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—Harrison Blanchard aka OG “Here is where you are. There is where you want to be. But you can’t get there from here.”







ONE
NEW YEAR’S EVE

Maggot said we should go up to Times Square to watch the ball drop and pick some pockets, but we never got around to it. Instead we hung out in front of the Good Life Deli like we always did. Maggot, Rainbow, 2Moro, and me. A cold mist drifted out of the dark, the little droplets sparkling in the streetlights. Maggot and me sat under the awning of the newspaper stand on the corner. The damp matted down our hair. Black puddles dotted the street and steam rose like ghosts from the manhole covers. Rainbow sat crosslegged against the wall, loose strands of blond hair falling out of a blue wool cap, her head nodding almost down to her lap. 2Moro leaned against the streetlight with her arms crossed, not saying anything to anyone, just waiting for someone to say something to her. 

It was one of those nights when there wasn’t much traffic on the streets of New York. Most of the New Year’s partiers were done with their stupid celebrations and back in the four-walled cells they called apartments. Prisoners of the system, Maggot said. Now, only the newspaper delivery trucks and taxis passed, their tires making squishy sounds on the wet, black pavement. Out here in the cold where we weren’t walled in, we were free to go where we pleased. 

“Guess the cops have the night off,” Maggot said, his brown dreadlocks stringy from the mist; his breath a small cloud of fog. 

“The rest of the world, too,” muttered 2Moro. She was wearing a red-and-orange patchwork jacket, a tight black skirt, and high black boots. Her short dyed red hair was matted down on her forehead like a cap. The piercings in her ears and eyebrow and nose glinted in the streetlight. Tattooed around her neck was a circle of black barbed wire. 

I sipped cold coffee from a paper cup. At night we drank coffee to stay awake. It was safer to sleep during the day.

A man and a woman came around the corner wearing raincoats and sharing a red umbrella. They slowed down when they saw us. The woman slid her arm through the man’s and said something in his ear. Probably wanted him to turn around and go another way. But the man shook his head. Taking stiff strides, they walked toward us. 

When they got near, the woman wrinkled her nose like something smelled bad.

“Have fun tonight?” Maggot asked, kind of menacing.

The couple broke stride. “Yes, we did,” the man answered.

“No work tomorrow, huh?” Maggot said. “Get to sleep in.”

“That’s right.”

“Day after that it’s back to the old nine-to-five grind,” Maggot said.

“You could say that,” answered the man.

“Happy New Year,” said 2Moro, not in a friendly way.

“Same to you,” said the man. He and the woman hurried past. She kept glancing over her shoulder at us until they reached the next corner. 

“Robots,” Maggot said. “Just following the rules. Work till they die. Then new robots replace them.”

“Check this.” 2Moro tilted her head down the sidewalk. A man came toward us, unsteady, dragging the toes of his shoes. The shoulders of his suit were dark with water and his white shirt collar was open, a blue-and-red tie hanging like an upside down noose. His face was clean-shaven, and even though his wet hair fell flat on his forehead, you could see that it had been recently trimmed. 

We watched as he stumbled along, not yet aware of us. When he passed under a streetlight, something gold glinted on his wrist and light reflected off his wet polished leather shoes. 

“Come to daddy,” Maggot whispered, cracking his knuckles.

From her seat against the wall Rainbow raised her head. “Oh, Maggot, you’re so full of it. You never rolled a drunk in your life.” 

“People do it all the time. How hard could it be?”

“He’s big,” I said.

“The bigger they are, the harder they fall.” Maggot rose to his feet. “He’ll never know what hit him.”

“Let’s do it,” said 2Moro. She crossed the sidewalk and joined Maggot in the shadow of the newsstand awning.

Rainbow pressed her hands against the ground and tried to push herself up. “Come on, Maybe. Time to get outta here.” But she lost her grip and slid back down. 

“Try again.” I put my hands under the arms of her black leather jacket and helped her up. Out of the corner of my eye I saw the drunk guy a dozen yards away down the dark, wet sidewalk. He looked up, saw us, and stopped. I got Rainbow to her feet, turned her by the shoulders, and started to lead her away. 

We were halfway down the block when the scuffle began. Maggot and 2Moro trying to wrestle the drunk down. Maggot pulling at the guy’s jacket from the front. 2Moro hitting him from behind. Only the drunk didn’t seem to get the idea. 2Moro and Maggot barely came up to his shoulders. He swung his arms and Maggot went down. Then he grabbed 2Moro and threw her so hard she disappeared between two parked cars. The drunk took a step, tripped over Maggot, and fell to his hands and knees. Maggot got up and jumped on his back. 2Moro came out from between the parked cars and started to kick the guy in the sides. 

The guy yanked Maggot down to the sidewalk and straddled him. 2Moro was still kicking and hitting him, but the guy hardly seemed to notice. Pinned on his back under the drunk, Maggot flailed with open hands. The drunk slammed his fist into Maggot’s face. Down the block Rainbow and me heard the crunching sound and saw Maggot go limp on the sidewalk. The drunk grabbed 2Moro by the wrist. She tried to shake free, but he wouldn’t let go. He staggered to his feet and pulled his fist back like he was going to hit her next. 

“Hey, don’t!” I yelled and ran back toward them. I hated it when kids got hit. Got hit too many times myself. Not just with fists, neither. 

Still holding 2Moro by the wrist, the drunk turned to look at me. I stopped a dozen feet away. “Please don’t hurt her, Mister. Please?” 

“They jumped me,” the guy said.

“They’re just kids. They didn’t mean it.”

“Didn’t mean it? You crazy? They were kickin’ and hittin’ me. They wanted to rob me.”

Maggot sat up on the sidewalk, hands covering his mouth and nose, dark red blood seeping out between his fingers. The drunk still had 2Moro by the wrist. She kept swinging, trying to hit him. 

“Let me go!” she screeched.

“Let her go,” I said. “She’s just a girl. Please?”

“You kiddin’ me? She’s twice as bad as him.” The drunk pointed at Maggot.

“Just let her go,” I said. “I promise she won’t hurt you.”

“I’m gonna kill this pig!” 2Moro screamed, still clawing and scraping like a wild animal. The drunk twisted her arm tighter. 

“Ow!” 2Moro yelped.

“You better stop,” I told her, “or he’s gonna hurt you bad.”

2Moro stopped.

“If I let go, you gonna go quietly?” the drunk asked.

“Drop dead.” 2Moro spit.

He yanked her arm up behind her back. 2Moro let out a squeal and went limp. “Okay, okay,” she whimpered. The guy let go and 2Moro stumbled away, cradling her arm. The whole thing must have sobered the guy up, because he stood straighter and tightened the blue-and-red tie around his collar. He looked down at his suit. The knee was torn. “Look what you kids did.” 

“Sorry,” I said.

“Sorry?” he repeated. “Your friends jump me and you’re sorry?”

“They just wanted some money.”

“Then they should’ve asked.” He looked around. 2Moro was rubbing her sore arm. Maggot was sitting on the sidewalk, staring at the blood on his hands. Down the block Rainbow was leaning against another wall, her head and shoulders again dipping toward her waist. 

“Just a bunch of punks out to roll some drunks on New Year’s Eve,” the guy grumbled in disgust.

“No kidding,” Maggot muttered.

“Well, you picked the wrong drunk.” The guy started to walk away through the mist. He reached into his pocket and tossed out a handful of loose change. As the coins clattered onto the sidewalk, he said, “Happy New Year.”



TWO

Alexander Mittelson, aka Country Club. Born in Shaker Heights, Ohio. Father, a lawyer, and mother, a law professor at Case Western Reserve Law School. Divorced when Alexander was five. Two sisters, one married and living in Cleveland, the other in Los Angeles. Age 8, Alexander was diagnosed with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder. School performance dropped despite medication and extra academic support. Age 14, diagnosis of depression added. Often irritable, emotionally labile, and co-morbid. Frequent school tardiness and absences. Self-medication with drugs and alcohol. Age 16, stopped attending school. Age 17, ran away from home. Itinerant derelict. Frequent arrests for vagrancy, loitering, petty larceny, public intoxication. Last known address, New York City. Dead at the age of 22. Cause of death: liver failure due to chronic alcohol poisoning.

Country Club was lying in Piss Alley next to a Christmas tree someone had thrown out a window of the apartment building next door. The Christmas tree was on its side; Country Club lay on his back. His eyes were open. Glassy and dull. Like he was staring straight up at heaven. Sometimes on sunny days Country Club’s eyes looked green. But on this cold gloomy day his eyes were as gray as the clouds overhead. 

Under a film of dirt Country Club’s skin was pasty and almost green. He had a wispy light brown beard, thin so you could see through it to his jaw and chin. On his left cheekbone was a long, crusty brown scab. On his right cheek was a small black tattoo of a spider’s web. His long, tangled brown hair was spread out on the ground, mixed in with the torn papers and candy wrappers and bent straws that littered the alley. Bits of paper and dirt and a single strand of silver Christmas tinsel clung to his beard. His arms were spread out. One hand turned up, the other turned down. His hips were twisted sideways, his legs bent at the knees like he was running. 

But he wasn’t going nowhere.

Piss Alley smelled like pee because the restaurants and stores wouldn’t let us use their bathrooms. OG was on his knees beside Country Club, sobbing. The tears left light trails down his filthy cheeks. When street people cried, their tears were filmy with grime. 

OG’s hair was long and dirty blond, dreadlocked, and he had a bushy blond beard. One of his earlobes was stretched to the size of a quarter and had a clear round plastic plug in it. He wore bars and rings in his eyebrows, nose, and lips. OG and Country Club were partners. They traveled all over together. 

OG let out a gurgly, liquid cough. Put his hands on the ground to brace himself, then coughed and coughed while his thin body shook. Then spit out a mouthful of greenish phlegm. 

Maggot, Tears, and me stood nearby, watching. My stomach growled and hurt from hunger.

“He must’ve died during the night,” Maggot said. His nose and the left side of his mouth were swollen purple and blue where the drunk guy had punched him. His sweatshirt had a big reddish brown dried bloodstain on the front. 

“How?” Tears asked. The newest and youngest member of our “family,” she had showed up a couple of weeks before.

“Don’t know,” Maggot said. “Doesn’t look like he was killed. I don’t see any blood or bruises.”

Maggot talked different from most street kids. They would have said, “don’t see no bruises.” Maggot said “any.”

Tears looked at me with big round brown eyes almost hidden by the straight black bangs that hung down her forehead. “Ever seen a dead person before?” 

I didn’t know. Sometimes it was hard to remember. “Yeah,” I said, even though I wasn’t sure.

“Ever touch a dead person before?” Maggot asked. I knew a dare when I heard one.

“Have you?” I asked back.

Maggot stepped closer to the body. Squatted down and placed his hand on Country Club’s dirty forehead. Kept it there for a moment, then stood up and came back to us. 

“What was it like?” Tears practically gasped. When you first saw her, she looked like she was around my age. She had a shape—more of a shape than I did. But she acted young, and if you looked close it seemed like she was still growing. Like her eyes were too big for her round face. It gave her this always startled look. Like everything was a surprise. 

“It was weird,” Maggot answered. “I mean, his skin’s cold to the touch. But that’s not the only thing. You have to see for yourself.” 

Tears looked at me with those big dark little kid eyes. Like she wanted to know if she should do it. Or if I would.

I went over and squatted next to the body. By now I was pretty sure I’d never seen a dead person before. Never even been to a funeral. People said when you died you either went to Heaven or Hell. Maybe there really was a Hell because there was a show on TV about volcanoes, and it said that deep down inside the earth there was red-hot melted rock. But where was Heaven? People said it was up in the clouds. But what about the days when there were no clouds? Where was Heaven then? 

Squatting close to Country Club’s body in Piss Alley, I looked up at the sky. All you could see were gray clouds where the tops of the buildings ended. Then I looked down at Country Club. Those blank, glassy eyes were staring straight up. “You lookin’ for it, Country Club?” I whispered. “Let me know if you find it, okay?” 

I reached down and put two fingers on his forehead. Maggot was right. It felt weird. The skin was cold and almost rubbery. I moved it a little with my finger. It didn’t go back when I let go. On TV once I saw a man put his hand over the eyes of a dead person and close them. I put a finger on one of Country Club’s eyelids and moved it down. 

“Hey! What are you doing?” OG’s shout caught me by surprise. OG didn’t yell much, but when he did you saw the gaps where he was missing teeth and it made him look scary, like a witch or something. He picked up a beer can and threw it at me. It glanced off my forehead, but didn’t hurt much because it was empty. 

“Leave him alone!” OG screamed. I jumped back to where Maggot and Tears were.

“Gee, Maybe, don’t you have any respect for the dead?” Maggot laughed.

OG picked up another beer can and threw it over our heads, yelling, “Get out of here! Leave us alone!”

Tears, Maggot, and me backed down the alley toward the street. We passed the shopping cart Country Club used to push around. It was full of rags and empty bottles. On top was a small black TV set with a dark green screen. It was broken, but in the reflection I could see back down the alley where OG was sitting next to Country Club. It was the last episode of the OG and Country Club Show. But maybe there would be a spinoff. The Return of OG and Country Club. Or maybe Country Club in Heaven. 

“What’d it feel like?” Tears asked.

“What?” I was still watching the end of the OG and Country Club Show. 

“Touching him.”

“I don’t know. Like a dead person.”

“Was he OG’s best friend?” Tears asked.

“Yeah,” Maggot said. “I think they’d been together for a long time.”

Anyone else would have said, “they been together,” but Maggot said, “they’d.”

We stepped out of the alley and onto the sidewalk. People walked past wearing coats and hats, carrying briefcases and talking on cell phones, like it was any old day and there wasn’t a dead guy a dozen yards away. Tears shoved her hands into the pockets of her gray sweatshirt. Except for the bangs that fell almost into her eyes, her black hair was short. 

“Does it happen a lot?” she asked.

“OG throwing beer cans?” Maggot said.

“No, someone dying like that.”

“All the time,” Maggot said, even though it was the first time I could remember. And I’d been around there since the summer. Longer than Maggot, who showed up when the leaves on the trees were starting to change colors. 

“Don’t it scare you?” Tears asked.

“Naw, Country Club was old,” said Maggot.

“How old?”

“I don’t know. Just old. Like in his twenties,” Maggot said. “You know he was lucky? A thousand years ago, like in the Dark Ages, you were lucky if you lived even that long. Now everybody thinks they’re supposed to live forever.” 

A woman in blue tights and a red down vest jogged toward us. Maggot held out a dirty hand. His fingernails were painted black. “Spare a little change, ma’am?” 

“Sorry, don’t have my wallet,” the jogger answered.

“It’s hard to think about living past eighteen,” I said.

“Who’d want to?” added Maggot.

A police car came around the corner. Tears took off down the sidewalk and disappeared. The car stopped at the curb, and the cop in the passenger seat rolled down her window. She had streaked blond hair pulled back into a ponytail. I’d never seen her before, but I’d seen her partner, the one who was driving. His name was Officer Johnson and he was mean. He leaned toward the passenger-side window. “Hey, Maggot, what you dealin’ today, oregano or baby powder?” 

“Neither, Officer Johnson. I’m just out here spanging,” Maggot answered. Spanging was street talk for spare-changing. “Hardly worth arresting me for. With the way our legal system works, I’ll be back on the street before you can say misdemeanor.”

“You got it all figured out, don’t you, Maggot?” Officer Johnson said with a smirk. The policewoman with the streaked blond hair just looked at us. The black nametag over her badge said Ryan. 

“We got report of a dead body around here,” Johnson said. “You kids know anything about that?”

Maggot gave me a look, then glanced over at the entrance to Piss Alley. That was all it took. Officer Ryan got out of the patrol car and put on her dark blue police hat so the ponytail stuck out of the back. The hat looked too big for her head. She was about my height and not fat, but the thick black gun belt with the radio and gun and nightstick made her hips look wider than they really were. She looked down Piss Alley, then pulled the black radio off her belt and spoke into it. She hurried back to the patrol car and said something to Johnson, who was still inside. Then she rushed around to the trunk and got out an orange first aid kit and dashed back to the alley. You could kind of tell she was a new cop. Maybe Country Club was the first dead person she’d ever seen, too. Or maybe she wasn’t sure he was really dead. 

Meanwhile, Officer Johnson turned on the flashing lights and backed the car up so that it blocked the alley.

They’d just finished putting up the yellow crime scene tape when the orange-and-white EMS truck arrived, siren blurping and lights flashing. From down in Piss Alley came OG’s raspy, liquid cough. Two EMS people with white shirts and dark pants got out of the truck and ducked under the crime scene tape. In the alley they talked to Officer Ryan. No one touched Country Club. 

A crowd gathered on the sidewalk behind the crime scene tape. A green sedan pulled up. It had a flashing red light on the dashboard. Two men in dark suits got out and ducked under the tape. 

“Detectives,” Maggot said.

One of the detectives talked to Officer Ryan. The other told OG to get out of the alley. OG got up slowly and trudged away, the frayed bottoms of his jeans dragging along the ground. He was so skinny, his pants were always sliding off his hips. Went past us and down the street. One of the detectives pulled on white latex gloves and began to feel around Country Club’s body. The other one walked around the alley, looking at the ground and moving pieces of garbage with the tip of his shoe. 

The two EMS people went back to the ambulance and got a stretcher with wheels and a long black bag with a zipper.

“Think I could talk to you for a second?” Officer Ryan asked Maggot and me, flipping open a notepad.

“It’s a free country for those who can afford it,” Maggot replied. “First week on the job?”

Officer Ryan looked up and blinked. “How’d you know?”

“Lucky guess,” Maggot said.

“Either of you know his real name?” Officer Ryan pointed her pen at Country Club.

We shook our heads.

“Where he came from?” she asked.

We shook our heads again.

Officer Johnson came over. He was a tall cop with a long face and a black mustache. “What are you doing?” he asked Officer Ryan. 

“Trying to get some information,” she answered.

“From them?” Johnson shrugged. “Don’t waste your time.”

Officer Ryan flipped her notepad closed and followed Johnson back to the patrol car.

“Hey,” Maggot called behind them. “What’d he die of?”

“Exposure,” Officer Johnson said over his shoulder without stopping.

“To what?” I asked.

“To the cold,” Officer Johnson said as he pulled open the car door. “To drugs, drink, disease, and hunger. Basically to life on the street. If you kids had any sense, you’d go home.” 

“What if you don’t have a home to go to?” Maggot asked.

“You’ve got no parents, brothers, sisters, aunts, uncles, relatives?” asked Officer Ryan.

“You think I’d be living like this if I did?” Maggot said.

“You could go into a shelter.”

“No, thanks,” said Maggot. “Last time I spent a night in a shelter they robbed me of everything I had. I’d rather take my chances out here.” 

“As long as you’re out here,” Officer Johnson said, “you don’t have a chance.”



THREE

It was the middle of the night and the Good Life Deli was the only place open. Not that we could go in since we didn’t have any money. My stomach hurt and some food would have helped, but it was the deli’s light we really needed. In the light we weren’t gonna get rolled or cut or killed. The really bad ones, the junkies and weirdos who’d slit your throat as soon as look at you, they didn’t like the light. 

2Moro leaned against the wall, wearing black fishnet stockings and a short red skirt and her orange-and-red patchwork jacket. She was smoking a cigarette. When she first showed up, her skin was a delicate olive tone, but it was more yellow now. Sometimes she forgot to go to the clinic to refill her HIV medications. Most days she spent more money on cigarettes than on food. 

Rainbow sat against the wall with her eyes closed, wearing her black leather jacket with the collar turned up. She was nodding over, bending at the waist, her tangled blond hair falling into her lap. 

“Why doesn’t she just go to sleep?” Tears asked. Her breath was cloudy. We were wearing coats we found on the fence outside the church, but we had no hats or gloves.

“She’s not sleepy,” I answered.

“She can hardly keep her eyes open.”

It was hard to believe Tears was so innocent.

“How old are you, really?” 2Moro asked.

“Sixteen.”

“How come you run away every time the cops come around?”

“I don’t know.” Tears lifted her shoulders and let them drop.

“Listen, girl,” 2Moro said, “I’m fifteen and you sure ain’t no older than me. Tell the truth. What you afraid of?”

“Okay, I’m fourteen,” Tears said.

“What year were you born?”

“Uh …”

“If you’re gonna lie, you gotta be faster than that,” Rainbow said without lifting her head. She did that all the time. Acted like she was totally out of it, but she was really right there, listening. “You’re twelve, right?” 

“I’ll be thirteen in March.”

“Where you from?” 2Moro asked.

Tears stared at her with those big round eyes.

“Girl, you can tell us,” 2Moro said.

“I thought you’re not supposed to tell,” Tears replied.

“Who said?” Rainbow asked.

“Ain’t it a rule?”

“We don’t have no rules,” Rainbow said. “I come from North Miami Beach, Florida. Maybe, tell her where you come from.”

“Uh, I don’t know,” I said.

“How can you not know where you’re from?” Tears asked.

“It wasn’t one place. It was all over.”

“Maybe’s mom was a carnie,” Rainbow explained. “Traveled with a circus. What exactly your mom do, Maybe?”

“Lot of things,” I said. “Sometimes she fed the animals. Put up and tore down the tents. Took the tickets for the freak show.”

“This whole city’s a freak show,” 2Moro said.

Rainbow turned to Tears. “So where’re you from?”

“Hundred, West Virginia.”

“A hundred West Virginias?” 2Moro teased.

“No, it’s called Hundred,” Tears explained. “That’s the name of the town, and it’s in West Virginia.”

“Why’s it called that?” I asked.

“Everybody says something different,” Tears said. “Like it’s the speed limit or how long you have to count with your eyes closed to miss the whole town. Or it’s the average IQ.” 

“So what happened?” Rainbow asked. “What are you doing here?”

“Brent moved in.”

“Let me guess,” Rainbow said. “Your mom’s new boyfriend? Or your new stepfather?”

Tears’s eyes went wide. “Stepfather. How did you know?”

“Happens all the time. So what’d he do? Start beating you?”

Tears shook her head. “He touched me. Mom would go to work and he put his hands inside my clothes. Said if I told her he’d say I asked him to do it.” 

“So you left?”

Tears’s eyes got watery. “One day when Brent wasn’t around I told her what he was doing. She didn’t believe me. Said if it was true then I musta wanted him to do it. Then she called me a lot of names. I couldn’t believe it.” 

“So you ran away?”

Tears shook her head again. The tears left streaks on her face. “I was scared. Didn’t know where to go so I stayed. Only then it got worse. I guess Brent found out I told my mom and that she didn’t believe me. So then he figured he could do anything he wanted. That’s when I left.” 

“No aunts or uncles?” Rainbow asked.

“I got grandparents.”

“Where?”

“In Hundred. But my grandpa got this disease. I think it’s called Harkinson’s or something. Makes him shake all over. So he can’t feed himself or get dressed. My grandma has to take care of him. I asked my mom if I could go live with them, but she said no, they already got enough problems without me around.” 

A boxy white truck pulled up. It had a picture of a fish on the side. The driver got out. He had a beard, but he wasn’t old. He was thin and wore a red baseball cap, a blue plaid shirt, jeans, and scuffed brown cowboy boots.

“Spare some change?” I asked as he crossed the sidewalk toward the Good Life.

He stopped and stared at me. People always stared the first time they saw me. “Why? So you can buy dope?”

I shook my head. “No, sir. Coffee and doughnuts.”

He raised an eyebrow and went into the deli.

“My ears hurt it’s so cold. Can’t we go somewhere?” Tears put her hands over her ears to warm them.

“Where?” I asked.

“I don’t know. Maybe we could find an unlocked car.”

“No way,” I warned her. “They find you in their car, they beat the crap out of you.”

“Then what about—”

“Hush,” I said, sensing something.

“What?”

“Someone’s coming,” I said.

Tears looked down the sidewalk. Except for the streetlights it was dark and empty. “Where?”

If you lived on the street long enough you could sense things in the night before you saw them. A moment later a man appeared down the sidewalk. The leather soles of his shoes scraped lightly against the ground. He was wearing a long dark coat. His slacks were pressed to a sharp crease and his black hair was combed neatly back. Could have been just another person out late at night, but he wasn’t. That’s what you sensed. When they were looking for something.

He stopped in front of us and his eyes fixed on 2Moro. She pushed herself away from the wall, and crushed her cigarette with the toe of her shoe. The man started to walk back the way he came, and she followed him into the dark not saying good-bye to us. 

“I’m never gonna do that,” Tears said. “Don’t care how cold or hungry I get.”

A siren wailed somewhere in the dark. In a building across the street, a light went on. Through the window I watched a bald man in a blue bathrobe pull open a refrigerator door and look inside. 

“So what about you?” Tears asked me. “What are you doing here?”

“My mom told me to go.”

“Why?”

“She drank up all the food money. I was the oldest and she said she couldn’t afford to keep me around anymore. Said I was the biggest so I had to go.” It was worse than that. Way worse. But I didn’t like to talk about it because then I had to remember. 

“How come your skin’s like that?” Tears asked.

My skin was a blotchy patchwork of dark and light color, like a dog with a brown and white face. A doctor told my mom it wasn’t a disease; it was a “condition.” The color in your skin is called pigment, and the pigment in my skin is light brown. But I also have big patches where there’s no pigment and the skin is whitish pink. If you think hard you might remember once seeing someone who looked like me.

“It’s just the way I was born,” I said.

“Did you get into trouble a lot?” Tears asked next.

“Where?”

“With your mom.”

“I tried to be good, but she was always mad at me anyway. Said I forgot to do this or I shouldn’t have done that. She wanted me to take care of the little ones. Feed ’em and clean ’em and stuff.” 

“Didn’t you go to school?”

“I was supposed to, but most of the time we were too busy moving from one place to the next, and she needed me to stay home to look after the kids. You ever take care of little kids?” 

Tears shook her head.

“It’s a pain. They don’t stay still or do what they’re told.”

“How many were there?” Tears asked.

“She got four besides me. All littler.”

“Do you miss them?”

“One or two. I’m the only one who’s all mixed up colors.” And the only one with a scar on her back from being burned with a hot iron. 

