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May 17th

It’s cold. It’s late. I’m trapped in here, trying to sleep under this sorry excuse for a blanket, and I’ve just got to tell you—you don’t know squat. You think you know what I’m going through, you think you know how I can “cope,” but you’re just like everybody else: clueless. Writing. Poetry. Learning to express myself. “It’ll help you turn the page, Holly. Just try it.”

Well, I’m trying it, see? And is it making me feel better? NO! Giving me this journal was a totally lame thing to do. You think writing will get me out of here? You think words will make me forget about the past? Get real, Ms. Leone!

Words can’t fix my life.

Words can’t give me a family.

Words can’t do jack.

You may be a teacher, Ms. Leone, but face it: You don’t know squat.

         

May 19th

Oh, you really took the cake today. “Put your most embarrassing experience in the form of a cinquain poem.” What did you expect me to do? Write the truth? I knew you’d read them out loud, and you did! How do you spell idiot? I spell it L-E-O-N-E.

Did you like my little poem about spilling my milk in a restaurant? Stupid, I know, so give me an F, see if I care. Like I can even remember ever being in a real restaurant.

You want a cinquain poem about a most embarrassing moment that actually happened to me? Okay, here you go:



Prisoner

Chained outside

Shivering, huddling, sobbing

Naked in the rain

Alone



Oh, yeah. That makes me feel SO much better.

         

May 20th

My mom died two years ago today.

I’d been scamming food, she’d been shooting up. I miss her.

More than I have tears to cry, I miss her.

         

May 20th, again

You want to know why I was crying at recess? That cat Camille is why. She called me a homeless freak. Told me I had a face only my mother could love. Normally, I would have told her to eat dirt and die, but today I just couldn’t take it.

I didn’t tell you because I knew you wouldn’t believe me. Everyone knows she’s your favorite. “Miss Leone, do you need some help?” “Miss Leone, do you want me to pass those out?” “Oh, Miss Leone, you look so pretty today!” Adopt her, why don’t you?

Oh, that’s right—she already has two parents.

         

May 20th again, again

When they moved me in with the Benders, the social worker told me that they were “very kind and very patient people.” What a laugh. They’re phonies, is what they are. Mrs. Bender is a heartless witch, and Mr. Bender is a total creep. He’s always touching me. On the shoulder. On the hair. On the hand. He gets that same look that Mr. Fisk used to get when his wife wasn’t around.

Social services won’t believe me if I complain. They’ll say I’m just looking for trouble. Lying. Faking. Overreacting. “Self-inflicting.”

Well, I’m not going through that again. I’d rather DIE than go through that again. So tonight when Mr. Bender started massaging my shoulders, I told him, “Stop it!”

He didn’t. “I’m only trying to help you unwind,” he said in his snaky voice.

“Stop it!” I shouted. “Don’t touch me!” And I slapped his creepy hands away.

That brought Mrs. Bender running. “What is going on in here?” she asked, and after he explained it to her, I got locked in my room. Not the room they show the social worker. That’s the room they tell me I’ll get when I’m a “good” girl. The room I really get is the laundry room. They give me a mat, a blanket, and a bucket to pee in.

So sweet dreams, Ms. Leone, in your feathery bed or whatever you have.

Do you really believe words are going to keep me warm and safe tonight?

         

May 21st, early morning

Why am I doing this? Why am I writing to you again? I’m shivering in this room, huddled under this blanket writing to you, and why? What good is it? I’m hungry, I can’t sleep, I’m locked in here, and I’ve got to pee. I hate using the bucket, I just hate it.

Man, I’ve got to go. Hold on a minute.

         

Oh, that’s better.

Maybe I can get back to sleep now.

         

Nope. I’m too cold.

         

So you want to hear how I get a drink when they trap me in here on weekends? I turn on the washer. Pretty sly, huh? I used to put my blanket in the dryer and get it roasting hot, but the dryer quit working and of course I got blamed.

I don’t mind the size of this squatty little room, it’s the cold that gets me. Why can’t they give me a better blanket? How about a sleeping bag? Would that kill them?

Whatever. No matter how much I try, I’ll never be “good” enough to sleep in the real room.

I’ve got to come up with a plan to get out of here.

         

May 21st again, lunchtime

What is it with you and poetry? It’s like some crazy obsession with you. And I couldn’t believe your stupid “Life is poetry” statement. Maybe your life is poetry, but mine’s a pile of four-letter words. “Find the motion. Find the rhythm. Find the timbre of your life.” Whose idea is all this? Yours? Did somebody teach you this stuff? How’s this ever going to help me in life?

And guess what? You can forget it. I’m not doing it. Write your own stupid poem about your own poetic life.

Mine would just get me sent to the office.

         

May 21st again again, after school

I hate you, you know that? I hate you for making me write that poem. I hate you for making me lie about my life. But most of all I hate you for acting so sweet to me. You don’t really care. I’m a job to you, like I am to everybody else. I know it, so quit pretending you care.

And you probably think you’re doing a good job, but guess what? You’re not. I can see right through you, so just leave me alone, would you? Forget I’m even in your class. Forget you’re supposed to be trying to “help” me. And quit making me write poems!

         

May 21st again again AGAIN, after school

How stupid are all these agains, huh? I’m not doing that anymore. Four entries in one day is ridiculous, anyway. But before I turn the corner and go into the Benders’ house, I just had to tell you that there is something good in my life.

Dogs.

I love dogs. They’re so happy and loyal and soft. The Benders don’t have one, are you kidding? Wouldn’t want to mess up their perfect house. But on my walk home from school I usually get to say hello to a few, and there’s this one black Labrador I call Blackie that I get to see every day.

Blackie’s old and pretty lame and sleeps on the side of the street where the asphalt can warm his bones. First time I saw him, I thought he was a dead homeless dog because he looked like some of the dead homeless people I’ve seen. But after I checked him out, I discovered he was fine, just really old. I brought him scraps from the cafeteria the next day, and ever since, he waits for me on the corner. He’s a sweet old guy, and I sit and talk to him a lot. He’s a real good listener, and I think he’d follow me home if he could.

Me and him cuddled up on the laundry-room floor.

Sounds like heaven.

         

May 21st, evening

This journal’s nothing but trouble, you hear me? I ought to just throw it away and be done with it.

How can a journal be trouble, you ask?

Here’s how:

For two months I’ve been walking home to the Benders’ instead of taking the bus. I figured out in a hurry that there was no sense in rushing home. So for two months I’ve been enjoying that little half hour of freedom when I’m not in school having to listen to Camille kiss up to you, and not at the Benders’ getting blamed for something. I walk through the park, visit with Blackie…it’s the best part of my day.

But today I went and made the mistake of sitting on the curb and writing in this stupid journal. I just had to tell you about Blackie.

What a moron I am. It’s not like you actually heard.

It’s not like you’d even care.

But I had to go and stop and sit and write, and what did it get me?

All upset, for one thing. I don’t like to talk about stuff like wanting a dog. What’s the use in it? It’s never going to happen, so why waste time dreaming about it?

But on top of getting me upset, it also made me late, and late to the Benders’ meant that I was buying drugs.

“I wasn’t buying drugs!” I told them. “I was petting a dog!”

They tore apart my backpack, shouting, “Don’t lie to us, girl! Where have you been? Why weren’t you riding the bus? How long have you been lying to us?”

I skipped the riding-the-bus question. Like they’d believe me anyway?

But I told them fifty times that I didn’t do drugs, didn’t buy drugs or sell drugs or want anything to do with drugs, but when they didn’t find any drugs in my backpack, they still made me strip down to my underwear.

And when Mrs. Bender had gone through every nook and cranny of those, you know what she muttered when she shoved my clothes back at me?

“Well, your mama sure did.”

I almost hit her. But I started crying instead.

I hate that.

I hate her.

And here I am in laundry-room lockdown again.

For being a “bad girl.”

Excuse me for walking home.

Excuse me for petting a dog.

Excuse me for wanting to breathe some air.

So see? If I get in trouble for that, what would’ve happened to me if they’d bothered to look inside this? They don’t care beans about my schoolwork. Everyone knows I’m a “behavioral problem,” so it’s not their fault that I’m flunking sixth grade, right? They’re the saints who’ve taken me in when nobody else wanted me.

But if they had even bothered to flip through this book, they would have read what I wrote about them, and then look out! I would have been in way worse trouble than lockdown with no supper.

Bottom line, this journal’s not only stupid, it’s dangerous.

