chair back
to where it was supposed to be, between the beds. Then he told me a
secret through the pillow: he said that he was stalling the
hospital from releasing me because there was a spot in one of the
better group homes in another part of California opening up and he
was going to get it for me. He said that was his personal challenge
and that he was going to step up to it. He said he wasn’t going to
let me down.

I pushed the pillow aside just enough so I
could see.

“I’m sorry dote, but sometimes doing the
right thing is difficult.” He tapped his fingertip on the end of my
wet nose. “Tell what happened and justice will have her course,” he
said. “Whatever you choose, I’ll be right there with you. I’m
seeing this one to the end.”

Then he left. I thought hard about what he’d
said because I wanted to pick right. If I went to the courthouse,
I’d have to tell somebody I didn’t know how Adele and me drove from
Juneau to go to Disneyland for my birthday and how Adele told me to
wait at Roy Burns’ house so that I wouldn’t get in the way while
she took care of some stuff she had to do first. I’d have to tell
how I’d waited like she said and been good, even though it was hard
to be good all the time. How I’d tried to stay quiet and not start
Maela yelling. I stayed in the room like she wanted and kept the
volume on the TV low, so I could only hear it when I sat up close.
Then I’d have to tell how I walked and then ran out into the wind
that night and how I burned down Lourdes Sanchez’ house with a
dishtowel. I didn’t mean to. It was all a mistake.

I couldn’t do it. There was no way. If I
could still make Liam happy and not have to talk about all of that,
then that’s what I’d do. I reached under the hospital mattress
where I’d tucked my notepad and pencil. I pressed the tip to the
narrow, light blue lines and started.
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CHAPTER THREE •
MRS. FINN

When Liam took me to Mrs. Finn’s, it was a sunny,
clear morning, just like that first day in Fresno, except this time
without Adele. There weren’t as many people with cameras and
microphones when we left, but just the same, I was glad to be away
from all that yelling. Liam held my hand as we walked towards the
old-fashioned-looking house, and I felt his skin dry and cool on
mine. His fingers were thin enough to slip away, but I held on. It
had only been a few weeks, but I already couldn’t imagine a day
going by without hearing Liam’s squishy shoes on the floor or
without one of his endless stories. We stood side-by-side on a
bristly welcome mat. He pushed the bell. I counted the freckles on
the back of his wrist and concentrated on not squeezing too tight
but not being so noodley-limp that he would think my hand didn’t
want to be in his. My pencil and notebook—a few pages now belonging
to Liam and his courthouse—sat tucked in my waistband.

He rang the doorbell again. I leaned in just
a little, so I could smell if he had on any cologne. Liam looked
down at me, squeezed my fingers, smiled and said not to worry.

“Remember,” he said, “we made a pact. It’s
going to be just fine.” That’s when I tried to make a deal with
God, just in case He decided to start paying attention to me. Past
Liam’s head, past the roof of the house, I looked for birds. If a
bird of any kind—I wasn’t going to be picky—flew over before the
door opened, then Liam wasn’t going to leave me, and everything
really was going to be okay just like people kept saying. No bird,
then this was it for a while, until he found Adele. That was the
deal.

I coughed to get rid of the tight feeling in
my chest, but it just moved into my stomach instead. How long were
we going to have to stand there before we turned around and left?
Nothing with feathers had flown overhead yet, just a big jet. We’d
been driving all day to get to Escondido; Fresno was far behind us.
I couldn’t stop wondering if going this far away wasn’t the biggest
mistake yet. Liam had said in his van that if everything went well
inside the lady’s house, then I could stay for as long as I wanted.
I knew he was trying to be nice, but why would I want to stay?
First it was Lourdes Sanchez’s then the hospital, then here.

Soon enough, we heard footsteps coming
towards us from inside. The door peeled open. A scrawny rat of a
kid held the knob and blinked at us. She wasn’t any more than six
or seven, it looked like—younger than Maela’s kid. She looked all
sweet and quiet, but when she opened her mouth, a terrible
screeching came out.

“Well, come on in,” is what she said, loud
and annoyed, like we were supposed to know. Then she ran into the
belly of the house.

Liam laughed the skipping, gentle laugh I’d
grown used to. If he wasn’t freaked out by the little kid, then
neither was I. He led me inside. We stood in the hall until a wiry,
pointy lady arrived from one of the way-back rooms.

“Is it yourself, Liam?” she said smiling a
wide, stiff smile, and the two of them went on as if he’d come all
the way from Fresno only to see her. She sounded like Liam, and
Liam sounded like her. I only understood every few words at first
because they spoke super-fast, but she was bobbing her head a lot,
and they laughed together. She didn’t even seem to see me standing
there, so I helped myself to a look around.

The house looked to me better than Roy’s or
Lourdes Sanchez’s, at least. There weren’t any stacks of cardboard
animal boxes or potato chip bags all over the place, and the
curtains were all open, so you could see outside. From where we
were by the door, the rugs looked pretty clean, and the furniture
had all its legs. Even the TV was off. I didn’t even see a TV.

I had a good amount of time to eyeball the
skinny lady too because the two of them seemed to have nothing else
to do but stand by the open door, talking. Every now and again,
she’d rest one of her knobby hands on Liam’s arm or chest or
shoulder and look up at him from under her eyelashes as if she and
he weren’t almost the same height. I didn’t like her already. I
shifted around and coughed; maybe she’d let us go in and sit. Maybe
she’d stop fingering Liam.

It worked. She asked us to follow her into
the living room, which was through the open pair of doors right
next to us.

Liam let her go first. He squeezed my
shoulder and spoke so only I could hear.

“Everything’s going to be better now, dote.
Be on your best manners with Mrs. Finn. She’s a good woman.”

A whistle started from the back of the house
that sounded like when I put the kettle on at home to make us
tomato soup. We went in and sat side-by-side on the old-fashioned
flowered sofa that matched Mrs. Finn’s buttoned-all-the-way-up
sweater. She teetered on the front of a frilly chair that had
fancy, carved wooden arms and legs. No one said anything. Even
though she was just sitting there, she didn’t stay still. She
either fiddled with her hair, which she had tied up in a pile on
top of her head, or she smoothed her thick skirt. I don’t know what
she had to be fidgety about. I was the one who had to move in with
her.

The whistle died. Then another girl came in
with a tray. She was older than me, for sure, and taller too. She
set the tray down on the low table between Mrs. Finn and the sofa.
There was a teapot wearing a poufy teapot-shaped cover, two flowery
cups I could almost see through, a bowl with cubes of sugar and
another little matching jug with milk. There was also a tall glass
with crushed ice that the girl put in front of me. Everyone watched
the tea things as if they were going to do some tricks.

“Weather’s been lovely,” Mrs. Finn said to
Liam.

“That it has,” he answered.

We all looked at the tea some more.

The girl finally bent over the table and
lifted the cover off the pot. She poured, giving Liam and Mrs. Finn
the cups and me a stream of hot tea into the cold glass, melting
all the ice. I only like iced tea if you stirred it up real fast,
so the foam on top got good and big. What she poured didn’t have
any foam. I was suspicious. I took a sip to test it out. I tried
not to slurp so people didn’t think I was rude. It was bitter and
terrible. The girl hadn’t used enough mix. I held it so nobody
would know I didn’t want any more.

“It’s good of you to see us, Oona,” Liam
said. “I appreciate you making a special exception—we both do.” He
turned to me, “Like I said, Tracey, there’s a waiting list for this
placement. You’re a lucky girl.”

I didn’t feel so lucky. What was so great
about hanging around a house that smelled of dead flowers and
Pine-Sol? The sooner Liam found Adele, the sooner this would all be
over.

Mrs. Finn beamed in her stuffy chair.

“Thank you, Liam,” she said, blinking. “Kind
of you to say so, it is.”

And they started up again. Apparently, Mrs.
Finn had a nephew who had just visited Cork and Limerick for the
first time with his new wife. I stayed holding my glass and busied
myself with using my good manners, so I didn’t embarrass him: I
kept my hands near my lap and didn’t squirm. Liam dropped a cube of
sugar from the tongs onto the floor. I picked it up for him and
held onto it because if I put it on the table, that would be messy,
and if I put it on his saucer, he might eat it. I didn’t have a
saucer, and it couldn’t go back in the bowl, so I closed it inside
my fist; maybe everyone would forget about it.

Except Liam. I hoped he’d notice I was being
helpful. If Child Services would let me stay with Liam, I could
help him all the time. I wouldn’t be any trouble. I could make him
lunches and do all the cleaning up. I knew how to do all that stuff
already. He could take us to the park for walks and tell stories
while we fed the ducks. Then we could go to movies and ice cream
after. Then, when Adele came, the three of us could go to
Disneyland together, like we were supposed to in the first place.
Adele would like him. I knew she would.

Mrs. Finn offered us shortbread to go with
our “cha” then hollered for the girl to come and give it to us.
Then, after all that was when they started talking about me.

Mrs. Finn leaned forward in her chair, pale
fists tucked into the lap of her dark skirt.

“Now I’m going to ask you be straight with
me, Mr. McGary,” she said, her voice turning sharp.

Liam interrupted her. “Now I know I’m in
trouble,” he teased, but she kept on.

“You’re going to tell me right here and now
any reasons why this child might upset our home, are you not?”

It didn’t sound like a question to me. I was
a melon being sniffed for rot. Neither one of them looked my way
while they turned me over with their words, looking for mould.

The screechy girl who opened the front door
came back and grabbed my arm. She yanked so hard I had to leave the
sofa and follow her over to a box on the other side of the room. No
one seemed to notice either of us. The girl tore the lid off the
toy box. It bounced back down on her head as she dug around inside.
She didn’t pay any attention to it as she pulled out a handful of
worn toys and dolls and arranged them carefully at my feet. I would
rather have been back on the sofa where I could hear, but I was on
my best manners, and she was concentrating so hard on getting me to
play with her dolls that I knelt down anyway. It was good she was
being quiet, so I could hear Liam and the lady talking about me.
Besides, I wouldn’t like being hollered at by a little girl up so
close. One by one she picked up the toys and put them on my lap. If
I’d have kept that Native American Barbie I found under the
lunchroom stairs at that school in Fresno, it would’ve come in real
handy right then. I put my glass on the floor and dropped the dirty
sugar cube in so I had both hands free to make one of the dolls
dance for her.