The door to the Good Life swung open and the truck driver with the red baseball cap came out. He was carrying a gray cardboard tray with four white paper cups filled with coffee and a white paper bag of doughnuts neatly folded over at the top. 

“Where’s your friend?” he asked, counting only Rainbow, Tears, and me.

“She had to go somewhere,” I answered.

“Well, here you go.” He handed me the tray and bag and turned toward the truck.

“That’s it?” I asked. “You don’t want anything in return?”

He stopped. “You gonna listen if I tell you to go home to your parents?”

Tears and me didn’t answer. The truck driver touched the brim of his cap. “I’ll look for you the next time I come by. That is, if any of you are still here.”



FOUR

The building had dull sheets of metal where the windows once were and a black metal door locked with a chain across it. Scaffolding rose up the front and a big blue Dumpster sat at the curb. During the day workmen were fixing it up. At night the building was empty. We stood in the rain while OG pulled a metal sheet off a window. It was dark inside and the steady downpour outside sounded like tambourines. We lit candles in a big room on the second floor. The air inside was damp and chilled, but at least we were dry. From other rooms we dragged in an old mattress, some broken chairs, and an upside-down pail to sit on. Here and there patches of yellow wallpaper clung to the walls, and Maggot covered them with black spray-painted signs of anarchy, a circle with a capital A inside, and his tag, CLASS WAR, in big black letters. 

Rainbow lay on the mattress, wrapped in a tattered pink baby quilt she’d found in the garbage. The quilt had bunny rabbits on it, and white stuffing leaked out of rips. Rainbow’s eyes were closed. I sat on the corner of the mattress and watched a candle’s flickering light dance on her soft, pale skin. A few strands of blond hair fell across her eyes. Rainbow was the only kid I knew whose blond hair was real. I thought she was the most beautiful person I’d ever seen. 

In another corner, 2Moro and Jewel were on their knees in front of a big shard of broken mirror propped against the wall. Small bunches of candles on the floor provided light. It looked kind of religious. Like in a church. All together, the candles made enough light to cast huge, hulking shadows of 2Moro and Jewel against the far wall. 

Under her patchwork jacket 2Moro was wearing a tight purple tank top, a short black leather skirt, fishnet stockings, and leather boots. Her bright red hair stood up straight. Next to her Jewel patted rouge onto his dark cheeks. He’d dyed his hair Manic Panic Purple and the highlights shined in the candlelight. He wore a long black leather coat and under it black pants and a white shirt. 

“You finished with the eyeliner?” he asked 2Moro.

“Almost,” she answered.

“Don’t be a hog,” he said.

“Go put on lipstick,” 2Moro told him.

“First I want to wait to see how the eyeliner looks,” Jewel said.

“Then you gonna have to wait,” said 2Moro.

“Did you take your pills today?” he asked. Every day 2Moro was supposed to take eight pills for her HIV.

“Get lost.”

“The doctor at the clinic said if you don’t take those pills, it’s going to turn into AIDS.”

2Moro rolled her eyes and ignored him.

Jewel’s cell phone rang. He reached into his small black leather handbag and took it out. “Hello?” he answered in a singsong voice. “Oh, hi, Suzy. I’m home getting ready for tonight. What? She’s on TV right now? Oh, God, I’d love to see her, but my little brother’s watching and he’s such a monster. Another TV? Oh, sure, we’ve got lots of them, but you know, that means going to a whole other floor and this house is just too big. So you’ll tell me all about it when I see you at the club, okay? Great. Your number’s in my Palm Pilot, silly. See you later. Ciao!” 

Jewel snapped the cell phone shut. He had no Palm Pilot. Or little brother. Or TV. Or house. No one knew where he got the cell phone. Maybe from some rich club kid who couldn’t be bothered to report it missing. 

On the mattress Rainbow had opened her eyes and propped her head on her hand. The tattered sleeve of her leather jacket slid down to her elbow. Her forearm was covered with long thin scars and scabs where she’d cut herself. “Who was that you were lying to?” she asked with a yawn. 

“Oh, look who came out of her trance,” Jewel said. “That was Suzy Herman, my new love.”

“How many TVs does she have?” Rainbow asked. 

“Not just TVs, my dear. Houses. Her parents have an estate in Greenwich, a beach house in East Hampton, and a ski condo in Sun Bird.” 

“It’s Snowbird, you dimwit,” Maggot muttered.

“Whatever,” Jewel replied with a huff. “I’m not supposed to tell anyone this, but her father owns Vaseline.” 

Everyone got quiet. Finally Rainbow said, “In a tube or a jar?”

“The company, you ninny,” Jewel said. “I mean, think about all the Vaseline in the world, and he owns it.”

“I guess that makes him a pretty slick businessman,” Maggot said, and laughed all by himself.

“You are such a bore, Maggot,” Jewel said.

“I’d rather be a bore than a tramp,” Maggot shot back.

“And so crude,” said Jewel. “Anyway, Suzy’s father gave her an apartment and a Mercedes. And, for your information, we are going to get married, and then I’m going to be rich, too.” 

“Yeah, right. A white wedding. All the rich and famous invited,” OG grumbled from the corner where he was sitting in a broken chair, rolling a cigarette. I was surprised to hear his voice. It was the first time he spoke since Country Club died. 

“What do you know?” Jewel stuck his nose in the air. 

OG coughed and wheezed. “Look around the room, man. Look at who you’re with. You can’t get there from here.”

“You can’t because you’re a smelly, scuzzy crusty,” Jewel said. “I can get anywhere I want and be anyone I want.” He picked up a short blue skirt and held it against his hips, then wiggled suggestively. “I have class. We may not have beds but we wear fashionable threads. Maybe I’ll be a Revlon cover girl.” 

“Would Suzy want to marry a girl?” Tears asked.

“No,” answered Jewel. “I’ll be a boy for her.”

“And a cover girl for Revlon,” Maggot snickered.

Outside the rain began to soften. Suddenly we heard voices. Grown up voices. We went quiet and alert like rabbits prick up their ears and birds lift their heads when they sense danger. 

“Blow out the candles,” OG whispered.

Jewel and 2Moro put out the candles. The room went dark. Now that the rain had slowed, we could hear the city sounds of car horns and the wheezing of air brakes on buses. We listened. There were bad people in the night. Creeps who liked to hurt kids and watch them suffer or bleed. Psychos who set drunks on fire and watched them burn. Weirdoes who knew that if they killed a homeless kid there was a good chance no one would ever know, and an even better chance that no one would care. 

The voices we heard that night sounded official, like teachers or police. Through the doorway we saw the round spot of a flashlight beam strike the wall at the top of the stairs. The voices were clearer now. One was male, the other female. 

“Smell the candles?”

“And spray paint. It’s fresh. Someone’s up here.”

“I think there’s a group of them.”

A second flashlight beam joined the first. They reached the second floor landing and the beams swept into the room where we crouched in the dark. I counted two dark silhouettes in the doorway. Couldn’t see their faces, only that they were both about the same height. 

The beams swept over Maggot and Rainbow and Jewel and 2Moro. Tears was hiding somewhere in the shadows or in another room. OG must have tried hard not to cough, because now that they’d found us, he went into a spasm of hacking. When the flashlight beam found me, it stayed longer than on the others, as if the person holding the light couldn’t quite tell what he was seeing. I shielded my eyes. 

“What do you want?” Maggot asked.

“We want to give you a warm meal and a safe place to spend the night,” the female flashlight figure answered.

“What do you want in return?” Maggot asked.

“In return for what?” asked the male flashlight.

“Giving us food and a place to sleep.”

“Nothing,” answered the male flashlight figure.

“We’re from the Youth Housing Project,” added the female flashlight.

“That mean I can’t come?” asked OG.

“How old are you?” asked the male flashlight.

“Twenty-two,” OG answered.

“It’s only for kids eighteen and under,” said the female flashlight. “But we can take you to a shelter where you can get medical attention.” 

A match burst into light, and 2Moro’s face brightened as she leaned toward the flame with a cigarette between her lips. The tip glowed red as she inhaled and blew the match out with a stream of smoke. “Can I smoke there?” 

“You can smoke outside the facility if you have to,” the female flashlight answered.

“Maybe I want to,” 2Moro said. 

“Even though it’ll kill you?” the female flashlight asked.

“I’m HIV positive, lady,” 2Moro shot back. “Plenty else gonna kill me before cigarettes.”

“Can I drink there?” Maggot asked.

“No drugs or alcohol allowed,” said the male flashlight. His voice was harsher now.

“So there is something you want,” Maggot concluded. “You’ll give us food and a bed, but only if we live by your rules.”

“It’s only fair,” said the female flashlight.

“What’s fair about it?” 2Moro asked. “Who you to tell us how to live?”

“Cigarettes and alcohol are bad for you,” said the female flashlight.

“Look, I don’t really care if you want to smoke and drink,” the male flashlight added. “But if we allow that at the project, the state will take away our funding.” 

“So we have to live by the state’s rules?” Maggot said. “Javohl! Heil Hitler! We love you, Saddam. Raise your red flags, comrades! The state rules!” 

“We’re only looking out for your safety and welfare,” the female flashlight said. “The longer you stay on the street, the better the chance you’ll die before the age of thirty.” 

“Thirty?” Maggot laughed. “Forget it. I won’t live past eighteen.”

“Do you know that every day fourteen children are buried in unmarked graves because no one knows who they are?” the woman asked. “Do you want to be one of them? You could die and no one would ever know. Your parents would never know. Do you really want that?” 

“Sounds okay to me,” said 2Moro.

“Yeah,” agreed Maggot. “What makes you think our parents even care?”

“Of course they do,” said the female flashlight.

“Then why did my parents tell me to get out and never come back?” Jewel asked.

“My mom don’t want me back,” added Rainbow. “Not unless I can get her drugs or money.”

“Blaming your parents for your crappy lives isn’t going to help,” the male flashlight said. “You have to help yourselves. We’re offering the first step. We’ll get you off the street and cleaned up.” 

“And then what?” OG asked.

“Then it’s nine to five,” Maggot said. “The status quo. God, Mom, apple pie, and the good old American capitalist patriarchal society.” 

“You’d rather stay here?” the female flashlight asked in disbelief.

“Why not?” answered Rainbow. “If this is what it takes to be free and do what we want and come and go as we please without a bunch of goody-two-shoe grown-ups telling us what we can and can’t do.” 

It got quiet. The sounds of the city crept back into the room. The man and woman lowered their flashlights so that the beams lit the floor. A crushed beer can here. An empty ramen noodle packet there. 2Moro puffed on her cigarette and the ember glowed red in the dim light. 

“Thanks for stopping by.” OG waved like he expected the flashlight people to give up and go away.

“The temperature’s supposed to drop below freezing tonight and then down into the teens by the end of the week,” the male flashlight said. “It’s going to get awful cold in here.” 

“Thanks for the weather forecast,” said Maggot.

“You’d really rather live like this?” the woman flashlight asked again.

“Hey, remember that song about freedom being just another word for nothing left to lose?” OG asked, then went into another spasm of coughing. 

“You realize some of you may not be alive by this time next year?” the male flashlight asked.

“Is that a promise?” Maggot asked.

With a loud sigh, the male flashlight turned to the female. “Let’s go.”

The female flashlight had one last thing to say. “I know it’s hard for you to talk to us with your friends around, but you can always come by yourself and they won’t know. Remember, it’s the Youth Housing Project on St. Marks Place.”

The flashlights turned away and went back down the stairs. The room went dark. Then small flames burst on as 2Moro began to relight the candles. 

“Someday I’m going to live in a penthouse,” Jewel said. “And I’ll go find those two and invite them up for a drink.”



FIVE

It got colder. I saw a lady fall on the icy sidewalk. Coffee froze solid if you left it overnight in a cup. My stomach hurt. There was stuff at the drugstore to make it feel better, but it cost money. With a piece of cardboard from the garbage and a pen from the street I made a sign: 

MONY 4 EGS AN CRAONS

I stood on the sidewalk outside the food store and showed the sign to the people who came out carrying bags of groceries, but they all stared at my face, then the sign, then frowned and kept walking. Jewel came by wearing a short black jacket and a tight black skirt and boots. 

“What’s that supposed to say, Maybe?” he asked.

“Money for eggs and crayons.”

Jewel laughed. “Oh, my dear, you are priceless! Do you have anything to write with?”

I still had the pen I found. Jewel took it and changed my sign. “There. That’s better. Didn’t they teach you to spell in school?”

“What school?” I asked.

“You never went to school?”

“Here and there, but never for long.”

A man came out of the store carrying a white plastic shopping bag in each hand. He looked at me and my sign. “Eggs, huh?” He put down the bags and took out four eggs. Then a lady came out and gave me some, too. 

Now I needed crayons. I crossed out the eggs part of my sign and stood outside a store that sold newspapers and candy and postcards. A woman came out with two little kids. She had smooth blond hair and wore a long blue coat with brown fur at the collar and the ends of the sleeves. The kids were blond with matching pink barrettes in their hair. They wore matching denim jackets over matching white sweaters. 

One of the kids pointed at me. “Mommy, look.”

The woman put her hands on their shoulders and tried to steer them away. “Come on, let’s go this way.”

But the kids didn’t want to go.

“What’s wrong with her face?” one asked.

“What does she want?” asked the other.

“Nothing,” the woman said. “I want you to come.”

But the kids kept staring. “What does that say?”

“I need crayons,” I said.

The kids were so cute. Their mouths became circles. “We have crayons, Mommy!”

“I want you to come right now,” the woman said sharply. “Do not talk to that person.”

“Why?” asked one of the kids.

“Just don’t!” The woman took each kid by the hand and yanked them away.

I stayed outside the store until a man came out. He was wearing a white shirt and a brown tie, but no jacket. “Go away,” he said. 

“You don’t own the sidewalk,” I said. That was what Maggot always said when they told him to move.

“You’re hurting my business,” he said. “Customers won’t come in with you standing here.”

I shrugged like I didn’t care.

The man went back into the store and came out with a small box of crayons. “Now go away.”

That’s what I did.

You have to color the eggs carefully. Crayons get hard when it’s cold, and if you press too much on the shells they break. It was getting dark when I finished coloring them. I went up to the movie theater near Central Park. At night in New York, people stand on lines to get in. They wait in the rain and snow and cold. They talk to their friends and drink coffee. I stood on the sidewalk near the line of people and started to juggle the eggs. 

When I was little, a man who liked my mom taught me to juggle. I don’t remember his name, just that he had brown skin and curly black hair. He said I was a good juggler for my age because I could keep four balls going at once. The people who ran the circus found out and sometimes they dressed me up like a clown and let me juggle in the circus. People would clap and laugh. They liked to see a little kid juggle. My mom liked it because she got extra money when I juggled. She liked me then.

But I got older and they stopped letting me juggle. Mom said people who came to the circus expected a kid who was twelve to do better tricks than I could do. But it was different outside the movie theater. I didn’t have to be so good. I just had to get people to watch me. 

“I bet you’re wondering which egg will fall and break first,” I said when they were watching. “The red one? The blue? Maybe the yellow or the orange.” 

“Or maybe none of them,” someone in the line called back.

“What if I do tricks?” I asked, tossing one of the eggs up and catching it behind my back while I juggled the other three in front of me. 

“One of them will probably break,” someone said.

“Want to bet which one?” I asked.

“Whichever one we bet on will be the one you let drop,” someone said.

“Not if you don’t bet me,” I told them. “You bet each other. I just get one of the bets. The winner gets the other two.”

“So you need four people to bet,” one of them realized. “One for each color.”

“I’ll bet a dollar on red,” said a man smoking a cigar.

“I’ll bet on yellow,” said a woman wearing a bright red ski jacket.

“A dollar’s not much,” I said. “How about making it two?”

“How do we know it’s not rigged?” asked the man with the cigar. “How do we know you’re not in cahoots with one of the bettors and you’ll split the winnings, too?” 

“Oh, sure, you all hang out with street urchins like me,” I said. Maggot told me to use the word urchin. I wasn’t sure what it meant, but it made people laugh. 

“I know how we can tell if it’s rigged,” said the man with the cigar. “Only people who bought a movie ticket can bet. No one’s gonna spend ten bucks on a ticket so they can make four bucks on a bet, right?” 

“Good point,” said the woman in the red ski jacket. She and the man with the cigar held up their tickets. Two more people quickly joined the betting. I started doing harder tricks behind my back and under my leg. Finally, the yellow one broke. The woman in the red ski jacket won. Two of the bettors paid her. The man with the cigar paid me. 

“Let’s do it again,” he said. “This time for five bucks.”

Except for him, the other bettors were new. I started juggling again with another yellow egg. I always brought two of each color. 

This time the red one broke. The man with the cigar won. Two of the bettors gave him five dollars, but the man who was supposed to give five to me refused. 

“I think this is a scam,” he said to the man with the cigar. “It’s no coincidence that you suggested we up the bet to five bucks and that’s when you won.” 

“You really think I’m in cahoots with that kid?” The man with the cigar pointed at me.

“I don’t know, but I’m not paying,” the other man said. The line began to move. People started going into the theater. The man who was supposed to pay me followed the line. 

“Would you give me one of the bets you won?” I asked the man with the cigar.

“Sorry, kid,” he answered. “You said I’d get two of the bets. That’s what I got. What’s fair is fair.” He went into the theater.

I still had enough eggs for one more bet so I waited for another line to form. Once again people took the bets. I dropped the last red one and made four dollars for the night. 

I snuck onto the subway back to St. Marks Place wondering if I had enough money for the stomach medicine. People passed in heavy coats and hats. Some even wore scarves. Up ahead a bunch of kids sat on a stoop under a light, smoking and talking. They were mostly wearing black clothes and had tattoos and piercings. I’d seen some of them around before and knew they were mean. 

I decided to cross the street, but then someone called out, “Hey, Maybe.” It was Rainbow. She was one of the kids sitting on the steps. “Come over here, okay?” 

The other kids gave me mean smiles but I went over. A boy with a pointy orange Mohawk muttered something under his breath that I couldn’t hear. The other kids laughed. 

“Where you coming from?” Rainbow asked when I got close. She was chewing gum.

“The movies.”

“Oh, yeah, what’d you see?” asked the boy with the orange Mohawk.

“Nothing. I was juggling.”

“Maybe does this thing with colored eggs.” Rainbow told the group how I got people to bet and shared in some of the winnings. “So how much did you make?” 

“Only four dollars.”

“Whatcha gonna do with it?” Rainbow asked me.

“Buy some medicine for my stomach,” I said.

“Know what my mom used to do when I had a stomachache?” Rainbow said. “Gave me ginger ale. It always made me feel better. Your mom ever give you ginger ale for your stomach?” 

I shook my head. I didn’t remember having stomach-aches when I was with my mom. Maybe I did. But I didn’t remember.

“You ought to try it,” Rainbow said. “Maybe you could keep enough for the ginger ale and give the rest to me, huh?”

“You need money?” I asked.

“Oh, yeah,” Rainbow said. “You know me. I always need money.”

I knew a bottle of ginger ale only cost a couple of bucks. If Rainbow needed money I was glad to give the rest to her.



SIX

The ginger ale worked for a little while, but then my stomach started to hurt again. I spent the night with Tears, Maggot, and OG in the empty building. Jewel and 2Moro were clubbing and Rainbow stayed out all night. Maggot had this furry, white toy dog he stole from a store. It yipped and did back flips. He named it Killer and pretended he was teaching it tricks. 

“Okay, Killer, this time I want you to bark and do a back flip.” He flicked the switch on Killer’s tummy and the toy dog did exactly what it was told. 

“Good dog!” Maggot cheered. “Now let’s see if you can do it again.”

The toy did it again. Maggot scooped it up into his arms. “What a good little dog. Let daddy give you a hug.”

Tears and I laughed and laughed, and I forgot about my stomachache. OG sat in a corner drinking from a bottle, but even he showed his gap-toothed grin a few times. The funny thing about Maggot was that he was the reason we were all together, and he didn’t even know it. It happened back in the fall, on a windy night when the dead leaves made scratching sounds as they skidded and bounced down the street. OG and Country Club were sitting against the wall outside the Good Life sharing a bottle in a brown paper bag. A dozen feet away Rainbow was nodding against the same wall. I spanged enough change to buy coffee and was sitting with her. Back then Rainbow and I hardly knew each other. We met the day before when a man from a restaurant gave me a bag of day-old bread and Rainbow asked if she could have some. 

We’d seen OG and Country Club around but never talked to them. They were older and crusty and stuck to themselves. Anyway, I was next to Rainbow, sipping my coffee, when out of the dark came Maggot carrying a green Army-surplus backpack. He stopped on the sidewalk, sort of halfway between OG and Country Club and Rainbow and me. 

“You guys have a place to stay tonight?” He swiveled his head from Rainbow and me to OG and Country Club. I guess he thought we were all together. 

“You’re lookin’ at it,” OG said.

“Mind if I hang with you?” Maggot asked.

“Be our guest,” said Country Club.

So Maggot sat down between Rainbow and me and OG and Country Club. He started asking us questions, like where we were from and how long we’d been living on the streets. From then on we started hanging together. A few weeks later Rainbow ran into 2Moro and Jewel at the clinic, and they started hanging with us, too. 

And now it was winter, and we were sort of like a family, or maybe a tribe. An asphalt tribe that roamed the streets searching for food and shelter. We watched out for each other, cared about each other. Country Club was gone, but the rest of us stuck together. 

The next day the sun came out. People were wearing sweaters or open jackets.

“It’s a perfect day to sell some Ecstasy,” Maggot announced. “Anyone want to come?”

“Can we buy some medicine for my stomach?” I asked. It was hurting again.

“Sure, Maybe, we’ll get you anything you want.”

Maggot and Tears and me walked over to Tompkins Square Park. The sun was slanting toward the west giving the dark leafless trees long shadows, so it was probably late afternoon. The park was surrounded by a black metal fence that came up to my chin. The police locked it at midnight but people could still climb over. The metal gates were open now. Inside, wooden benches lined the asphalt walkways. Since it was a warm, sunny day for winter, a lot of people came outside to sit and feel the sun. Old ladies in shawls sat next to Goths wearing black lipstick and eye shadow. An old man wearing a gray hat threw bread crumbs to a flock of cooing pigeons that scrambled around at his feet. Other men sat at small square concrete tables and played chess. Young couples pushed babies in strollers and walked dogs. An artist with big pieces of chalk sketched a big painting on the asphalt playground. A policeman on a bicycle rode by. 

Tears and I sat down on a bench while Maggot went off to sell.

“What’s Ecstasy?” Tears asked.

I tried not to stare at her. Sometimes it was hard to believe how innocent she was. Who didn’t know about Ecstasy?

“What was the name of the place you come from?” I asked.

“Hundred,” she answered.

“You sure it’s not Million?” I teased. “Like a million miles from anywhere?”

Tears pursed her lips like I’d hurt her feelings.

I rubbed my shoulder against hers. “Hey, I’m just kidding. Ecstasy is a club drug. It makes people happy.”

“Is it against the law?”

“Yeah.”

“Can’t Maggot get in trouble if the police catch him?”

“He’s not selling real Ecstasy,” I said.

Tears scowled but didn’t ask anything more.

We heard a scratching sound. “Up there.” Tears pointed at a tree overhead. A small gray squirrel was scrambling up the trunk. When it got to the top branches it let out a long, mournful cry and then started back down. 

“I think it’s looking for its mommy,” Tears said.

The little squirrel reached the ground, then started up the next tree. Tears and I watched as it got to the top and let out another mournful cry. Animals may all sound different, but you always know when they’re crying. 

“That’s sad,” Tears said.

The sun dipped lower. The shadows of buildings spread over us like a cold gray blanket. I started to shiver. Tears pulled her bulky brown coat tight around her neck. “What’s taking Maggot so long?” she asked. 

I shrugged. Across the walk the little squirrel started up another tree.

“It already went up that tree,” Tears said.

“Maybe it doesn’t know what else to do,” I said.

Maggot trotted down the path, laughing. “Come on, we better get out of here.”

We got up and followed him out of the park. On the way Maggot told us he sold aspirin to some tourists for sixty dollars.

“They think they bought Ecstasy.” He chuckled. “They’re going clubbing tonight. At least they won’t have to worry about getting a headache.” 

He stopped talking and slowed down. We were on the sidewalk now. Up ahead a bunch of kids with tattoos and piercings were hanging out on the corner. Some of them were the kids I’d seen with Rainbow the previous night. I hoped she was there. 

“Hey, look, it’s Lost,” Maggot said. “He’s always got roofies.”

Maggot went to talk to the one named Lost, the one with the orange-tipped Mohawk that I’d seen the night before. I looked for Rainbow. 

“Lookin’ for your girlfriend?” one of the other boys asked me. He had long light-brown dreadlocks and a horseshoe-shaped bar through his nose. 

“Maybe,” I said.

“You got some more money for her?” He held out his hand. The fingernails were long and had black crescents of dirt under them. “You can give it to me. I’ll see her later and give it to her.” 

I backed away. Maggot and Lost had their hands in their pockets. Maggot pulled out a bunch of bills and gave them to Lost, who handed him a plastic baggie filled with pills. 

“Uh-oh,” said the boy with the dirty fingernails. “Now that Maggot’s got them roofies, your girlfriend’s gonna like him more than you.” 

I didn’t like what he was saying, and I didn’t want to stay there. Maggot put the baggie in his pocket and came back to Tears and me. “Come on, let’s go.” We started to walk. “I’ll say this for capitalism,” Maggot said. “It’s a great system if you know how to manipulate it. You start with about twenty-five cents’ worth of aspirin and convert that into sixty bucks worth of roofies that I’ll sell at The Cradle tonight for a hundred and eighty.” 

“You can’t get into The Cradle,” Tears said. “It’s the hottest club in the world.”

Maggot patted his pocket. “I can with these.”

“What about the medicine for my stomach?” I asked.

“Aw, crap.” Maggot’s shoulders slumped. “I forgot. I’m sorry, Maybe. All I have now are these roofies. But I’ll sell them tonight and tomorrow I’ll have plenty of money, okay? We’ll get you that medicine then.” 