Tomorrow, first chance I get, I’m burning it.

         

May 22nd, morning

Before I burn this, I have to tell you one more thing. You’ll faint when you hear.

Ready?

I dreamt a poem last night.

Hey (slap-slap-slap), wake up! You should have been sitting down (ha ha).

You want to hear?

Okay. Here goes:



There once was a doggie named Blackie

Who couldn’t exactly attacky

But he drooled and he licked

Drowned the Benders real quick

Floated off and they never came backy!



Funny, huh? It’s a limerick! (Yeah, yeah, you already knew that, I know.)

Okay. That’s it. Now I’m torching this.

I just need to score a match.

         

May 22nd, midmorning

Crud. I’m going to have to wait for Monday to burn this because it looks like I’m not getting out of the house until then.

Why?

Because I got busted looking for a match.

“What are you stealing now, girl?” Mrs. Bender asked when she saw me looking through a kitchen cupboard. Then she yanked me back by my hair until I was looking up at the ceiling.

I hate when she does that. It makes me want to cut my hair short. But I did that when I ran away from the Fisks and my neck was cold the whole time.

Big deal, huh? It’s just your neck, right?

Wrong. When your neck’s cold, so’s the rest of you. Try sleeping outside sometime with everything covered but your neck. It makes your whole body shivering cold.

So I’ve got hair that covers my neck, but the trade-off is that now I’ve got to put up with people like Mrs. Bender grabbing it and steering me around.

And while she had me looking at the ceiling, you know what saintly Mrs. Bender did?

She called, “How-ie!” across the house at Mr. Bender. “This girl’s ransacking our cupboards!”

“I wasn’t ransacking!” I croaked. “I was just looking for a toothpick!”

What’s the harm in taking a toothpick, right? But she pulled harder on the fistful of hair and said, “And you think stealing our toothpicks is okay?”

“I wasn’t stealing them!” I gasped. “I just need one. Or some floss. Can I have some floss? I have food stuck between my teeth.”

It was a pretty good lie, don’t you think? And I sounded pretty convincing, too. But she just shouted, “How-ie! I told you! This girl’s a thief!”

So see? I use drugs and I’m a thief.

Then Mr. Bender came into the kitchen, saying, “I just checked my wallet—there’s fifty dollars missing!”

They searched my stuff again.

Stripped me down again.

Called me a thief and a liar and a bad girl again.

Which is why I’m in lockdown for the rest of the weekend.

Again.

         

May 22nd, afternoon

I’ve been thinking: The way Mrs. Bender went through my stuff looking for the missing money wasn’t very thorough. Nothing like when she was searching for drugs.

You know what else?

Mrs. Bender loves the shopping network. I swear she spends the whole day watching jewelry twinkle on TV.

So you know what I think?

I think she wants stuff that her creepy husband won’t let her get. I think she wants to peg me as a thief because she’s been stealing money out of his wallet.

Money social services gives him for taking care of me.

         

May 22nd, nighttime

What are you supposed to do in a laundry room all day? They did let me out for ten minutes when I pounded on the door and shouted that I really had to use the bathroom, but I got locked right back in. And around six Mrs. Bender shoved a plate of cold mashed-potato mush at me and said, “You need to think long and hard about your actions, girl, because actions have consequences.” That was it for the entire day.

So you know what I did? I read that stupid book you gave us. “Don’t read ahead, class. Do NOT read ahead! We want to stay together and discuss it as a group. If you want to do extra reading, read from another book.”

Well, guess what? I don’t happen to have another book. There’s no library tucked away inside this luxurious laundry room. All I happen to have is my binder, this stupid journal, and your little discussion book.

So sue me. I read ahead. Clear to the end.

And I knew it. I just knew it. The girl dies. Why do teachers think books where people die are such good books? They’re rotten, you hear me? Who wants to read about people drowning or getting cancer or finding out their parents are dead? Or you know what’s even worse? Dogs dying. If a teacher’s having you read a book with a dog in it, the dog’s going to be dead by the end of the book. I hate that! Why do they always have to kill off the dog?

Maybe you teachers think books like that open our eyes and prepare us for life, but guess what? All they do is teach us that life is cruel and people are mean and there’s not squat we can do to change it.

Like this is something I didn’t already know?

         

Sunday, May 23rd

Sundays terrify me. Every Sunday morning at 9:30 Mrs. Bender leaves the house to pick up her mother and take her to church. After church they go shopping and out to lunch, which means I’m home alone with Mr. Bender from 9:30 until about 2:00.

“Are you going to be a good girl today?” he always asks through the laundry-room door when she’s gone.

I used to argue that I had been good and that I hadn’t meant to make them mad, or whatever. But it didn’t take long to get the picture that there was no way I was going to win that argument, so I’d just grumble, “Yes, sir,” and he’d let me out and fix pancakes and bacon and eggs, chatting about nothing the whole time.

It’s not like the Benders starve me, but if it wasn’t for my school lunch card and Sunday morning breakfasts, I’d have, like, zero hot meals a week.

Not that hot lunch is actually hot, but it’s a whole lot better than the slop Mrs. Bender shoves at me through the laundry-room door.

So Sunday mornings are torture for me. I love the smell of bacon. I love pancakes and syrup and butter. My mouth’s watering just thinking about them.

But Mr. Bender is so creepy, and being alone in the house with him makes me real skittish. He always says, “Relax, Holly. We’ll just have us a nice breakfast and get to know each other a little better.” Then he gives me a snaky wink as he cracks open an egg and says, “It’ll be our little secret, all right?”

So I’ve started thinking that the breakfast isn’t worth the price of admission. I don’t like putting up with his snaky ways for the rest of the day. He brushes up against me. Touches my shoulder while I’m doing the dishes. Says “soothing” things to me that tie me up in knots. I’m always relieved when his witchy wife pulls up and he tells me it’s time to get back in the laundry room.

You think I’m overreacting, don’t you? Inventing. You think maybe Mr. Bender is just being fatherly and I’m ultra-sensitive because of Mr. Fisk? Well, guess again. Today when Mrs. Bender left and he said, “Are you going to be a good girl today?” I decided, Forget it. “No, Mr. Bender, I’m not,” I told him. “I’m a liar and a thief and I do drugs, so you’d better not let me out of here.”

He opened the door anyway. Then he laughed and said, “Come on, Holly, let’s have us some breakfast.”

“No,” I told him. “I’m sick of you accusing me of stuff all week and then acting like nothing’s wrong when your wife’s gone.” I stepped out of the laundry room and headed down the hall. “But I will use the bathroom.”

So I locked myself in the bathroom, which wasn’t much better than being in the laundry room.

Except that I could flush, of course.

But after a minute he knocked and said, “Are we having breakfast?”

“No!” I shouted through the door. “Just leave me alone!”

Next thing I knew, he had the lock popped and was inside the bathroom. I was on the toilet and he just barged in!

“Get out, you pervert!” I screamed at him, but he just stood there. So I grabbed this can of Lysol spray that was right next to the toilet and voooooosh, I sprayed it in his eyes while I called him every awful name I could think of.

He yowled, then smacked me across the head so hard I fell off the toilet. Then he grabbed me by my hair, slammed up the toilet seat, shoved my head in the bowl, and flushed.

“Don’t you ever use language like that in my house!”

“You’re sick!” I screamed at him when he let me up for air. Regular contaminated toilet water would have been bad enough, but the Benders use that disgusting blue Sani-Flush stuff in their toilets, and my eyes were stinging from the chemicals. I yanked up my pants and called him all sorts of names again because I was mortified and totally grossed out.

So he grabbed me by the hair again, shoved my face in the toilet and flushed again, and this time I thought I was going to drown.

He shouted, “You have a lot to learn about your place in this world, girl! This is my house and you’ll do as I say or there’ll be consequences!”

My heart was beating so fast, my arms were flailing around, I couldn’t hold my breath much longer. And as blue water seeped into my ears, I heard him say, “You need to learn who’s boss around here.”

When he finally let me up, I coughed and sputtered, and he could tell what I was thinking, because he threw a towel at me and said, “No one’ll believe you. Now get back in your room, girl.”

I knew he was right. They hadn’t believed me about Mr. Fisk, either, and there had been a lot more proof than a Sani-Flushed head. So I took the towel and staggered back to the laundry room, where I just lay down on my mat and cried.

I hate crying. I hate even saying that I did it, and I sure don’t want people seeing me do it. And I wouldn’t even tell you that part except that the crying made me mad, and getting mad is what made me get off my duff and wash my hair.