“You have my every assurance, Oona,” Liam
said from across the room. He was talking in a serious, grown-up
way, not at all the way he told stories at the hospital. “As
always, the agency has nothing but the highest regard for you and
the home you’ve made here for the girls.” He smiled at her and
moved closer. He was near enough that he reached one hand onto the
fabric of the chair next to her leg. “And so do I,” he said.

I heard something in the way he spoke to Mrs.
Finn that I’d never heard when he spoke with me, something I
couldn’t name, something I started missing the second I heard what
wasn’t mine. She tilted her face away as she listened.

“You know this to be the God’s honest truth,
do you not?” he continued. “And I’ll tell you something else. I
know how important it is for you to have the right girls placed
here. I see the work and love you put in where others wouldn’t, and
I see the benefits in your young ladies.”

He moved in his seat to catch her gaze. She’d
been demurely gazing away.

“She’s needing your care, Oona. This one
here, she won’t make it at Carillo. I think we can both see
that.”

He stayed like that, leaning awkwardly to
meet her. Finally, when I couldn’t stand it anymore, he leaned back
in his seat. The little girl was playing with her dolls herself on
the floor; my dancing wasn’t working for her.

Mrs. Finn didn’t budge an inch. She stayed on
the edge of that hard chair, watching Liam, her tea getting
cold.

“That is a right load,” she said putting her
cup to her lips.

Liam laughed, shook his head. “Your success
rate with these girls is very high,” he said like he’d never
stopped talking in the first place, “and the children in your care
speak extremely well of their time here. You know this as well as I
do.” After a second, wheedling, he said her name: “Oona—”

Mrs. Finn turned her knees away from him and
picked at something on her dress.

“Liam.” she said, mimicking him.

“You’ve read her file. She’s sixteen now, but
she’s lost a few years along the way. Nothing that won’t work
itself out. I know this girl. She’ll catch up in no time and won’t
give you or any of the other girls a hair of trouble.”

She didn’t answer.

“Of course, I’ll visit regularly, to ensure
she settles in.”

Mrs. Finn smiled and turned towards him,
satisfied.

“Child,” Mrs. Finn to me said from across the
room.

I froze. I’d forgotten they knew I was still
there. Liam put his cup down and waved me over, but I had a lap
full of dollies. He waved again, so I pushed them off and left the
little girl there alone.

“I’m absolutely certain that she’ll be a fine
addition,” Liam said firmly, looking straight at me from behind his
nearly invisible red lashes, telling me without telling me not to
screw it up.

When I got there, he pinned me to his side in
an awkward kind of one-armed hug that felt more like a clamping.
Still, having every inch of Liam’s warm arm around me made it hard
to pay attention.

They both looked like it was my turn to do
something impressive, something that a Fine Addition would do.

“Tracey,” he said, huddling me close to his
knees, “Mrs. Finn would like to ask you a few questions. You don’t
have to answer if you don’t want to, but it would be nice for
everyone if you did.” Then he turned to her and said, “She hasn’t
spoken a word, but we’re working on that, aren’t we Tracey?”

Mrs. Finn sized me up. The little girl rolled
on the rug, mangling her Raggedy Ann. The smell of cinnamon
potpourri was making me itchy.

“All right then, child,” she said sternly,
not at all how they were talking a moment before. “Tell me what it
is that you are good at in school. You have been attending regular
classes?”

I’d only been in that school in Fresno for a
little over two weeks when Roy Burns signed me out for home
schooling. I didn’t know why I had to go when Adele was going to be
right back for me, but Maela said it was the law, that I couldn’t
just hang around their house all day long. At least, when they took
me out of there, I didn’t get Coke cans fizzed at me or my pants
pulled down in front of all the other kids anymore. Things were all
right at Buena Vista, though. I looked down at my feet and didn’t
answer Mrs. Finn’s question, but I still saw her give Liam a funny
look. Everyone makes such a big deal about school when it’s all
just a bunch of stupid tests to show the teachers what they already
know you know anyway.

“There will be no cutting classes here,” she
said. “I hope you’ve given serious thought to which colleges you’ll
be applying to because all my girls must make applications. I see
to that.”

I looked over at the little girl. She was
slowly and silently pulling the red yarn hair out of the Raggedy
Ann’s ponytails. Right then, I wanted to run over there and join
her, but Liam had me tightly.

“She’ll need to catch up with this year’s
lessons but—” Liam started answering for me, but Mrs. Finn cut him
off.

She stood, put her teacup down, and smoothed
her skirt again.

“Mr. McGary,” she said, “this girl does not
seem to be one for whom I can provide a meaningful home.” She
looked away from me. “My girls strive for academic excellence
regardless of their history. They are bright, dedicated. I do not
provide remedial training, don’t be mistaking.”

Liam let go of me and stood to meet her. “If
it wouldn’t be putting you out any further, Oona, would you be
letting us alone a moment?”

When we couldn’t hear her heels pounding on
the floorboards any longer, he spun me around to face him. I
tightened for the blow.

“Tracey,” he said, but his voice wasn’t angry
like I expected. He bent so we were nose-to-nose.

“I don’t think you understand,” he said, and
I could smell the sugary tea on his breath.

I understood all right. He wanted me to stay
with that creepy lady and those creepy girls just like when Mr.
Jameson left me with Lourdes Sanchez. He was going to find Adele,
and I wanted to stay with him. I fixed myself on the sofa and
waited for him to be ready to go.

But he didn’t sit next to me or move for the
door. He stood up and squeezed the spot between his eyes.

“Listen to me,” he said. “This is a good
house. No better, in fact. You stand to be placed here permanently,
but Mrs. Finn there, she has to want you to stay.” He looked at me,
then bent, hand on his knees. “It’s okay that you’re scared. I
would be too. But you have to take this seriously. Help me do this
for you. We made a pact, didn’t we?”

I was starting to feel like I did when Donny
Guttierrez threw gravel at me in the schoolyard, and it hurt like a
zillion bee stings; every word Liam said kept pecking at me, one
after the other.

“You have to show her something,” he said,
waiting. “Let her know this is what you want.”

I played with the sugar cubes in the flowery
bowl, put my fingers all over them.

After a second, Liam walked away. “You don’t
want this,” he said, pacing. “I can see that. That’s all right, you
know, perfectly fine. You’re sixteen years old, technically, old
enough to make your own decisions.” He came back and sat next to
me. “But you are old enough to understand that I have to place you
somewhere. It’s my job to make sure you’re in the best possible
environment, and that’s what I’m going to do.”

He lifted my chin and made me look up at
him.

“I promised you it would be okay, didn’t I?”
he said and waited for me to nod. “Well then, don’t you know you
can count old Liam’s promises as money in the bank?”

He shook me by the shoulders a little until I
looked right at him. “Tracey,” he said softer than before. “If Mrs.
Finn doesn’t take you today, there won’t be another chance like
this. You’re not eligible for emancipation, and there isn’t
anything better waiting for you outside that door. The next
placement for you is at Camp Carillo. I can’t do much about that.
Take what’s being offered.”

Liam had told me about Camp Carillo, how it
sounded like summer camp but was really a lockdown for girls miles
away from anywhere, deep in the woods. We both sat, waiting for the
other. A bang made us both jump. We’d forgotten about the little
girl who had just finished putting her dolls back in the box. She
turned to us and announced in her screechy yell that she was done
now. She smartly brushed her hands clean then strode out of the
room.

“I’m being one-hundred percent straight with
you,” Liam said, ignoring the girl. “This is as real as real gets.
I’ve made arrangements to place you here because I need you be
accepted here and to stay. My job depends on it.” He swallowed and
rubbed at the nail on one thumb with the other. That’s how I knew
he’d told me something he didn’t want to tell. He started
rambling.

“There’s a good school in walking distance
and plenty of other kids your age in the neighborhood. There’s even
a mini-mall just over on Third if you want to go shopping with the
new friends you’ll make. Doesn’t that sound good? The best part is
that you can stay as long as you like. That could be nearly three
years for you in one place, no moving. You could make everything
right for yourself again.”

I didn’t want to hear any more. Out the
window, I watched cars passing, going to places they intended. I
hadn’t wished it since he first came to the hospital, but I wished
then that Liam would stop talking.

“Are you hearing me?” he said.

I heard him. I’d heard every word that Liam
had ever said.

He reached over and took my hand in his
again.

“I know you’re in there. I know there’s not a
thing wrong with you that won’t straighten itself out with a little
effort on your part, but you have to give yourself the chance. For
your own sake, be nice to Mrs. Finn. Show her you won’t be any
trouble. She liked you enough on paper to let me bring you all the
way here to meet her. Lots of girls never get that chance. Now help
her like you even more, okay? This is important. It’s your last
chance. Be a good dote, now, say you’ll stay.”

I looked away. I didn’t want to lie to
Liam.

And it was like watching our station wagon
drive away from Roy Burns’ house all over again. I was stupid to
have believed that Liam liked me special. It was all made up so he
could leave me, so he could keep his job. I stopped seeing then;
everything faded, and I was just some dumb kid standing there in
front of an ugly old sofa in a an ugly old house somewhere else in
California. It didn’t matter where they put me. Nothing
mattered.

Heels came pounding towards us down the
hallway.

“I’ll come to see how you’re doing,” he said.
“Just give it a little time. Let me know you’ll try. It’s important
that you try.”

My head nodded because Liam wanted it to. It
nodded because I just wanted it all to stop, wanted everyone to go
away.