My stomach hurt bad. I thought about that little squirrel climbing tree after tree and crying. Bet his stomach hurt, too.



SEVEN

“I’m so gross! I’m disgusting! I cant stand it!” Rainbow laughed crazily as she pulled me down the sidewalk about a block from Canal Street. 

“You look beautiful to me,” I said.

“Oh, Maybe, what would you know? You’re even smellier and dirtier than me.”

“I am?” Even though I knew that all of us street kids were dirty and smelly, it still made me feel bad to hear Rainbow say it. That wasn’t the way I wanted her to think of me. 

“Aw, look, I hurt your feelings.” Rainbow stuck out her lower lip and pouted. “I’m sorry, Maybe. But I’m dirty and smelly, too. We’re the dirty and smelly twins!” She hooked her arm through mine and started to skip. I tried to keep up with her. It made me happy when she wanted to be with me. Then she let go and did a cartwheel right in the middle of the sidewalk. The regular people looked at her like she was psycho. 

“What?” she dusted off her hands and yelled at them. “You never saw someone do a cartwheel before?”

The regular people cut a wide circle around her and didn’t answer.

“Jerks,” Rainbow muttered.

“Where did you go this morning?” I asked. She usually didn’t get up until the afternoon, but that day she was gone early.

“2Moro and I went to the clinic for our meds,” she said in a singsong voice. “I got Ritalin and Welbutrin. I’m ADD and bipolar and OCD and XYZ. And know what happens if I take it all at once? I’m off my tree!” She ran toward a light pole, grabbed it, and swung around. Then she came back, panting for breath. “Come on, Maybe, let’s get ourselves cleaned up.” 

“Where?”

“There.” Rainbow pointed at a low building. The reddish-brown bricks were covered with a layer of gray grime, but the big windows in front were clear and clean. Inside, people sat at rows of computers. Beyond them were lots of shelves filled with books. 

“It’s a library,” I realized.

“There’s no getting anything past you, Maybe.” Rainbow started up the steps toward the doors.

“You sure we’re allowed?” I asked.

“It’s open to the public. Just like the bus station.”

“Don’t you need a card?”

“Only if you want to take books out,” she said and pushed on the door. We went in and through a kind of metal detector. Some grown men and women stood behind a wooden counter with computers and stacks of books on it. They wore plastic photo IDs and gave us unfriendly looks. A woman in a blue dress wrinkled her nose and fanned her face with her hand as if we smelled bad.

We passed the tables with the computers on them. All kinds of people were sitting there. Old men, mothers with babies on their laps, kids. A tall thin man with a photo ID and short, curly reddish hair walked around behind the computers and talked to anyone who needed help. I stopped and stared. He had a broad, flat nose and patchy skin like mine. Only the patches with pigment were lighter and spotted with reddish freckles. He was wearing neatly pressed khaki slacks and a blue shirt. Over the shirt he wore a brown sweater with buttons down the front. 

“Come on, it’s probably over this way.” Rainbow tugged at my sleeve and led me past the shelves of books toward the back where the bathrooms were. We went into the women’s room. 

“Down here.” Rainbow held open the door to the big handicapped stall at the end of the bathroom. I went in and Rainbow slid the latch closed. She took off her leather jacket and hung it on the hook inside the door. Then she started to take off her clothes and put them on the toilet seat. Her arms and legs were covered with those long thin scars and scabs. I knew she cut herself, but I’d never seen her do it. She saw me looking. 

“Sorry,” I said and looked away.

She glanced down at herself and then back at me. “What are you waiting for?”

Feeling shy, I slowly stripped off my clothes and put them on the toilet seat with Rainbow’s. It was chilly in the bathroom, and I felt goose bumps rise on my skin. It felt strange and frightening to be naked in a public place. But also a little daring and exciting. 

Now it was Rainbow’s turn to stare at me. I looked down at myself. My whole body was covered with light and dark patches. “I’m ugly.” 

Rainbow pursed her lips and frowned. “No. Just different.” She went to the stall door and undid the latch. “Ready?”

“Uh-huh.”

We scampered over to the row of sinks and mirrors, took brown paper towels from the dispenser and wet them with hot water from the faucet. Then we squeezed the pink liquid soap onto them and ran back to the stall. Rainbow closed the latch and we soaped ourselves down. The warm sudsy paper towels felt good on my skin except for the places where I had sores that stung from the soap. I rubbed the towels down my arms and was shocked to see how much lighter the skin became. 

“Surprised?” Rainbow asked.

“I didn’t know how dirty I was,” I answered.

She laughed. Mud-colored water dripped from our elbows and ran down our legs. Soon the tile floor in the stall was covered with soggy, filthy paper towels. Our bodies were streaked with suds and dirt. We left the stall again. Back at the sinks I held down the hot- and cold-water knobs while Rainbow washed her hair under the faucet, using the pink liquid soap. Brown water disappeared down the drain. Then she held the knobs down for me while I washed my hair. The counter and floor around the sinks grew slippery, and our wet, soapy feet slid on the smooth tile floor. 

“Shouldn’t we go back to the stall?” I asked when I finished washing my hair. The hot water felt good as it dripped down onto my shoulders and arms. 

“It’s too slippery,” Rainbow said. “And the towels get cold. Let’s stay here. Do my back?”

She turned around and I started to scrub her back with a soapy paper towel. Rainbow’s pale skin turned pink as I washed her. I didn’t ask about the green, brown, and yellow bruises on her arms and legs and sides. 

“Now mine?” I asked when I finished her back. I leaned over a sink and put my elbows on the counter and waited to feel the hot towels. Nothing happened. I looked over my shoulder. Rainbow was staring at my back. 

“An iron?” Her voice was soft.

I nodded.

“Lord,” she muttered. A moment later I felt hot water run down my sides as Rainbow rubbed the soapy paper towels against my back. The water tickled when it dripped down the insides of my naked legs. It felt good to have someone wash me. I closed my eyes and remembered when I was little, sitting in the old metal washtub in the trailer kitchen, my mom pouring hot water on my shoulders from a pitcher, then washing my back with a washcloth. Her soft, soothing voice. The perfumed smell of the soap. The toy boat and the little black-and-white windup orca that would slap its tail and bump its nose against the sides of the tub …

The bathroom door squeaked. Rainbow and me looked up. A woman came in with a little girl, maybe four or five years old. The little girl’s hair was braided into pigtails and she was wearing a pink sweatshirt that said Princess in glittering silver letters, and jeans and white tennis shoes with pink laces. She was so perfect. So clean and her clothes so neat and new. Even when I lived with my mom I never was that neat and clean. 

The woman gasped and the little girl stared with bulging eyes. Without a word the woman pulled her out of the bathroom.

“We better go.” Rainbow’s voice turned serious. Leaning over the sinks we began to rinse the soap off our heads and bodies. Water splashed all over the counter. We started to dry ourselves. The coarse towels were rough against our skin. A few of the scabs on Rainbow’s arms and legs got rubbed away and started to bleed a little, but she didn’t seem to care. I looked at myself in the water-splattered mirror. I was someone with curly brown matted-down wet hair. Someone whose skin was pale pink in some places and splotchy brown in others. So thin her ribs and collarbone stuck out. Shoulders and arms angular and bony. Almost like a picture of a starving African child you’d see in a magazine. 

“I hate putting those dirty clothes back on,” Rainbow muttered, rubbing paper towels down her bruised legs.

“Maybe we should leave them,” I said, “and go through the library naked.”

“Or like this.” Rainbow pressed brown paper towels against her breasts so that they stuck. I giggled at the thought of us covered like that and walking past the people with the ID tags. 

Then the bathroom door opened again.

And two men came in.



EIGHT

The short chubby one had wavy black hair and was wearing a blue security guard’s uniform. The other one was tall and broad-shouldered with brown hair and a cigarette stuck behind one ear. He was wearing jeans and a gray shirt with “Bobby” stitched in red letters over the pocket. 

“What the hell?” the one named Bobby growled. “Who’s gonna clean up this mess?”

Rainbow and I retreated toward the back wall, covering our naked bodies with our hands.

“Lock the door,” Bobby told the chubby security guard.

“You sure?” the guard asked nervously.

“Yeah, I’m sure,” Bobby snapped. “You want to clean up this mess? ’Cause I don’t. And no one can use this place the way it is now.” 

I heard a click as the guard locked the door. Bobby pulled a ring of keys from his belt and opened another door, this one to a supply closet. He wheeled out a bright yellow pail with a long wooden mop handle sticking up from it, then put his foot on the edge of the pail and kicked it across the floor toward Rainbow and me. We jumped out of the way and it banged against the wall.

“Get to work,” he snarled, then reached into the closet again and tossed a roll of black plastic garbage bags at us. Rainbow and I were trapped. Still covering our naked bodies with our hands, we started to inch toward the handicapped stall. 

“Where do you think you’re going?” Bobby demanded.

“To get our clothes,” Rainbow answered.

A nasty leer crept through Bobby’s lips. “Naw, that ain’t no fun. You get to work the way you are.”

Rainbow and I kept moving toward the stall.

“Hey!” Bobby shouted and started toward us. His work boots skidded on the slimy paper towels, and he lost his balance and started to flail around, swinging his arms wildly to keep from falling. Rainbow and I grinned. 

Bang! Bobby got his balance back and slammed a stall door with his fist. The sound made Rainbow and me jump. “Think that was funny?” He yelled, coming closer. “Come here, you freak.” He grabbed me by the hair and yanked down, pulling me off my feet. I hit the hard, wet tile floor with my knees and elbows. It hurt bad. 

“Now get to work!” he snarled, then pointed at Rainbow. “You, too!”

“Hey, Bobby, come on,” said the security guard.

“Naw, you come on,” Bobby yelled back. “Unless you wanna clean up this mess.” 

“They should do it,” said the security guard. “I just don’t see why you have to hurt ’em.”

“You don’t teach ’em a lesson, they’ll come back and do it again,” Bobby said.

“They’re just a couple of street kids.”

“You don’t like it, why don’t you get out?” Bobby snapped. “Put that sign on the door that says bathroom temporarily out of order.” 

Without another word, the security guard left. Bobby followed him to the door and locked it. He turned back to Rainbow and me. “What’re you lookin’ at? Get back to work.” 

Rainbow got on her hands and knees on the floor beside me, scooped up the wet, dirty paper towels and dumped them into a big black plastic bag. We were still naked. 

“Damn street punks always coming in here and messing the place up,” Bobby grumbled. He stood over us. I was afraid to look up, lest he start yelling again. But as I picked up the paper towels, I watched his scuffed work boots, ready to back away if they turned in my direction. Before long we got all the wet paper towels off the floor. 

“In there, too.” Bobby pointed into the handicapped stall. Rainbow and me hesitated. It was one thing to be on our hands and knees out in the bathroom, but another to do that inside the stall. 

“Go on!” Bobby yelled.

“Can’t we use a broom or something?” I asked.

The answer was the grooved bottom of Bobby’s work boot on my bare behind and then a hard shove sending me toward the stall. My hands slipped out from under me, and my chin and chest slid along wet floor. 

“Teach you sluts to come in here and mess this place up,” Bobby growled. He stepped into the stall and kicked our clothes off the toilet seat. 

I pushed myself back up to my hands and knees in the dirty, soapy slop. Inside the disabled stall the floor smelled like Piss Alley. My chin and elbows hurt and I felt the old trembling sensation of wanting to cry. When I was little it would blow through me like a gust of wet wind. I could never stop it. It would sweep in, and I would cry whether I wanted to or not. But as I got older I learned to fight it. When they—my mom, her boyfriends, and other kids—called me names and hurt me, I wasn’t strong enough to hit back, but I would clench my teeth and blink hard to stop the tears. As long as I didn’t cry, I won in a way. So I fought it and sooner or later it would pass like a dark cloud that didn’t rain. Then after a while something else happened. Somehow I forgot the feeling altogether. Or maybe it just went away. It was a long time since I cried. So when the feeling came back after Bobby shoved me with his foot into the stall and I fell forward and banged my chin and elbows, it caught me by surprise. I felt it take hold and waited for the tears to come. But they didn’t. The feeling came and went without touching the place that brought the tears. And I wondered if maybe that place had gone away forever and would never come back. 

Dragging the plastic garbage bag, Rainbow crawled into the stall and started to pick up the paper towels. 

“You don’t have to do this,” I whispered.

She didn’t answer. Her eyes were empty, and she moved like a zombie. Like she wasn’t there. We picked up the slimy, wet paper towels, but the floor was still covered with the dirty, soapy water. Our clothes lay in a pile in it. 

“Okay, get up!” Bobby barked.

Rainbow and I stood up, again covering ourselves with our hands. Bobby pointed at me. “You mop.” He pointed at Rainbow. “You do the counter and the mirror.” He went back to the supply closet and got a big yellow sponge and some blue paper towels and a bottle of Windex. These he put on the counter for Rainbow. 

To do what he wanted, we had to stand up and use our hands. It wasn’t like when we were down on the floor. Then Bobby couldn’t see much. Now he could see everything. I felt his eyes—staring mostly at Rainbow’s naked body, but every now and then at mine. I didn’t care. Let him look all he wanted. It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered except getting out of there. 

I swept the stringy mop across the floor. Soon it was soaked and wouldn’t pick up any more water. I gave Bobby a puzzled look.

“Wring it out, stupid,” he snorted. “Don’t you know how to use a mop?”

I held the mop over the bucket and twisted the long bunched up strings with my hands the way I once saw my mom do it. Cold, brown water dribbled into the bucket.

“Not like that, you ugly freak.” Bobby ripped the mop out of my hands. He put it into a metal thing in the pail and pushed down on a short handle. Brown water gushed through holes in the metal thing and splashed into the pail. “Got it now?” 

I took the mop. Nothing Bobby said could hurt me. Nothing he did could hurt for long, neither. I’d heard it all before. Been hurt plenty all my life. Like when my mom used to say I was a mistake she wished never happened. She had all those kids and no money and she got fat and men came and left. The men would leave and she couldn’t hurt them so she hurt me instead. It was something grown-ups thought they had a right to do. When they got angry they could find some kid, someone smaller, and hurt him or her. What could a kid do? Nothing, except run away. 

Rainbow finished cleaning the counter and mirrors about the same time I finished mopping the floor. “Aw, hell, I can’t stand watchin’ you two anymore,” Bobby grumbled. “What a crap job. Look at the streaks on those mirrors. There’s still dirt all over the floor. I’m gonna have to redo the whole thing myself. Get your clothes and get the hell out.” 

Rainbow and me went back to the handicapped stall. Our dirty clothes were lying in a damp heap on the floor. Who wanted to put on wet filthy clothes that have been lying next to the toilet? But we had no choice, and slowly pulled them on. They smelled awful. Hard to believe I smelled that bad when I was wearing them. But I guess I did. Rainbow pulled her leather jacket on over her wet, dirty sweatshirt. 

“Get out.” Bobby went to the bathroom door and unlocked it. The chubby security guard was outside. He stared at Rainbow and me in our soggy, stained clothes. We headed for the front. 

“Not that way,” Bobby hissed from behind and herded us to the right, past the guard and toward a door that said LIBRARY PERSONNEL ONLY. The door opened to a hall. It was some kind of storage area, lined with shelves filled with books and videotapes. At the end of the hall was another door with a big red exit sign over it. Rainbow and I pushed through the door. The chilly gray air outside was sudden and unexpected. I guess for a little while I forgot it was winter. Now the cold air cut through our wet clothes and stung our faces. We were in a small parking lot behind the library. 

I felt a hand in the middle of my back. Then I was sailing forward. I hit the asphalt and skidded on my face and hands and knees. I heard a grunt as Rainbow crashed to the ground beside me. Burning pain burst from half a dozen places on my body. 

Next to me Rainbow let out a cry, then lay still on the cold, rough parking lot.

“You think this was bad?” Bobby said. “I see you two here again, you’ll really be sorry.” 

We slowly got to our feet. A long scrape ran from Rainbow’s cheekbone to her jaw. The tiny beads of blood were spreading and running together. My face burned and I knew I had a scrape like that, too. I could see the scratches on my palms and feel the ones where the knees of my jeans had torn. The cold air crept in through every buttonhole and sleeve and tear, coiling inside my wet clothes like a snake. One more thing that wanted to hurt us.



NINE

Now that Country Club was dead, OG got a little brown puppy with long floppy ears, white paws, and a white streak like a bolt of lightning on its chest. OG called him Pest. Pest only wanted to play tug-of-war. He bit the legs of our pants or the sleeves of our sweatshirts and pulled and growled playfully. 

OG and me sat on the sidewalk in front of the vegan bakery with Maggot, who was spanging with a cardboard sign that read:

MONEY FOR MARYJUANA

Grrrrrrrrrr! Pest’s little teeth were clamped on the rope OG used as a leash. The little dog growled and shook his head, pulling as hard as he could. It was funny to see a puppy act so ferocious. 

“What happened to your face?” OG asked me.

A long brown scab went from my left eye to my jaw.

“Someone pushed me,” I said.

“You push back?” Maggot asked.

I didn’t answer.

Grrrrrrrrrr! Pest kept yanking at the leash. Each time he did, he yanked OG’s arm, too. OG went into a coughing fit, one hand covering his mouth and the other holding the leash. He coughed so hard his whole body shook.

“Okay, Pest, that’s enough,” he croaked as he tried to catch his breath.

Grrrrrrrrrr! Pest kept pulling. He didn’t understand what OG was saying. He probably thought coughing was a human bark. 

“I said that’s enough.” OG coughed something red into his hand and wiped it on the ground.

Grrrrrrrrrr!

OG jerked the leash hard, pulling Pest off his feet. The puppy hit the sidewalk with a yelp, then cowered with his tail between his legs. “Aw, puppy.” OG instantly felt bad for losing his temper. He gathered the frightened little dog into his arms and hugged him. Pest started to lick OG’s face. No matter how bad you hurt a puppy, it still loved you. Not like human beings. 

A couple stopped on the sidewalk. The man was wearing a dark green coat and carrying a brown briefcase. He was with a black-haired woman wearing a warm-looking red coat and carrying a large black bag over her shoulder. 

“Are you serious?” the man asked, nodding at Maggot’s “Money for Maryjuana” sign.

“Why not?” Maggot answered. “If the sign said, ‘Money for food/ would you believe it? Least I’m honest.”

“At least you ought to spell it right,” said the woman.

Maggot turned the sign around and looked at it. “I spelled ‘money’ wrong?”

The man smiled. “He’s got a sense of humor.”

“Not for long if I don’t score some pot,” Maggot warned them.

The woman decided to get sincere. “You’re smart. Why do you live like this? Why don’t you clean yourself up and get off the street?” 

“Maybe I don’t want to,” Maggot answered. “Maybe I’d rather live on the street than have to get some stupid nine-to-five job.”

“But at least you’d have a warm place to live and clean clothes,” said the woman.

“Where does it say that everyone has to wear clean clothes?” Maggot asked. “Where does it say everyone has to have a warm place to live? Maybe I don’t want any of that crap. Maybe I’m happy being dirty and homeless and free of possessions and responsibilities. Who the hell are you to tell me how to live?” 

The man reached for the woman’s elbow. “I think we should go, Rachel.”

But Rachel didn’t budge. “You remind me of my brother.”

“Oh, yeah? He a street punk, too?” Maggot asked.

“No, he’s in college.”

OG laughed, then started to cough. Rachel and her male friend glared at him, then Rachel looked back at Maggot. “What I meant was, he’s rebellious like you. He questions everything.” 

“He raises his hand in class,” joked OG.

Rachel ignored that and said to Maggot, “You’d like him.”

Maggot smiled up at her, but I knew he thought she was crazy. Like we street kids had anything in common with someone in college.

“Does he know about the revolution?” Maggot asked.

“What revolution?” asked the man.

“The revolution that’s gonna start when people wake up and realize that the government floods ghettos and slums with drugs to keep all the poor and oppressed people stoned and complacent so they don’t rebel.” “If you believe that, why are you begging for drug money?” asked Rachel. 

“Might as well enjoy it while I can.” Maggot grinned.

“We really better get going, Rachel,” said the man.

“Wait.” Rachel opened her bag and started to hunt around in it.

“You’re not serious,” her friend sputtered. “You know he’s going to use it for drugs.”

“That’s his choice.” Rachel pulled out a black wallet. The man looked around nervously, like he was expecting a gang of homeless kids to jump them. 

Rachel took a five-dollar bill and held it just out of Maggot’s reach. “I want you to promise me that you’ll think about what I said. You don’t have to live like this.” 

Maggot looked up at her like a puppy. It must have been hard for him not to snatch the bill out of her fingers.

“Promise?” Rachel asked.

“I promise.” Maggot took the bill from her. Rachel turned to her friend, who shook his head like he couldn’t believe what she’d done. Together they went off down the sidewalk. 

Maggot held the five-dollar bill flat and tight between his fingers. “Worked like a charm. The sign pulls them in, but you know what really ices the deal? Spelling marijuana wrong. It brings out all their middle-class guilt about the poor getting a crap education.” 

“You gonna keep your promise?” OG teased.

“I promise …” Maggot heaved himself up to his feet, “to go find Lost right now. Later, compadres.”

“Hey, bring something back for us,” OG called after him, then started to cough again.

“Sure,” Maggot called back over his shoulder with a laugh. “I promise.”



TEN

Since the “Money For Maryjuana” sign worked for Maggot, I tried it next. Pest squirmed out of OG’s arms and wanted to play again, so OG tied the rope to his backpack and Pest played tug-of-war with that instead. He growled and pulled but couldn’t get the backpack to budge. Then Tears came along dragging a clear plastic garbage bag half-filled with yellow and red McDonald’s cups and napkins and other garbage. 

We tore open the bag and dug into the food, picking out mushy French fries, cheeseburgers with two or three bites taken out of them, and tall waxy cups with a few ounces of soda left in the bottoms. The smell of food filled the air. 

“I told them to hold the pickles,” OG joked, using his dirty fingers to pull a slice of green pickle out of a half-eaten bun. Pest barked and wagged his tail eagerly. OG tore off a piece of hamburger and fed it to him. 

I found half a Big Mac and bit into it. White sauce dripped down my hands and onto my pants. From the first bite my stomach growled like it was angry that I forgot to feed it for the past few days. 

“Whose dog is that?”

We looked up to find a woman with frizzy red hair standing over us. She was wearing a gray sweatshirt that said PETA. 

“He’s mine.” OG put his hands around Pest and drew him close.

“You shouldn’t be feeding him garbage,” the woman said.

“It’s good garbage,” I said, holding up a partly eaten Big Mac. A clump of lettuce fell onto the sidewalk. Just to gross out the woman, I picked it up and put it in my mouth. “Good enough for humans.” 

Tears raised her hand like she was in school. “What’s PETA?”

“People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals,” the woman answered and looked back at OG. “Has he had his shots?” she demanded.

Whatever answer OG started to give was lost in a spasm of coughing.

“Have you?” Tears asked. I’d never seen her talk back to a grown-up before. She was learning to be a street kid. 

“Of course he hasn’t had his shots.” The woman answered her own question. “You can’t even take care of yourselves, much less a pet. Is he fixed?” 

“Get lost,” OG croaked between coughs.

“You shouldn’t be allowed to have animals,” the woman said. “You don’t know how to take care of them.”

“He’ll do a better job than you,” I said.

The woman put her hands on her hips. “That’s such nonsense. Look at what he’s feeding him.” 

“He loves him,” I said. “You don’t love nothing.”

“How would you know?” the PETA woman asked. She stared at me more closely.

“Don’t worry,” I said. “I’m fixed and I had my shots.”

The woman frowned, then turned back to OG. “Someone should take that dog away and give it a good home. It’s just going to die out here on the street. If you really love that dog you should give it to me. I’ll find a good home for it.” 

“Go away!” OG cuddled Pest more tightly.

The woman made a face. “You’re all sick.”

She stood there waiting for one of us to say something, but no one spoke. It was no use. People like her never listened. They made up their minds, told you what they thought, and that was the end of it. Finally she left. Pest yelped and struggled to get free, but OG held him close like he was afraid to let the little dog go until the woman was well out of sight. 

“How comes she cares so much about a dog?” Tears asked. “What about us?”

“Nobody cares about us,” I said.



ELEVEN

Rainbow was gone for days and I got worried. She didn’t usually disappear for that long. I waited until night and then went to look for her. The air was cold and damp, and my breath came out in big clouds of white. I headed for the streets near the Lincoln Tunnel where men in cars prowled for young girls and boys before they drove home to their families in the suburbs. I was walking down a dark sidewalk when a sleek silver car pulled alongside of me. 

The window on the passenger side went down. “Hey,” a man’s voice said. In the dark shadows of the car I could see that he was old. The lines around his mouth were deep and the hair on his head was so thin that unless you looked close you might think he was bald. He looked small for a grown-up. Not much bigger than me. 

“You look hungry,” he said. There was something mean about his smile. Like he knew he had what I needed and it was simply a matter of reeling me in. He was wearing a tan-colored jacket with a green corduroy collar. It looked warm. All I had on was a T-shirt and a thin sweatshirt. I left my jacket somewhere, but I couldn’t remember where.

“Maybe.” I shivered, and my empty stomach churned like a washing machine with no clothes in it.

“Looks like you could use a bath, too.”

“Maybe.” It had been a week since me and Rainbow washed in the library bathroom, but I was already filthy again. My hands were almost black with dirt. My arms and face were streaked with it. I could taste it when I licked my lips. My hair was caked. When I scratched my head my scalp felt like it was full of sand. 

“Why don’t you come with me?” he offered. “I’ll give you something to eat. And a bath.”

“What do you get in return?” I asked.

He grinned in the darkness. “I guess we’ll have to see.”

I heard a tap. Then another and another. A fat raindrop landed on my head. Another hit my ear. I felt a chill. The taps began to come faster as the big drops of rain pelted the sidewalk and me. I started to walk. The car moved along slowly. 

“You really want to stay out here in the rain tonight?” the man in the car asked. “You’ll probably catch pneumonia.”