How did I wash my hair?

Well, I’m not stupid, you know.

Okay, maybe you don’t know, considering my grades, but I don’t care about those. I care about getting disgusting blue chemicals off me.

What I did was, I turned the washer on HOT, stuck my head in, and rinsed my hair as well as I could. Then I took the liquid-laundry-soap cap, filled it up with water, swished it around until it dissolved the little bit of soap inside it, and washed my hair with that.

I’m really glad I didn’t go for the direct soap. Laundry soap is strong. Even the little bit I used sudsed my hair up like crazy. Then I rinsed again and used the cap for reaching the parts I couldn’t get by sticking my head in the washer.

I also washed my face and rinsed my mouth out real well.

That blue stuff is vile.

Hey, you should try it sometime, just for the experience. Just to see how poetic my life really is.

Oh, wait. How about this for the rhythm and feel of my poetic life:



Blue face

Disgusting taste

Flush it

Shush it

Cold disgrace



I don’t think it fits into any of the categories on your handy-dandy poetry sheet, but I don’t seem to fit in anywhere, either, so what the heck.

Where was I? Oh, yeah. So I got all cleaned up, and I started making a mental list of what I need to survive on my own. And you know what I’ve decided?

I only need one thing: a Hefty sack.

Last time I ran away I brought stuff like food and toilet paper.

Like you can’t survive without toilet paper?

I was dumb. Food you can steal. Toilet paper you can go into any fast-food place and use. That kind of stuff is disposable, and you don’t need to lug it around and have it slow you down.

What you can’t really survive without is warmth, and the biggest enemy of warmth is wet. You get wet, you get cold. Easy as brrrrrrrr.

So to keep from getting cold, you need something waterproof. Even when it’s not raining, the air gets damp at night, so you get wet, you get cold.

Camille, I’m sure, has a whole wardrobe of ponchos, raincoats, umbrellas, and rain boots to choose from, but me, I’ve got nothing but a pathetic umbrella that turns inside out in the wind.

I’m not looking to score a whole wardrobe like Camille’s. Although if I stole all her stuff and left her with my inside-out umbrella, that would be pretty funny. But I don’t want all her stupid junk. What I want, and all I need, is a Hefty sack. A hole for my head, holes for my arms, and ta-da, I’ve got a poncho. Plus, it rolls up to nothing and I can tuck it in my backpack, no problem.

So that’s all I need, although right now I’ve got to tell you—I’m thinking a lot about food. You already know what happened at breakfast, lunch never arrived, and for dinner Mrs. Bender said through the door, “Howie told me what you did today, and I’m sorry, but you’re going to have to learn that that sort of behavior is just not acceptable in this household. There’ll be no supper for you tonight.”

Who knows what he told her, but I know what they had for dinner—pot roast. I could smell it. Pot roast with whipped potatoes and, I think, buttered carrots. And probably some pie for dessert. They always have pie for dessert.

I could hear their utensils clinking. I could hear their voices going back and forth. The whole time they were eating, my stomach gurgled and grumbled and growled. My mouth watered and I wanted to beat on the door and beg for a plate. I wanted to break down and say, “I’m sorry! I promise I’ll be good!”

But I didn’t.

I didn’t, and I won’t.

I can still taste the Sani-Flush in my mouth. Still hear the water rushing into my ears. Still feel Mr. Bender’s hand ripping my hair and crushing my face.

Tomorrow I’m out of here.

Hefty sack or not, I’m out of here.

         

Monday, May 24th

I actually almost told you, you know that? I actually almost told you why my eyes were so red. Not from crying, like you thought. From Sani-Flush water.

And then you whispered, “Have you tried journaling?” and I actually almost told you, Yes! And it helps about as much as a hammer to the head!

And then, when you asked if there was anything you could do, I actually almost said, Believe! That’s what you can do! Believe me when I tell you about Mr. Bender and the laundry room and the Sani-Flushing.

But of course you wouldn’t have. Or if you did, you’d think you were doing something by, wow, calling social services. Then they’d “investigate” and discover that I’m a liar and a thief and a drug user.

Ooh. Big help.

So I didn’t tell you.

Now quit pretending to care.



ALMOST

(an official poem, which came to mind after reading what I wrote above)



You asked me why my eyes were red,

I actually almost told you.

You asked if I’d been journaling,

I actually almost told you.

You asked me what the matter was,

I actually almost told you.

But instead

I said

“Kiss off!”



Crud. I feel kind of bad now. Maybe I should have told you. Running away does scare me.



Still Monday, lunchtime

I am ready! I’ve scored so much stuff! Lost-and-found is a gold mine! There was even money in it! First I found a couple of quarters in a jacket I tried on, then I searched all the pockets of everything. Kids have way too much stuff, you know that? They lose all sorts of things that they don’t even miss. Why? Because they’ve got so much other stuff to take its place. Me, if I lose my jacket, I know it. Brrrrrrr, do I know it! But in lost-and-found there’s money, jewelry, purses, hair bands, shoes, jackets, sweaters, scarves, blankies, backpacks.…How can you lose your backpack and not go look in lost-and-found? What do you have, another one as a backup? Just in case? Does your mommy go out and buy you a new one because you lost your old one?

What kind of life is that?

Backup backpacks.

Whatever. What I was saying was, I scored big-time. I found an awesome jacket. Way better than mine. It’s so great that I even wrote my name on the tag in case someone sees me with it and says it’s theirs.

I also found mittens, a ski scarf, a ball cap, a working watch, and a whopping ten dollars and seventeen cents! Then I went to the janitor’s room and scored not one, but two Hefty sacks (with those you can use a backup!). And excuse me, but while I was at it, I dug around and found a box cutter, a lighter, some twine, and a flashlight. It’s an awesome flashlight, too. Small but powerful.

So now my backpack’s got stolen goods and a weapon. Here’s your chance to expel me!

Bring it on!

Like I’m coming back anyway.

         

Monday, last recess

You made me lie to you again, but how stupid can you be? Camille didn’t tell you that I ate food out of the trash because she was concerned. She told you because she thinks I’m disgusting.

And yeah, the truth is that I did fish food out of the trash. I’d eaten all my own lunch because I was, big surprise here, hungry. But I wanted to stash away some food so I don’t have to break into my ten dollars and seventeen cents tonight, and the chicken nuggets that Camille and her stupid friends threw away were perfectly good. I’m sorry they saw me, but come on, what’s the big deal? You don’t get all worried when someone pulls a sweatshirt from the lost-and-found, right? Food in the trash is like the tossed-and-found.

Besides, as my mom used to say, it was above the rim.

         

Monday, 3:17 p.m.

So this is it. I’m on the school bus like I’m supposed to be, but we just passed my stop. Good riddance, Benders! Sayonara, snake-breath! Adios, bozos! I’ll miss you like a nightmare.



Oh. I just remembered.

Blackie.

Oh, crud.

I wish I could take him with me….

         

Still Monday, 10:30 p.m.

I’m sitting in a booth in a fast food joint, chowing down on some of Camille’s chicken nuggets, rounded out with salad bar freebies. They’re not supposed to be freebies, but no one’s going to hassle me for snagging a little supplemental nutrition, right? People do it all the time.

I love the croutons, mm-mmm. And don’t worry, I’m balancing things out with some pineapple chunks and even some of that mixed bean stuff that all salad bars have but nobody likes. You know what I’m talking about—red beans, tan beans, onions, vinegar. My mom always made me eat it, so that’s why I’m doing it now.

So where am I?

You’re not going to believe this, but I made it over the state line. In one day! I have totally escaped!

This is what I did: I took the school bus to the farthest stop, found a city bus stop, figured out the map, told a lady who was waiting at the stop that I’d lost my money and didn’t know what to do. She bought me a ticket, and I just stayed on that bus until it turned north, then I got off.

So, okay, I’ll interrupt myself to tell you that I do have a destination.

West.

I don’t care where west, just somewhere warm. So southwest, I guess. It’s hard being homeless in the snow, okay? I’m not doing that again.

Oh, and one more thing—I’ve decided I’m not homeless. I’m a gypsy. I’m a gypsy and my home is the great outdoors.