Mrs. Finn came back. She shooed the little
girl who followed her, trying to offer the mangled Raggedy Ann.
Liam got up from the sofa and walked her over to the window,
guiding her by the small of her back. I couldn’t hear what he was
saying, but I didn’t much care. I knew I had to stay. That’s what
they wanted. Mrs. Finn laughed a high, girlish laugh, then they
were both laughing and nodding.

“All right, Mr. McGary. All right,” she said
as they turned. Then she spoke to me. “You’ll find your room is at
the top of the stairs,” she said. “Second one on the left. You’ll
be sharing with Donna and Louise. They’ll explain what’s expected
of you and show you where the clean towels are kept. Where’s your
bag then?” She looked at me for an answer then to Liam.

“She’ll be needing to go shopping,” he said
for me. “What she has with her isn’t much.” It sounded like an
apology.

Mrs. Finn said something that sounded like
Ahjaysus.

“Of course,” Liam continued, “the County will
provide for that. In the meantime, I picked up a few small
necessaries for her: toothbrush and the lot. They’re in the
car.”

He fished in his pockets for his keys, then
jangled his way outside, leaving me in the living room with the
grey pillar of Mrs. Finn.

She creased herself to sit on the edge of the
sofa and gave me a good, long look up and down.

“I’ll tell you right off that there will be
quite a bit expected of you while you’re with us, but my girls are
right content. Hard work is good for growing young ladies, and
they’ll tell you that themselves.”

Her eyes passed over the dirty teacups on the
coffee table, then over me. If Adele was ever going to come, now
would be the time. If a bird, any bird, was going to fly over this
house and give me a sign that this was all a giant mistake from
which I was going to wake, now would be the time. Mrs. Finn slowly
folded her hands together and went on.

“There is not one person alive who hasn’t had
some terrible offence in their lives, young lady, but that doesn’t
stop us from being our best selves now, does it? You may do the
same if you choose.”

I barely heard her; I was super-sleepy all of
a sudden. I had to close my eyes.

Liam came jangling back through the front
door.

“Drink your Rosie Lee,” Mrs. Finn said as she
popped herself up from the sofa and smoothed that skirt again even
though there couldn’t ever have been a wrinkle in it, it was so
tight. She took a few steps towards the front door and waited for
him, like we were all in one of those old black and white movies
they showed in the middle of the night.

“All set then, ladies?” Liam beamed coming
back into the living room. The air outside had chilled his cheeks
and nose so they’d turned pink. He was barely gone a minute, but it
felt like hours. If I hadn’t left Roy Burns’ house, if I’d stayed
like I was supposed to, Adele would have been back already. She
would’ve come for me, but instead, I was stuck another somewhere
else. Liam set down the brown paper bag with the new stuff he’d
bought and came over. He held out his hand for me.

“Welcome to your brand new life,” he said,
bowing and drawing out the last words like I’d just won one of
Lourdes’ game shows. Only I didn’t feel like I’d won, and I didn’t
feel like sleeping anymore; I wanted to break every hideous piece
of furniture I could see. They’d forgotten that I have a mother
who’s waiting for me somewhere and that the life I had was better
than any of these because it had Adele in it. No one cared that
they kept moving me from one place to another. No one cared that
Adele wouldn’t find me, and it was all their fault. How I could
have been so stupid to believe one thing any of them said? And
exactly because I had been so stupid, because I ran away from Roy
Burns’ in the first place, I was going to have to stay lost until
Adele found me again.

Liam’s hand was hanging in the air in front
of my face, waiting for me to take it. So I did. I grabbed that
freckled hand in both of mine and yanked hard. He wasn’t leaving me
there. I yanked with everything I had so that I’d pull his arm out
of its socket but he played like it was all a schoolyard game, like
I was wanting a spin. I’d thrown all my weight into ripping his
bony arm from his body, the arm that I’d loved with all my soul
just one tea-soaked hour before, and he didn’t hardly notice.

Mrs. Finn stood back, a sour look on her
face. Liam kept talking to me even though he was smiling at
her.

“Tracey,” he said. “Stop playing now.
There’ll be time for that when I come to visit.” He was trying to
sound like everything was fine when it wasn’t at all.

I tore my hand from his and stood back. I
looked at him so hard he should’ve bust into a million pieces right
there. He’d lied to me, broken his promise. All the time in the
hospital he’d said everything was going to be okay, and there he
was, leaving.

“Tracey,” he started again, reaching for me,
his fingers pressing into the rotted fruit that was my skin.

I closed my eyes, concentrating on his
insides so that they would start to boil any second. Then he’d know
he shouldn’t have told me everything was going to turn out all
right. Then he’d be sorry.

He dropped his hand and sighed.

“I’m sorry it has to be this way,” Liam said.
“I am. We were getting on to be such friends. I hope you’ll feel
better about things when I see you next week.”

He shrugged and smiled in Mrs. Finn’s
direction then turned to go.

I heard someone yelling real loud, yelling at
the top of their lungs so that my ears hurt and my throat stung. It
was me. I was screaming. And I was blind behind my closed eyes,
closed so none of them could get in.

By the time I realized a person was wrapped
around me, holding me to their chest and rocking me on the floor,
the screaming was done, and there wasn’t another sound in the
universe but the blood rasping in my ears. I didn’t feel the arms
on me at first, but when I did, I pushed against them with all I
had. But still, they held tight.

When I could see again, Liam was looking down
at me from across the room. It was Mrs. Finn who was on me, on the
floor, hugging me into her bony chest. There were other eyes
watching too: one pair that belonged to the girl with the dancing
dolls and an older pair belonging to the girl who brought the tea.
The bunch of them stood there staring at me while that woman rocked
me in the cage of her arms until I wasn’t there anymore.

After that, I pretty much stayed out of
everyone’s way and did what Mrs. Finn assigned to me. That kept me
busy and, better, kept me from having to talk to anyone. The best I
could hope for was to not be moved again for a while. Liam came to
visit the next week and the one after that. It was like in the
hospital except it was the other girls in the house who he had
giggling when he told his stories. I didn’t come downstairs to see
him the first time, but the second, I figured I’d better find out
how he was doing looking for my mother.

He was sitting in the wooden chair this time,
and Mrs. Finn sat on the sofa. There was more tea. When I came in,
she excused herself and left me alone with Liam. I stood next to
the chair, keeping far enough away that he wouldn’t be able to
touch my arm or anything. I hadn’t brought my notepad because I’d
thrown it in the trash the day he left me there. I kept my picture
album, though, because it was mine to begin with.

Liam started talking as if nothing had
changed. I stood there for a while, waiting. When he stopped is
when I heard my voice for the first time since the day he left me
there; I said: “Have You Found My Mother?”

Liam’s cup stopped in mid-air.

“What’s that?” he smiled, delighted.

Even if I wasn’t loud enough, I wasn’t going
to ask again. I know he heard what I said. He spun around to face
me.

“So that’s what my bird’s sweet voice sounds
like. Heaven, it is.”

I guess he saw I meant business because he
apologized right off. He said he hadn’t had a moment as his office
had assigned him two more cases after he’d placed me but that he
was deeply sorry and he’d get to it right away. He said that he had
news about Roy Burns to give me and, if it was all right, I should
sit down.

Liam gave me the whole story about how Roy
Burns and Maela had a trial where there were jurors and everything.
He told about how they told their side, how the police showed what
they’d found, and how a woman read to the whole room the note I’d
written on those little sheets of lined paper. Hearing that made me
glad I didn’t go to the courtroom myself. I wouldn’t have liked
being looked at by I don’t know how many people. I might have
messed up a word or tripped or something. I might’ve said the wrong
thing. I’d seen plenty of episodes of People’s Court, and I didn’t
want anything to do with that whole setup. Liam said that the judge
sent Roy Burns to prison for letting me stay in his house. Maela
would have to go too but to a different place and for not as long.
I was going to say how that wasn’t fair as she was meaner but that
was beside the point; I didn’t know people got sent to jail just
like that. Liam said that Maela’s boys would stay with Child
Services, just like me. When he finished telling it, he asked if I
was all right.

“Do you need a drink of water?” he said.

I shook my head. All I needed was to go home.
Before he left, Liam promised again to find out what he could about
Adele.

I’d tried calling our house: the house we
used to live in before we moved in with Nenna, the house where I
had my own room, painted the color of dandelions in summertime and
a warm bed just for me. I used the phone on the wall in Mrs. Finn’s
kitchen, and I got some lady who said I’d dialed a wrong number. I
tried it again, but the same lady said the same thing and hung up
before I could tell her it was me, Tracey. The third time, she
didn’t answer. I know I had the number right because it was the
number we had all the time we lived there, which was almost my
whole life. It was the last number I knew by heart and the last
place I could think of to call.

 


* * *

 


Mrs. Finn enrolled me at another new school, my third
in California but the same as every other one. I got put back into
tenth grade again because I’d missed so much being at Roy Burns’
house, but that was okay with me. It was no big deal being older
than everyone else; they still seemed to be better at school than I
ever would be anyway. After all the schools and houses and Beccas
and Lourdeses, one more school wouldn’t make much difference. I
took bunches of thick books out from the school library and read
about astronomy and India and wildflowers and baking. It didn’t
matter much so long as the pictures in them were nice and nobody
bothered me. Everything pretty much settled into a routine. The
only thing that kept me going was waiting for the day Liam would
call about my mother.

Saturday mornings, Mrs. Finn let us do
whatever we wanted for two hours, but we had to do our morning
housework first. Even with all four of us girls pretty much
constantly at it along with Mrs. Finn and her private bucket of
sponges, sprays and disinfectants that we weren’t allowed to use,
the house was never clean enough for her. Everything was supposed
to be put away in exactly the same spot every time; the mirrors
weren’t supposed to have any marks; dishes and pots were supposed
to be washed the second we were finished eating. All the tidying up
took a ton of time, but it gave me something to do, so I wasn’t too
upset about it.