“Maybe.” I was already cold. Shivers ran up my back and arms, and I clenched my teeth so that he wouldn’t hear them chatter.

“So you coming or not?”

I didn’t answer.

He frowned. The rain was starting to go into his car through the open window. “What are you waiting for?” he asked. “Money? Forget it. Fm not giving you any money. I’ll feed you and clean you up. But I know what you’ll do if I give you money. You’ll just spend it on drugs.” 

“Maybe.”

He narrowed his eyes. “You’d rather stay out here and freeze and starve and be filthy? Fine. There are a dozen kids just like you on these streets. You don’t want to come with me, I’ll find another one. What’s the difference? You’re all the same, know that?” 

“Maybe.”

“Maybe … Maybe …” he repeated. “Maybe you’ll starve or freeze to death out here tonight. Maybe in the morning they’ll find your body. Who’ll miss a homeless kid? You’re a waste. Not even a memory. Just someone who never was.” 

The car window went up. The windshield wipers began to swipe back and forth as the man drove away down the dark wet street. I stood in the rain, feeling the drops hit my head and shoulders. He could find some other hungry gutter punk who wanted to get out of the rain. But it wouldn’t be me.



TWELVE

I spent most of the night searching the streets around the tunnel for Rainbow, then slept for a while in a twenty-four-hour banking room where people came in and got money from ATMs. Toward morning the rain turned to snow and a brown security truck stopped at the curb. A security guard came in and kicked me out of the ATM room. Outside, the dark, snow-covered streets were empty. Skinny white icicles hung from the streetlights. 

I walked downtown. The hood of my sweatshirt froze stiff and turned white with snow. I was cold, but I liked being outside. As morning came the darkness turned to a dull gray. For once the city was quiet and pretty. Hardly anyone was out. The streets were white, and all the storefronts were covered with metal gates and grates. The only footprints down the sidewalk were mine. 

Soon the cold seeped deep into me. My teeth chattered. My feet were numb and each step I took hurt. My fingers grew stiff and throbbed with pain. Up ahead was that brick building with the big windows. The library—a warm, dry place that was open to the public. But all I could think about was that mean creep Bobby. As I passed the building I looked in through the windows. It was dark inside. I could see the tables with all those computers that anyone could use. The chairs were empty and the computer screens were blank. No sign of Bobby, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t in there somewhere. 

“Hello.” Coming toward me was someone wearing a long brown coat and a fuzzy cap of blue, red, and yellow wool. He was tall and carried two big shopping bags. It was the man who had blotchy skin like mine. We stared at each other. 

“Vitiligo,” he said.

“What?”

He pressed a finger against a pale patch on his chin. “That’s what this is called. Have you always had it?”

I nodded.

“Me too,” he said. “Did you want to get into the library?”

I didn’t answer. I was confused. I thought he’d say more about our skin. But he acted like it was no big deal. Like it was the same as two people who were both lefthanded or had green eyes. Then I looked in the shopping bags he was carrying. They were filled with paper plates and napkins and plastic cups. I thought I could smell doughnuts. 

“Well, I’m afraid it’s too early. We won’t be open for a few hours,” he said. Then he cocked his head and looked more closely at me. “You’re shivering.” 

“Maybe.”

“What’s your name?”

“Maybe.”

He made a funny face. “We’re having a Martin Luther King celebration today. I came in early to set up. If you’d like to come in now you can get warm and I’ll give you something to eat.” 

“What about Bobby?”

The man frowned. “How do you know Bobby?”

“The other day he hurt me and my friend.”

The man’s mouth fell partway open. “That was you? Tony told me what Bobby did.”

“Who?”

“Tony’s the security guard,” he explained. “I want you to know that you’re welcome to come in here any time you want and you will not be hurt. I’ll make sure Bobby leaves you alone. Of course, you’d be better off washing someplace else. If you need a place to do that, I can probably help you. Bobby won’t be here until later. You can come in now and get warm and have something to eat.” 

He sounded sincere, like one of the nice ones. But you never knew. He might still want something. Everyone wanted something. He went past me and up the snow-covered steps, then took out some keys and opened the door. He looked back. “Still not coming?” 

I wanted to so bad.

“You can eat and get warm and go. I promise. No one will hurt you.”

I followed him through the front doors, but stopped inside where the air felt dry and warm. I stayed close to the doors. Just in case. 

“You can wait here if you want,” the man said, leaving the shopping bags by the computer tables and going toward the back. I waited, still shaking from the cold outside, my stomach churning hungrily at the thought of food so close. 

It seemed like a long time before he came back, but it probably wasn’t that long. He left his coat and hat somewhere and was wearing green corduroy slacks and a green pullover sweater with red and blue and other colors on it. 

“That sweatshirt’s all wet,” he said. “Why don’t you take it off, and I’ll put it on the radiator to dry.”

I pulled the sweatshirt over my head. The hood and shoulders were soaked dark. The man held it with the tips of his fingers.

“That’s all you have?” he asked, looking at the torn, black T-shirt I still had on. It was also wet and clung to my shoulders. “You’re so thin. Wait here. I’ll be right back.” He left again, then returned with a white T-shirt and the brown sweater he wore the first time I saw him. The T-shirt said NEW YORK IS BOOK COUNTRY on the front. The sweater had buttons. 

“Why don’t you put these on?” He handed them to me.

I took them and looked around.

“You need a place to change,” he realized. “Okay, come with me.” He led me between some tall bookshelves. “You can change here. No one will see. Promise me you’ll throw that black T-shirt in the garbage.” 

He left me there. I looked around to make sure he wasn’t hiding in the other rows watching, then I stripped off the black T-shirt and put on the white one. I didn’t like the sweater. But it felt soft and warm so I put it on. 

I came out from the bookshelves. The library man had laid out my sweatshirt over the radiator.

“I’ll be right back,” he said.

Once again I waited, listening to the steam radiators hiss and my stomach rumble. The man returned, drying his hands on some paper towels like he just washed them. 

“Okay, let’s make a place for you,” he said, carrying one of the shopping bags over to a small round table. He put out a red plastic plate and a plastic cup, which he filled with Hawaiian Punch. On the plate he put one chocolate, one sugar, and one cinnamon doughnut. 

“If you want anything more to eat or drink, I’ll be over in the children’s section.” He pointed toward the side of the library where there were smaller tables and chairs and colorful posters on the walls. He picked up the shopping bags and left. 

I ate the doughnuts and drank the punch in no time, but didn’t ask for more right away. I was afraid he might say that was enough and I should leave. I wanted to get warm first. With food in my stomach I got warm faster. I watched the library man spread red tablecloths on the little tables in the children’s room and then put out plates and cups. Now and then he looked in my direction and smiled.

Finally, I picked up my plate and cup and went over to him. The library man was putting books on the tables. Most of them showed a round-faced black man on the cover. 

“Who’s that?” I asked.

“Martin Luther King,” the library man answered. “A very good man who made a difference for many people.”

I held up my empty plate and cup.

“I thought you might still be hungry.” He filled my cup again and gave me three more doughnuts. I went back to the table at the front of the library and ate them. No one would ever write books about me. I would never make a difference to anyone. 

Outside cars, trucks, and buses started going up and down the streets, their windshield wipers swiping back and forth. The snow was still coming down in big white clumps, but the streets slowly turned into gray slush. The same with the sidewalks where more and more people were now walking. I sat at the small round table and watched through the big windows. It felt good to be in a warm place. 

After a while the library man came over. “Still hungry?” he asked.

I shook my head.

“I want you to know that Bobby will be coming in soon. If you want to stay I promise that he won’t hurt you. You have as much right to use this library as anyone else.” 

“I think I’ll go. Thanks for the doughnuts.” I got up and started to take off the brown sweater. 

“No, I want you to keep it,” he said.

“Okay, thanks.” I took my sweatshirt from the radiator. The cuffs were frayed and it had holes in it, but it was only damp now and even the dampness felt warm. I pulled it over my head. The library man looked outside at the falling snow. The lines in his blotchy freckled forehead deepened slightly. “Do you have somewhere to go?” 

“Sure,” I said, and started toward the doors. He walked with me. I pulled the doors open. The air smelled cold and fresh.

“Wait,” he said. “My name is Anthony. Come back here any time you want. If you don’t see me by the computer tables you can go to the front desk and ask for me. They’ll get me, okay?” 

“Okay.” I left.



THIRTEEN

By the time I got to the empty building, I was wet and shivering again. Pest barked when I came up the steps, but everyone else was asleep on the mattress or the floor, covered with blankets, discarded clothes, and rags. I looked around for Rainbow, but she wasn’t there. I pulled together a bunch of clothes—pants, shirts, sweatshirts—and made a nest on the mattress and crawled into it. I’d been up most of the night looking for Rainbow. Now that I had those doughnuts in my stomach, it was easy to fall asleep. 

“Maybe, wake up.” Someone touched my shoulder. I opened my eyes. I was lying on the mattress, trembling from the cold. My breath was a white cloud in the dim room. I couldn’t stop shaking and had to clench my teeth to stop them from chattering. 

It was Tears who woke me. “2Moro got us free passes to The Cradle tonight.”

“How?” I yawned. The Cradle was the hottest club in the world and impossible to get into.

Tears looked over at 2Moro, who was kneeling in front of the broken mirror, putting makeup on Jewel, who was wearing a pink wig. “How’d you get the passes?” 

“The bartender likes me,” 2Moro said.

I sat up. My head was spinning and I felt dizzy. My ankles started to itch something fierce and I had to scratch them hard. It was the bedbugs. Even the frigid cold didn’t stop them. 

“I’m not going to some club,” I said.

Maggot was reading a newspaper. “Here’s something that might change your mind. The weather forecast is for record lows tonight. Like in the teens.” 

“You sure that’s today’s paper?” OG asked.

Maggot turned it around and looked at the front page. “Yeah. And with the wind chill it’s supposed to feel even colder.”

“What’s wind chill?” Tears asked.

“You know how the wind makes it feel colder than it really is?” Maggot said. “That’s wind chill.”

I scratched my ankles so hard my fingernails broke the skin and my fingertips became damp and sticky with blood. But the pain made the horrible itching easier to take. The thin shafts of light squeezing past the window frames cut through the dim room like sabers. Dust floated in the shafts and shimmered. All the different tiny shapes caught the sunlight and turned white like snowflakes. When I breathed out, the cloud of my breath mixed with them and made them swirl and dance. 

“Now do you want to go?” Tears asked me.

“Are you going?” I asked Maggot.

“Oh, yeah.” He grinned devilishly.

“I sold all those roofies there. They all think I’ve got good stuff. This time I’ll sell a couple of spoonfuls of baking soda for hundreds of bucks.” 

“Can I go?” Tears asked.

OG was feeding Pest leftover ramen noodles. “Hell, yes. They like ‘em young in the clubs. Younger the better.”

Tears bit her lip nervously.

“Not to worry, sweetheart,” Jewel told her. “We’ll make you look twenty-one.”

“What’ll we wear?” I asked. All I had was my sweatshirt and the white T-shirt and brown button-down sweater the library man, Anthony, gave me. Tears was wearing a furry black and orange sweater that made her look like one of those caterpillars you sometimes saw on roads. 

“I can get you clothes, too,” said 2Moro.

Everyone except OG went. He was too old and crusty. With that beard and hair and missing teeth he could never get into the club no matter who 2Moro knew. It was dark when we left the building. Outside the snow and slush had turned hard and icy. I kept slipping on the sidewalk. Jewel had such a hard time walking in his platform shoes that he needed 2Moro and me to hold his arms so he didn’t fall. 

2Moro led us to a building on Avenue A. It was five stories tall and made of brick. A rusty fire escape zigzagged down the front. The front door was unlocked and the mailboxes in the hallway were dented and broken. Light came from a bare lightbulb hanging by a wire from the ceiling.

“My, how luxurious,” Jewel joked.

2Moro led us up the stairs. On the second flight a group of Goths were coming down. They had dyed black hair and black eye makeup and lipstick and nail polish and were wearing black leather coats and high lace-up black boots. 

“Looks like the cold forced the street scum inside,” the lead Goth snickered when he saw us. He was tall and wore black makeup. A wooden cross hung from his left ear. 

“If it isn’t the bridge and tunnel crowd,” Maggot shot back. “How’s life in the suburbs, kids? Where’d you stash your regular clothes? In a locker at the train station?” 

“Drop dead,” the lead Goth snarled. “Anybody can be a bum. It don’t prove nothing.”

“Proves that I’m not pretending to be something I’m not,” Maggot said.

I thought there might be a fight, but we passed each other without another word. From the floor above came voices and thumping music. The air started to smell sweet and smoky. 

“Is this the club?” Tears asked.

“Oh, no, my dear,” Jewel answered. “This is just the warm up.”

2Moro led us into the apartment. It was filled with smoke and kids. Most of them dressed in fashionable clean clothes. In the living room people were draped over the couches and chairs, or sitting on the floor watching a DVD of one of the Lord of the Rings movies. The air was so smoky it was hard to breathe. 

Shimmying to the music, 2Moro took Tears and me by the hand. “Come on, let’s see what we can find for you to wear.” She led us down a narrow hallway. It seemed like every room was filled with people. 

“What are they all doing here?” Tears asked.

“Waiting,” 2Moro said. “It’s not cool to get to the club before midnight.”

She led us into a bedroom where some kids were sitting around, drinking beer and smoking. Someone was in the bed, sleeping with earplugs and a black mask over his eyes. One of the smoking kids raised a finger to his lips, warning us to be quiet. 

“Over here,” 2Moro whispered, pulling open a closet door. The closet was stuffed with silk shirts and blouses and black slacks. The floor was covered with shoes. 

“Whose clothes are these?” I whispered to 2Moro.

“That bartender I told you about,” she answered. “His girlfriend works in a clothing store.”

“He has a girlfriend?” Tears asked. “I thought he liked you.”

2Moro shrugged. “Come on, we’ll get you dressed.”

It didn’t take long for Tears and me to find clothes that fit. Some of them still had sales tags attached. The bathroom was crowded with kids, but we managed to squeeze in and wash our hands and faces. Then 2Moro started to make us up. 

“Ow!” I yelped in pain when she tried to pull a plastic brush through my hair. “Stop! It hurts,” 

“You can’t go to the club like this,” 2Moro said. “YOur hair’s disgusting. We have to do something with it.”

“Well, not that,” I said.

“Okay, let me try this,” she said. Working more gently, she managed to free enough hair to cover the hopelessly matted, tangled parts. Then she used mousse to make it stiff so it would stay in place. “You can fake it for tonight, but you ever want to do something with this mess, all the detangler in the world ain’t gonna help. This is hopeless, girl. You got to cut it all off and start over.” 

“Maybe,” I said.

2Moro moved over to Tears, whose hair was short and not so tangled.

Looking at myself in the mirror, with my face washed and my hair brushed and those new clothes, I began to feel excited about going to the club. We left the bathroom and met Maggot and Jewel near the front door. A lot of people had left their coats in the hall. Maggot picked one out and handed it to me. “This looks like it’ll fit.” 

“But it’s not mine,” I said.

“These are rich kids,” Maggot said. “They lose a jacket, their parents’ll buy them a new one.”

With new clothes and warm jackets we left the apartment and went back down to the street. The cold stung my nose and ears, and I hugged my new coat tightly around me and wished I’d taken a hat and gloves, too. In the dark our breath came out in long white streams of mist. 

The Cradle wasn’t far away. A long line of people stood outside in the bitter cold. Everyone was made up. Wigs and feathers and fingernails in every possible color. Shoes and boots with heels that added six inches. I felt good being in a crowd like that. Hardly anyone stared at me. 2Moro led us toward the front of the line, but we couldn’t go more than a few feet without someone stopping Maggot. 

“Hey, Mag, you got any roofies?”

“What you got, Mag?”

“Hey, roofie boy, you got any?”

“Inside,” Maggot answered every time. “Inside.”

We got to the front of the line. A big guy wearing a huge brown fur coat and a fuzzy black hat was blocking the door. He raised a hand the size of a bear’s paw. “Far as you go.” 

2Moro reached into her little black handbag and pulled out some orange slips of paper. The furry bear studied them, then nodded. “Okay, the five of you, go in.” 

He pulled open the door and a gust of music, flashing lights, and hot smoky air blew into our faces. A moment later we were inside and the door banged closed behind us. At first the music was too loud, the flashing lights blinding, and the smoke even thicker than in the apartment. But we got used to it. Maggot was surrounded by people asking what he had and how much he wanted. Jewel and 2Moro disappeared into the dancing crowd. I felt a hand close around mine and squeeze tightly. It was Tears. 

“You ever been to a club before?”

I asked. She shook her head.

“You know how Jewel and 2Moro sometimes disappear for days?” I said. “This is where they go.”

“How do they eat and sleep?” Tears asked.

“Other people have money. Sometimes a lot of it. They pay eight dollars for a bottle of beer and twentyfive dollars for a little frozen pizza.” 

“What about sleep?” Tears asked.

“Sometimes they don’t,” I said. “Sometimes they nap in a corner. Or people let them live in their apartments for a while.”

“For free?”

“Sometimes.”

I wasn’t sure Tears heard my answer. She started bouncing to the music. “Want to dance?”

“Okay.”

We moved into the crowd and started to dance. Like a little kid at the zoo, Tears kept looking at all the exotic creatures around us, but she stayed close to me. A man started to dance with us. He was older, but not old, and wore a shiny black shirt and a gold chain. His shirt was open and we could see his curly black chest hair. On one wrist was a gold watch and on the other a gold bracelet, and he wore three gold rings. 

“Haven’t seen you two around here before,” he said over the music.

Tears and I kept dancing.

“Pretty hot in here,” he said. “Want something to drink?”

He was right. I was thirsty, and my throat was dry from the smoke.

“Come on, I’ll buy you both a drink,” he said.

I figured as long as Tears and I stuck together we were safe. We followed him away from the dancing crowd to a long bar in the shadows. Except for the glow of cigarette embers and the ghostly outline of the bartender’s white shirt, it was almost completely dark. 

“What’ll you have?” the man asked.

“A Coke,” said Tears.

“Me too,” I said.

The man said something to the bartender. It was hard to hear above the music. Then he took out a pack of cigarettes and offered some to us. Neither of us wanted one. He lit a cigarette for himself. 

“I’m Jack,” he said. “What are your names?”

We told him.

“First time here?” he asked.

We both nodded.

“It’s a good place,” Jack said. “People don’t hassle you. You hear what they have to offer. You don’t like it, you move on. Know what I mean?” 

I nodded. Tears didn’t. The bartender came back with two glasses filled with brown liquid. Jack took a thick bunch of bills from his pocket and paid. Each drink had a thin red straw. I sipped mine. It tasted funny, but not bad, and it was cold and refreshing. Next to me, Tears didn’t seem to mind the taste of her drink, either. 

“Wow,” said Jack. “You two really were thirsty.” He motioned to the bartender for two more. The bartender slid new glasses across the bar to us and Tears and I both started to sip through the thin red straws. Out of the corner of my eye I thought I saw a familiar-looking head of blond hair in the dancing crowd. Could it be Rainbow? 

“Hey, where’re you going?” Jack asked.

“Be right back,” I said and gave Tears a look that said, “Don’t go nowhere.” She winked and sipped her drink.

I only had to take one step to know that whatever made the Coke taste funny also made me f eel funny. I stumbled and almost lost my balance. But it wasn’t a bad feeling. I felt giddy and bold. I went right to the dance floor and stepped into the crowd of warm, sweaty, moving bodies. I bumped into a few dancers, but no one seemed to care. Some even waved to me to join them. Many weren’t really dancing with anyone. Or, they were dancing with everyone. 

It was tempting to stop and dance. Whatever was in that drink seemed to open a door inside me that welcomed the beat and rhythm of the music. And anyway, there was no sign of Rainbow on the dance floor. Thanks to the drink and the darkness and the swirling bodies and the flashing lights, I was sure I only imagined her.

I began to dance. If the other dancers saw me, they smiled. I felt like they liked me. No one seemed to care about my skin condition. Before, when I danced with Tears, I felt like I was dancing only with her. But now I felt like I was dancing with everyone. It felt good. The music. The movement. The sweat. You could lose yourself here. Forget all about the rest of your life. Forget that your ankles itched and your stomach hurt, forget you were sick. Or hungry. Or lonely. 

When I did see Rainbow, I thought I was imagining it again. But I looked more closely and knew it was her. She was dancing with someone, only not really dancing. Her face was buried in his shoulder and her arms were wrapped around his neck, hanging on like she’d fall if she let go. On her right wrist were two plastic tags. One was white and the other blue. 

The man she was dancing with turned her around. So now I could see him. He was old. Older than Jack. He was mostly bald on top, and the short hair around the sides of his head was gray. His face was heavy and lined. 

My heart started to race with happiness and I pushed through the crowd toward them. “Rainbow!”

She lifted her head and rested her chin on the man’s shoulder. Most of the scabs on her face had healed and the new skin was pink. Her eyes opened slowly. Even though she was only a few feet away, it seemed to take her a long time to focus on me. “Hi.” She smiled sweetly, but her voice sounded syrupy.

“You okay?” I asked.

Before Rainbow could answer, the man turned around. His jaw was covered with dark stubble. He had a thin mustache and small, dark eyes. “What do you want?” 

“She’s my friend,” I said.

“She’s busy,” the man said.

“I just wanted to say hi.”

“Another time.”

“You don’t have to be so mean.” I don’t know why I said that. Maybe it was the drinks Jack gave me. Maybe I just didn’t like the way this man was holding Rainbow so close. 

“Get lost,” the man said.

“Screw you.”

A hand closed around my arm and pulled so hard my feet left the floor. The grip was like a steel clamp and I couldn’t shake it off. I was half-dragged through the crowd, but I couldn’t see who was pulling me. Just a big hand with black hairs on the back and a thick gold double ring around the third and fourth fingers. We left the dance floor and the hand spun me around and shoved me. My ribs hit the hard, rounded edge of the bar, and I lost my breath. The hand grabbed my arm again and squeezed painfully. Now I could see who grabbed me. He was short, but had broad shoulders under a tight white T-shirt. His arms and neck were thick and muscular. His face was square and his head was shaved. His scalp glistened under the lights. He had diamond earrings in both ears.

“Let go.” I tried to break free. Another hand came out of nowhere and slapped me hard in the face. It stung and made me feel dizzy. When I opened my eyes, I saw a bartender in a white shirt down at the end of the bar, watching. 

“What your problem?” the short man with the shaved head asked. He spoke with an accent.

“I want to talk to my friend.”

“She not your friend,” the man said.

“Yes, she is.”

“She belong to me,” said the man. “She only do what I tell her. She only talk to who I tell her.”

“Who are you?” I asked.

“Not your problem,” he said.

He was still squeezing my arm. I didn’t try to fight. I didn’t want him to hit me again. “Let me go, please.” 

“You leave her alone.” He squeezed my arm harder.

“Okay, okay. Just let go.”

He let go. I looked back at the dancers. Rainbow’s arms were still around the older man’s neck. Once again her face was buried in his shoulder. 

I walked around the dance floor, back to the place where I left Tears and Jack, but they weren’t there. I looked for them, and for Maggot or 2Moro, who might know where they went. All I saw was Jewel dancing and Rainbow hanging onto the older man. Then I felt tired. I found stairs that led up to a balcony. There were padded booths and tables up there. It was very dark. I could hear people whispering and giggling. I found an empty booth and lay down. 

“Hey, get up.”

Something scratchy brushed against my arm and I opened my eyes. The lights were on and I squinted. A tall thin guy wearing a white shirt and black pants was standing next to the booth, holding a broom. 

“Time to go,” he said. He was the bartender who watched while the man with the shaved head hurt me.

“I don’t have anywhere to go,” I said with a yawn.

“You gotta leave,” he said. “We’re closing.”

I sat up, feeling dizzy. Things inside my head were spinning. “Okay, give me a second.”

The bartender started sweeping the floor. I sat in the booth and waited for my head to stop swirling. After a while he glanced at me and I knew I had to go. I stood up, but my head began to spin again and my stomach felt queasy. I sat down, waited a few seconds, then tried again. This time the spinning and queasiness weren’t as bad. 

I took the stairs down. With the lights on, the club looked different. The pads in the booths were patched with strips of black tape. Over the dance floor rows of spotlights hung from black metal racks. Above the lights the ceiling was a shadowy patchwork of different colors and peeling flakes of paint. The walls were covered with black curtains. The whole place looked like it was thrown together in an afternoon. 

I heard voices from downstairs. The last of the partiers were filing out the door into the cold dark. One of them was wearing a pink wig. It was Jewel. 

“Hey,” I called out.

Jewel turned. “Maybe? Come on, we’re going to Stanley’s.”

I didn’t know what Stanley’s was and I didn’t care, as long as there was a chance I could lie down again and sleep.



FOURTEEN

It was so cold I started to shiver the moment I stepped outside. We hurried down the icy sidewalk. Someone said Stanley’s was an after-hours place. We went around a corner and down some steps, and Jewel rapped his knuckles against a red metal door. A slot in the door slid open and a pair of eyes looked out. 

“Stanley’s so cool,” Jewel said to the eyes. It must have been a password because I heard the metal clacks of locks being undone, and then the door was opened by a fat man wearing a black shirt. Behind him was a dark basement with music and some sofas and a small bar. 

“Twenty bucks,” the man said.

Some of the people who came with us from the club paid him and went in. Then only Jewel and I were left outside.

“I don’t have twenty dollars,” Jewel said.

The fat man pointed back into the basement. “You see the guy with the short brown hair sitting on the couch? I think he’ll like you. Go see if you can get him to buy you a few drinks.” 

“My pleasure.” Jewel went in.

The fat man turned to me and stared like most people did. “You don’t have no money, either?”

I shook my head. The man started to close the door.

“Wait,” I said. “It’s freezing and I’m really tired.”

“This ain’t no homeless shelter.”

“Please?”

The man’s sigh came out white. “Look, kid, no offense or nothing, but you want to glom around places like this you gotta have something to offer.” 