Hmm. I wonder if I could get to Hawaii somehow. It would be fun to be a sea gypsy! I’d live down by the ocean and eat coconuts and pineapples and mangoes. And I’d go swimming with the dolphins. Or I’d go swimming with other sea gypsies. That’d be so much fun! A bunch of gypsy kids riding waves, laughing, and playing in the surf. And afterward we’d build a big bonfire and roast fish that we caught in a big net that we made out of seaweed, and we’d tell stories all night and just sleep there by the fire and look up at the stars.

Yeah, it’d be great to be a gypsy in Hawaii.

I wonder what kind of dogs they have there….

         

Thinking about Hawaii has made me hungry for more pineapple. I’ll be right back….

         

The manager gave me the evil eye, but what do I care? I smiled and took the pineapple anyway. He’s not even close to kicking me out. There’s a group of goth kids in the back booth that he’s a lot more annoyed with.

Anyway, after I got off the city bus, I went across the street and used the bathroom at a gas station, then went inside the station’s mini-mart thinking I’d try and lift a map. If I don’t know where I’m going, I might wind up back where I started, right? That would be bad, bad news. And stupid, too!

So while I was pocketing a map, I overheard a man say this into his cell phone as he picked out a bottle of Mountain Dew and a bag of pretzels: “No, I’m just going straight through. I’ll drop Shooting Star in Aaronville, then come on home…. That’d be nice, hon…. Uh-huh…uh-huh…don’t worry, I’ll be fine.”

I’d seen a horse trailer hitched to a truck out in the gas lanes, and Shooting Star sure sounded like the name of a horse to me. Plus, the guy was wearing cowboy boots.

So I beat it outside, hid around the corner, looked up Aaronville in the map’s index, and when I saw that it was due west, I got real excited.

Just so you know, I have a rule that I stick to:

I don’t hitchhike.

Ever.

But that rule does not apply to stowing away!

Hey, the Stowaway Gypsy, that’s who I am! You don’t want to leave your trailer unlocked around me! I’ll hop inside, and I’ll take a ride.

         

Hmm. That’s got a little rhythm. Like a poem. Or maybe a rap. Why didn’t you include rapping in your handy-dandy poetry sheet, anyway? You don’t think it’s real poetry? No…what do you call them…? Oh yeah, iambic pentameters.

Well, check this out:



I’m the Stowaway Gypsy and I need a ride

I’m gettin’ in your trailer and I’m gonna hide

I’m snoozin’ and cruisin’ and havin’ a rest

While Shootin’ Star and me get chauffeured out WEST



I actually laughed out loud just now. The goth kids even looked over. But hey, let ’em glare. That was fun.

Anyway, I was going to tell you that I didn’t exactly ride with Shooting Star—the door was locked. But as I was hurrying around the trailer looking for a window I could climb through, I saw another door near the front of the trailer, and it was unlocked.

The truck fired up, so I opened the door quick and hopped inside. And do you know where I wound up?

Inside a cowboy changing room! That’s what it seemed to be, anyway. It was amazing! It was totally walled off from the horse stalls and had all sorts of cowboy clothes hanging on hooks and poles and just kicking around. Shirts, hats, gloves, boots…that sort of stuff. There was also tack gear or whatever you call the stuff they put on horses. Saddles, ropes, bits or bites or, you know—horse stuff. The floor was metal, which would have made for a long, hard ride, but there was a fat stack of horse blankets under the rack of clothes. I couldn’t believe my luck! As soon as we were onto the interstate, I made myself a mat of blankets, lay down, and just conked out.

I’ve learned that you should sleep when you can. There are a couple of reasons for this: Your body temperature drops when you sleep, and if you’re stuck on the streets in the cold and you’re so tired that you fall asleep, you can freeze to death.

Another reason is, people don’t like homeless people sleeping on their property. They’re afraid they’re going to burn the place down with their cigarettes or steal their stuff or pee on their posies or something. I can’t really blame them because I’ve known a lot of homeless people, and yeah, most of them would pee on your posies.

Do you have posies, Ms. Leone?

I don’t even know what they are, to tell you the truth. Some kind of flower, I think. Like a pansy? Mom used to sing that old kids’ song. She sang real airy. Real dreamy.



“Ring around the rosy

A pocket full of posies

Ashes, ashes,

We all fall down.”



It took me a long time to figure out she sang like that when she was high.

It took me even longer to understand that the song’s about death.

         

Is it a song, Ms. Leone? Or is it a poem?

         

I guess it doesn’t matter.

It’s still about death.

         

Tuesday, May 25th

This journal is helping me remember what day it is. Because you know what? When you’re a gypsy, you lose track. Like right now it feels like a week ago that I ran away, but it’s been less than 24 hours.

And I know I didn’t finish telling you about sneaking out of the trailer and all that, but I got so bummed thinking about my mother that I just didn’t want to write anymore. I shouldn’t talk about her at all. It always makes me want to throw things.

Or cry.

Besides, right after I wrote that stuff about “Ring Around the Rosy,” the manager caught the goth kids drinking from a flask and kicked them out. And I could tell he was on his way over to kick me out, so I just packed up quick and split.

It was after midnight, anyway.

I just realized something. I wrote in this journal for almost two hours straight last night. That’s crazy! Why am I writing, which I hate to do, to someone I don’t like and will never see again?

Why?

I’m just killing time, that’s all. So don’t get it in your head that I like doing this. I’d way rather be reading a book. I love books. Or what I should be doing is reading the weather section of the newspaper. When you’re a gypsy, you’ve got to know about the weather. It’s one of your main survival tools. You need it to plan the day, and especially the night.

I was cold last night, and today it’s cloudy and I’m afraid it might rain. Plus, I’ve got to figure out exactly where I am so I can figure out how to get out of here. Although if it’s not going to rain, I might just take the day off from traveling, because despite the cold I actually slept okay last night. I put on everything and wrapped myself in the horse blanket that I snagged when I left the trailer. Then I slipped inside a Hefty sack to keep the dew off of me, and nestled in some bushes behind a building that’s about a quarter of a mile from the fast food joint. There were no animals rustling around, no people bugging me…it worked out okay. Last night I thought the building was an old folks’ home, but it turns out it’s the library.

Same difference if you ask me.

Oh, lighten up, Ms. Leone. If you paid attention at all, you know I love the library. Where else can a person like me get books? But you have to admit old people use public libraries a lot more than young people.

Excuse me, not old people, seniors.

They’re seniors and I’m a gypsy.

I’m a pretty hungry gypsy, actually. So I’m going to eat the rest of my cafeteria stash, then head over to the library and snag a book. (I’m sick of writing in this one.) So chow for now!

(Actually, now I’m remembering that the goodbye chow isn’t spelled that way. It’s ciao or something weird like that. It’s Italian, right? But I’m not an Italian gypsy, I’m a hungry gypsy. So spelling it chow makes total sense.)

         

Still Tuesday, 9:30 a.m.

The library doesn’t open until noon, can you believe that? The clouds are clearing and it looks like the perfect day to hang around outside and read a book. But I won’t be able to get my hands on one until noon.

Stupid library.

         

11:30 a.m.

I tried fishing a book out of the night return, but they make the slide thing so your arm can’t bend around it. I also walked around town for a while, but mostly what I’ve been doing is reading this stupid journal. It’s weird to read your own writing, you know that? It’s embarrassing.

And okay. I’ve been sitting here thinking a long time about whether to say this or not, but what the heck. Here goes:

You know “Almost”? My first official poem that I wrote a few pages back? And you know how before the poem there’s the explanation of what happened? Well, I think “Almost” explains it better than the explanation.

At least it makes me feel it better.

         

Something about that really bothers me.

         

10:30 at night

I’ve got to get out of Aaronville. This is a podunk little town, and I swear everybody’s giving me the who-are-you-and-where’s-your-mother look.

Dead, you morons! Dead!

I hate that look because it reminds me.

Plus, it usually means the police’ll come sniffing around.

         

So, Holly, you ask, it’s ten-thirty at night…are you back in the bushes?

Are you crazy? Am I wasting battery power writing this with my flashlight on?

No chance!

Or as my mother would say, “No chance in France!”

She always wanted to go to France. And when she talked about it, she’d always wind up singing some song about breaking through to the other side.


Break on through to the other side,

Break on through to the other side…


Have you ever heard that song? There were more words, but that’s all I remember.

Crud. I’ve got to stop talking about my mom. What I was telling you about is where I am, which is inside Aaronville’s other fast food joint. There’s no salad bar here, but when I scoped out the place where I went last night, that same manager guy was walking around the dining area, so I came here instead.

That’s the pain about being a gypsy child instead of a gypsy adult.