I didn’t sleep as much as I used to. Louise
and Donna usually didn’t get up for another couple of hours after
me, even on a Saturday. There wasn’t much to do when it was early,
nothing that wouldn’t wake everybody up anyway. I kept as quiet as
I could and made it a game that I was really good at. Sometimes,
like back at Roy Burns’ house, I’d count the holes in the ceiling
tiles until it was time to get up. Other times, if I couldn’t
breathe or felt like everything was shrinking down around me, I’d
listen for cars driving by outside and wait until I’d counted
fifty. Mostly, I made myself remember about Juneau—about our own
house and my room off the kitchen, about Nenna, and about my
goldfish, Kenny, who lived over the kitchen sink at her place.
Thinking about them kept me from having to think about what might
have happened to Adele.

Louise was a year younger than me, which is
why I shared the double bed with her and not with Donna. She said
she got the side far from the wall because she could get out fast
if she needed to. Louise lived at Mrs. Finn’s because her mother
liked to burn little circles into her with a hot curling iron when
she was sleeping. I saw them on her thighs when the covers got
twisted up. She didn’t have a father, at least not one she ever
met, so that’s how come she was in foster. Sleeping against the
wall was fine with me because it meant one less direction to keep
an eye on. The plaster was cooler on my back than just lying
against nothing, and the nights I had nightmares, it was nice not
to wake up alone. Sometimes, if I woke Louise up by accident, she’d
kick me with her scratchy feet for the rest of the night. I wasn’t
so sure she didn’t know she was doing it; Louise was scrawny, but
she was mean.

Donna slept through everything. She got the
one-person bed by the door. She could have it to herself because
she was turning eighteen before the rest of us. When she did, she’d
be out of Mrs. Finn’s, out of foster, out in the rest of the world
where anything could happen. The next oldest would get her bed,
that was the rule. Donna couldn’t wait. Getting out was all she
talked about, but I knew better. I’d seen the world already. There
was nothing out there that was better than being home.

Screechy little Kaylie slept on the sofa in
the living room. Louise told me that Kaylie’s parents and twin
sister were killed in a car crash on the Interstate. Before Mr.
Jameson took me to Lourdes Sanchez’s house, I didn’t know so many
terrible things could happen to people who looked just like
everybody else, and it made me feel bad that they were waiting for
strangers to come get them. Kaylie hadn’t been in foster very long,
and she wasn’t going to be either. Little kids sold faster; that’s
what Spooky said, anyway. I was pretty sure she wasn’t supposed to
be sleeping on the sofa because when Liam or the other girls’ Child
Services people came around, Mrs. Finn smiled and offered them tea
and showed them the cot she kept made up in her room. She even had
two brand new teddy bears up there on the pillow. None of us were
allowed in her room; it was the one place she cleaned by herself.
She usually took her tray up there after dinner and shut the door
for the rest of the night. Some nights, after a couple of hours,
we’d hear her singing. She sang super high and sounded as if
someone were shaking her insides hard. She mainly stuck to music
with words about Irish places and Irish people. After a while, all
us girls knew the words too.

When we took our two hours of free time was
up to us. I generally tried to get done with my housework as early
as I could, which was easiest to do right before the sun came up.
If that didn’t take long enough and everyone was still asleep, I’d
get out my picture album and look at the ones of me as a baby and
of Adele when she had short hair that she’d bleached all the way
blonde. My two hours were when I got to really, truly be all by
myself. I walked down to the park over on Moore Street even when it
was cold or raining. It wasn’t that far, and nothing much happened
there, but it was mine. I could sit and read or just stare at the
clouds and trees if I wanted. There wasn’t anyone looking, no one
to please.

I had a big tree with wide shiny leaves that
was my favorite. It grew these giant white flowers that never got
to be perfect before they fell and turned brown on the grass. There
was a pretty good bench, a wooden one that bent in the middle when
you sat on it. Even though lots of people came with their kids to
the playground, the bench was generally empty when I got there. I
crossed my fingers on the way for there to be nobody sitting on my
bench, and if it came true, I considered it a sign.

Every now and again, I brought my picture
album with me and any pictures I’d saved up over the week. The best
place I got them was behind the one-hour Photomat in the strip mall
on the way from school. People seemed to like to go there after
they got their Slurpees at the 7-Eleven next door because I always
found at least two strips with people posing with the giant cups.
The front was saved for me and Adele; the back for other people. In
the park, I could take my time and stick my pictures under the
clear plastic without anybody watching or asking questions.

At least that’s what usually happened until
the day Frankie came. He moved my bag out of the way and sat down
right next to me.

“I’ve seen you at school,” he said, the whine
from his earphones seeping out.

I didn’t answer, hoping the skinny guy with
giant, unlaced boots would go away. Instead, he reached into the
folds of his long, black coat to turn off his music although he
left the plugs of his earphones in.

“You’re constantly reading these enormous—”
he paused to flick the cover of my book on dog breeds, “books,” he
said. “They say we only use ten percent of our brain capacity in
our lifetimes. I say that can’t be true, even if our actual
thinking only happens in the neurons that make up that ten
percent.”

My book and I shifted over on the bench.

“Don’t be like that,” he said. “I’m just
making conversation. You converse, don’t you? Conversation is the
great art of civilization. Sure, elephants stomp out long-range
signals, and birds do that telepathic thing that lets them bank
together in the sky but humans, we’re the ones that discuss.”

He sounded pleased with himself. At the very
side of my vision, I could see him flip back the dark hair in front
of his face and lean forward, trying to see mine. I turned
away.

“I’ve seen you, you know. You like to sit out
behind the gym. No one goes back there but you.”

“If That’s True,” I said, “Then How Would You
See Me?” I turned the page. A glorious picture of a Russian
Wolfhound ran across the page. The caption called it a Borzoi. I
liked the look of that and said it out loud to hear if it sounded
as good.

“You what?”

I didn’t answer. I’d forgotten not to do that
when other people were there, hearing me. This was exactly why I
didn’t want to waste my two hours with anybody around. He’d ruined
the sound of Borzoi.

“You’re a canine aficionado, I see,” he
said.

I shut the book and put it in my bag. I’d
only gotten about forty minutes of my free time in. When I stood to
go, the guy on the bench blurted, “Wait. Don’t. I didn’t mean to, I
mean—shit.”

When I looked back, he was looking up at me
from under a sheet of shiny hair that was even blacker than mine. I
thought of Spooky right then because everything he had inside was
right there on his face too. I sat back down.

He stuck out his hand and said his name was
Frankie.

I hugged my bag tight to my chest. I didn’t
want to shake his hand, so I nodded instead.

“That’s okay. I wouldn’t tell me my name
either, if I were you. This place is littered with nutjobs.
Honest-to-God psychiatric cases. The city won’t let them stay in
the hospital, and there’s nowhere else to go. Sit out here alone,
and you’re bound to get a few. Why don’t I just shut up?” He wiped
at his nose; the umpteen silver rings and the spikes on the leather
cuff around his wrist caught the sun.

“Listen,” he said, sounding embarrassed. “I’m
just going to go. I’m going to take myself on over there and leave
you alone. I know how it is when you want to do your thing and
random people keep—anyway, sorry if I, you know, interrupted.”

He was fidgeting around inside his coat and
couldn’t look straight at me. The whining started up again from his
earphones. He got up.

I said, “That’s Okay.” And I meant it, too.
He seemed nice.

“Yeah?” He smiled a lopsided sort of
smirk.

I nodded.

“All right,” he said. “Cool. I’ll see you
behind the gym, then. No, I mean, I’ll see you at school.” He was
pretty flustered. “Later, I mean. Later.”

Then Frankie left, his long coat flowing out
behind him. It usually takes me about a zillion steps to get across
the park; he got there in about three. I pulled my dog breed book
out again and opened it, but I didn’t see really what page it was;
I was thinking about the guy who’d ruined my Saturday under the
tree.

 


* * *

 


My album was about half full. When Liam gave it to
me, it only had eight of the pages filled up. I wanted to have it
all the way full by the time Adele came, so I could show it to her
and she’d be proud of me for finishing it. The last time Liam came
to check on me was before Halloween when he’d said he’d tried some
extra-detectivey ways to find Adele that he couldn’t tell me about
because he’d get in trouble at his job, and he couldn’t afford to
do that. He’d said the good news was that he hadn’t found her in
the places he’d looked, that if he had, it wouldn’t have been good
at all.

“Have patience, dote,” he said, then tried to
tell me some of his stories. I wasn’t interested; I wasn’t some
stupid little kid. And I had more patience than he could
imagine.

 


* * *

 


There was a secret pocket I found in the back cover
of my picture album. You couldn’t even see it there unless you
looked real hard for the slit that was the opening. I hid the money
I’d saved up in there, money left over from the twenty-five-dollar
allowance Mrs. Finn gave us every month. We didn’t even have to
tell her what we did with it.

“We all have our secrets,” she said when I’d
tried to give her back the change from when I bought a pizza slice
that first time.

I didn’t have any secrets, but I kept the
change just the same. I saw a hairbrush and comb set in the window
of the Macy’s when I’d gone grocery shopping at the mall with Mrs.
Finn. It had diamonds all down the sides of the comb and across the
back of the hairbrush. They were just the sort of present my mother
liked to get.

 


 


 



CHAPTER FOUR •
FRANKIE

Frankie and me, we were sitting out on the curb out
front of the 7-Eleven when he bugged, for the zillionth time, about
going to Las Vegas.

“Of course you’re coming,” he said as he
drummed on the concrete between his legs. “Rolling your eyes is not
a definitive answer. You realize, T, that you have yet to offer a
single plausible reason not to go. And yes, I am counting.”

Sometimes I didn’t know what Frankie was
talking about because he used words I had to look up, like
plausible. He’d been at it for over a week, trying to get me to
agree to go to Las Vegas with him and his friend Jose.