I yawned and rubbed my eyes. “I could work.”

The man pressed his lips together and closed one eye like he was thinking. “You know how to wash dishes?”

I nodded.

“My dishwasher’s broken. Go back in the kitchen and wash all the dishes in the sink and on the counter. Then find yourself a place to sleep.” 

The kitchen was through a door behind the basement. It was tiny and narrow and lit by a bare lightbulb in the ceiling. If the dirty dishes in the sink and on the counter were piled any higher, they would have slid off and smashed on the floor. 

Washing the dishes and getting my hands wet woke me up for a while. The fat man came in a few times. Once to make sure I was working. And a second time to make some hot dogs in the microwave. Cigarette smoke hung in the air, and I could hear laughter and talking from the other room. Finally, when I couldn’t keep my eyes open any longer, I rolled a smelly kitchen towel into a pillow and went to sleep under the table. 

When I woke up, I could see a pair of wide pink feet in green rubber flip-flops. They belonged to the fat man. He was standing at the sink. I crawled out from under the table. The air was warm and steamy. A big pot of spaghetti was boiling on the stove. 

“You got a bathroom?”

“Through that door.” The fat man pointed.

I used the bathroom and came back out.

“You did good work, kid. You can finish doing the dishes,” the fat man said. “Then clean up the rest of the kitchen and the bathroom. Help yourself to whatever’s in the refrigerator. Stay as long as you want.” 

He finished making the spaghetti and left. I looked in the refrigerator. It was almost empty, but I found an open container of yogurt. After I skimmed the fuzzy green stuff off the surface, the yogurt underneath wasn’t bad. Then I found some stale bread and made it into toast. There was even some chocolate ice cream in the freezer. 

After I ate, I finished cleaning the kitchen. The bathtub in the bathroom was square and half the size of a regular tub. All anyone could do was sit in it. I decided I wanted to take a bath, but the brown ring around the tub was thick and gummy. I was kneeling next to the tub, scrubbing it with scouring powder, when the bathroom door opened. A girl with lots of piercings and bright orange hair came in and sat down on the toilet. She was smoking a cigarette and muttering to herself. She got up and left without washing her hands. I don’t think she even noticed me. 

When I finished cleaning the bathtub I took a bath. Even though the tub was only big enough for me to sit, the hot water felt good around my legs and hips. I scooped it up in my hands and splashed it on my head and felt the water run down my back and arms. It reminded me of when I was little and I would sit in the washtub and play with that black-and-white orca. My mom would squeeze the sponge on my head and the hot water would run down over my shoulders. Sometimes I would ask my mom about my dad, but she always said he was just someone she knew and it didn’t matter because we had each other and we were all we needed. 

But then another man started to come around and I didn’t see much of my mom. And then I had a little sister. And that was the way it went. There’d be a man around for a while, and then there’d be a new baby. And there were no more baths. Only trailers with showers sometimes. And always tons of laundry to do. Heaps of baby clothes and sheets and towels and blankets that smelled of pee and poo. And dishes to wash and baby bottles to clean and bathrooms to scrub. 

At night Mom would stumble in slurring her words and smelling like smoke, saying I was worthless and stupid and ugly and she wished she never had me. And then there’d be the stinging slap of a leather belt against the backs of my legs, or a pinch so hard it drew blood, and once, a burning-hot iron. 

Even then I stayed, like Tears, not knowing what else to do. But then, about a week after the iron, she hit me with a lamp and opened up my head. She told the nurse at the hospital that I fell down, but they took me to another room and asked if that was true and I said no. I told them what really happened, and after they stitched my head they put me in a home with other kids, and the next time I saw my mom she said she hated me and never wanted to see me again. 

Now, sitting in the bathtub, I cupped my hands together and raised some water over my head. But the water was only lukewarm and it made me shudder when it ran down my arms and back. I got out of the tub and realized that there were no towels. So I just stood there waiting and trembling a little, but nothing like the way I felt outside in the frigid cold. And when I was only damp I pulled on my new party clothes again and went back into the kitchen. 

I was sitting at the table when the fat guy came in. He was wearing a black jacket and slacks and a white T-shirt underneath. “You still here?” He seemed surprised. I had a feeling he forgot about me. He looked in the bathroom. “Hey, nice job. Thanks. Why don’t you come back again next week?” 

“I can’t stay?” I asked.

“You kidding?” he said. “It’s bad enough I’m running an after-hours club. The cops come in and find a minor here, I’ll go to jail.” 

“But you said if I cleaned up I could stay as long as I wanted.”

“You musta heard me wrong, kid. I said you could stay as long as you worked. No work, no stay. Like I said, come back in a week. I’ll have more for you to do by then.” 

He was lying. Another grown-up who used kids to get what they wanted. But there was nothing I could do, so I left and went outside. It was daylight. Morning. People carried paper cups of coffee and newspapers on their way to work. Their coats were partly unbuttoned, their scarves hung loose, and their gloves stuck out of pockets. It was warmer again. 

After those days and nights inside, I felt like walking. Didn’t know where I was going. Just got to a corner and went the way that felt best. Or if I’d been to that corner already, I went the other way. Then I stopped at a corner and didn’t go anywhere. People gave me looks. Maggot called them robots because they all got up in the morning and ate the same things for breakfast, then went off and did the same work all day, then came home and ate the same things for dinner and went to sleep. But they must have known that, too. Why didn’t it bother them? Or maybe the question was, why did it bother us? 

I was walking along the sidewalk when I saw Jewel sitting at a table by the window in a coffee shop, his chin propped in his hand. He was wearing a bulky olive-colored coat and his hair was in cornrows. He was staring down at the little table like he was all partied out forever. 

I tapped on the window. He raised his head and looked at me. The blank expression didn’t change. He put both hands on the table and pushed slowly, like he needed all his strength to get up.

He came out of the coffee shop carrying his pink wig and other clothes in a wrinkled brown Macy’s paper bag. His eyes were still made up, but they were also red. His skin had a greenish tint, his jaw was lined with dark stubble. Looked like he hadn’t slept in days. 

“You okay?” I asked.

“What’s okay?” he said.

“I’m going back,” I said. “You want to come?”

“Why not?” he said like he didn’t care.

We went to a bus stop. A lot of people were waiting to take the bus to work. They were wearing clean clothes and had freshly washed faces and neat hair. Some carried canvas or leather shoulder bags or briefcases. 

A bus came. Jewel and I snuck on through the back doors where people usually got off. Inside, I looked toward the front. The driver was watching us in the rearview mirror. A second later the engine roared and the bus pulled away from the curb. The seats were all taken, so Jewel and me had to stand and hold onto a silver pole. 

The people on the bus stared at us. Jewel and I traded glances, like trying to tell each other that they were the strange ones, not us. But I looked in the bus window and saw our reflections. Two ragged, scrawny kids and a wrinkled brown paper bag with a bright pink wig sticking partway out of it. 

Who really were the strange ones?

The bus stopped and some people got up from their seats. Jewel and I sat down. I heard a sob. Jewel was pressing his face into his hands. The people sitting across from us were watching him. 

“What’s wrong?” I whispered.

Jewel shook and choked a little. He moaned sorrowfully, then coughed and sniffed and sobbed again as if a bolt of new agony had just surged through him. But it was not, I thought, physical pain that he felt. It was a pain from inside. The pain of this cold, hungry, dirty life where nobody cared whether you lived or died. Where you were not even a name. Not even a number. Just some flesh clinging to some bones. Waiting to eat or not eat. To sleep or not sleep. To live or not live. 

“What’s wrong, Jewel?” I asked again.

“They don’t want me anymore,” Jewel sobbed.

“Who?”

He raised his head from his hands. His eyes were red and his cheeks were streaked with tears. “The ones who pay for everything. They say I’m too old. Once you start to shave, once you get some hair on your chest, they don’t want you anymore. What am I going to do?” 

“Go home.”

Jewel blinked and fresh tears ran out of his eyes and down his cheeks. “Real home? I can’t. My father hates me. My mother says she loves me but that I’m sick and I need help. I don’t need help. I just need someone who’ll love and take care of me.” 

Dream on, I thought.

“Where’s 2Moro?” I asked.

“Who knows? She’s a pretty girl. There’ll always be men who’ll want her.” Jewel wiped his eyes with the sleeve of the olive coat, smearing the mascara. The bus stopped. We got off and walked along the sidewalk, past the Good Life and Piss Alley to the empty building. The black metal front door was open and construction workers wearing yellow hardhats were up on the scaffolding. Two workers came through the front door with the bedbug mattress and threw it into the Dumpster. On the second floor a woman wearing a blue hardhat came to the window and tipped a white plastic bucket into a wooden chute. Candles and makeup and clothes slid down the shoot and into the Dumpster. 

We weren’t living there anymore.

We walked to the park. The trees were dark and the branches bare except for shreds of plastic bags here and there. The gray squirrels wore thick winter coats. Maggot was sitting at one of the concrete tables playing chess with an old man with a white beard. He and the old man were bundled up in coats and hats and gloves. 

“Maggot?” I said.

“Hold on,” he said and stared at the chess pieces for a long time. Jewel and me and the old man waited. Maggot moved a piece. The old man frowned and swore under his breath. Maggot turned to Jewel and me. 

“What’s up?” he asked.

“Where’d everyone go?” Jewel asked.

“Under the bridge,” Maggot said.

Jewel and me left the park. In the distance we could see the Brooklyn Bridge, rising up from the streets below. Gray icicles hung from the sides, and the bridge got taller and taller until it was as high as a building. We could hear the roar of the cars racing above. The smell of exhaust was everywhere. 

We got to the corner. A few blocks away, down where the bridge started to go over the river, a dull blue tarp was tied to the bridge wall. We kept walking until we got to a chain-link fence. The blue tarp was on the other side. Jewel found a hole in the fence and we went through. A dog began to bark and OG pulled a corner of the tarp back and looked out at us. 

“Lovely digs, OG,” Jewel said.

Without a word, OG let the corner of the tarp fall. I bent down and crawled inside. It was like being in a tent. Somewhere OG found a small cooking stove. He had some plastic milk containers filled with water, some ramen noodle packages, and some candles. Pest lay on his tummy and gnawed on a bone. Someone was curled up in a dirty, orange sleeping bag. I looked closer and saw strands of blond hair over the collar of a black leather jacket. It was Rainbow! 

Jewel crawled in and looked around with a sour expression. “Well, at least it’s out of the rain and snow,” he said.

I sat down near Rainbow and waited for her to wake up. Cars roared overhead. I could feel the vibrations through the bridge wall and listened to the endless whine of the engines and the horns and the occasional screech of tires. The smell of car exhaust was heavy in the air. The tarp was open on the side that faced the river, and seagulls swooped low over the greenish water. White waves broke against the bow of a tugboat with a tall red smokestack as it slowly pulled a barge. 

Rainbow stirred. She opened her eyes and looked up at me. “Hey.” She yawned.

“Hey.” I felt a smile on my lips. I was so happy to see her.

She stretched. The blue and white hospital tags were still on her wrists. “Where you been?”

“Hangin’ out,” I said. “How about you?”

She shrugged.

“What happened with that guy at the club?” I asked.

“Which one?” she asked.

“The one with the shaved head who said you belonged to him.”

Rainbow shook her head slowly. “I left. What was he going to do? Tell me I couldn’t?”

“Yes.”

“I waited until he was asleep. Then, good-bye. It ain’t like he’ll ever find me.”



FIFTEEN

Angel Perez, AKA 2Moro, born in West New York, New Jersey. Mother died of AIDS, Angel age four. Father unknown. Lived with grandmother, later with aunt. Chronic sexual and physical abuse by aunt’s boyfriend. Age 8, diagnosed with HIV illness. Frequently absent from school. Age 11, diagnosed as emotionally disturbed. Sent to foster care family. Rejected by foster care program due to precocious sexual abuse of foster siblings. Remanded to juvenile correction facility. Age 12, released. Age 13-14, multiple arrests, loitering, prostitution, possession of narcotics, resisting arrest. Last known address, New York City. Dead at the age of 15. Cause of deaths strangulation. 



That night an icy wind blew the tarp down. OG put it back up, but a few minutes later it fell down again. We crawled close together and pulled the tarp over us like an extra blanket. Under it we lay on sheets of cardboard, in nests of rags and newspapers and plastic bags. I hid my face in the darkness of my cocoon to escape the bitter wind that blew dirt and newspapers in circles around us. Our faces and hands and hair were caked with soot and dirt. 

The wind slowed to a breeze in the morning. I poked my head out from under my covers. Sometime during the night Maggot showed up and was now sharing the orange sleeping bag with Rainbow. They lay with their backs to each other. He was reading a newspaper. Jewel was nestled in a large pile of plastic bags and newspapers and rags. 

I had my arms around Pest so that only his head stuck out. The little dog felt warm, and with his brown head so close, my nose was filled with his dog smell. Burning gurgles in my stomach reminded me that it was empty, but it was too cold to get up and go to the church for breakfast or beg for money. 

Pest barked. I saw OG hurrying across the road during a break in the traffic. In one hand he carried a dirty green plastic pail with a squeegee sticking out of it. Pest squirmed out of my arms and ran toward him. OG had tied a rope around Pest’s neck to keep him from running in front of the cars, but Pest was too young and dumb to understand. He ran until the rope got taut and snapped him back. Then he pulled at it, crying and barking. 

OG dropped the bucket. It tipped over and the squeegee fell out, followed by a small puddle of brownish slush. “Hey, Pest.” He picked up his puppy and gave him a hug. Pest happily licked OG’s dirty face, his tail wagging like crazy. 

Maggot looked up from the newspaper. “Get any money?”

OG shook his head. “Water started to freeze.”

“Anyone heard from 2Moro?” Jewel asked.

“Probably hooked up with a sugar daddy,” Rainbow said with a yawn.

“I heard a bunch of kids went down to Mardi Gras,” added OG. “Maybe she went, too.”

“She would have told me,” Jewel said. He sat up in his jumble of rags and newspapers, his jaw covered with dark stubble, his cornrows loose and ratty, sprouting tufts of brown hair. He started to rock back and forth, staring at the greenish brown river. The rest of us stayed huddled in our nests. 

No one did much of anything except try to stay warm. Maggot flattened out the crumpled sheets of newspaper that made up our bedding and read through them. After a while he tore off a corner of the newspaper and nudged Rainbow. She read it. 

I heard Maggot whisper, “It’s her.”

“What’s it say?” I asked softly.

Maggot and Rainbow traded a look. Maggot shrugged. Rainbow motioned for me to crawl close to her. She put her lips right next to my ear and read in a whisper: “The headline says, Teenage Girl’s Body Found in Park. The body of an unidentified female teenager was found yesterday in a wooded area near the FDR Drive. A jogger reported the discovery to the police, who said the body was naked from the waist down and wearing a red-and-orange patchwork jacket.’” 

I twisted my head around until my eyes met Rainbow’s. She pressed a finger to her cracked lips and pointed at Jewel, who sat rocking nearby. Then she started to read again, “‘The cause of death could not be determined, although police said it appeared she had been strangled. The body was sent to the Medical Examiner. Police described the victim as Hispanic, between the ages of fourteen and eighteen, medium height, slim, with short dyed red hair and a black tattoo around her neck.’” 

It had to be 2Moro. The jacket, the hair, the tattoo. I looked at Rainbow again. She nodded sadly like she agreed with what I was thinking. Maggot was already reading another page of newspaper. I looked at Jewel, rocking back and forth, muttering to himself. 

“Don’t say nothing,” Rainbow whispered in my ear. “It’s too late now.”

The breeze blew a speck of grit into my eye, and I retreated into the darkness of my nest, blinking to make it go away. My stomach ached something awful. I thought about Tompkins Square Park and the little squirrel that kept climbing the trees, crying so mournfully. I needed to do something to get my mind off my stomach, so I started to tear the newspaper story about 2Moro into little pieces. Ripped off a little shred at a time and dropped it into a pile. Then the breeze came and swept the little pieces away. 2Moro blew away with the wind. 

Minutes passed. Or maybe they were hours. Maggot smoked the butt of a cigarette someone flicked out of a car. Rainbow got up and went away, then came back again. The shreds of 2Moro’s newspaper story scattered in the breeze. Some got pushed toward the river, where the wind made ripples across the muddy green water. 

Jewel pushed himself up. “I’m hungry. It’s freezing. This place is so horrid. The absolute pits. How can any of you live here?”

No one answered. He was right. This was the worst place yet. Worse than the empty building. Worse than the park. Worse than a hard kitchen floor. I closed my eyes and pretended I wasn’t there. I was floating in the air like a particle of dust, invisible and unnoticed. Except when I passed through a bright shaft of light. Then I glowed before disappearing again. 

“Aren’t you hungry?” Jewel asked.

Everyone probably was. But hunger was just one more sensation. Like shivering. And dizziness. And itching. And knowing you were nothing. 

“And no one has any money?” Jewel sounded disgusted.

“Do you?” Maggot asked.

“No, but I know where to get some.” Jewel bent his head down and started undoing the cornrows. He shook his brown hair out. It was kinky and ragged. “Rainbow, darling, would you make me up?”

Rainbow crawled out of the sleeping bag and made Jewel up. Only it was so cold her hands shook and the makeup wouldn’t go on right. She tried to fix Jewel’s mascara, eye shadow, add blush to his cheeks, and paint his lips red. Everything got smeared. But there was no mirror, so Jewel couldn’t see. He rummaged through his wrinkled Macy’s bag, yanking out clothes, pulling on stockings and a red short skirt and a pair of women’s shoes with straps. Under the stockings and short skirt his legs were long and thin. The shoes had thick heels and he walked heavily in them, clomping around like a horse pulling a wagon. He pulled on a short brown-and-white jacket, a patchwork of fake leather and fake fur. Sliding his slender hands behind his neck, he flipped the hair out over the shoulders of the fur jacket. Then spun around on the toes of the shoes. 

“How do I look, Maybe?”

The makeup was smudged and his clothes were wrinkled and frayed. Sometimes Jewel could look like a girl. But today he looked like a boy trying to be a girl. Or even worse, like a clown. 

“Very pretty,” I lied.

Jewel smiled. He had red lipstick on his teeth. But it wouldn’t matter.

“I’m on my way to a better life. Ta ta.” He gaily swung his little black bag and headed across the street.

“Can’t get there from here,” OG muttered.

Rainbow crawled back into the sleeping bag with Maggot. OG coughed and spit up something red. Seagulls circled in the air above the dirty green river. A siren passed on the bridge overhead. 

Later, Maggot asked, “Anybody hungry?”

“Yeah.” Rainbow started to get up, so I did too. OG didn’t move. Maggot and Rainbow and me went across the street to the sidewalk.

“Spare a quarter? Some kind of change?” Maggot said to a man wearing a long gray coat. The man ignored him.

“Spare change?” Maggot asked a man with a beard wearing a puffy light blue down jacket. “We’re hungry and cold.” Ignored again.

“Spare change?” Maggot asked a woman wearing a long red coat. She hurried past.

“Forget this,” Maggot said. “Let’s look for the Hari Krishnas.”

The Hari Krishnas sometimes came around handing out plastic bowls of bean soup, but it must have been too cold for them. The church van that gave out hot dogs wasn’t around either. 

“Guess it’s time to Dumpster dive,” Maggot said.

In an alley behind a pizza place, Maggot climbed into a dark green Dumpster. I heard a loud meow, and two scrawny cats shot out of the Dumpster and scampered away down the alley. Maggot climbed back out. In his hands were a bunch of pizza slices. 

“Check it out,” he said. “Frozen pizza.”

The slices were hard as rock, but we broke off pieces and put them in our mouths and waited for them to soften. Eating pizza that way just made me feel colder, and before long I felt as chilled inside as I was outside. 

“What a feast!” Maggot raved when we were done. “Who wants to go to the deli for coffee and dessert?”

I’d go anyplace that might be warm. On the way we met the boy named Lost, the one with the orange-tipped Mohawk. He was wearing a thick gray blanket around his shoulders like a shawl. He said something to Rainbow that I couldn’t hear. 

“See you guys later,” Rainbow said and went off with him. I felt my heart ache.

“She’s all you’ve got, huh?” Maggot’s voice caught me by surprise. He was looking at me with a soft, sad expression on his face. He didn’t say it in a mean way. Just pitying, which might have even been worse. I started to walk, staring down at the sidewalk. 

Maggot caught up to me. “Hey, Maybe, I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.”

“It’s just—” he started, then stopped, then started again. “It’s just hard for me to believe that this is your whole life.”

“It’s your life, too,” I reminded him.

“Yeah … I guess.”

We begged outside the Good Life until someone bought us coffee.

Later on Rainbow came along dragging her feet, her eyes as blank as a zombie’s. She backed against the wall and dropped down hard to the sidewalk, where she sat with her head nodding, blond hair hanging down between her knees.



SIXTEEN

It was dark when the police van came around the corner. I was sitting against the wall next to Rainbow. The cops only used the van when they did a sweep. Most of the time we ran away. But Rainbow wasn’t running tonight. 

The van stopped at the curb, and that policewoman with the streaked blond hair, Officer Ryan, got out. She was wearing white surgical gloves. I stood up on the sidewalk, not sure whether to run. Officer Ryan walked over to Rainbow. “Hey,” she said. 

Rainbow sat with her head bowed and her blond hair falling into her lap.

“Can you get up?” Officer Ryan asked. Rainbow didn’t answer.

Officer Ryan stepped closer and pulled the long black baton from her belt.

“Don’t hurt her,” I said.

“I’m not going to,” Officer Ryan answered. With the tip of the baton she touched the side of Rainbow’s leg. Rainbow jerked her head up, but her hair remained covering her face like a sheepdog. 

“Can you get up?” Officer Ryan asked again.

Rainbow shook her head. You didn’t see her face, just a mop of blond hair swaying back and forth. 

“You’re going in,” Officer Ryan said. “Either get up by yourself or I’ll have to get you up.”

“I’ll help her,” I said. I didn’t want Officer Ryan to touch Rainbow.

“I’ll have to take you in, too,” said Officer Ryan.

“I don’t care.”

Officer Ryan stepped back. “Be my guest.”

I kneeled close enough to Rainbow to catch a strong whiff of her smell. It was sharp and bitter. “I’ll go with you and make sure you’re okay.” 

Rainbow raised her head. “My hero.”

I slipped my hands under her arms and had to use all my strength to help her up. Shaking and unsteady, she got to her feet. I didn’t let go because I was afraid she might fall. Her hair clung to her face like a mop, and her smell was like acid burning in my nose. Under her clothes her arms felt thin and bony, the flesh loose. 

I steered her toward the van. The rear windows had wire grating over them. Officer Ryan pulled open the doors. Under a plastic light in the ceiling I saw five others already inside sitting on two benches. They were all older. Some wore blond or red wigs and had faces painted like totem poles. 

“You have to step up,” I told Rainbow.

She didn’t move.

“Come on,” I said. “Pick up your foot.”

She started to lift her foot, then lost her balance and began to fall. I tried to stop her, but then I started to fall, too. A pair of stronger hands caught my shoulders. It was Officer Ryan. 

“I’ll hold her,” she said. “You get her in.”

I climbed into the van and Officer Ryan guided Rainbow in. Me and Rainbow sat on the bench and Rainbow’s head fell back and thumped against the wall. Her eyes never opened. Officer Ryan slammed the doors shut. 

The van lurched. The back where we sat smelled sweet and sour. Perfume and urine. The others stared at Rainbow and me.

“Oh, look, it’s kindergarten,” sniggered a woman with a big, fluffy blond wig.

“Shut up,” another muttered. “Bet you was probably that young when you started.”

“Not that young,” huffed the fluffy blond. “And I never looked that fine.” 

“That’s for damned sure,” agreed a long-legged woman wearing a straight red wig. The others laughed. 

The fluffy blond leaned toward Rainbow. “Let me see something.”

I slid over, placing myself between her and Rainbow.

“Ooh, look, she got a protector,” the fluffy blond said. “Whatsa matter, honey? You afraid I might do something to your friend?”

“Maybe.”

“I ain’t gonna hurt her.” The blond extended a long, curved, fake red fingernail. It was shaped like a claw. “I just want to touch her. See if she’s real.”

I didn’t budge. She wasn’t going to touch Rainbow if I could stop her.

“Leave ’em alone,” said the one with the long red wig.

The van stopped again. The doors opened and a woman with short, straight black hair climbed on. She looked at Rainbow and me and sneered, “What’s this, the school bus?” 

At the police station Officer Ryan and a male police officer with a red mustache stood by the back door of the van and looked at each of us as we got out. “You come with me.” The male police officer pointed a finger at the long-legged woman with the long red wig. 

“We going somewhere?” the woman asked with a suggestive wink.

“Yeah, over to the men’s division.”

Officer Ryan led the rest of us inside to a big cell. Rainbow was walking a little better by then. She pushed the hair out of her face. Her forehead was streaked with dirt and her sunken eyes had dark rings under them. The cell had a toilet sticking out of the wall in the corner. The toilet had no seat, but every time I looked someone was sitting on it. Rainbow slumped down in the corner and let her head dip. I sat next to her with my back against the cold concrete wall. 

Officer Ryan and another policewoman with black hair took people out of the cell one by one. When it was my turn Officer Ryan said, “Come on, there’s someone I want you to talk to.”

She took me down a narrow yellow hall and into a large room with lots of desks. Most of them were empty, but I was led to one where a heavy man with gray hair sat at a computer. He wore a white shirt with thin blue stripes. 

“This is Detective Charles,” Officer Ryan said. “He’s in charge of our youth program. I have to go back and process the others, but he’d like to talk to you.” 

Officer Ryan left. Detective Charles pointed to a scarred wooden chair beside his desk. “Have a seat.”

I sat down.

“How old are you?” he asked.

“I forget.”

He smirked. “What’s your name?”

“I forget.”

“How about your street name?”

“I forget.”

“Bet you don’t have any ID on you either.”

Since it wasn’t a question, I didn’t have to answer. Detective Charles leaned forward and started to type on the computer. I looked at the framed pictures on his desk. Photos of him with a woman with frosted hair who was probably his wife. Him with his arms around two tall thin boys with dark hair and his eyes. His sons. 