People call the cops a lot quicker.

But it turns out that this place has a great dollar menu. And since I was all out of Camille’s cafeteria food, I broke down and spent my first buck. I ordered a double cheese-burger, and when I asked if veggies were extra, the girl who rang me up said, “Nah.” So I asked for pickles and onions and lettuce and tomatoes. “Lots!” I told her.

She looked at me like I was a dweeb, and when my burger arrived, it had about six inches of veggies on it. I suspect they were making fun of me, because the place is pretty dead and they don’t seem to have much to do, but the joke’s on them. I took all the veggies off, got a little plastic fork and knife and a few mayo packets, cut the mayo into the veggies, tossed it all with salt and pepper, and mm-mmm. One delicious free salad.

So I’m down a dollar, but I still have half the burger, which I’ll save for breakfast. It’s cold enough outside to keep it from rotting, but I hope it doesn’t attract bears. Though I doubt there are bears in Aaronville. Dogs, sure. But if one of them comes sniffing around, I’ll share.

         

So you want to know what I did all day?

Well, I’m not going to go into a ton of detail because I don’t want to waste my whole night writing again, but basically, I went into the library, where I used the bathroom, read the paper, got quizzed up by a librarian (I told her I was homeschooled and that I was doing an assignment), “borrowed” a paperback book that looked pretty good (but wasn’t), read the whole thing out in the sunshine at a park (which was really more like a strip mall of grass), walked to the outskirts of town, and discovered (ta-da) train tracks!

And guess what?

They run east-west!

Oh, crud. Those same goth kids from last night just came in and spotted me.

They’re looking at me and whispering.

And evil-goth-kid laughing.

         

I’m out of here.

         

May 26th, 10 a.m.

There are probably only four goth kids in this whole podunk town, and of course their idea of fun is terrorizing the town’s only gypsy. Too bad for them I’ve got a lot of experience ditching people: goth kids, cops, store managers, pizza delivery boys…. The way I do it is, I cut and run, then I hide and hold.

It’s the “holding” part that’s hard. Even five minutes of holding still seems like an eternity, but you’ve got to make yourself do it for at least half an hour. It’s the key to getting away. If you come out too early, you’ll get caught, guaranteed.

The goth kids were plenty ticked off when I lost them. I could hear them shouting at each other, “She went this way!” “No, dude, this way!”

I held still for like an hour before finally going back to the library bushes, but the whole thing made me jumpy. I didn’t sleep very well at all. I woke up about twenty times.

And since I’d already overstayed my unwelcome in Aaronville, I packed up early this morning, ate my half-a-burger, and hiked down to the town’s 7-Eleven, which I’d walked past the day before.

I waited for the prework rush, when all 7-Elevens (even the one in Aaronville) get busy. I had a mental list already made: pop-top cans of meat, protein bars, and Gatorade. No filler food like candy and cookies—Spam will take you a lot farther than Oreos.

I’m sure you’ve noticed that 7-Elevens have shoplifting mirrors and cameras everywhere, but I’ve learned about timing and positioning and how to avoid getting caught. And in all the food runs I’ve made (which I’m sure you’ll be horrified to learn is way more than I can remember), I’ve only been busted once.

I bit my way out of that one.

Anyway, I went into the 7-Eleven, keeping the rules of lifting in the front of my mind: Find the mirrors. Find the employees. Act normal. Don’t linger. Don’t dart your eyes around. Don’t get greedy. Be smooth.

I also attached myself to an adult, without getting so close that she noticed. She made for great cover as I slipped things into my jacket pockets.

The last rule is: Buy something. You’ve got to, or why’d you come in?

So I stood in line with all the rush-hour people and bought myself a pack of gum. Sugar-free peppermint. When you run out of food, it really helps with the hunger pangs.

Then I walked out and hiked to the outskirts of town, and now I’m down at the railroad tracks.

Waiting.

         

May 28th (2 long days later)

Hollywood movies are stupid. They make it look like anyone could jump on a train, but that’s a lie, you hear me? A stupid, romanticized lie.

Probably like Hollywood itself, now that I think about it.

Which, by the way, is the last place I want to wind up.

Who wants to be homeless in Hollywood?

But forget that. I don’t want to talk about Hollywood. I want to talk about reality. Reality is, you don’t just hop on a train. Reality is, you can kill yourself trying, which is something I found out the hard way.

I’d been waiting the whole day for a train to come by because it’s not like I had a train schedule or anything. There’s no depot or switching yard or whatever in Aaronville. There’s just a track that cuts around the south end of town.

So when I finally heard a rumble in the distance, I’m all, Okay! Here comes the train!

I’d found a place I thought would be good for swinging on board, and I was chomping at the bit to do it. The train sounded just like a train’s supposed to: chuga-chuga-chuga-chuga-chuga-chuga-chuga-chuga…. And once or twice the whistle would blow: woo-woooo!

I was stoked!

But the closer it got, the louder it got and the bigger and heavier and deadlier it seemed.

I still jumped out from my hiding place and ran toward the train as the locomotive blasted by. But I couldn’t run fast enough, I couldn’t grab high enough. I tried over and over again, but the cars kept barreling by. The train was so loud. So big. So fast. And then I tripped on one of the railroad ties and almost landed under the train.

It was the scariest thing I’ve ever done (and that’s saying something!). I crawled away from the tracks, and when the train had thundered by, I just sat on the ground, shaking.

I probably sat there for a whole hour, shaking. I thought about going back into town, but I didn’t want to push my luck. Little towns are full of busybodies, and I’d already hung around too long. So when I finally quit shaking, I got up and started following the railroad tracks west.

I can hear you now: Holly! What were you thinking?

So here’s what I was thinking: To the west are hills. Hills mean uphill. Uphill means the train will slow down. A slower train means the Stowaway Gypsy can get on board.

It seemed like a pretty good plan.

At the time.

I walked along the tracks until it was almost dark, eating and (especially) drinking as little as I could stand.

No train came by the whole rest of the day. The temperature dropped quick after the sun was down, and since I’d been walking and sweating, I got cold quick when I stopped to make camp.

I wasn’t sure what kinds of animals were lurking around, hoping to sink their teeth into tired gypsy meat, so I climbed up to an isolated ledge on a big rock formation. I decided that yeah, I’d be pretty safe up there, so I collected a little arsenal of rocks, left them on the ledge, then climbed down and gathered wood for a fire.

Fire is what saved the caveman, you know that? If it wasn’t for fire, the human race would have died off ages ago. We’re wimps! We’ve got no fur, we’ve got no fangs…but we’ve got fire. And for your information, Ms. Leone, the crumpled pages of a lousy novel make a great fire starter. I’m telling you this because I think if you were ever stuck out in the woods overnight, you’d probably have a book with you. You told us over and over that you don’t think you could live without books, but the ironic thing is, you’d probably die before you’d think to rip the pages out of one to start a fire. Am I right?

Well, get over it already. Better to be warm than well-read.

It took about twenty pages to get the little twigs going, and once they were burning, the bigger sticks dried out and caught fire, too.

I didn’t just use the fire to warm up. I used it to dry the sweat from my clothes, especially my socks. (Sweaty socks make your feet freeze at night. Ooh, it’s miserable.) I also used it to burn a Vienna sausages can clean. I guess I could have dumped the can a ways away (so the smell wouldn’t lead animals to me), but my mother and I always burned cans out. You can use them afterward for cups or scoops if you have to.

I really wanted to open the can of Spam I’d lifted because I was still hungry, but I ate the second half of a protein bar instead and washed it down with two sips of Gatorade. (Two sips is so hard when you’re dying of thirst and there’s no one to stop you, but my Gatorade was more than half gone, so I forced myself to stop drinking.)

Then I put on every stitch of clothing I had, and when the fire died out, I climbed up to my ledge and went to bed, with rocks at the ready and the flashlight in my hand. Animals don’t like light in their eyes, and that plus zinging rocks is the quickest way to get them to back off.

I didn’t sleep very well at all. I kept waking up from animal noises—rustling, flapping wings, howling—but I didn’t actually come face to face with any gypsy killers.

It was still dark when I gave up trying to get back to sleep. I was dying of thirst, my hips were sore, and the bottom half of me was freezing! But when the sky started getting light, I saw that my Hefty sack was dripping with dew. I licked it like crazy, and when I couldn’t reach any more, I eased out of the sack, held the edges to make a trough, then ran the dew into my mouth.