We’d been coming to the strip mall at lunch
almost every day all fall. It was easy to be with him because I
didn’t have to think; he filled up all the space. Sometimes he even
sat with me behind the gym. I’d already told him that Mrs. Finn
said I wasn’t allowed to walk farther than the Walgreen’s on
Chestnut without someone going with me. The fact was, she worried
that Donna and Louise and me were going to get jumped by
sex-starved inmates or roving winos. How was she going to be happy
with me leaving the state? Mrs. Finn had house rules, and girls who
broke her rules didn’t get to stay. Besides, even if I did ask her
and she did let me go, it was Liam’s weekend to come visit, and I
had to be there in case he’d found out anything new. I already gave
Frankie a bunch more reasons why I couldn’t go all the way to
Nevada with him, but he just wouldn’t drop it.

We were about halfway through our Slurpees
he’d bought. Mine was cherry. Frankie got Coke. We still had some
time because the first bell hadn’t rung yet; we could hear it from
right there on the curb. Half the time, Frankie made like he didn’t
hear the bell, just kept his head down so his hair curtained off
his face, and I couldn’t tell what he was thinking. He didn’t care
about being late, but I did. Just thinking about it made me want to
crawl out of my skin. There was almost nothing worse than getting
in trouble when you didn’t really do anything. Plus, if we were
late, then I’d have to walk into class when everyone else was
already sitting listening to Mr. Menendez talk about the life cycle
of the mosquito or something, and he’d stop and make me explain, in
front of everybody, what I was doing that was so great that it made
me late to class. I mostly tried to stay invisible at school.
Getting to class on time was real important for that. That’s why
whenever the first bell rang and Frankie just sat there like he
didn’t hear it, a buzzing started eating at me from under my
skin.

“Trust me, T. I told you you’ll groove on
Vegas,” he said, “and you will.” He was jiggling his straw, trying
to get the scoop on the bottom of it to work. “We’ll do anything
you want after the show. Sightseeing, shopping, name it.”

The straw ripped against the lid and sounded
just like when a man at the State Fair made me a yellow poodle out
of a couple of skinny balloons from the bunch tied around his
waist. It popped when we got to the car, though, because Adele had
shut the door on its tail. She said it was going to deflate anyway,
and anything worth keeping cost more than a couple of dollars. I
rolled the balloon shreds into my fist and held on to them until I
went to bed.

Frankie put his cup down on the street
between his Docs. He kept playing with the straw, kept ripping it
against the lid. The bell was going to ring any second, and I
couldn’t sit still, so I counted how many times the red plastic
straw went up and down, up and down. I counted until my skin
stopped itching. Thirteen. Fourteen. Frankie’s fingers were almost
twice as long as mine. I know because we measured once with a piece
of string.

Some other kids from our school came out of
the 7-Eleven and stopped in front of the parked cars to light
cigarettes and open cans of soda. None of them looked over at us
even though we were right there in the middle of everything. Their
smoke made the air around us stink. You’d think we weren’t wearing
the same uniforms, weren’t from the same school. They should’ve
said hello; it was polite, but if they didn’t notice us, they
wouldn’t make any trouble. Frankie got it even worse than I did
from the kids at school. I figured they didn’t like him because he
was older than almost everybody at Lincoln. He got held back from
graduating for cutting too many classes. Or maybe they ignored him
because he didn’t play sports or go to games or because he didn’t
shop at Abercrombie or Old Navy. He didn’t seem to care, though,
which was nice because then I didn’t have to care either.

“We can stay up and watch the sun rise,”
Frankie said. He let his tongue flop out of his mouth; it had a big
glob of icy brown mush in the middle, in the pocket near the tip.
He drooled a little brown and slurped it back. “Of course you’re
coming because you want to, and I want you to, and it’ll be a good
time.”

He wiped his chin on his sleeve. Some of it
stuck in the little row of safety pins he had on there.

I groaned and concentrated on getting some of
my cherry ice to melt.

“That’s not a reason,” he said, meaning the
noise I made.

“I Can’t Ask Her,” I said.

“T, it’s opening night of the biggest tour in
music history. You can’t expect Maleficent to be reasonable. She’s,
like, fifty,” he said.

Frankie got worked up over music all the
time. I didn’t really get why, but I sort of liked it because then
he talked a lot. I worked at my Slurpee, so I didn’t have to
answer. He was getting annoying. Frankie sometimes just wouldn’t
let a thing go.

“This road trip?” he said. “Make no mistake,
this will be life-changing on every level. Nevermind isn’t just a
band, they—and I quote the mighty, mighty Rolling Stone—are
altering the very way we comprehend popular musical expression in
this century. The Stone won’t steer you wrong. Miss the concert
now, T, and you’ll regret it for the rest of your natural-born
days.”

When he saw that I’d stopped listening, he
shook his head and went back to pushing the little plastic buttons
on his lid down, making them go white.

“This is the kind of thing that will shape
the rest of our entire lives,” Frankie said, picking up speed.
“Show me one person over twenty-one who doesn’t lecture the rest of
us to seriously consider our ‘future.’ Well, here we are.
Considering. It’s pathetic. If I hear that speech one more time,
I’m going to have to remind them that Woodstock came and went and
left millions of benchwarmers in its wake to live out the rest of
their sad, unfulfilled lives wondering what it is—what’s that thing
they can’t put their finger on—that’s missing.”

I couldn’t remember what Nevermind sounded
like. Woodstock either. Keeping all of Frankie’s bands straight was
too hard for me. I’m pretty much okay with whatever’s on the radio.
Not that it mattered because even if I wanted to see Nevermind,
Mrs. Finn would never let me go all the way to Nevada, not even
with Frankie.

“C’mon. Say you want to,” he pushed. When he
flipped his hair back, it was easy to see the purple-grey parts of
his eyes and wonder how anyone could have that color born right
inside them.

I started to say something about Mrs. Finn
again, but he cut me off. When Frankie wanted to change your mind,
he could talk you into the ground.

“If you’d just hear yourself,” he said.
“What’s Finn got to do with it? She’s not the warden. She’s not
even your mother. What’s the big deal about going on a little drive
if you want to? It’s just a weekend. You’ll be back in class on
Monday like it never happened. You realize you’re not LoJack’d.
Always having to get to class, get home, can’t go out. Christ, T.
When was the last time you even went to a lousy movie? Finn can’t
keep you locked up like that. It’s got to be illegal or some shit.
She needs to have her ass reported.”

“I Can Go Out Whenever I Want,” I said,
hearing in my head the sound of the door closing behind Maela and
her pushing the lock in from the other side. He kicked his Slurpee
out into the parking lot, and the lid came off. There wasn’t much
left in the cup. The Slurpee started to melt on the asphalt, and we
watched it gooping, heading for the tires of some kid’s weird
little car that said Gremlin along the sides and had ugly brown
pom-poms in the back window. Even though it was February and it
wasn’t really warm, the sun in Escondido was way hotter than at
home, and the ice turned to liquid almost right away. The Slurpee
was going to swim around the tires, making them all sticky.

Frankie knew that Liam said I needed to stay
at Mrs. Finn’s. He knew that if I messed things up, I was going to
have to live at Camp Carrillo in the middle of nowhere. And Frankie
knew all about Liam finding Adele.

“First bell,” he said. He got up from the
curb and jumped a couple times to get the dirt off. His belt chains
clanged on his buckle. The school bell went off far behind us, as
if he made it happen. The thing with Frankie was, he always got us
back on time, and he never had to look at his watch; he just knew
somehow. His knowing didn’t make me feel any better about it,
though.

There was still a little Slurpee left in his
cup on the pavement. I could see it. Cherry and Coke mixed around
together tasted super-good, so I grabbed it from under the bumper
of the Gremlin. When I caught up, Frankie had his earphones playing
again. No one could make him take them out, but most of the time he
had them low enough that he could talk to a person and still hear
his music.

We were through the fence and halfway across
the scraggy dirt patch that the school used for softball when
Frankie said, “You could come if you wanted to. You just don’t want
to.”

I shrugged instead of answering. Frankie
stopped and grabbed my shoulders.

“T,” he said, the blue vein under his eye
standing up thick. “You’re going to be seventeen next week. You do
realize that.”

His music leaked out of the foam plugs in his
ears; he had it up loud.

“Make one substantial decision in your life.
If this was Utah, you’d be married to two different guys and have
six bawling kids by now. You’re in charge, not some lady making
diamonds up her ass. Make a choice. Right here, right now. Are you
coming to Vegas with me and Jose to witness one of the most
spectacularly memorable events of our lifetime or not?”

He let go of my shoulders and waited for me
to answer. I felt squirmy and wanted to look away, but I could tell
he wasn’t going to let me. He blew at the hair in front of his eyes
again and searched my face for what he wanted to hear. Frankie
could be pretty dramatic. He threw his arms up, took a couple of
big steps backwards then exploded like he was yelling at an entire
stadium.

“When are you going to stand up for
yourself,” he said. “Christ!”

The smoke crew from the 7-Eleven were
crossing the field too. They stared at us, a couple of them making
stupid faces and pushing each other. I stuck my tongue out at them,
like Spooky would want me to, then was sorry as soon as I realized
I did it; I hoped they didn’t come over to get us. Frankie ignored
them and reached towards me, fingers in claws, his face scrunched
in frustration. I could tell he wanted to squeeze me hard, but all
he did was let out a heavy noise and spin towards school again. He
was playing but only sort of. He didn’t get far before he turned
fast and came back. He took his earphones out, leaned over, and
talked right up close in my ear, so I could feel the air from him
going down the back of my shirt.

“Do something, T, anything,” he said in a
whispery dark voice. He circled around me warm and slow, so I had
to close my eyes, and all I could hear was him. “This is our life,”
he said. “Right now. We don’t get another one. Don’t you want to
feel alive? Feel what it’s really like?”

I couldn’t think; he was too close, taking up
everything. I opened my eyes, and Frankie wasn’t next to me any
more. He’d left me standing in the middle of the field, so I had to
run to catch up.