Detective Charles stopped typing on the computer and leaned back in his chair. He put his hands behind his head.

“So what are you? Fourteen? Fifteen?”

“I forget.”

“You know, I. Forget, right now you may still be young enough to get off the street. But you’re running out of time. Pretty soon there’ll be no going back.” He paused and waited to see if I’d answer. I didn’t. 

“I ain’t talking about going back home,” he went on. “I’m talking about going back to society. Back to sleeping in a real bed instead of the sidewalk, and eating off a plate with a knife and fork instead of out of a Dumpster with your fingers. Back to getting new clothes in a store instead of the used rags they leave for you on the fence in front of the church. If I were you, I’d think about that, I. Forget. Because you’re getting pretty close to the point where you’re gonna forget a lot more than your name. You’re gonna forget how to be a human being. Then there’ll only be three places for you. Jail. The street. And in the ground.” 

He paused again. When I didn’t say anything, he said, “Or maybe it’s already too late. Maybe you already know all this, and I’m just an old boring fart wasting both our time.” 

I wasn’t even listening. I was thinking about Rainbow, all alone in that cell full of strangers.

“Hey, I. Forget,” Detective Charles said. “Stay with me for one more second, okay?”

I looked at him. His face was shiny, almost like it was covered by a thin coat of oil. His nose was big and red and pitted, like a strawberry. 

“You could have a life, understand?” he said. “You’re still young enough to go back to school, learn a trade, whatever. You could have a place to live. A bed. A TV set. A refrigerator to put food in. Someday you could have a car. You could get off the street and go places. Let me ask you something, I. Forget. You ever seen the ocean?” 

I nodded.

He scowled a little. “Where?”

“TV.”

“Yeah, right. Only that’s not the ocean, okay? That’s just a picture. It ain’t real. Like a picture of fire don’t feel hot. You gotta see it in person. You gotta feel it and smell it. I don’t care what you’ve seen on TV or in the movies. You ain’t seen the ocean unless you’ve stood with your feet in the sand and the waves washing up to your knees. You know, they say life came from the ocean, and I believe it. You get out there and you feel that water run over you and you smell that salt spray in the air, and it’s like you’re right back at the beginning of time. You look at those waves and the sky and the clouds and sun and all that water. Endless amounts of water. And you feel like you could wash in it. Wash away everything bad. Every crappy unfair thing that ever happened to you, gone. Then you could start all over again. A whole new beginning just like the day you were born. You could do it, I. Forget. Start over. You think that miserable, dirty, hungry street world out there is the only life there is for you, but it ain’t. There’s other lives. Plenty of ’em. You can get out of here and go someplace else. Anywhere you want, I. Forget.”

I was listening. I was there, at the edge of that ocean I’d never been to. My bare feet sinking in sand they’d never stood in, feeling the ocean water I’d never felt. 

“I want you to do me a favor, okay, I. Forget?” Detective Charles said. “I want you to think about it, and if you decide you want to go see the ocean, you come back here and tell me, okay?” 

He leaned forward in his chair and reached into his jacket pocket, pulled out an old, brown leather wallet and took out a white business card. He handed it to me. 

“Don’t forget, I. Forget,” he said. “This ain’t the only life. There’s plenty others. And all of them are a damn lot better.”

He took me back to the cell. The others weren’t happy to see me.

“Look what your friend did,” the fluffy blond said.

Rainbow was lying on the floor, her face at the edge of a small pool of yellowish, smelly puke. I went over and helped her sit up. She opened her eyes for a moment, then closed them again. I used the sleeve of my sweatshirt to wipe the mess off Rainbow’s face and off the collar of her leather jacket. The smell was harsh and strong and made me feel like barfing, too. 

The woman with the short black hair came over. “It’s a good thing she was lying on her side. That happens when she’s on her back and she’ll breathe it into her lungs and choke to death.” 

“What you gonna do about that?” The fluffy blond pointed at the yellow puddle on the floor. 

I pulled off my sweatshirt and laid it over the puddle. Then I sat with my back against the wall and Rainbow’s head in my lap, waiting for whatever happened next.



SEVENTEEN

I stroked Rainbow’s yellow hair. It was knotted and filthy. I picked out some of the bigger pieces of dirt and tried to undo some of the smaller tangles without pulling on her hair hard enough to hurt her. Rainbow’s lips were cracked and scabbed. Drool dripped out of the corner of her mouth, and I wiped it away with the bottom of the T-shirt Anthony, the library man, gave me. I wondered where I left that brown sweater with the buttons. I could have used it now. 

Around the cell the women talked about what they did and how they were treated.

“When I get out of here I’m leaving town. This is the last night I’m spending in jail.”

“That man takes every penny I make.”

“All I gotta do is kick the junk and I’m outta this life.”

“Anyone know what time it is?” the small woman with the short black hair asked.

“Why, you got a date?” asked the fluffy blond. A couple of women laughed. No one knew the time. I didn’t even think about it anymore. Not in hours or minutes or seconds, at least. Instead there was sleeping time and waking time. There was begging for money time and the time when you ate or scored drugs or drank. There was day time and night time. Time when you were scared and time when your stomach hurt. There was feeling cold or sick time and time when you felt okay. 

Sometimes when Maggot talked about all the poor people and the revolution I would wonder about the rest of the world. The world away from the street. What happened yesterday? Was there a war somewhere? Did terrorists blow up another building? Did they discover life on another planet? I never wondered for long because then I’d get hungry and have to look for something to eat. Or I got cold or I needed money. I guess that’s why homeless kids don’t go to school. They’re too busy just trying to stay alive. 

The cell door opened and Officer Ryan and the lady cop with the black hair came in, their black flashlights and nightsticks thumping against their thighs. They started toward us. I stopped breathing. They were coming for Rainbow. 

I slid my arms around Rainbow’s body. The policewomen stood over us with their hands on their hips.

“Can she get up?” Officer Ryan asked.

“I don’t think so.”

“Tell her you got some rock,” said the fluffy blond. “She get right up fast.”

“Back off,” Officer Ryan warned. She kneeled closer and reached toward Rainbow’s face. “Let’s see if we can wake her.”

“Don’t touch her,” I said.

“We have to see if she’s okay.”

“She’s okay,” I said.

“She could be OD’ing right now.”

I shook my head. “She was okay before.”

“You have to let us take her,” Officer Ryan said. “See those plastic bands on her wrists? That means she left a hospital without permission. We have to follow up on that.” 

I tightened my arms around her. Rainbow was all I had in the world. If they took her away I might never see her again.

The policewoman with the black hair glared down at me impatiently. “I’m only gonna tell you this once. Let her go … now.”

I held on, feeling Rainbow’s chest expand and contract as she breathed. I knew she wasn’t OD’ing.

“If that’s the way you want it.” The black-haired policewoman started to reach down, as if she was going to tear Rainbow out of my arms. 

Officer Ryan said, “Don’t.”

“For God’s sake, Jane,” the black-haired policewoman sputtered.

Still kneeling in front of us, Officer Ryan spoke softly. “We have to take your friend. She could be sick. She may need medical attention. You have to let her go. Trust me. She’ll be okay.” 

She sounded like she meant it. Only, that’s what grown-ups did so well. They knew how to sound like they meant everything they said. But then they changed their minds. Or, more likely, they never really meant it in the first place. They were just lying to get you to do what they wanted. So you learned not to believe them. You learned to take what they gave when they were nice. But to always be ready for them to turn on you. Because ninety-nine percent of the time that’s exactly what they did. 

The black-haired policewoman muscled in. “Look,” she growled at me, “either you let go of her or I get rough. Either way she’s going with us. Just depends on how bad you want to get hurt in the process.” 

I hardly cared about being hurt. Been hurt plenty. But letting go of Rainbow would really hurt. Every time she went away I never knew if I would see her again. “She’s okay.” 

“That’s for a doctor to decide,” Officer Ryan replied.

“I don’t have time for this,” the black-haired policewoman complained. “Either you let go of her right now or you’re gonna be sorry.” 

“Come on, hon, be a good kid and let her go.” Officer Ryan reached toward Rainbow. “I promise we’ll take good care of her. Don’t you want your friend to be okay?” She put her hands on mine. She was still wearing those latex gloves. 

“I’ll never see her again,” I whimpered.

Officer Ryan’s eyebrows dipped with sympathy. “You really care about her, don’t you?”

I nodded. “She’s one of us.”

“Like a tribe or something?”

“Yeah, exactly.”

“For God’s sake, Jane,” the black-haired policewoman grumbled like this was a total waste of her time.

Officer Ryan looked into my eyes. It was a different look than before. I can’t explain it, but I could feel it. “Listen, I’m sorry I have to do this, but it’s my job. I promise I’ll tell you where she is so you’ll be able to find each other. Okay?” 

“You swear?” I said.

“Cross my heart.” Officer Ryan closed her hands around mine and slowly, gently lifted them off Rainbow. She carefully pulled Rainbow to her feet. One of Rainbow’s sleeves slid back. 

“Oh!” Officer Ryan caught her breath when she saw all the cuts and scabs on Rainbow’s arms.

“They cut themselves,” the black-haired policewoman explained. “A lot of them do it. The girls especially.”

Holding Rainbow by the arms, Officer Ryan and the black-haired policewoman led her away. Rainbow half walked and half allowed herself be pulled along, sometimes taking a step, sometimes letting the toes of her shoes scrape on the floor. 

That wet gust of wind blew through me and my eyes got watery. It was so strange. So long since I felt like crying.

The fluffy blond came over. She put her hands on her hips and turned so that she was looking over her shoulder at me. “Child, do you know how bad you just got played? They ran the oldest cop trick in the book. Good cop, bad cop. One acts all rough and mean to make you hate her, and the other acts all sweet and nice to make you like her. Next thing you know, you want to do the nice one a favor just to show the mean one whose side you’re on. You really believe that crap about them telling you where your friend is going? Honey, they don’t give a hoot about you or your friend. They just can’t let junkies die in jail. That’s real bad publicity, understand? That girl cop ain’t gonna tell you nothin’. She just doin’ her job. Next time they play that game, I bet the black-haired one’ll be all sweetness and the blond will be the mean, nasty one. They do it to get what they want, honey.” 

The tears came faster and I felt my lower lip start to quiver. I didn’t want to believe what she was saying, but I knew it was most likely true. 

The small woman with the short black hair came over. “What’s the point of telling her that?” she demanded of the fluffy blond. “You knew they were gonna take that little junky girl no matter what. So why you tryin’ to make this girl feel bad now? What good is that?” 

“I’m just tellin’ her how it works,” the fluffy blond replied.

“Oh, sure. Like you know that police lady ain’t gonna come back and tell her where they send the little junky girl.”

“You think she will?” the fluffy blond asked.

“I seen stranger things,” replied the smaller woman. “And even if she don’t, why you gotta be the one to spread the bad news?” 

By then it didn’t matter what either of them said. What mattered was that Rainbow was gone and I felt empty and alone in a cold cell filled with strangers, in a cold city filled with strangers, in a cold world. 

I put my hand in my pocket and felt the card Detective Charles gave me. I took it out and tore it into little pieces.



EIGHTEEN

I fell asleep. When I woke up most of the women who’d been in the cell the night before were gone, and a whole new bunch was there. The fluffy blond and the small woman with the black hair were gone. Rainbow was gone. I had to go to the bathroom really bad, but I didn’t want to use the toilet in front of all those women so I lay on the floor in the corner and waited. I felt dried salt trails in the corners of my eyes and wondered if I’d cried in my sleep. 

After a while a policewoman came in. She had red hair and was so skinny that even her heavy gun belt didn’t make her look fat. She pointed at me. “You. Come on, let’s go.” 

I got up and followed her out of the cell and into the hall.

“What’s your name?” she asked.

“Maybe.”

“Huh?”

“They call me Maybe. It’s my name.”

“What about your real name?”

“It is my real name.”

“Okay, Maybe, you know where we’re going?”

I yawned. “To the bathroom, I hope.”

She stopped. “What about the cell? Oh, you didn’t want to go in front of all those ladies, right?”

“So could I go now?”

“Maybe, Maybe, but I’m gonna have to come in there with you. Gotta make sure there’s no funny stuff.”

We went into the bathroom and I let myself into a stall. “Is Officer Ryan here?” I asked.

“Her shift ended,” the policewoman answered. “She’s gone.”

I felt a stab in my heart. It figured that she left without telling me where they took Rainbow. The fluffy blond was right. I got played big time. Back out in the hall the red-haired policewoman said, “Back to my original question. You know where you’re going?” 

I shook my head.

“You want to know?”

I shrugged. What difference did it make? At the end of the hall she pushed open a door and I followed her into a large room with a lot of chairs and benches. A woman with long brown hair was sitting on one of the benches. She was wearing a bright red wool cap and puffy light blue parka. When she saw us she got up. 

“Hi, my name’s Laura and I’m from the Youth Housing Project. What’s your name?”

I recognized her voice. She was the female flashlight. I told her my name was Maybe.

“You look familiar,” Laura said. “Have I ever seen you before?”

“Maybe.”

She smiled. “I bet that’s your answer to a lot of questions.”

I could have answered maybe, but I didn’t. We went through a door to the outside. Since I just woke up I thought it was morning, but from the way the sun was behind the buildings, I could see that it was afternoon. And cold. I left the sweatshirt in the cell. All I had on was the white T-shirt. Goose bumps rose on my arms, and I began to shiver. 

“That’s all you’ve got?” Laura asked as we stopped next to a dented blue van that said Youth Housing Project on the side. She opened the back door and took out a navy blue blanket. “Put it around your shoulders. It’ll keep you warm until we get to the project.” 

I pulled the blue blanket around my shoulders. It was thinner than I expected, but I was glad to have it. We got into the van. It smelled like coffee. Some empty white Styrofoam cups lay on the floor between the front seats. 

Laura started to drive. “Do you know anything about the Youth Housing Project?”

“You got a lot of rules.”

Laura frowned. “What makes you think that?”

“You told me.”

The lines between her eyes deepened. “That rainy night a few weeks ago you were in that building off Avenue C?”

“Yeah.”

“So which of our rules would be so hard for you to live with?” Laura said.

“I don’t know. All of them.”

“I don’t think we have that many. Just what the state demands in order to get our funding. Don’t you think it’s worth agreeing to a few rules so that you can have a clean bed and clothes and a roof over your head?” 

“Maybe.”

“Why not give it a try, okay? We’ll give you a bath and a meal and a comfortable bed. What could be so bad about that?”

“I don’t know.”



NINETEEN

The Youth Housing Project was in a four-story brick building on Avenue B. I got to wash and put on clean clothes. The other kids said hello, and then went back to watching TV They didn’t stare at my skin the way some strangers did. Maybe they were used to kids who looked different. At dinner I sat at a round table with five other kids and ate spaghetti with meatballs. I might have had strange, splotchy skin, but the girl next to me had dyed black hair with blond roots and purple highlights, studs and bars through her eyebrows, nose, lips, ears, and tongue, and tattoos on the fingers of both hands. The letters on her right hand spelled GIVE and those on her left spelled TAKE. Her name was Spyder and when she asked where I was from I said, “Nowhere and everywhere.” 

She nodded and said, “Right,” like that made perfect sense.

After dinner we watched more TV and then they told us it was time to go to bed. I didn’t care because I was tired. We went upstairs to a room with five bunk beds and open cubbies for clothes. My bed was in the bunk under Spyder’s. At one end of the room was an office with a big window. A woman sat inside watching us. 

“They watch you?” I asked Spyder.

“All day and all night.” She shrugged like she didn’t care. “You’ll get used to it.”

The other girls changed into pajamas or baggy T-shirts, but I had nothing to sleep in.

“Here.” Spyder tossed me a black Megadeth T-shirt.

“Thanks.” I undressed and pulled it on and got into the bunk bed. The blanket and sheets were old but smelled clean. It was the first time I’d lain in a real bed since I’d left home. As I pulled the blanket up to my chin, and my head sank into the soft pillow, I felt myself relax. It wasn’t only that the bed was comfortable. It was the feeling that I was safe for the night—a feeling I’d forgotten. I listened to Spyder and the other girls talk for a little while, but I fell asleep pretty fast because the next thing I knew, the room was filled with sunlight and Laura was in the doorway saying it was time to get up. 

Still tired and wanting to go back to sleep I pulled the pillow over my head. A hand touched my shoulder.

“You have to get up now,” Laura said.

“I’m tired.”

“It’s time for breakfast. Aren’t you hungry?”

My stomach felt empty, so even though I wanted to sleep, I got up and went downstairs. I sat next to Spyder at the round table and had cold cereal and juice for breakfast. Then it was time to sit in a circle and talk about our lives. Laura said I didn’t have to, but she urged me to join in. All I could think about was that soft pillow and those smooth warm sheets. 

“I want to go back upstairs,” I said.

“That’s not allowed,” Laura said. “If you have to sleep, you can sleep down here.”

A bunch of kids gathered in a circle to talk. Most looked a few years older than me. Like Spyder, they had tattoos and piercings and dyed hair. They sort of looked like street kids, only cleaned up. All the chairs and spots on the couch were taken so I lay down on the floor and tried to close my eyes. It wasn’t easy to sleep with everyone talking, and it wasn’t nearly as comfortable as the bunk bed upstairs. Then they turned on the TV and watched until lunch. Only I wasn’t hungry. 

“You still have to sit with everyone at the table,” Laura said.

After lunch they wanted us to do an art project with feathers and string and pieces of wire. Laura said I didn’t have to, so I just sat there. Spyder smiled, but the other kids mostly ignored me. By then I was hungry again and wanted something to eat, but Laura said I had to wait until dinner. 

I waited until she left the room. Then I took a black ski jacket from the closet and left.

It was getting dark when I got back to the bridge. OG had hung the blue tarp again and Pest, Maggot, and Jewel were inside. Jewel was rocking back and forth and staring up at nothing. Someone else was in the orange sleeping bag. My heart jumped for a second at the thought that it might be Rainbow. I looked closer. It was Tears. 

“Hey,” I said.

“Hey.” Her answer was as hollow as her eyes.

“Where you been?” I asked.

“Nowhere.”

“That night at The Cradle,” I said, “I came back to look for you and you were gone.”

Tears turned her face away and pulled the sleeping bag over her head.

“Where’ve you been?” Maggot asked me.

“Rainbow got picked up by the cops and I went with her,” I said. “Anyone seen her?”

No one answered.

“Then they sent me to the Youth Housing Project,” I said.

“Did you enjoy the accommodations, my dear?” Jewel suddenly asked.

“I liked sleeping in a real bed again.”

“Then why’d you leave?” Maggot asked.

“Too many rules. And they watch you all the time. Even when you sleep.”

“So it’s not just about their state funding, right?” Maggot asked.

“I don’t see why the state would care when I eat or sleep,” I said.

“It’s all about decorum, darling,” Jewel said as he rocked.

“It’s all about fear of anyone different,” said OG.

“It’s all about brainwashing you to fit in,” Maggot said.

It got dark and the temperature must have dropped twenty degrees. Like animals, we burrowed into our nests of blankets and newspapers and plastic bags, and curled up close to each other to stay warm. 

But I hardly got to sleep. OG coughed. Then Maggot coughed. Jewel sneezed and mumbled to himself. Tears coughed and cried. They were all sick. The cars roared above. In the moonlight jagged hunks of snow-covered ice floated down the river like icebergs. I watched the sun come up. The tops of the buildings started to glow. Bursts of red morning sunlight reflected off the windows. The murky green-brown river turned a lighter shade. 

Maggot sat up. “I have to get some cough medicine. Anyone have any money?”

“Plenty, darling,” Jewel said, still rocking back and forth and staring off. “As much as you need. The family comes from royalty, you know. It’s all in offshore accounts. Those rumors about us being Eurotrash are so nasty.” 

Maggot rolled his eyes. “Anyone else have any money?” 

“Just the squeegee,” OG said and coughed so hard he had to put his hands on the ground to brace himself.

We took turns trying to get drivers to pay us for cleaning their windshields. When you stood out in the traffic, the icy wind blew right through your clothes. The streets were slippery, and you had to be careful not to fall and get run over. When it was my turn I waited on the corner until the light turned red, then picked up the bucket and walked between the cars. No one wanted his windshield washed. Here and there a driver gave me a quarter anyway. One man in an expensive-looking car rolled down his window and thrust a dollar out. 

“Just don’t wash my windshield, okay?” he begged.

The light turned green and I hurried back to the corner, trying to avoid the cars. Loose sheets of newspaper blew past and the traffic lights above swung like fruit on a tree. It was so cold my nose and ears stung. The drivers passed and didn’t even look. I was nothing. A creature without a name who nobody cared about. One of the unlucky ones who got left behind when the big bus of happy families pulled out of the bus station. There wasn’t even room for me on the big bus of unhappy families. There wasn’t room, period. 

The dirty water in the bucket froze into a brownish block. I went back to the bridge and crawled into my nest and lay there quivering. OG left and came back with a metal garbage can he stole from a nearby building. He tried to start a fire in it, but the newspaper burned up so fast it was gone before we could get warm. 

“We have to find some wood,” Maggot said through chattering teeth. “I think I saw some at a construction site up by the park.” He and OG went to look for wood. Tears and I stayed behind with Pest, who lay inside my nest with me. Over the river the sea gulls slowly flapped their wings higher and higher, then glided in circles back down. I heard sobs coming from the nest Tears had made for herself. 

“Hey, Tears,” I called. “What’s wrong?”

“I wet the sleeping bag. It’s cold.”

“Come over here with Pest and me. You’ll feel warmer.”

“But I’m wet.”

“Who cares?”

She crawled out of the sleeping bag and into my nest of blankets and papers. We lay on our sides with Pest between us. I wondered about Rainbow and felt an ache when I thought of Officer Ryan and that other policewoman taking her away. 

Tears shook so hard she made the newspapers around us rattle. Her teeth chattered. She started to cry again. “I want to go home.” 

“You can go over to the Youth Housing Project,” I said. “That lady Laura could help you.”

“I can’t. Not as long as he’s there.”

“Your stepfather? Maybe he’s gone. When was the last time you talked to your mom?”

“I don’t know. A long time ago.”

“Maybe you should call her.”

“How? I don’t have any money.”

“Collect.”

“Last time I did that she got mad and told me not to anymore. I don’t want to make her mad because then she won’t want me back.” 

I knew if we went to the Youth Housing Project Laura might let Tears use the phone. But I also knew that Laura might give Tears a hard time about going back to the street. It’s one thing when you’re fifteen or sixteen. You’re halfway to being a grown-up, and if you want to be on the street, they know they can’t stop you. It’s different when you’re twelve. Then they think you’re still a kid.

I had another idea. “There’s a place where you might be able to make the call,” I said. “We could go see.”

“Let me get a little warmer first, okay?”

I opened the black ski jacket and tried to pull some of it around Tears. That seemed to help. When her teeth stopped chattering we got up and headed for the library. 

When we got there, Bobby was outside wearing a heavy red plaid shirt under a green down vest. He had a blue cap with the earflaps down and a bright green bucket under his arm. Using a plastic cup he scooped white crystals onto the library steps to melt the ice. I stopped on the sidewalk. 

“Aren’t we going in?” Tears asked, hugging herself to stay warm.

“We better wait,” I said.

Tears looked at Bobby. “It’s him, right?”

I nodded and felt sad. Tears was turning into a street kid. She was starting to get that street sense of who was dangerous and who wasn’t. In my head I could hear the words of that detective: “You’re running out of time. Pretty soon there’ll be no going back.” How soon was pretty soon? Were we already too late? We stood in the cold and waited. Bobby didn’t look in our direction. After a while he went back into the library. 

“Can we go in now?” Tears asked.

“I have to see something first.” I looked in the big windows. People were sitting at the computers. Anthony was standing behind a white-haired man who was frowning at a computer screen. Anthony said something to him. Still frowning, the man typed on the keyboard. Something good must have happened because the man’s face brightened. Anthony smiled and started to move down the table. That’s when he looked up and saw me outside. 

He waved like he wanted me to come in. I shook my head. He raised a finger as if to say, Wait one second. I went back to Tears, who was shivering. 

“I’m cold,” she said. “Can’t we go in?”

“In a second, I hope.”

A minute later Anthony came out wearing a green coat. It was unbuttoned and he held it closed with both hands. “What’s up?”

“My friend needs to make an important telephone call,” I said.

Anthony didn’t answer right away. Finally, he nodded. He must have been thinking about whether he could let Tears use the phone. “Okay, come in.” 

“What about Bobby?” I asked.

“Don’t worry about him.”

Anthony held the door. It was warm inside. Somewhere a radiator hissed. I looked for Bobby, but he wasn’t around. Anthony led us past the counter where the frowning people with the ID tags stood, then past a lot of bookshelves to a door in the back. Inside was a hall lined with more doors. Anthony pushed one open, and we went into a small office with lots of books on shelves and a desk with a computer and stacks of papers. A glass bowl was filled with jelly beans of every color imaginable.

“Hold out your hands,” Anthony said. He picked up the bowl and poured some jelly beans into our palms. While Tears and I ate them, Anthony pressed some numbers on the phone and waited. On his desk were pictures of two girls. One about Tears’s age and one maybe eight years old. In some of the pictures they were with a man and a woman who had reddish hair and freckles like Anthony, but not the blotches Anthony and I both had. 

Anthony handed the phone to Tears. “I’ve got you an outside line. You can dial your number.”

Tears dialed and held the phone to her ear. “Mom? It’s Nikki. Hey, yeah, I’m okay. In New York. Yeah, it’s really cold. No, I’m warm enough. Oh, here and there. No, nothing like that. Yeah, I want to come home. Is he still living there? I told you why. No, Mom. He did. I don’t care what he says. No, I didn’t imagine it. Then he’s a liar. No, I won’t come home as long as he’s there. Jealous? I don’t think so. Okay, have it your way. Bye.” 

She hung up and tears began to roll down her cheeks. She looked at me and shook her head. Then she turned to Anthony. “Thanks for letting me use the phone.” 