I probably got only three or four tablespoons total, but it made me feel great! So I packed up and started hiking west along the tracks again. They had to go somewhere, right? And they were going uphill. But from sunrise to sunset I hiked along the tracks, sweating liquids I couldn’t afford to lose, burning energy I didn’t have enough food to replace. And how many trains came by?

None.

I finally made camp again, went through the same routine again, woke up hungrier and thirstier than ever, got up and started hiking again. My whole body was sore. I felt hungry and tired and weak, but I kept walking.

Kept…on…walking.

Finally, finally, I heard a rumble. At first I was ecstatic, but then I panicked. I was in a terrible place to try to hop on! I’d trip again! I’d probably fall under the wheel and splat, it’d be all over. Maybe I should just keep walking! Maybe there was a town up ahead with a switching yard where I could just climb on.

But I was in the middle of nowhere, with very little food and even less water, and I had seen no glow of city lights in the distance the night before. The next town might be days away. I didn’t really have a choice. I had to try.

The rumbling was getting louder, but I didn’t see the train. I was running along the tracks, trying to find a good spot where the ties weren’t so uneven, strapping my backpack down tight, looking over my shoulder, telling myself I could do this, I could do this, I could, I could….

But where was the train?

Then it came blasting around the curve in front of me, barreling east.

Woo-woooo, the whistle blasted. Woo-woooo.

I about shot out of my pants. And as I scrambled away, the whistle blasted long and hard, which makes me think the engineer saw me.

It took me a little while to recover from that heart attack, and then I got really depressed. If a train only came by every other day, and half those days it was going in the wrong direction, how was I ever going to catch it?

There was nothing to do but keep walking. And since the train was cutting through the hills now, and since the track was real tight between cliffs in places, I had to climb up the side of the hill (which felt more like a mountain). It took me most of the day, but when I reached the top, I had an amazing view to the north and to the west.

Could I see cities? Towns? Villages? Tepees?

Nope. Just trees and rocks and train tracks, going on forever and ever.

I stuck a piece of gum in my mouth and headed down the other side, and that’s where I am now.

So, you ask, are you writing this on your deathbed? Is it your last desperate act before going to the Great Beyond?

My last desperate act journaling?

Get real, Ms. Leone.

No, I’m writing this from the comfort of a blackberry patch. A blackberry patch by a creek. The blackberries are sour (they’re more like redberries), but the water is so sweet. It is the best water I have ever, ever, ever tasted.

And you want to know what the best thing of all is?

Right around the corner there’s a ledge that has a tree growing on it, and that tree has a branch that hangs over the tracks!

I’d say it’s twenty feet above the tracks, which looks like a long way down, but think about it this way: A train car is about ten feet tall. (I think it’s actually more than that. Wheels and all? Definitely more than that. But we’ll just say ten.) And dangling by my arms from a branch, I’m about six feet long. (From hand to toe? Yeah, it’s probably about six.) That means that the drop to the top of a train car will only be about four feet.

Anyone can do that, right?

Four little feet.

I’m not even going to think about missing. I’m not even going to think about how fast the train’ll be going and how hard I’m going to land. I’m going to stay here eating sour berries until the train comes by, and then I’m just going to do it.

Do it or die.

         

May 29th, 9:00 a.m.

Bad thought: I think it’s Saturday. And a holiday weekend. What if trains don’t run on holiday weekends?

I don’t know how long I can live on sour berries….

         

May 29th, 3:00 p.m.

It was about 11:00 this morning, and I had just filled my Gatorade bottle with water again when I heard the rumble, way off in the distance. “Yay!” I shouted. “They’re running!” And I packed everything up quick.

Trains make an awesome rumble. It’s ferocious but musical. If they just chug-chugged, they’d be only ferocious. But they chuga-chuga, and it changes everything. It turns a train from a ferocious iron beast to a ferocious iron beast with a song in its heart.

Anyway, I went over to the tree, shinnied about halfway out on the branch, and then you know what I did?

I totally panicked.

This was crazy! I was up way too high! It could not be done!

I’d die.

Have you ever been twenty feet up in the air over railroad tracks?

You’d mess your shorts bad, Ms. Leone, honest you would.

But I made myself take a deep breath and I told myself, “You can do this. You can do this…. You can do this, you can do this….” And then words started chugging through my brain in rhythm with the train:

Chuga-chuga, chuga-chuga… (You can do this, you can do this.)

Chuga-chuga, chuga-chuga… (You can do this, you can do this!)

I looked back and forth, waiting. I couldn’t tell which direction the train was coming from.

Then it rounded the bend.

It was westbound!

You can do this, you can do this.

The train was chugging slower than before. Much slower!

But the closer it got, the faster it seemed to be going.

You can do this, you can do this.

I scooted out farther on the branch. The whole tree shook as the locomotive approached and passed underneath me.

You can do this, you can do this.

This was it. It was time!

I swung my leg around. I lowered myself until I was hanging from the branch.

You can do this, you can do this.

But the cars weren’t the open-bin kind. They were flat-cars with logs and bricks and pipes.

I couldn’t land on those!

You can do this, you can do this.

More bricks, more pipes, more logs. I hung there for an eternity. My arms were aching.

You can do this, you can do this.

No, I can’t! It’s too far down! There’s nothing to land on!

You can do this, you can do this!

The whole train’s passing me by!

You can do this, you can do this….

I can’t hold myself like this much longer! I’m going to die!

And then I saw something.

Potatoes?

Yes! Three cars of potatoes!

You can do this, you can do this….

The first potato car was under me, under me, under me, gone.

You can do this, you can do this….

The second one was under me, under me, under me, gone!

Do it, Holly—do it, Holly—do it, Holly, then the whistle blew, DOOOOOO-IT!

And I did.

         

Don’t think it was like landing on marshmallows, Ms. Leone. I landed hard, then catapulted forward and slammed into the rear of the car.

I think I passed out for a minute, and I could barely move my arm for about five. So it’d be a lie to say that I’m not battered and bruised, but hey, nothing’s broken. And now here I am, safe and sound on a mountain of potatoes, getting a free ride west.

Woo-woooo!

         

June 8th

I can’t believe it’s June 8th. I was wiped out for over a week? I must have eaten too many potatoes. Or maybe it was the berries. My stomach was cramping so hard that I could barely walk. And my bruises were so tender and looked so bad. Then I got a fever, and I don’t know, I’ve just been wiped out.

Maybe it’s not really June 8th. The people here lie about everything. Although they were nice to let me camp with them. There are four of them living under this bridge near the switching yard where I got off the train. They’ve been pretty nice about food, too. After I could eat again, they started giving me their leftovers. I even got some lasagna from this old guy, Frankie, today. It was actually still a little bit warm.

         

Next day (so I guess that’s June 9th)

Frankie says I’ve got to help him panhandle today. Says he’ll get way more money if there’s a kid with him.

Says I owe him for the lasagna.

         

7:00 p.m.

I hate panhandling. It’s humiliating, but I hate it doubly because of the law. If I’m doing it on my own, the cops’ll haul me over to social services. If I’m doing it with a “parent,” that’s okay.

Frankie scored over a hundred bucks today. He gave me twenty.

From now on I’ll buy my own lasagna.

         

June 10th

Frankie tried to steal the twenty bucks back last night when he thought I was sleeping. I elbowed him in the face, which made him curse and say, “I did all the work! All you did was sit there!”

He was slurring and staggering and looked like he was going to kick me, but instead he stumbled down the embankment and passed out.

It didn’t take long for the others to swoop in and pick his pockets clean.

The creeps.

         

June 11th

One of the women that’s staying under this bridge keeps asking me what I’m writing in. For some reason she thinks I’m a narc. Every time I open this journal she screeches, “The narc’s at it again!”

Oh, brother, there she goes again.

         

Okay, I just shouted back, “I’m not a narc! I’m just writing in a journal!”

She screeched, “A journal?” Then one of the other women yelled, “Homeless don’t write in journals! We want to forget this life, not write about it!”

“I’m not homeless,” I shouted back. “I’m a gypsy!”

Well, stupid me. You should see them now. They’re all huddled up arguing like crazy. Maybe they think I’m going to put a curse on them.

         

I can’t believe it. They’re coming up here?

Oh, crud. Frankie’s got a stick.

         

June 12th

It really is June 12th. I saw a newspaper stand at a gas station where I used the bathroom. Pukiest bathroom I’ve ever been in. I should’ve found some bushes.

But forget that. The thing about it being June 12th is that it’s Saturday, June 12th, which means the last day of school came and went and I didn’t even know it.