On the way back to class I thought about what
he’d said. I knew what he meant, a little. Back in Juneau, things
were better. I didn’t know it then. In California, time just slid
by with all the waiting. I was waiting to go home, waiting to be
alive again. But still, I couldn’t go. Nothing good ever happened
when you didn’t do exactly what everyone told you to.

At the edge of Portable City, the yard was
nearly empty. Almost all the other kids had already gone inside to
class, but the second bell hadn’t rung yet. Frankie turned to
me.

“Forget it,” he said. “I’ll catch you
later.”

He headed towards the stone entrance of the
school. I followed him until we went different ways at the trophy
case in the back hallway. Then I ran as fast as I could to make it
to fourth period before the second bell.

 


* * *

 


The next Saturday, the wind was up when I opened my
eyes. I stayed in bed for a while, to see if it would stop. I’d
learned not to be fooled by the wind. Louise was warm next to me,
and I could feel Donna heavy with sleep in the other bed. After
about an hour under the blankets, I couldn’t stay anymore. There
was too much to do. I slid out at the foot of the bed.

Cleaning out the bathroom garbage bin was my
first job. I had to do five bins in all: the one in the kitchen,
two in the bedrooms, the big one outside, and the bathroom one.
After I dumped the trash into a paper Stater’s bag, I rinsed the
empty bin under the spout in the tub. Mrs. Finn liked me to clean
and dry them before I sprayed Lysol inside. I liked that part
because the medicine smell tickled when I breathed in extra deep.
After I took all the garbage downstairs and did the one in the
kitchen, I put all of it in the giant green plastic bin outside
then pulled it to the curb for the garbage men. My arm muscles were
getting strong just from that giant bin alone. Usually the bottles
from Mrs. Finn’s room were in the bottom already, though I never
once heard her put them in there.

By the time Donna made sure Kaylie and Louise
were up and I’d vacuumed all the rugs, the garbage truck would have
come to take the trash, and then I could do that big bin. For that
one, I got out the hose. If there were maggots inside stuck on the
bottom on something rotten, I had to get in there and get them out.
One time, Mrs. Finn nearly took my head off yelling at me about it.
I guess she didn’t want me to use the sponge by the sink for that,
but I didn’t want to use my fingers and there wasn’t anything else.
By the time all that got done and we all had the breakfast Donna
made—she never made pancakes as good as Spooky’s Sunday ones—it was
ten o’clock. Just in time for my two free hours.

I put Adele’s green sweater and my picture
album in a duffle bag from the hall closet and closed the front
door behind me. There was something nice about Mrs. Finn’s heavy,
old front door; I knew that when I came back, I could leave again
whenever I wanted. The scraggy bushes and palm trees along the road
wrestled in the air, and I wished I had put my sweater on. I
focused on getting to my bench in the park, crossing both sets of
fingers for it to be empty.

Lots of times Frankie showed up on Saturdays.
He lived with his uncle, and their house wasn’t very far away. I
didn’t mind so much anymore because sitting with Frankie wasn’t
like sitting with anyone else; it turned out to be almost as good
as sitting by myself, only more fun. Sometimes he kept quiet and
read with me. Other times we went for drives in his uncle’s pickup.
It was white with one fender that was nearly rusted away, and when
we were in it, we nearly bounced to the roof every time we hit a
bump. When Frankie showed, he made my two free hours better, even
though he was a giant pain.

It was nearly cold enough to see my breath
when I got settled in. I tried puffing with my mouth open to see if
I could make clouds. Other than an old man with paper shoes
sleeping under the tree and two women pushing a covered baby
stroller, it was pretty much just me and the grass and the sky. I
wrapped Adele’s sweater tight to keep out the cold. It wasn’t as
big on me as it used to be.

I hadn’t finished arranging the pictures I’d
collected from the week before, so I opened my album and
concentrated. It wasn’t easy keeping them from blowing away. I
moved the wrinkly old Asian lady with the striped shopping bag to
the page next to the bald man holding a motorcycle helmet and a
little dog. I switched the girl with lipstick on her teeth with the
guy with the pierced tongue. I moved them around until it felt like
it was right, until everyone was next to the person they should be
beside.

That’s when Frankie showed up. He had his spy
coat on as usual and looked warmer than I was even though his coat
was open all the way. He tried to sneak up behind me but anyone
could hear him coming the way he jangled like he did. Besides, I
saw him crossing the street and circle around the park way before
he’d tried to be sneaky. Frankie liked to think he was invisible
and dangerous, but I knew better. Still, he tried, and sometimes I
let him think it worked.

“Hey T,” he said in my ear, soft like he was
saying Boo.

I giggled because he was tickling me with his
warm breath and because I was glad he’d come. Not even Frankie got
to see my pictures, so I closed my album and put it back in the
duffle bag. He was used to not getting to see it by now and didn’t
ask. I cleared a place for him to sit.

When Frankie showed up, he usually sat down
and told me what he’d been doing since the last time I saw
him—which was generally the day before when he walked me back from
school. He told good stories, but I guess I was the only one who
liked them because he didn’t have a whole lot of friends who
weren’t me. There was Jose who’d been arrested twice already and
had spent a night in jail and another guy I’d never seen who sold
Frankie his pills. Frankie didn’t sit.

“Come over here a minute,” he said from
behind the bench.

I asked what for, but he wouldn’t tell. He
made me get up and follow him across the grass, past the little
fenced-off playground with all the squealy kids, all the way to the
other side of the park.

“You may be wondering where we’re going,” he
said as we got near the sidewalk. “Behold.” He spun around and
spread his hands in the air like that magician who makes jets
disappear. Even though he would never say so, I knew that making
his coat spread out around him made Frankie happy, so he did it a
lot.

“So?” he said.

I shrugged. I was looking around for the big
deal that he was waiting for me to say something about. I didn’t
see anything special.

“Are you kidding me? Look!” He went over to
the black car parked right next to where he was standing and rubbed
his hand on it. “Do you see this specimen? She’s a nineteen
sixty-nine Mustang Mach One. Vintage.” He buffed off his
fingerprints with his sleeve.

“It Is?” I said, trying to sound impressed. I
didn’t know what the big deal was; it was just some old car.

“T, please. This is not just a car, it’s the
car. If I could be any car in the universe, this would be it. She’s
the only way to travel.”

I made sure I looked serious because Frankie
wouldn’t like it if he knew I thought it was weird to call a car
“she.”

“It’s not a rag top,” he said sounding
disappointed for a second but then he brightened up. “But it’s
still pretty killer.”

“It’s Old,” I said.

My mother said that old cars shouldn’t be
driven far and definitely not on the highway. She took side streets
all the time, except for when we drove to California. That was my
first time on the Interstate that I could remember, and Adele was
worried about the wagon breaking down the whole way.

I could tell he wanted me to like the car, so
I asked him where it came from. He smiled as much as Frankie ever
did—which was almost never. He stretched the long sleeve of his
shirt out from inside his jacket again and started polishing the
door mirror.

“My uncle,” he said. “He let me borrow
it.”

“Your Uncle Drives A Pickup,” I said. It was
the only car I’d ever seen parked in their driveway.

“You want to take a spin?” he said ignoring
what I said about his uncle.

He knew I would. I liked going places with
Frankie. He always had something fun to do and didn’t mind me
coming along. I had plenty of time before I had to be back, so I
said all right.

“As Long As We’re Back By Twelve, Okay? Mrs.
Finn’s curfew was strict.

He rolled his eyes and opened the passenger
door for me. Frankie could be a real gentleman when he wanted to.
He waited for me to get settled on the ribbed leather seat before
shutting me in. It was nice and warm inside from sitting in the
sun, and I liked how I felt real low to the ground. I was starting
to see why he liked it so much. It kind of smelled funny in there,
though, like gym shoes and wet feathers, but I didn’t say anything
about it because it might hurt his feelings.

Frankie ran around and folded himself into
the driver’s seat. The key was already in the engine. He turned it
and moved the gear shift lever down. We pulled away from the curb
and away from the park on Moore Street.

“Listen to that purr,” he said, and I could
see from his pink flush that he was happy. Because Frankie was real
serious all the time, it was nice to see him looking like one of
those goofy little kids back at the playground.

He drove us around for a while, past Mrs.
Finn’s house and past his uncle’s. The white pickup wasn’t in the
driveway when we went by. We roared past the school in the loudest
car in the world, and Frankie stuck his hand out the window and
gave the big old stone building the finger. I rolled my window down
too and let in some of the cold air. It was cloudy out; the sun hid
behind all the grey but now that I was in the warm car, the cold
felt good on my face and in my hair, blowing it back so I could
see. It was kind of funny to think that before, when it was cold, I
had to put on my parka and a knit hat just to go outside to get the
mail from our box at the corner.

“C’mon, T. I know you want to,” Frankie
laughed then stuck his head out the window and yelled real loud so
the air filled his mouth and made his eyes water. He kept doing it
and steering us all over the road. I held on to the sides of the
seat. He laughed, then let air in to puff out his spotty cheeks,
laughed and puffed. It was a good thing there wasn’t much traffic
out in that part of town. No cops either, I guess, because I was
pretty sure you weren’t supposed to drive and stick your head out
the window at the same time.

He came back in and looked as if he’d just
run a zillion miles. “Fuck yeah!” he shouted, his eyes wide awake.
He started pushing buttons on the radio, and the car filled with
springy, jazzy music.

“Ugh,” Frankie said. “Get a tape out of the
back will you?”

Behind the driver’s seat there was a
cardboard box with a pile of cassette tapes in scratched-up plastic
cases. Angel would have loved it. Other than a couple of blankets
on the seat, there wasn’t much else back there.

I asked him where he got all of them; they
were all homemade with scribbles and drawings all over. I didn’t
know which one to pick, so I pulled out the first one I felt like
grabbing from the bottom of the pile and showed it to him.