“You’re welcome.” Anthony pulled a moist wipe out of a plastic container and wiped off the receiver before putting it back on the cradle. “I guess it wasn’t much help.” 

Tears wiped her eyes with her hands, leaving dirty smears.

“We really appreciate you letting her try,” I said.

“Anytime,” Anthony said. “But now I have to get back to the computer tables.”

I looked nervously at the door and wondered if Bobby was on the other side. Anthony saw me. “Let me take you out.” He held the door and led us back down the hall. “You don’t have to leave, you know. You’re welcome to stay here all day. There are couches to sit on and books and magazines to read.” He opened the door to the main library, and we went out. 

“What the hell?” Bobby came out from between a row of bookshelves. I jumped back and banged into Tears, who let out a cry. Anthony quickly stepped between Bobby and us. 

“Is there a problem?” he asked Bobby.

“What do you want them in here for?” Bobby asked.

“This library is open to the public,” Anthony replied.

“But they’re not …” Bobby didn’t finish the sentence.

“Not what?” Anthony asked.

“You know,” Bobby sputtered. “Don’t pretend, Anthony. They’re just gonna make a mess.”

Anthony turned to Tears and me. “Are you going to make a mess?”

We shook our heads.

“Aw, for Pete’s sake,” Bobby grumbled. “Of course they’re going to say that.”

“I believe them,” Anthony said.

Bobby narrowed his eyes at Tears and me. “I’ll be watching you.” He turned and went away.

Anthony led us toward the front. “You can sit near the computer tables if you like. That way you can be close to me.”

Tears and me shared a look. We didn’t want to go back out into the cold, but Bobby scared us.

“We have to go somewhere,” I said.

The comers of Anthony’s mouth turned down, but he walked with us to the front doors. “Wait,” he said like he remembered something. He went back toward his office. 

“Where’s he going?” Tears asked.

“I don’t know,” I said. “But let’s wait outside.”

We went out into the cold. People were wearing heavy coats and gloves and hats and scarves wrapped tightly around their necks. Tears and I hugged ourselves and waited. Anthony came out the main doors carrying a box of doughnuts. “We had a little party at lunch today and these were left over.” 

“Thanks,” I said.

A gust of wind made our clothes flap. Tears and I turned our backs to it.

“You really can stay, you know,” Anthony said. “I promise Bobby will leave you alone.”

“Thanks,” I said. “Maybe another time.”

Anthony smiled sadly. “Okay, just don’t be strangers. Either of you.”

Tears and me headed down the sidewalk, eating the doughnuts.

“You think he’s nice to you because he has the same skin thing?” Tears asked.

“No,” I said. “I think he’s just nice.”



TWENTY

Smoke was blowing from under the bridge where the tarp was. Tears and me saw it from almost two blocks away. For a second I got scared, then I remembered that OG and Maggot went to find wood for a fire. When we got closer we saw blackened pieces of wood sticking out of the garbage can and orange flames shooting up. OG and Maggot were standing close to the fire, warming their hands and coughing. 

“Look, fire! Warmth!” Maggot cried when he saw us. Pest barked. Tears and I joined them around the garbage can and held our hands out. The swirling wind pushed the smoke this way and that, and we kept moving to stay out of the way. 

“Where’s the pig? We need a pig to roast!” Maggot cried. “We’ll kill the pig.” He pulled a burning stick out of the fire and held it like a spear. He started to chant, “Kill the beast! Cut his throat! Spill his blood!” 

“What pig?” I asked.

Maggot threw the stick back into the garbage can. A flurry of orange sparks flew out. “Lord of the Flies.”

“What’s that?” Tears asked.

Maggot turned to OG. “You’ve heard of it, right?”

OG frowned. “Was it a TV show or something?”

“You total freaks.” Maggot sounded disgusted. “It’s one of the most famous books ever written. About this bunch of kids who crash on an island and some of them turn into savages.” 

“Like us,” I said.

“Kind of,” Maggot said.

“They killed each other. It was so primitive,” said Jewel. He was sitting against the wall with his knees pulled up tight to his chest, rocking back and forth. “But you know what they say: Boys will be boys.” 

“You read it, Jewel?” Maggot asked.

“Oh, yes, darling. In school,” Jewel said. “Everybody had to read it. It was required. I went to Exeter, you know. All the best children went there.” 

“All the best children,” OG repeated.

“Everyone had trust funds,” Jewel said. “And the places we’d go on vacation. The Vineyard. St. Barts. Capri. 2Moro and I were planning a getaway on Papa’s Gulfstream. But 2Moro’s dead. So sad. Why didn’t anyone tell me?” 

For a long moment no one spoke. Then Maggot said, “Guess we didn’t think it would make a difference.”

“It makes a difference to me, my dear,” Jewel said with a sniff. “She was my twin sister. Don’t you think we should tell Mama and Papa? They’ll be devastated. Just devastated. But life goes on, and they still have me and Piper and Christoff. Did I tell you we’re having Christmas in St. Moritz this year? Then off to Mykonos for New Year’s Eve.” 

“That’s great, Jewel,” Maggot said. “Only New Year’s Eve was three weeks ago.”



TWENTY-ONE

Mary Ellen G-olding, aka Rainbow, born in North Miami Beach, Florida. Parents divorced when she was eight. Father remarried. Mother chronic alcoholic and drug addict. Age 11, removed from home after report that mother had exchanged her for drugs. Placed in foster care while mother in rehab. Age 12, returned to mother. Three months later mother relapsed, again exchanged Mary Ellen for drugs. Again placed in foster care. Age 14, diagnosed with OCO and depression. Medicated. Frequent behavioral problems in school. Chronic absences and truancy. Arrests for loitering, trespassing, and possession of narcotics. Age 15, served six months in juvenile corrections facility. Age 16, reported missing. Last known address, New York City. Dead at the age of 16. Cause of deaths Suicide. 



You couldn’t escape the cold. We shivered all the time. The brown ice in the squeegee bucket was rock hard. The river was jammed solid with snow-covered chunks. Someone said they were serving soup and sandwiches at the church. I went over there, but the line outside was too long and it was too cold to stand still. 

I walked and walked, then stopped outside a store near Bleecker Street that sold television sets. They had one that almost filled a whole window. It was only a few inches thick and had one of those plasma screens with colors so bright they didn’t seem real. More like the jelly beans in the bowl on Anthony’s desk. Like the ice cream they sold to little kids in Baskin-Robbins. I loved the colors. It reminded me of when I was little and the world was filled with bright colors. Then I got older and the colors got dull. 

In the window’s reflection I saw a police car pull up to the curb. Officer Ryan put on her hat and got out.

“I’ve been looking for you.” Her breath came out like a cloud. She was wearing a heavy blue cop coat. “Aren’t you cold?”

“Maybe,” I said.

“Hungry?”

“Maybe.”

She pointed to a diner a few doors down from the TV store. “Come on, let’s get you something to eat.”

I didn’t move.

“Don’t you want to get out of the cold?” Officer Ryan asked.

“You said you’d tell me where Rainbow went,” I said.

“I’ll tell you inside,” Officer Ryan said.

A gust of wind made the street signs twist. The sky was dark gray and the air felt like it was going to snow. I didn’t know whether to believe her or not. 

“Swear on your mother’s grave that you’ll tell the truth,” I said.

Officer Ryan gazed at me for a moment, like she was realizing that more than warmth and food, what I really needed was the truth. “I swear.” 

“Why do you want to buy me something to eat?” I asked.

“Because you look hungry.”

“And that’s it? I get something to eat and then I can go? No tricks?”

“No tricks.”

The diner’s windows were fogged with frost. We went in and sat in a booth. Some of the people sitting near the windows still wore their coats and hats, so it probably wasn’t that warm, but to me it felt hot compared to the outside. A waitress wearing a fuzzy light blue sweater came over and gave us menus. She sniffed the air around me and wrinkled her nose. Then her eyes went soft and sad. 

“Just coffee,” Officer Ryan said without opening the menu. To me she said, “Order whatever you want.”

On the cover of the menu was a picture of a stack of pancakes covered with syrup and strips of bacon on the side and glasses of orange juice and milk. “I’ll have that.” I pointed at the picture. 

“Okay, hon.”

“Maybe you want to wash before you eat,” Officer Ryan said.

“Sure.” I took off the black ski jacket and went into the bathroom. In the mirror was a kid with tangled, matted hair. A flat, splotchy face smeared with dirt. Clothes that weren’t much more than rags. I ran the water. It wasn’t hot, but it stung my cold, stiff fingers. I had to wait a while until I could bend each finger. Then I squeezed the pink liquid soap into my palms and washed my face and hands. The rinse water turned a muddy light brown. 

I dried my hands with the blow dryer, then turned it upside down and let the hot air blast my face. It felt good and I stayed there long after the skin was dry. 

When I got back to the table, the plate of pancakes and bacon and the glasses of orange juice and milk were already there.

“I was worried that maybe you ran away,” Officer Ryan said as I slid into the booth.

“Why would I do that?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” she said. “Maybe you changed your mind.”

I smiled.

“What’s so funny?” Officer Ryan asked.

“You keep saying maybe. That’s what they call me. Maybe.”

“All right, Maybe.”

“How come you haven’t asked what my real name is?” I asked.

“Would you tell me if I did?”

“Maybe.”

The corners of her mouth turned up slightly, but it wasn’t a happy smile. “Go ahead, have something to eat.”

I poured syrup over the pancakes and took a bite. It was sweet and delicious. I drank some orange juice and took another bite. Officer Ryan sipped her coffee. 

I only ate about half the pancakes before I started to feel full.

“That’s it?” Officer Ryan asked.

I nodded.

“Guess there’s not much room down there,” she said.

I drank a little more milk, then wiped my lips on my sleeve. I felt full and warm and sleepy. Snow was starting to fall outside. Just a few tiny white flakes here and there. 

“How’s the tribe?”

I shrugged. “They’re okay.”

“Who’s left?”

“OG. He’s the one with the dog. Jewel. I don’t know if you met him. Maggot.” I didn’t mention Tears because I was pretty sure she wouldn’t want me to. 

Officer Ryan took a deep breath. “I have bad news. Rainbow’s dead.”

The little flakes of snow drifted slowly down out of the gray sky. I imagined I was a white snow butterfly flapping my pure white wings as the flakes fell around me.

“They put her in a detox center, but she stayed one night and left. Yesterday they pulled her body from the river. No visible signs of trauma, so they sent her down to the Medical Examiner. He’ll do an autopsy.” 

I rubbed a clear spot in the frosty window and looked out at the falling snow. If only I’d held on to Rainbow that night in jail … If only I hadn’t let her go … 

“They found her jacket on a pier nearby,” Officer Ryan said.

I was flying slowly upward the way a butterfly does. Flap, flap through the fine, light snowflakes. Up past the windows of the buildings. Past the roofs. Past the point on the Empire State Building. There was a bright spot in the clouds above. Like an opening. A place where a ray of sunlight snuck through the gray. That’s where Rainbow would be. 

The black radio on Officer Ryan’s belt blurped. She held it to her ear. “Ryan. Yeah. Okay. In a second.” She turned off the radio. “I’m sorry, Maybe. I knew you’d want to know.” 

Little white flakes of snow drifted down through the gray. Flap, flap. I struggled toward the bright opening in the sky where Rainbow was waiting. But it was high, high up and far, far away, and snow was collecting on my wings, making them heavy. It was getting harder and harder to fly. 

“Maybe?”

I looked across the table at Officer Ryan. She had a small dark mole on the bridge of her nose right between her eyes. “If you ever want me to help you go home, you tell me, okay? You find me in the car or go over to the station house on Avenue C and ask for me. I’ll help you.” 

My home was with Rainbow up in the bright place in the clouds.

Officer Ryan picked up her hat. “I gotta go. Take care of yourself, okay?”

“Maybe.”

Outside the snow began to come down harder. It started to weigh down my wings and get into my eyes. Sometimes the sky was so thick with snow I couldn’t see the bright spot in the clouds anymore. It stuck to my thin black antennas and legs. My white wings got too heavy to flap. I held them out straight the way the sea gulls did and began to glide back down in slow circles. I heard OG’s voice: Can’t get there from here. Beneath me the city had turned white. The roofs of the buses and buildings, the sidewalks and streets. I landed in the snow and disappeared. 

“Hon?” The waitress in the light blue sweater was standing over me. “I need this table. It’s dinner time and people want to eat.” 

I got up and pulled on the black ski jacket.

“Here’s something to take with you.” She gave me a white plastic bag. “Some bread and cheese.”

“Thanks.” I took the bag and went out into the snow. It was the light, fluffy kind that clung to your head and shoulders. The kind you could blow away with a strong breath. It was pretty and felt good, until I got cold again and started to shiver. I walked down the sidewalk toward the bridge, and thought about Rainbow. She loved that leather jacket and wouldn’t go anywhere without it. 

A big silver car came down the street in the other direction. It was covered by a thin blanket of white except for the dark green half circles where the windshield wipers swished back and forth. It slowed down, then made a U-turn. I kept walking. The car pulled next to me and I waited for the window to come down and a man inside to ask if I was hungry. 

The window came down. A woman with straight blond hair looked out. “Excuse me.”

I kept walking.

“Excuse me,” she said again.

I didn’t look at her.

She said something to someone in the car. A man’s voice answered her. She turned back to me. “I’ll give you a dollar if you’ll look at a photograph of someone we’re looking for.” 

I stopped. The car stopped. The woman held out a sheet of pictures and a dollar. The sheet was big and had half a dozen photos on it. She was barely able to get it through the window. It was still snowing, and the white flakes got on the woman’s arms and hair. 

I took the dollar and stuffed it into my pocket. Then I looked at the photos. There was a boy with short hair wearing a white shirt and white shorts and holding a tennis racket. In another photo he was wearing khaki shorts and a blue sweatshirt and standing on a wooden dock with a sailboat behind him. Then he was in a group shot with another boy and a girl with long blond hair and a smiling man and woman. I looked at the woman in the car. It was her. She looked up at me with hopeful, pleading eyes. 

“Do you know him?” she asked. “Have you seen him?”

I nodded.



TWENTY-TWO

“You don’t have to come home,” said the man in the sheepskin coat. “We just want to know that you’re all right.” 

The man had silver hair and a deep tan. His coat had a white fur collar and more fur at the ends of the sleeves. The blond woman stood beside him wearing a dark blue coat with some sort of design on it. She was also tan. The silver car had green and white Colorado license plates. 

Inside the blue tarp OG coughed. In his arms, Pest barked. Tears sat with the dirty orange sleeping bag draped over her shoulders. Jewel had gotten up and was running his fingers along the top of the silver car, making designs in the light snow. The man in the sheepskin coat kept looking at him as if he was worried Jewel would do something bad to the car. Maggot lit a cigarette he rolled himself. He inhaled and exhaled. His breath and the smoke came out in a white-gray cloud. 

“I don’t want your help,” he said.

“We understand that, Stuart,” said the woman.

“My name’s not Stuart. It’s Maggot.”

“All right,” the woman said.

“Say it,” Maggot said.

“Mag-gut.” The woman seemed to choke on the name.

“Mercedes?” Jewel asked.

“Uh, no, it’s a Lexus,” answered the man in the sheepskin coat.

“Oh, yes, of course,” Jewel said. “Mother and Father had them in matching blue. And a Rolls. And the Ferrari.”

The man and woman scowled. The woman turned back to Maggot. “We want to make sure you don’t get sick or hurt. It’s fine if you want to stay here in New York. We can help you find a place to live.” 

“I’m okay right here,” Maggot said.

The man and woman looked at the snow-covered garbage strewn around our little camp. The empty bottles, the charred, half-burned wood sticking out of the blackened garbage can. OG had a coughing fit that left him doubled over. The man and woman winced. 

“At least let us take you to a doctor and have you examined,” the woman said. Her voice started to crack and her eyes got watery. 

“Suppose we take you and your friends out to dinner,” the man said. “So we know you’ll get a good meal.”

“How fun,” Jewel said. “We could go to the Four Seasons. That’s my favorite. You can all be my guests. I have my own table, you know. It’s right next to John F. Kennedy Junior’s table.” 

“John F. Kennedy Junior is dead, you freak,” Maggot snapped irritably.

“We’re all dead.” OG swung his arm around. “What’s the difference between this and being dead?”

Maggot’s mother took a tissue out of her pocket and dabbed her eyes. His father cleared his throat. “Is there someplace nearby where we can eat?” 

Maggot took another drag on his cigarette. He looked at OG and me and Jewel and Tears. Then he got up. “I’ll go to dinner with you,” he said. “We’ll bring food back for them later.” 

“Escargot for me, darling!” Jewel said.



TWENTY-THREE

It got dark and colder. Maggot never came back. Inside the tarp OG crawled into his nest with Pest. Jewel rocked back and forth and talked to himself. I thought about Rainbow leaving her jacket on the pier. 

“Were those Maggot’s parents?” Tears asked.

“I think so,” I said.

OG had a coughing fit in his nest. When the breeze blew outside, the newspapers and bags rustled like dry leaves.

“Didn’t he say his parents were dead?” asked Tears.

“I don’t remember,” I said.

OG coughed and spit out a glob of red. “Just a postcard punk.”

“What’s that?” Tears asked.

“Kid who pretends,” I said. “They act like they’re homeless, but they send postcards home to let their family know they’re okay.” 

“I never saw Maggot send a postcard,” Tears said.

“It’s the idea of it,” said OG. “Maybe he called collect once in a while. But he left enough clues for his parents to come all the way from Colorado to find him.” 

“Aspen is so déclassé,” Jewel said. “Just yuppies and old movie stars. It’s all about Whistler now. Helicopter skiing. Virgin powder and an endless vertical drop.”

“What’s virgin powder?” Tears asked.

“They sprinkle it on you and you become a virgin again,” Jewel said. “Otherwise you’re just Kleenex. Use you once and throw you away. Hold on to what’s precious, my dear.” 

Tears frowned. I shook my head to show she shouldn’t take Jewel too seriously.

Tears got up.

“Where are you going?” I asked.

“To find a warm place to spend the night. I can’t take this no more.”

“You sure?” I asked. “I could come with you.”

Tears stood for a while, staring at the traffic.

“What about the Youth Housing Project?” I asked.

Tears didn’t answer. She walked away into the dark.

OG coughed all night. I pictured Rainbow floating face down in the river, her blond hair aswirl in the dirty green water. I thought about 2Moro half naked and strangled in the park, and Country Club’s dull gray eyes staring up at the clouds. Officer Johnson was right. Nobody survived on the street for long. There was nothing fun or cool about being cold and dirty and sick. Nothing glamorous about begging or being hungry or sleeping in a nest of garbage. I thought about those smooth clean sheets and the soft warm pillow at the Youth Housing Project. 

Maggot always said living on the street was a choice.

But it wasn’t.

It was when you ran out of choices.



TWENTY-FOUR

It was warmer in the morning. The brown ice in the bottom of the squeegee bucket floated in a small ring of dirty water. I stood outside the library window until Anthony saw me. He came to the front door. “Hi, how are you?” 

“Okay.”

“You made it through the cold snap,” he said. “I was worried about you. They say it’s going to be in the forties and fifties for the rest of the week. That should be a lot better.” 

“I never thanked you for the sweater.”

“That’s all right.”

“I lost it.”

“Oh, well. It was old anyway. Where’s Nikki?”

“Who?”

“Your friend who used the phone the other day.”

“Oh, Tears. She’s around.”

Anthony gave me a funny look.

“That’s why I’m here,” I said.

“Is something wrong?”

“I don’t know. Yeah, I guess.”

“Is she in trouble?”

“Not yet, but she will be soon,” I said.

“And you want to help her?”

I nodded.

“Let’s go into my office,” Anthony said, holding the door for me. “And don’t worry about Bobby.”

I followed him through the library and down the hall to his office. Anthony sat down at his desk. “Want some jelly beans?”

I held my hand out and he poured some in. The flavors were like bright colors in my mouth.

“What kind of help does she need?” Anthony asked.

“She needs to get out of here and go home, but she thinks her mom doesn’t want her.”

“Why?”

I told him about how Tears’s mom refused to believe that her stepfather touched Tears. “The thing is, she has grandparents, but she thinks she can’t bother them because her grandfather has this disease and her grandmother needs to take care of him.” 

“Do you know what the disease is?”

“It makes you shake all over.”

“Parkinson’s,” Anthony said. “They have medicines now to help control that. Of course, it depends on how severe the case is. How old is Nikki?” 

“Twelve or thirteen.”

Anthony winced. “Okay, let’s say she’s twelve, and we guess that her mom is in her mid- to late thirties. That could mean the grandparents are in their sixties, which is still relatively young. I think they would at least want to know where Nikki is. Do you want me to help find her grandparents?” 

“Yeah. Like, you know, on the computer.”

“Any idea where she’s from?”

“A place called a hundred.”

“A hundred?” Anthony frowned.

“Something like that.”

“Do you know the state?”

I tried to remember. I knew Tears told me. “I think it’s far away.”

Anthony wrote something down on a pad of paper. “Well, I’ll see what I can do. If I find out anything, where can I find you?”

“I’ll come back,” I said.



TWENTY-FIVE

Lightning, aka Pest. Born in Banbury, Connecticut, breeding center. Purchased in a mall pet shop for Christmas. Considered cute for a few months, but chewed shoes and wasn’t completely housebroken. “Lost” in a park near Greenwich, Connecticut. Later turned up in New York City. Adopted by OG. Dead at 14 months. Cause of deaths malnutrition. 



I went back to the bridge, hoping Tears would be there. The blue tarp lay among newspapers, rags, beer cans, and liquor bottles. The garbage can, charred black from the fires, stood empty and cold. 

Jewel was sitting and rocking with his eyes closed, humming to himself. I thought I heard a rustling sound come from a pile of papers, rags, and bags. It looked like windblown garbage trapped against the base of the bridge. But the heap of garbage moved, and I thought I heard a moan. I stepped closer. A smell began to invade my nostrils. At first it was just faint. But the closer I got the stronger it grew, until I didn’t want to get any closer. I had an awful what if thought. The kind of thought you didn’t want to know the answer to, but once you thought it you knew it would haunt you until you did. 

Holding my breath I stepped closer and began to brush away the garbage. Some of it was tangled in long light brown hair. Each time my hand pushed away more garbage the smell got stronger. It wasn’t body odor or rotted food or poo smell. It was something else. Something worse. 

And there it was. The side of a face, caked with grime and scabs. An ear with a round plastic plug stretching out the earlobe and a raw red sore inside. A closed eye crusted with dirt and dried mucous. A nose, and cracked, scabbed lips. It was OG. I reached down and touched the side of his face. The skin was cool, but not cold. Under my fingertip I could feel the pulse in his neck. 

“OG?” I said.

He didn’t answer or even act like he heard me.

I turned to Jewel, who was still rocking back and forth with his eyes closed. “Wake up, Jewel. OG’s really sick. We better get help.” 

“The help is downstairs,” Jewel answered. “You may ring for them.” He kept rocking.

I brushed some more garbage away from OG’s nose and mouth so that he could breathe. The smell kept getting worse. I moved another piece of newspaper away from his face. Under the paper was something brown and furry—the tip of one of Pest’s ears. 

I went across the street and begged a man with a cell phone to call 911. The police and an EMS truck came. The EMS people took away OG on a stretcher and Pest in a black bag. The police took Jewel in their car. He told them he had to get to the airport to catch a flight to Rio de Janeiro. 

“There’s no one left, Maybe.”

I turned around. It was Officer Ryan. She was wearing her heavy blue coat, unzipped.

There was Tears, I thought. Or was there? She was gone. And when you went where she went you sometimes didn’t come back.

“You gonna stay here alone?”

I shook my head. I didn’t know where I was going, but I wasn’t staying there.

“Tell you what. I got about three hours left on my shift. Just before it ends I’m gonna come back. If you’re still here, maybe you’ll let me take you somewhere where you can spend the night.” 

“Maybe.”



TWENTY-SIX

I went to the park and looked for Tears. She wasn’t there, but Lost and his friends were. 

“You seen Maggot?” Lost asked when he saw me.

“I think he went home,” I said.

“Home?” Lost made a face. “What do you mean?”

“I mean home, like where he came from.”

“How?”

“Some people came in a car. I think they were his parents.”

“Man.” Lost shook his head in disbelief. “He said his parents were dead.”

I almost told him about Rainbow. But then I didn’t. “You seen Tears?” I asked.

“Who?”

“My friend with the short black hair.”

“I seen her last night,” said the guy with the long light brown dreadlocks. “Cruising the tunnel.”

I walked over to the tunnel. Most of the kids who “worked” there waited until dark. But a few—the really desperate ones—sometimes tried during the day. Maybe Tears would be there. I didn’t know how desperate she was. 

I covered most of the streets around the tunnel but couldn’t find her. Then I started to feel hungry and decided to go to the church for some food. But the line outside the church was long again. I knew if I went over to the Youth Housing Project I could get some food, but they had a rule that you weren’t allowed to leave the house after dinner. That meant I wouldn’t be able to look for Tears later. 

So I stood on line with the homeless people. They were mostly men and mostly older. A lot older. Wrinkled and gray haired and bad smelling. Me and my friends got yucky and smelled bad, too. But that was different. This was temporary for us. We weren’t going to wind up old and smelly and wrinkled like these bums. 

Why?

I used to think it was because something unexpected was going to happen first. Jewel would be “discovered” and get rich, and all of us would live with him in his mansion. Or some rich guy would fall in love with Rainbow and take us away to someplace nice. Or somehow we’d just keep living on the street but never get old or sick. 

Now I knew that wasn’t the reason we wouldn’t wind up like wrinkled, stinky bums.

The real reason was because we were going to die first.

Country Club, 2Moro, and Rainbow were dead. OG was close to dead. Maybe Jewel was as good as dead.

And that proved one thing.

You couldn’t live on the streets.

You could only die there.

I waited on the church line. Dinner was a ham and cheese sandwich on white bread, a paper cup of chicken noodle soup, and an apple. I ate fast and then went back to look for Tears. It got dark and I didn’t find her. Then I got tired and went to sleep in a doorway. 