Before I ran away, I used to think about the last day of school all the time because I didn’t want it to come. Not because I’d miss you or my stupid classmates. I didn’t want school to end because I knew it would mean having to deal with the Benders more, no seeing Blackie, and longer laundry-room lockdowns. But now that I’m gone and I’m not worried about those things, I can’t help wondering what the last day of school was like. Did you have a big stupid end-of-the-year-have-a-great-summer party?

I’m sure you did. You’re the kind who would. I can just see you welling with tears, telling all the kids, “You were such a special class! I’ll miss you! I’ll miss you! I’ll miss you!”

Admit it—you say that every year, and every year you close the door and forget about them.

Same way, I’m sure, you’ve forgotten about me.

         

Saturday, 10:30 a.m.

It’s bugging me that I can’t forget about you. Why do I keep writing to you like you can hear me? How many times have I told myself that I’m through writing in this journal? Then I pick it up and write some more.

Okay, this is stupid but I’m saying it anyway because sometimes when I say things “out loud,” I can tell whether they’re true or not. Don’t ask me why that’s so, it just is.

So here it is. Here’s the reason I might keep thinking about you:

Maybe I was too mean to you.

Maybe you really did care.

         

Oh, crud. Why am I crying?

I hate myself for believing that.

Even if it’s just a little.

         

Still Saturday, 3:00 p.m.

Okay. The real reason I’m writing in this is because I’m bored. You got that? Bored. And here’s proof of just how bored I am:

I read your handy-dandy poetry sheet like ten times today.

See?

I’m B-O-R-E-D!

So don’t think that I believe any of the stuff I said before, because I don’t.

By the way, it may surprise you to know that I’ve had a spectacular day. Once I got away from Frankie and escaped into downtown, I discovered that this is a great city! It’s no podunk Aaronville, population 500 busybodies, that’s for sure. I’m not going to tell you which city it is because I’ve been thinking that if this gets into the wrong hands, that could spell really bad news. You think I want social services tracking me down? No chance! No chance in France!

Anyway, what was I saying?

Oh, yeah. My spectacular day.

It took me a while to get my bearings straight, but when I did, I found a big park with miles of grass and willowy trees and daffodils or daisies or, you know, happy little flowers everywhere. It also has a lake with birds galore, and a footpath that goes around the water. And if that description doesn’t make you say, Ah, lovely! wait until you hear what I did all day.

I watched the Parade of Dogs!

It wasn’t an official parade, but I swear everybody in town with a dog came out to the park today to go for a stroll. There were so many dogs that I even pretended I was a judge at the Westminster Dog Show. My favorite breed is mutt, by the way. If I was in charge of the Westminster Dog Show, I’d have a mutt category. Maybe I’d call it Magnificent Mutts to give it some dignity or whatever, but I’d open up a category for mutts and I’d judge on friendliness. Mutts would win Best of Show every year.

Anyway, here’s the kind of great day I had: Not one person gave me The Look. They let me pet their dogs, they were friendly and patient, and no one acted like, I really don’t have time to let you see my dog, or even said, Uh…where’s your mother?

So it’s been a happy, relaxing day, and sleeping here last night was great, but you know what? I need a shower. I need a shower bad. I’m keeping my hair under my hat, which I’d do anyway because it helps me look like a boy, but right now I’ve got it under my hat because I can’t stand having it loose. It’s just too gross.

The other thing that I need is a toothbrush. If I don’t want to end up looking like a homeless person, I’ve got to get my hands on a toothbrush. Toothpaste would be nice, too.

And a change of clothes.

Especially underwear.

(Don’t wrinkle your nose. They don’t exactly have laundry machines under bridges, you know.)

So this is what I’m thinking: There’s a shelter in this city and I need to get inside it. I don’t like homeless shelters because every one I’ve ever been in is depressing.

Besides, I don’t belong in a homeless shelter.

I’m a gypsy.

But I can’t even get into shelters anymore because I’m a “minor without a parent.” I tried to sneak into four different shelters after I ran away from the Fisks. “Out,” they all told me. “You can’t be in here.”

I even said, “Don’t worry, my mom said to meet her here,” but every time they just pointed to the door and said, “Until she shows up, you’ve got to get out.” They made me feel like a mouse begging for crumbs. But instead of giving me food they set traps, which is how social services caught me and how I got stuck at the Benders’.

I’ve got to face facts, though: I may be a gypsy, but I’m a really gross gypsy, and a warm meal, a shower, a toothbrush, and a change of clothes sounds wonderful.

I’ve got to figure out a way to get inside.

         

Still Saturday, still the 12th, 9:30 p.m.

I found a new “mother.” She’s a homeless hag with no front teeth that I spotted at the bus station. She looks eighty but according to her ID, she’s Louise K. Palmer, and she’s only forty-eight.

She’s got definite mental problems, which I could tell from across the station. She was squatting in a corner, one hand clutching the handle of a little two-wheeled metal basket of junk. Her eyes were closed and she was singing a song about Jesus loving the little people.

She sounded like a strangled bullfrog.

When I thought the time was right, I went up to her and asked, “Mom?”

She opened her eyes, then blinked at me a whole bunch. “Lisa? Oh, Lisa! I’ve been praying that you’d come!”

At first I felt horrible. Did she have a long-lost daughter named Lisa? Did losing Lisa make her crazy?

But then she blinked again and said, “Wait. You’re Linda, aren’t you.” She cocked her head to the side. “Linda?”

“Uh, no,” I said, then picked the most far-fetched name I could think of, just to make sure she hadn’t had two daughters who’d maybe died in a horrible fire or something. “I’m Gigi, remember?”

“Oh, Gigi!” she said. “It’s wonderful that you’re here!” She had a state ID hanging from a lanyard around her neck, which I was happy to see. Some shelters will cut adults slack if they tell them their ID got stolen, but it’s a lot less hassle to just show the ID and sign in.

And, believe this or not, kids don’t need an ID if they’re with a “parent.”

So she was it. My ticket into the shelter. I put out my hand to help her up and said, “Come on, Mom. We’ve got to get home before they lock us out.”

“They’ll lock us out?”

“Curfew, remember? We have to be home by six or they’ll lock us out without supper.”

“Oh,” she said, then smiled and took my hand.

         

Sorry. I’ve been spacing out, watching Louise K. Palmer snore. We are inside the shelter and she’s zonked out on the cot next to mine, looking like a big toothless baby.

The cots are just army cots with blankets. No mattress or anything. They’re more comfortable than the ground, but not much. What I really don’t like about this kind of cot is the metal bars on the sides. They make me claustrophobic.

But the good news is…I’m squeaky! Clean clothes, clean hair, clean teeth, clean body…I feel great!

Louise K. Palmer is also clean, which was no small job. That woman was caked. I had to scrub really hard to get the dirt off of her. It was layers of skin deep.

I got her a change of clothes from the donation box, and after she dressed, she asked me to comb out her hair. It’s long, almost clear to her waist. So I said, “Sure,” and after a good ten minutes of detangling, I was finally done.

“More,” she whispered.

So I picked up the comb again and worked it a little longer.

“More,” she whispered again after I stopped. Then she turned to me and smiled. “It feels so nice.”

So I combed her hair over and over, from root to tip, just like my mom used to do for me. And you know what? I didn’t mind. She didn’t say a word, and I didn’t say a word. I didn’t think bad thoughts, either. Like how she was wasting my time, or how it wasn’t fair that my mom would never comb out my hair again. I thought about her. About Louise K. Palmer. And I made up a little story in my head about who she was and where she came from. And while I was making up the story, I pretended that the comb was a magic comb, and that it was untangling all the knots of her life. All the things that had confused her and hurt her and made her crazy, my magic comb was pulling them out.

When I finally put the comb down, her hair was dry.

         

Louise K. Palmer thinks a mountain of white bread with a pound of margarine is supper. Well, I had news for her. I took her tray and said, “Forget it! You’re not getting this until you eat some…” And then I remembered that she has no teeth. “Soup!”

“I don’t like pea soup,” she said.

“You’re eating it,” I told her, and got us two big steaming bowls of it.

Soup at most shelters is watery, but this was homemade split pea with big chunks of tender ham. It was so good. So thick and salty and delicious. I can’t remember ever tasting anything quite like it, and Louise K. Palmer must’ve thought so, too, because she wound up eating three whole bowls.

Crud! They just called lights out and I haven’t told you half of what I wanted to.