“Put it in,” Frankie said jamming the clicker
on. He was turning us right at a big intersection.

I did and guitars and big, fat orchestra
sounds came out of the speakers.

“You like The Cure,” he said. “Remember?
That’s what was in my Walkman the other day. Excellent pick.”

The other day was when he’d put his earphones
in my ears as I was eating a tuna sandwich. But I did like it, he
was right. We drove along with the windows down, the heat blasting,
and the music spilling outside for a little while. It felt like
that first day Adele and I left to go to Fresno, like there was
nothing in the world that could go wrong.

Strip malls and car dealerships slid by. We
sailed through light after light, not all of them green, Frankie
driving faster and faster. He didn’t usually do stuff like that, at
least not when I was around. He sang along to a song about
Spiderman eating dinner. Then, just like that, instead of dry hills
and houses that all looked the same, I saw the ocean, and it was
never-ending and sparkly like someone dropped a whole truck of
Christmas tinsel in it.

The last time I saw the ocean was when we
drove to Fresno. Adele said I should take a good look because we
were going to take the Interstate, and it might be the last I see
of it for a while. I was at Mrs. Finn’s all fall and the hospital
in the summer. Before that, it was Lourdes Sanchez in Fresno. I
turned sixteen and fifteen at Roy Burns’ house, so it had been
almost two years since I’d seen my mother, since I’d been home. I
watched the white lines on the road slam into the front of the car.
How could that be true? It didn’t feel that long at all. And at the
same time, it did.

Frankie put the clicker on again and took the
freeway on-ramp. It was still ticking when we passed a road sign
that said “Los Angeles 97 mi.”

“What Time Is It? I asked.

My skin was getting tight and tingly. I
didn’t want to think about what could have happened to Adele or why
she hadn’t come. I had to get back to Mrs. Finn’s. Liam was coming
over.

Frankie kept singing along to the tape and
dangling his arm out in the wind. I tried to relax. He’d get us
back on time. He always did.

We pulled off the freeway and up to a pump at
a Chevron. That’s when I noticed that clock on the dashboard said
the same time as it did when I’d looked at it before. When I first
got in, it said twenty to eleven. It still did. Frankie pumped gas
into the back of the car. He’d taken his coat off, and I could see
his bones of his shoulders and chest under his Clash T-shirt and
the dyed-grey long underwear he always had underneath. I pulled
myself up to sit on the open-window part of the door and leaned on
the roof. It was a little warmer than before because the sun was
peeking through on us. I shaded my eyes.

“Frankie?”

He was watching the money dials go on the
pump.

“T?” he said like he does when he was being
smart.

“I Was Just Curious,” I said, not wanting to
be a problem. “We’re Going Back Now, Right?

He was watching the traffic on the road and
didn’t answer right away.

“I Think It Might Be Getting Close To
Twelve.”

“I’m filling up here, T. Just a sec, all
right?”

I sat back down inside the car. If I kept
Mrs. Finn waiting, she’d just give us all extra housework for the
rest of the week, and that would mean less than two hours next
Saturday. Besides, I was supposed to give Kaylie her bath that
afternoon, and she liked when I did it. When Donna bathed her,
Kaylie said she read People magazine on the toilet and made her do
the soap and bubbles herself. Louise apparently made the bathwater
too cold.

Frankie went inside the super-white station
to pay. When he got back, he tossed two bags of chips and a couple
of cans of Coors Light into my lap.

“On me,” he said.

It was always on him; he was the one who
always had money to spend. Plus, he liked junk food and beer more
than I did. I liked food somebody made best.

I waited until he’d started the car and put
it in gear before I said anything, but he cut me off.

“Open the Fritos, will you?’ he said. “I
could eat the bag.”

We pulled away from the pumps and drove back
onto the road.

I tugged at the sides of the bag to pop open
the sealed top edges. I did it real slow, so I didn’t tear the
sides and make the chips spill all over the place. They were
regular Doritos, so I knew the red powder would make a mess on the
nice insides of the car. I passed him the bag. The tangy smell went
everywhere.

“Eat up,” he said.

I took three and, because that crawly feeling
was happening, I counted every bite and chew. Thirty-eight.
Thirty-nine. They were good and crunchy, but I didn’t feel any
better, even though Frankie had steered us back on to the
Interstate.

He was being quiet, which didn’t help.
Frankie was only quiet when he was past angry about something or
when he was reading with me. I wondered which it was. Maybe I’d
asked too many questions too many times. Since he didn’t want to
tell me, the best thing was to wait until he felt better. I went
back to watching the road go by. I didn’t recognize anything,
probably because we were driving on the other side. I felt a little
better because we’d be back at the park soon.

Then I saw another sign that said “Los
Angeles” on it. We weren’t going the right way.

“Frankie," I said, "We Got On The Wrong
Side." We were going to miss curfew for sure.

He only mumbled an uh-huh noise and said,
“Didn’t,” as he flipped the tape over.

“No," I said, "I Saw The Sign.”

All at once, it was worse than waiting to
make it back for the second bell; I couldn’t stand it anymore.

“Frankie, It’s Almost Noon. I Know It. And
We’re Going The Wrong Way.”

“You’re right, T,” he said. “It’s ten after.”
He shook his watch at me. He wore it so the dial was on the inside
and the leather cuff on the outside. I’d forgotten the watch part
was there.

Ten after was on the wrong side of the
twelve. I felt as if the car was getting smaller inside. There was
no air. I was going to be late. Mrs. Finn wasn’t going to let me go
anywhere for a long time. He knew I was supposed to be back by
twelve. He knew. I hit him on the thigh with the pointy part of my
fist then again, harder.

“Don’t freak. It’s all right,” he said,
reaching for and grabbing both my hands in one of his.

I couldn’t breathe. My chest hurt. Mrs. Finn
said twelve o’clock; that was the rule. Why weren’t we turning
around? I grabbed the shiny wood steering wheel and pulled it. We
yanked to the left, and I hit my head on the bone of Frankie’s
shoulder. Our car almost rammed a beat-up van in the next lane.

Frankie shoved me away and got the car back
into our lane.

“Jesus, T!” he yelled. His voice was shaky
and cracked. “Have you lost it? This is a freeway! I’m the one
driving, okay? Hands off!” He took a deep breath and concentrated
on the road. “Jesus!” he said again, looking over at me in my seat.
“What’s the matter with you anyway?” He wrapped both hands tight on
the wheel. He didn’t look mad, though. Just scared. But he didn’t
turn us around.

I wasn’t going to make it back in time. It
was just like before when Adele said we’d be going on a trip for a
week and once we got on the Interstate, we just kept driving. My
face dripped wet even though I didn’t know I’d been crying. I was
breathing too hard and couldn’t stop.

“Put your head between your knees or
something,” Frankie said, sounding worried. “Everything’s under
control.”

I dug around to find my seatbelt in the dirty
crease of the leather and put it on. It only went around my waist
and didn’t do anything to keep my heart from beating a raw hole
through my chest. I did as Frankie said and bent over. With my arms
crossed on top of my head and my knees squeezing my face, I could
breathe again. I rocked back and forth, trying to disappear. Maybe,
if I stayed like that long enough, when I sat up, everything I’d
done—everything I’d messed up—would disappear too. Maybe it would
all go back to the way it was.

 


* * *

 


Escondido just kept getting farther and farther away
and Mrs. Finn’s house with it. I felt the car clawing at the
Interstate, pulling me along the black, gravelly pavement. I
squeezed hard until my ears got hot. I couldn’t stop going over how
of all it was my fault, that I should have told Frankie that I
couldn’t go for a drive. If I didn’t go, or maybe if I hadn’t gone
to the park in the first place, I’d be bathing Kaylie already, and
nobody would blame me for screwing up.

I felt the comforting shelter of my Friend
wrapping around me there in the passenger seat of Frankie’s uncle’s
car. Even though I couldn’t ever see her, I felt her there with me.
She’d come to me in the bedroom at Roy Burns’ house, covering me in
darkness when I missed Adele so hard the pain in my chest choked
me. I heard her tell me, over and over, that it would be all right,
that she would keep me safe. At Becca’s house, I thought she’d left
me. I thought I was alone. But she hadn’t gone anywhere. She was
the one I could count on even if she wasn’t really there.

Frankie tried to cheer me up.

“We’ll only be gone tonight,” he said. “Try
not to think of it as the end of the world.”

That didn’t help. Nothing would. Everything
kept getting worse no matter how hard I tried to be good. I
squeezed my knees and let go, squeezed and let go. I let my arms go
noodley limp on the floor of the Mustang Mach One like I saw a lady
on Sally Jesse do. Maybe everything would drain out of me, and I
could start over, empty.

“If you want,” he said, trying again, “you
can call Herr Warden at the next rest stop. Tell her—tell her—” He
was struggling. I’d never seen Frankie not have the right thing to
say. “We’ll make something up,” he spat in a rush. “It’s going to
be fine.”

I looked over at him from where I was doubled
over. He looked as hopeful and breakable as he sounded.

“We’ll be back in time for first period on
Monday,” he said. “You’ll see. I’ve got it covered. You and I are
going to shatter the record for outstanding weekend blowouts of the
first degree. Trust me, okay? I know what I’m doing.”

He reached over and touched my shoulder so
lightly, I barely felt it. His spoke even softer than before.

“It’s going to be a special weekend, T,” he
said. “Just the two of us.” Then he added, “You’re going to lose it
when you see the Statue of Liberty.”

I sat up and looked at him. Was he driving us
to New York?

“The Statue of Liberty. Green lady in a
dress? Symbol of all we hold dear? They just built one right on the
strip. It’s pure spectacle at its finest. The whole place is. Plus
you can drink for free at the slots. You and I are going to spend
the whole day tomorrow buzzed out of our minds and doing whatever
you want. All I want to do is see Nevermind and go to the Hard Rock
for the fifty-foot Gibson they’ve got outside. Beyond that is your
call.”