In the morning I went to the library. Anthony was holding the front door open for me. He must have seen me through the windows. “I found Nikki’s grandparents,” he said, sounding excited. “There’s only one place called Hundred and it’s in West Virginia. I called the public library and spoke to one of the librarians. I told her I was looking for a couple, probably in their sixties. The husband had Parkinson’s Disease and they had a granddaughter named Nikki who’d run away. The librarian called back two days later and said she’d found the grandparents. Their last name is Frimer and they’re beside themselves with worry. The librarian says they call all the time to find out if she’s heard anything more about Nikki.” 

So somebody did love Tears. Someone worried about her.

“Do you know where she is?” Anthony asked.

I shook my head. “I’ve been looking.”

“I’ll help you,” Anthony said.

“Why?”

Anthony’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “Because she should go home. She shouldn’t stay on the street.”

“Why do you care?” I asked.

“I … I just do. You’re all so young. You don’t know how lucky you are. When you get to be older all you’ll wish for is more time. It’s the most valuable thing there is, and I hate to see anyone throw it away.” 

He sounded sincere. I couldn’t really understand people like him. Or maybe I could. Because we were alike. We looked strange and that made us different. It set us apart. Was he lonely? Did helping Tears and me give him something to do? Or was he just a good person who wanted to help and asked for nothing in return? It was hard to believe that people like that were real. But maybe they were. Maybe Officer Ryan was like that. And maybe even Laura at the Youth Housing Project. 

“Should we go look for her?” Anthony asked.

“Don’t you have to work?” I asked.

“I can take a personal day,” he said.

I thought about it for a moment. “We should wait until later.”

“Okay, the library’s open late tonight,” Anthony said. “I’ll be here until nine. What will you do between now and then?”

“I’ll keep looking,” I said. “I’ll come back here later.”



TWENTY-SEVEN

I looked for Tears in the park again. It was dark, and hard to see who was sleeping on the grass under blankets or in sleeping bags. They all looked like lumps of clay. I climbed over the iron fence and walked through the grassy area inside. Some of the lumps looked too big to be Tears, and it was too dark to tell if she was one of the smaller lumps. After a while I climbed back over the fence and checked in front of the Good Life and the vegan bakery. No sign of her. I headed toward the tunnel. She had to be somewhere around there. 

“Hey,” a voice said.

A police car pulled up. Officer Johnson, the tall cop with the black mustache, leaned out the window. “Get out of here or I’ll bust you for loitering.” 

“I’m looking for my friend,” I said.

“Sure you are.” Johnson smirked. “Any friend you can find.”

“No, just one,” I said. “She has short black hair and big eyes.”

Officer Johnson said something to the cop driving the car, then turned to me. “Some kid got run over by a truck a couple of hours ago. Driver said she wandered out into the middle of traffic. He hit the brakes but there was nothing he could do.” 

I felt my heart stop cold. “Is … she okay?”

Johnson shook his head. “It don’t look good.”

I started to run.

“You kids never listen,” Officer Johnson yelled behind me. “I told ya a hundred times. Get off the damn street. But ya never listen.” 

I ran down the dark sidewalk toward the library. I had to tell Anthony.

I bounded up the stairs, through the front door and past that metal detector thing. One of the ID women behind the front counter yelled, “Hey!” I went to the computer tables. People were sitting at almost every computer, but Anthony wasn’t there. I didn’t understand. He said he worked late tonight. 

“Hey, you!” It was Bobby. He must’ve heard the ID woman’s shout. “What do you want?”

The people at the computers stopped what they were doing and watched Bobby and me circle the table.

“Anthony said the library is open to the public and anyone can use it,” I said.

“Yeah, they can use it,” Bobby said. “Not run around and make messes.”

“I’m not making a mess,” I said. “I came to see Anthony.”

“He ain’t here.”

“Yes, he is.” It was Anthony, coming from the back. He must’ve seen that I was breathing hard and looked scared. “What’s wrong?”

“Tears got hit by a truck.”

“Wait here. I’ll be right back.” Anthony hurried toward his office. Bobby kept his eye on me. Like I was a wild animal that escaped from its cage. 

A few moments later Anthony came back, pulling on his brown coat and tying his scarf. “Let’s go.”

We left the library. Anthony asked, “Which hospital is she in?”

“I don’t know.”

“They didn’t tell you?”

“All I know is what Officer Johnson said. She was hit by a truck and it looked bad.”

Anthony stopped on the sidewalk, watching the headlights of the cars on the street. “Let’s go to the police station. They’ll know.” 

We headed for the station house. Anthony took long strides, and I had to walk fast and sometimes even jog to keep up with him. We turned a corner and saw the station house ahead. It was a low, square brick building with flagpoles jutting out from the second floor. The sidewalk in front of the station was brightly lit, and a row of police cars was parked at an angle in the street. Anthony pushed through the glass doors and I followed him into an open lobby filled with wooden benches and lined with doors. People sat on the benches. Women with babies sucking on pacifiers. Silent old men and women. A group of students with backpacks, huddled close together and talking quietly. 

Anthony went to a scuffed Plexiglas window with small holes punched through it. On the other side a police officer sat at a counter writing on a pad. 

“Excuse me,” Anthony said. “We’re trying to find out about a young woman who was hit by a truck a few hours ago.”

“What do you want to know?” the officer asked.

“Is she okay? Where is she?”

“Who are you?”

“Friends,” Anthony said.

The police officer’s eyebrows rose slightly. He glanced at me and then back at Anthony. “Wait here.” He got up and disappeared through a door in the back. After a while the door opened and a skinny man wearing a brown suit came out. His eyes fixed on Anthony. “You asking about the kid who was hit by the truck?” 

Anthony nodded and the man in the brown suit gestured for him to come closer. I started to go with him, but Anthony put his hand on my shoulder to stop me, then went to the door alone. The man in the brown suit spoke quietly. Anthony listened and then said something I couldn’t hear. The man in the brown suit took out a pad of paper and a pen and wrote. Then he shook Anthony’s hand and went back inside. Anthony walked slowly toward me. His shoulders were hunched over and he was staring at the floor. 

“Let’s sit down,” he said.

“No.” I knew what he was going to say. But it couldn’t be true. It just couldn’t. Not after Country Club and 2Moro and Rainbow.

Anthony hung his head. “She wasn’t carrying any ID. They didn’t know who she was. I gave him her name and the town she comes from. He’s going to call her mom. Someone from her family has to come here to make a positive identification.” 

So that was it. My friends were all gone. My tribe. The only people in the world that I cared about, and the only people who cared about me. A month ago we were all together. Now there was no one left. Only me. All alone. That wet wind started to blow. Didn’t even occur to me to try and fight it. I stood there and cried. 

I felt a pair of arms go around me. Felt the soft, fuzzy cloth of Anthony’s brown coat against my face. Yes, he was one of the nice ones. But sooner or later he’d leave, too. Everyone left. 

“Come on, Maybe, let’s go.” I let him guide me out of the police station and back out into the cold dark.

“Hungry?” Anthony asked.

I shook my head and tasted the dirty tears that ran down into the corners of my mouth.

“No, I didn’t think you would be,” Anthony said. “Sorry, it was a dumb question.”

“It’s okay,” I said with a sniff.

We started to walk. I don’t think either of us knew where we were going.

“Perhaps the best way to look at this is that you’re lucky,” Anthony said. “For some reason you’ve been spared. You alone have been given another chance. It’s almost as if someone’s looking out for you, Maybe.”

Looking out for me? I glanced upward. It was dark, but the lights of the city lit the low clouds in the sky above. Could it be? It was hard to believe. But maybe. You never knew. We walked for a while. Anthony didn’t say anything more. We turned a corner. 

“What’s this?” Anthony asked.

I looked up. A long line of people stood on the sidewalk across the street. They were dressed up, smoking and talking. You could feel the excitement like they were all looking forward to something big. Then I realized what it was. 

“They’re waiting to get into a club.”

“Where?” Anthony looked down the street.

“Around the next corner. It’s called The Cradle.”

“It must be huge to hold all these people.”

“No, because half of them won’t get in.”

Anthony and I walked along the sidewalk across the street from the crowd.

“I’m going to try very hard not to say all the obvious things you’d expect from a middle-aged librarian,” Anthony said as he stared at the costumes and makeup. “I’m not going to ask which ones are male and which are female. I’m not going to ask how they can manage to go out at midnight and still get up for work in the morning. I’m not going to ask why some of them look so young or why—” 

I didn’t hear the rest because I spotted a ghost.



TWENTY-EIGHT

“Tears?” I couldn’t believe what I was seeing, but I was sure it was her. I practically skipped across the street. 

Tears looked in my direction and her eyes got too big for her head. She was wearing a black leather jacket, a tight black skirt, and long black boots. Someone made her up to look more like twenty-one than twelve. 

“I can’t believe you’re alive!” I gushed. “We thought you got run over by a truck!”

I thought she would smile or laugh, but she frowned. I slowed down then stopped on the sidewalk and lowered my voice. “What is it? What’s wrong?” 

“Go away,” she whispered.

“Why?”

“He’s gonna see you and he’ll be really mad.”

“Who? Jack?”

“Who’s Jack?”

“That guy we met here the last time,” I said.

“Not him. Someone else.”

I looked at her more closely. Her hair looked freshly washed. And her makeup didn’t have a single smear. Her jacket was so new you could smell the leather.

“And my name’s not Tears no more,” she said. “It’s Lacey.”

I felt a hand close on my arm and spin me around. It was the short, stocky man with the shaved head and the diamond earrings. The one who pushed me into the bar the last time I was at The Cradle. His long black leather coat hung open and he was wearing a black T-shirt underneath. “What do you want?” 

“I’m her friend,” I said.

“She don’t got no friends unless I say so.” I felt his hand tighten on my arm, just like the last time. I wanted to tell him he needed a new act. 

“Nikki!” someone shouted. “Nikki!” It was Anthony. He rushed up to Tears and hugged her. “Oh, honey, I’m so happy I found you! What are you doing here? Your mom and I have been so worried. We thought we’d never see you again.” 

The short man with the diamond earrings let go of my arm. “Now what? Who are you?”

“I’m her father,” Anthony said. “Who are you?”

The short bald man’s forehead bunched up with confusion. “You can’t be her father.”

“Why not?” Anthony asked loudly. “What are you? Some kind of racist?”

The other people on line started to stare.

“Keep it down,” said the man with the shaved head.

“Her name is Nikki Frimer and she comes from West Virginia and I am her father.” Anthony hugged Tears again. What a performance! I had to give him credit for playing the part so well. Maybe he should have been an actor, not a librarian. “Nikki, hon, I know we’ve had our differences, but your mom and I got so scared when you ran away. I promise we’ll be more open-minded from now on. You don’t even have to live with us if you don’t want to. I spoke to Grammy Emma. She said Grandpa David is taking a new medicine and his Parkinson’s disease is much better. She said it would be no problem if you wanted to stay with them.” 

Tears’s eyes went about as wide as they could. She looked at me and I mouthed the words, “It’s true.”

“Maybe she don’t want to go back to West Virginia,” said the man with the shaved head. “Maybe she want to stay here.”

“Listen, I don’t know who you are, but my daughter happens to be thirteen years old,” Anthony said angrily. “Do you know what happens to men who take advantage of young girls?” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a cell phone. “Perhaps you’d like to have the police explain it to you.” 

The man with the shaved head quickly raised his hands. “Wait a minute. Wait a minute. Okay, I see where you come from.”

“And I see where you’re going.” Anthony pointed his cell phone down the street. “And if I were you, I’d get going very fast.”



TWENTY-NINE

We took the subway to Brooklyn and stayed in Anthony’s apartment that night. In his living room a TV sat in a black cabinet against the wall across from a blue couch and a wooden coffee table. The walls were lined with bookshelves and framed paintings. Deep yellow curtains hung over the windows. Hard to remember the last time I’d been in a room with curtains. Everything was neat and clean. Half a year in New York and this was my first time in a “normal” home. 

“You wait here,” Anthony said, and went down the hall.

We waited. Tears was looking at something on one of the bookshelves. It was a small blue stone turtle with sparkling red eyes. The way the eye stones shimmered made me think that they might be valuable. Tears picked it up and studied it more closely. She gave me a questioning look. 

“Don’t,” I said.

“Why not?”

“Because he’s being nice to us.”

“For now,” Tears said. “Just wait.”

“No, I think he’s different.”

She put the turtle down just as Anthony came back with two thick, fluffy light blue towels. “Here. These towels are for your shower.” 

Tears gave me an uncertain look. I wasn’t sure I felt like taking a shower, but I had a feeling that for Anthony it was the price of admission. I remembered he was kind of a clean freak, always washing his hands, and even wiping the phone after Tears used it. Tears was probably worried that if we took turns in the bathroom it would mean one of us would be alone with Anthony when the other was showering. 

“Come on,” I said. “We’ll take a shower together.”

We went into the bathroom and locked the door. The bathroom was small and lined with green tiles. There was hardly enough room for us to undress without our elbows banging into each other. I reached over the tub and started the shower. Warm steam filled the bathroom. “Come on,” I said. 

We got into the shower and started to wash. The water felt soothing, and we giggled and lathered shampoo into our hair and took turns rinsing it out. My hair was still a tangle of knots, but at least it would be clean. I washed off the dirt and Tears washed off her makeup, and then we weren’t street kids anymore. We were just a couple of happy, giggling girls. 

The hot water felt so good that we stayed until our fingers got wrinkly. Then we got out and dried ourselves with the soft, fluffy towels. 

“Now what?” Tears asked.

“Do this.” I wrapped the towel around me and tucked it so it wouldn’t come loose. We went out into the hall and back to the living room. Anthony had pushed the coffee table out of the way and pulled a folding bed out of the couch. 

“Is this where you want us to sleep?” I asked.

“No,” he answered. “I’ll sleep here. You two sleep in the bedroom. That bed’s bigger and softer than this.”

Tears and me went back down the hall to the bedroom. Inside, the bed had been turned down. Two folded white T-shirts lay on the pale red blanket. 

Tears held one up. “What are these for?”

“He probably left them for us to sleep in,” I said.

Tears pulled the T-shirt on over her head, then locked the bedroom door. I didn’t argue. Even with Anthony you couldn’t be a hundred percent sure. That’s the way it was with grown-ups. You just never knew for sure. I crawled into the bed and Tears got in on the other side. My head sank into the pillow, and my body settled into the mattress. The sheets were soft and smooth. This bed was even more comfortable than the one at the Youth Housing Project. 

The room was lit by a small lamp on the night table on Tears’s side of the bed.

“’Night, Maybe.” She yawned and started to reach for the lamp.

“Don’t,” I said.

“You’re afraid?”

“Afraid I’ll fall asleep,” I said. The bed felt so good, so warm and comfortable. This was the second time in a week that I slept in a real bed. In my head I could hear Maggot complaining that soft, warm beds were just too middle class for him. But this was one part of being middle class that I could definitely get used to.



THIRTY

The next morning Anthony got us up early and took us to a diner for breakfast, only he left, saying he’d be back soon. A while passed and I was beginning to wonder if he’d ever come back when he drove up in a rented car. It took eight hours to drive to Hundred, West Virginia, and we listened to the radio the whole way. Tears and me sat in the backseat and told Anthony when to change the station. I don’t think we heard a single song Anthony liked; he said he was into opera, and you better believe we didn’t listen to any of that. 

Thanks to this awesome cool rental car thing called a GPS, Anthony drove right to the trailer park where Nikki’s grandparents lived. In green cut-out letters over the entrance to the park it said Daisy Acres. Inside were some of the biggest trailers I’d ever seen. A few looked as big as houses and had concrete driveways and aboveground pools. Some had bird feeders and basketball hoops, and even though it was January you could see where the gardens and flowerbeds were. A few of the lawns still had plastic reindeers or Nativity scenes from Christmas. 

Anthony parked the car in a driveway next to a white trailer with green trim and a red door. When we got out of the car, birds burst from a brown wooden bird feeder on a pole next to the driveway. Some small bushes in the yard were covered with burlap, and a wind chime near the front door made soft tinkling sounds. 

The red door opened and a small woman with rosy cheeks and gray hair hurried out wearing a long light blue coat. “Nikki!” she cried. 

In the backseat, Tears turned to me with those round eyes she made whenever she was surprised or scared. We’d had fun in the car, but now all of a sudden she looked nervous. 

“Go on,” I said in a low voice.

Tears pressed a finger between her lips and began to gnaw on the nail.

“She’s your grandma,” I said. “She won’t bite.”

Tears slowly pushed open the door. In an instant she was swallowed up in a hug by her grandmother. “Oh, Nikki, Nikki!” she cried. “We thought you were dead. A policeman called from New York and said you’d been run over by a truck.” 

In the front seat Anthony turned around to me. “The police station, remember?”

I nodded. Outside, tears were streaming down the old woman’s face while she smothered her granddaughter in a bear hug. In the car, Anthony motioned for me to wait before we got out. I guess he wanted Tears and her grandma to have some time alone. 

After a while we got out of the car, and Tears introduced us to Grammy Emma, who couldn’t stop thanking us for bringing her granddaughter home. Then she invited us in. She tried to call Tears’s mom to tell her Tears was okay, but there was no answer. We sat in the kitchen of the trailer. The window had white curtains and was lined with little flowerpots. Grandpa David shuffled in using a cane. He was a tall, bent man with a big hooked nose and big ears and strips of white hair on the sides of his head. 

Grammy Emma served us milk and sugar cookies with different-colored sprinkles. She offered Anthony coffee. He asked for tea and she put water on. She talked about the cucumbers and Zucchinis and green beans she grew in her garden the previous summer, and the ribbon she won at the county fair for best strawberryrhubarb pie. She talked about the new medicines that were making Grandpa David feel better and shake less. She seemed really happy but tense. Tears didn’t say a thing. Grammy Emma didn’t ask her about New York City. She didn’t talk about Tears’s mom and stepfather or what Tears would do now that she was back in Hundred. You could see she was trying really hard to make Tears feel comfortable, but her talking so much just seemed to make everyone uncomfortable. 

Anthony finished his tea and I finished my milk and cookies. Almost a whole day had passed and my stomach didn’t hurt once. Now it was time to go. Tears wrinkled her forehead and started to bite her lip. You could see she was worried about being left alone with her grandparents. 

“You sure you don’t want to stay the night and get a fresh start in the morning?” Grammy Emma quickly asked Anthony. “We’ve got room.” 

I think she was scared that Tears was going to change her mind and want to go back with us. But also scared about Tears staying there. Anthony glanced at Tears and looked like he didn’t know what to say. 

“It’s okay, Grammy,” Tears said. “It’s a long way back. They should probably get going.”

“You sure?” I said. “I guess we could stay.”

“No.” Tears shook her head. “This is something I know I have to do.”

I stared at her for a moment. I don’t think I ever realized how brave she was until she said that.

She and Grammy Emma walked us out to the car.

“Will I ever see you again?” Tears asked.

Right up till then it didn’t occur to me that we might not see each other again. But somehow I knew it would probably be that way. I’d go back to New York and she’d stay here. We’d be too far away from each other. I felt a pang in my chest. So this was the real end of our little asphalt tribe. It was still hard to believe what had happened to everyone. Maybe I wouldn’t have believed it. Except I’d been there. I’d seen it. I’d … lived through it. 

Why had I lived and not 2Moro? Or Rainbow? Who knew why? Maybe it was just luck and nothing more.

Tears was waiting.

“I’ll call you,” I said.

We hugged, then Grammy Emma hugged me and she got all teary again and said, “Thank you so much again for bringing Nikki home.” 

I got in the car with Anthony. We waved good-bye to Tears and Grammy Emma and backed out of the driveway. I rolled down the window and waved until they were out of sight. Then I turned forward and watched the road. They were gone. Tears, Rainbow, Maggot, Jewel, 2Moro, OG, Pest, and Country Club. Two to homes where people loved them, two to hospitals or the nut house, and four to unmarked graves in places where no one would ever find them again. 

“Are you happy for Tears?” Anthony asked as he drove.

“Maybe.”

“You’re sad?”

“It’s nice to have someone who cares about you,” I said.

“Don’t you think anyone cares about you?” Anthony asked.

“Not the way Grammy Emma cares about Tears.”

Anthony didn’t say anything for a while. We passed lots of farms. Lots of bare brown fields and tall blue silos and farmhouses with gray satellite dishes on windowsills. 

“You’re right, Maybe,” he finally said. “It could be that in your life right now there is no one who cares about you the way Grammy Emma cares about Nikki. That’s something only family can give, and if you don’t have family, you don’t always get it. But it doesn’t mean you can’t care about you. You’re a good kid and you’ve had some bad breaks in life. But you can still make it. All you have to do is try.” 

“It’s hard to try when no one else cares,” I said.

“I care about you,” Anthony said. “And I’ll tell you something interesting. If you care about you, then other people will start to care about you too. People like people who care about themselves.” 

I wasn’t sure I understood that, but I was thinking about something else. “Could I turn on the radio?”

Anthony sighed. I guess he was imagining another eight hours of the same music we made him listen to on the way to Hundred. “Sure. Go ahead.” 

I pushed the buttons until I found a song. When that song ended I found another song. The music was like food to my ears. If I didn’t like one song I could pick another station. It was so easy and so much fun. After a while I looked at Anthony. He was grinning. 

“What’s so funny?” I asked.

“You can’t get enough of it, can you?” he said. “It’s such a simple pleasure, but you’re so completely absorbed in it.”

“I don’t usually get to pick the music,” I said.

“Maybe, listen.” Anthony got serious. “If you lived somewhere—I mean, practically anyplace with a roof—you could have all the music you wanted. It’s free. All you need is a radio. Didn’t they have music at the Youth Housing Project?” 

“I guess.”

“If you lived there you could have it all the time.”

I turned to another song. Living there meant obeying those stupid rules about when I had to eat and sleep. Then again, at least I’d have a bed. And getting food wouldn’t be a job that sometimes took all day. They’d just serve it. 

It started to get dark. Anthony held the steering wheel with one hand. He yawned and covered his mouth with the other. “You hungry?” 

“Uh-huh.”

“I don’t think we can make it all the way back to the city tonight,” he said. “We should probably stop around Lancaster and have dinner and find a motel. Then finish the trip tomorrow.” 

“When we get back could I live in your apartment?” I asked.

Anthony didn’t answer right away. I guess the question caught him by surprise, the way it came out of nowhere. I was kind of surprised myself. Finally he said, “That’s quite a request, considering I don’t even know your real name.” 

“Jesse.”

Anthony smiled. “That’s a nice name.”

“So could I?”

“To be honest, Jesse, I don’t think so. It wouldn’t be appropriate. Besides, I’ve lived by myself for a long time and I’ve gotten used to it. I think the right place for you is the group home. They can teach you all the things you need to know.” 

“But then I have to follow their rules.”

“Yes, for a while. But when you get out, you can make your own rules. At least some of the time.”

“Like what?” I asked.

“Like you could get a night job and sleep all day if you wanted. Or you could get a day job and skip breakfast. And you wouldn’t have a curfew. You’d get to decide how much sleep you needed.” 

It was dark now. All we saw were the car lights and the signs along the side of the highway.

“The world’s big, Jesse,” Anthony said. “There are lots of places to live, and lots of ways to live. What you have to do is find the place that’s right for you.” 

A bright green sign high above the trees on the side of the highway said something about Lancaster. Anthony steered the car toward the ramp and started to slow down. 

“Can we go to the ocean?” I asked.

“What?” Anthony asked, like he thought he hadn’t heard me right.

“The ocean. Can we go see it?”

“When?”

“Tomorrow?”

In the dimness of the car Anthony pressed his lips together. “Are you serious?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Well, I guess we do have to go through New Jersey on the way home. Why do you want to see the ocean, Jesse?”

“I just do.”

“It’s the middle of the winter, Jesse. It’s going to be very cold.”

“So? I’m homeless, remember? I’m used to that.”

We spent the night in a motel. Anthony got a room with two beds. In the morning we drove to a place called Belmar in New Jersey. It was a cold gray day and Anthony drove through the empty town to an empty parking lot. Next to the parking lot was a long wooden sidewalk with some benches, and on the other side of that was the beach, and past that were waves and the most water I’d ever seen. 

I stared through the car’s windshield.

“What?” Anthony asked with a puzzled grin.

“You can drive right up to the ocean?” I asked.

“Why not?”

“I don’t know. I guess I thought it wasn’t allowed. Can I go?”

Anthony looked through the windshield. The sky was one shade of gray. The ocean was a darker shade. The waves crashed into dull white foam on the shore. “Be my guest.” 

I got out of the car. A chilling wet wind blew off the ocean and right through my clothes. It smelled salty and a little fishy. I gritted my teeth and crossed the wooden sidewalk to the beach. The waves crashed and sea spray flew into my face. My shoes sank into the sand, so I pulled them off and left them where it was dry. I walked to the edge where the sand turned dark with seawater. It was icy around my bare feet, but I didn’t care. That detective was right. This wasn’t like seeing it on TV. This was feeling and smelling and hearing and tasting. Not like anything I ever imagined. Different from anyplace I’d ever been. 

A big wave crashed and the suds raced up the beach and around my ankles. I felt the icy chill and my feet sank deeper in the wet sand. My teeth were chattering, but I didn’t want to leave. I knew I was feeling something I never felt before. Anthony and that detective were right. There were probably a lot of different ways to live. And probably a lot of different places, too. Maybe it wouldn’t be a pretty trailer with green trim like Grammy Emma’s, or an apartment with yellow curtains like Anthony’s, but it didn’t have to be the street, either. Maybe OG was wrong. Maybe, if you tried, you could get somewhere. 

“Jesse?”

I turned around. Anthony was standing on the beach with his hands shoved deep into his pockets. “Come on,” he said. “Before you get sick.” 

“Okay.” I turned back up the beach. My feet felt numb and I couldn’t stop shivering. But the funny thing was, I had a feeling I wouldn’t get sick. I might even get better.
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