“But I Can’t Go To Las Vegas,” I said,
knowing it sounded stupid and whiney the second I said it.

Frankie answered. “Haven’t you heard anything
I’ve said?”

He looked hurt and went quiet.

I was falling down a deep, deep hole and
couldn’t hear anything happening up at the top. The cars going in
the opposite direction on the Interstate were crashing straight
through me. I didn’t want Frankie to be mad at me. He was the only
real friend I had. I kept my mouth shut, and he just kept right on
driving.

“I was hoping this could be our weekend,” he
finally said after too long had gone by. “Just you and me. For your
birthday.”

I’d forgotten I was going to be seventeen on
Monday. If it was anything like sixteen, fifteen, and the two
before that, there wasn’t really any point in making any sort of
big deal about it. It was real thoughtful of Frankie to make all
these plans with Jose to surprise me. I thought about how much
trouble he’d gone to, how nice he was being to me, and how I was
being grateful by being nothing but a problem. My head was full. I
wanted to sleep to make it all go away.

“You won’t even notice Jose,” he went on,
sounding more sure as he talked. “He’s already up there getting our
tickets and scoping out the situation. They’re saying people have
been camped out since Tuesday. How killer is that? I’m telling you,
and you can quote me on this: this show will be a monumental
experience for which you will forever thank me. It’s just another
concert to you now, but deep in your heart, you know I’m right.
Whether you admit it or not, you are beyond overstocked in the
goodie points department. I know it, you know it, Christ, the world
knows it. Me, on the other hand, I’m grabbing it, and swallowing it
whole. What are you waiting for? For all we know, that semi could
flip over right in front of us, and that’d be it. Then where will
you be? You’ll be regretting not seeing this show, that’s where.
We’ll take this little holiday, go see the concert, have a few
drinks, and take it from there. You’ll be back in bed on Sunday
night like any other weekend. Finn will get over it.” He winked at
me. “Technically,” he said, “we’re still minors. We’re supposed to
fuck up.”

He toasted me with his beer can, took a swig,
then passed it to me. I didn’t want any, so I just held it on my
leg. I tried imagining the whole thing just as Frankie said, but my
Sunday night didn’t turn out like his. In mine, Mrs. Finn had the
front door locked and my stuff outside; I’d have to go to that camp
Liam said was terrible; I’d be far away from Frankie and all by
myself. Worse, I’d miss Liam when he showed up for his regular
visit. I wouldn’t ever hear what he found out about Adele.

“What’s the matter?” Frankie was looking at
me, his forehead scrunched in the middle. “You’ve gone pale.”

I gave him back his beer. Everything was
going to be fine, just like he said. Wasn’t he right pretty much
all of the time? Didn’t things work out just as he said they would?
I’d never actually been late for second bell. Frankie made sure.
He’d taken care of himself since he was sent to his uncle’s house
when he was fourteen. I could always trust him. Besides, it was
just for one day.

“I’m Okay,” I said, trying to believe it.

“Get another tape then?”

I undid my seatbelt and fished around in the
back again. I felt as if I was moving slower and thicker, like
strands of syrup. The music I put in had lots of crashing drums
that didn’t fit. I didn’t want music, and I didn’t want to talk.
Neither did Frankie, I guess, because we drove for the whole two
sides of the tape plus part of another one without saying a
word.

When that tape ran out, I put in one with
reggae island music. We weren’t by the ocean anymore, and already I
missed the color of it. Instead, I got to look at stores and
traffic and bunches of subdivisions just like Valencia Glen. We
didn’t talk much. The radio was up loud. When we got to the
mountains, everything was different again. The Interstate was still
super-wide with pig trailers and trucks piled high with lemons, but
there wasn’t much on the sides of the road anymore, just scrubby
bushes and telephone poles. Strips of plain metal warehouses that
had “RV Rentals” and “John Deere” painted on them grew out of the
flat ground. The air smelled of heat. Finally we pulled off the
Interstate because I had to pee.

Frankie steered us into the rest stop and in
and out between the giant trucks until he found a parking spot he
liked. I guessed he didn’t want anybody touching the Mustang Mach
One because he took his time parking. We were far from the other
cars but still close to the building with the restrooms in it. He’d
pulled us up next to a grocery store truck that was parked, so we
couldn’t see most of the road.

The rest stop had a few picnic benches with
barbeques and a small patch of grass with a little wooden sign that
said Pet Area. Someone had kicked it over, so it stuck out
sideways. Other than that and a few dry-looking trees, there was
nothing but highway and desert around the squat cement
building.

Frankie turned off the engine and put both
hands on the wheel. He didn’t look at me, just out at the people
walking in the distance. I couldn’t tell if he wanted to sit and
rest a while or if he was anxious and wanted me to hurry up. We’d
been in the car for hours. Either way, I had my seatbelt undone and
was pulling at the shiny chrome door handle.

“I need to stretch my legs and check out the
map,” Frankie said. “Don’t be too long.”

I got out and shut the door.

“Take some change,” he said through the
window, so I leaned in for a couple of quarters from the well
around the gear shift. He reached over, locked the door, and wound
up the window as I walked away.

The weight of my full bladder was on me. Ever
since Roy Burns’ house, I can never hold it once I have to go. I
think it’s because Maela would only come to take me to the bathroom
once or twice a day. Sometimes, when I couldn’t hold it, she made
me use my own clothes to clean it up. That was mean, and I knew it.
I ran for the squat honeycomb-shaped grey building. A sign hanging
from the roof pointed to the other side for the women’s restroom. I
was nearly there when a man stepped in front of me. He was even
shorter than I was and was wearing a puffy long coat all ready for
snow—except he wasn’t wearing any shoes. He asked if I could help
him for a minute, if I could come with him around the other side of
the building where his wife had fallen. He said it was an
emergency. I had to go so bad I was thinking about asking if he
could wait a few minutes maybe, until I came back, but he was
already walking away in a hurry. He hadn’t waited for me to
answer.

I started to follow him when I heard Frankie
calling me through the traffic and truck horns. The man was already
way ahead of me, but I turned back anyway; Frankie was already
unhappy with me, and I didn’t want to make it any worse. I hoped
whatever he wanted wouldn’t take long.

When he got to me, Frankie grabbed my
shoulders like I was some little kid and he was the grown-up, even
though he was only a year older than me.

“Is there a reason you’re talking to that
freak?” he practically shrieked.

I turned to look. The man wasn’t there
anymore.

He searched my face then let go.

“The side of the highway, traditionally,” he
said, “has never been the greatest place to make quality new
friends. Especially when the potential friend in question is creepy
and not wearing any pants.”

“He Wasn’t Creepy,” I said.

“That’s the point. You didn’t even notice.
Doesn’t that woman teach you anything?”

“I Gotta Go, Frankie,” I said. I thought I
felt a trickle. I squeezed my knees together.

“Well go then,” he said sounding more tired
than tight anymore. “You don’t need permission.”

The bathroom was out of toilet paper in all
but one of the stalls. There was no mirror over the sink either. I
lined the toilet seat with paper as fast as I could, so I didn’t do
a very neat job. Finally I sat and could relax. I washed my hands
without soap because the dispenser didn’t have anything in it, even
though there was a pink drip under it in the sink.

Outside, I looked for the pay phone. I knew
Mrs. Finn’s number even though I’d never had to dial it, and
Frankie said I could call. I dug out two quarters from the change
in my pocket.

I had the phone in my hand and the quarters
ready, but I couldn’t do it. I didn’t know what I was going to say.
I didn’t know how to tell her I was breaking her curfew, although
she knew that already because it was the middle of the afternoon,
and I wasn’t there. I put the phone back on the chrome hook.

Frankie wasn’t by the car or anywhere else.
The doors were locked, so I sat on the hood and watched people go
by. A couple of boys dressed like twins in their zip-up jackets
with stripes down the sleeves came out of the men’s restroom
entrance. They pushed each other as they ran to a minivan parked a
few cars away from where we were. A chunky man in a suit stopped to
spit and light a big fat cigar. In front of the honeycomb-shaped
building, a lady who kind of looked like a grown-up Angel lined up
her high heels and toes with one of the cracks in the sidewalk. I
watched her walk across the entire parking lot that way. She was
dressed all in pink, even her strappy shoes. She climbed up into
one of the trucks parked on this side of the bathrooms.

Frankie came back and made me get off the
hood.

“Maybe this wasn’t such a great idea,” he
said, sounding disappointed. He ran his hand through his hair and
looked at me.

“I Didn’t Mean To Talk To Him,” I said. “He
Said It Was An Emergency.”

I was always wrecking everything, always
doing something the way I shouldn’t be doing it and making people
have to fix it for me. Frankie wanted me to have a nice time, and I
wanted to, I did. If it would make Frankie himself again—make him
look at me like he was ready to play again—I’d take it all back. I
wanted to say that I’d be good, that I wouldn’t talk to strangers
or touch the car ever if he’d just go back to how he was before.
Instead, I got off the hood of the car and waited for him to unlock
the doors.

He stared at me some more like he was making
up his mind about something.

“Let’s go look at the map,” he said. “Maybe
there’s a shortcut.” He started walking over there leaving me to
follow.

In front of the building, on one of three
pillars painted dark brown, we found a huge road map under thick
plastic.

“Every road map has a legend,” Frankie said
like we were friends again. I relaxed a little. “Roads are black,
water is blue. This is where we are.”

His finger was on a tiny orange dot on next
to a wide black line. The thick stripes of dirt underneath his
nails matched the roads on the map. He pointed lower down on the
plastic.

“Here’s Escondido,” he said. “And LA’s over
here.”

He slid his finger up and up until it was way
off the lines and squiggles and on the empty part of the board.
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“Tracey Burns is a character to fall in love with
Her hercic coming-of-age moves between
profound pathos and heartening humor in this
compelling narrative of beguiling naiveté.”
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