Plus, I’m not going to be able to sleep a wink tonight.

I hate shelters.

People coughing and snoring and hacking up who-knows-what.

It’s a nightmare.

         

But I do have clean teeth.

         

Sunday, June 13th

I wanted to spend the day at the park, but Louise K. Palmer didn’t. And since I haven’t figured out a travel plan yet, I didn’t want to blow it by leaving the shelter without her and not being able to get back inside. And the truth is, I wouldn’t mind having some more pea soup tonight.

So we went over to the day center, which is right next door, did some assigned chores (which means I did both of ours) and hung out on the patio and in the yard all morning.

I wish I could see what was going on inside Louise K. Palmer’s head because something is. Why else would she curtsy? She’s a toothless old hag and she curtsys. She also says Adieu! or Au revoir! and gives a regal wave every time she leaves a room. Every time, every room.

The manager came up to me and asked me what her story was. Like it’s any of her business? So I told her, “Please, I can’t bear to talk about it.”

She didn’t quit, though. She said, “But you seem so healthy, and she’s so—”

“Please!” I cried, doing a pretty good freak-out. “Don’t make me talk about it!”

She’s been eyeing me ever since. And I’ve seen her on the phone and at her computer a lot, too, which I keep telling myself is normal, but it doesn’t feel normal.

Either I’m paranoid, or she’s onto me.

         

Still the 13th, 8:30 p.m.

We’re back at the night shelter. The manager was only around in the morning, so good riddance to her. And I spent the entire rest of the day out in the yard working on something I’m, as they say, loath to tell you about.

It actually started yesterday while I was combing out Louise’s hair. Probably because I’d read your handy-dandy poetry sheet and that stupid example of a ballad kept looping through my brain.

I was trying to keep the whole thing in my head, but it got bigger and bigger. So I scrawled sections of it—wait a minute, wait a minute—I scrawled stanzas on napkins. (I can’t believe I remembered that word! Wash my mouth! I’m learning the language of poetry!)

Anyway, it may be awful, I wouldn’t know. (Although could it be any worse than the example on your handout? Who speaks with ’tis and thou and thee anymore? Honestly, Ms. Leone, you need to update your sheet.)

But awful or not, here it is:



THE BALLAD OF LADY LOUISE



By a new moon was born a sweet baby, Louise,

So innocent, perfect, and precious was she!

She learned how to curtsy, say thank you and please,

The bonnie young baby Louise.



The girl, she grew quick and so did her hair,

It tumbled in ringlets right down to her chair!

“Oh my, but the lass is so lovely and fair,

We must call her Lady Louise.”



Soon suitors came calling with chocolates so creamy,

She ate sweets and thought each young man was quite dreamy.

But a renegade boy is who made her all steamy,

That naughty young Lady Louise!



She ran off with him and the story turns sad,

For dashing or not, the boy was a cad!

And not at all ready to be a new dad,

He left our poor Lady Louise.



She blossomed into an enormous bouquet,

People gossiped and gasped, “She must be due any day!”

But triplets take room and were still months away,

The babies of Lady Louise.



When her children were born, they were instantly taken,

’Twas best all around, but were they mistaken?

For the void left her lost and terribly shaken,

The heartbroken Lady Louise.



Years wandering streets she would call out their names,

Her efforts were futile, were lost, all in vain.

Still it howls through the night on the wind of her pain,

The voice of poor Lady Louise.



Now the moon is half full and so is her head,

And many believe she’d be better off dead.

But she waits at the station and hopes to be fed,

The homeless old lady, Louise.



Well, I just read that over and you know what? You may hate it, but I kind of like it. Except that it’s sad. And I can’t believe I used ’Twas. I had to, though. Nothing else fit.

Funny thing, too: I don’t know what Louise K. Palmer’s real story is, but in my mind now, that’s it.

I hope no one ever writes “The Ballad of Holly Janquell.”

Or if they do, that it’s funny. And full of sass.

Hey! “The Ballad of Gypsy Janquell”…that would be good!



There once was a gypsy so clever and spry

Your pockets she’d pick in the wink of an eye

And if asked the truth, she surely would lie,

The Gypsy of…



Well, crud. I can’t think of a rhyme. And double crud because I can’t believe I’m wasting my time trying. Like I haven’t spent the whole day doing this? I’d better not start thinking in stanzas, you hear me? I would be really, really ticked off if I started thinking in stanzas.

         

Monday, June 14th, 5:00 a.m.

I can’t sleep. This place is a nightmare. No one’s allowed to smoke inside the shelter, but they all smoke outside all day, then hack up their smoky lungs all night. The air reeks. I feel like I’m breathing in death and disease.

So I’ve decided: I’m taking a shower, I’m packing my stuff, and after breakfast, Louise or not, I’m out of here. I probably won’t be able to come back, but so what? I’ll be good for another week. Maybe two. And Louise won’t miss me. She doesn’t even seem to know who I am half the time. Besides, that day-shelter manager’s definitely got a bee in her britches where I’m concerned, and I don’t want to push my luck.

         

7:30 a.m.

Diversionary tactic. Write in the journal. Look calm. Act normal. Don’t make eye contact….

Why?

There are cops here! They’re cruising through the tables looking for someone.

Please not me, please not me, please not me…

         

7:45 a.m.

They just left. All they did was look and leave.

“Adieu! Au revoir!” Loony Louise croaked after them.

I’m not delaying this any longer. I’m grabbing some supplies and I’m out of here.

         

Tuesday, June 22nd

It’s been over a week? Well, I guess I’m bored again, is why I’m writing. Not that I haven’t been bored during the week, but I scored some books at the library, so that’s been a lot more entertaining than writing in this thing.

I guess I’m also writing because I need to bounce some ideas around. Life in the park isn’t as peachy as it was a week ago. I’ve been getting The Look from people who’ve seen me more than once, and they’ve stopped letting me near their dogs. Not that I’ve been hanging out in the same spot every day, but the park seems to be getting smaller by the minute.

I’ve also noticed cops cruising by a lot.

I keep having to hide.

It makes me very, very nervous.

So what am I going to do? I can’t go back to the shelter, and I can’t stay here much longer. I’ve either got to find someplace else to hang out or move on.

         

See? Just talking about it makes me know what I should do.

It’s time to move on.

         

Wednesday morning (the 23rd)

So here I am at the bus depot, waiting. And you know what? I am totally freaked out. I was in the middle of figuring out the Greyhound schedule, because I’ve got a great plan to get a free ride and I wanted to make sure I stowed away on the right bus, when this guy came up to me and said, “Real sorry about your mother.”

It was like a slug to the gut by a ghost. It hurt bad, but it also didn’t feel real.

Nobody had to tell me this guy was homeless. Scraggly beard, hunched posture, missing teeth, sun-baked face—he had homeless written all over him.

But how could he know my mother? How could he be this far from home in the same bus station as me? How could he even recognize me? I’d changed a lot since my mom had died.

“She looked so peaceful,” he said. “Like an angel.”

She had looked peaceful.

Just like an angel.

Which had made it torture to let go of her. The police had had to pry me away.

So while I was thinking about that, the man pressed four dollars on me and whispered, “It ain’t much, but I hope it helps.”

I think I was in shock, but as he walked away it dawned on me that he wasn’t talking about my mother.

He was talking about Louise.

I wanted to call out, “Wait! Are you sure? What happened?”

But I didn’t.

I couldn’t take knowing.

When he’d gone around the corner, I told myself, Get a grip, Holly! The guy’s just demented. A schizo. An old meth-head. An Ecstasy casualty.

But in my gut I know that isn’t so.

         

You know what? When I started writing this entry, I was totally freaked out. But right now I’m doing okay because I’ve decided that if Louise did die, she died happy. Clean hair, clean clothes, warm soup…And I can just picture her arriving at the pearly gates, curtsying for Saint Peter and saying, Bonjour, monsieur!

How could he refuse to let her in?

And you know what else? I’ve come up with a final stanza to her poem. Working on it felt better than crying. It felt…nice.

Are you ready?

Here it is:



So comb out the knots of this tangly tale,

For the angels have come and their ship’s set to sail.

They’ve got her on board looking peaceful and pale,

Adieu, au revoir, sweet Louise.



Now if that lousy bus would show up, I might be able to blow this joint.

         

Wednesday night

Well, crud. I didn’t have a prayer of a chance on the first westbound bus. And I got thrown off the second one. It was so comfy inside, too! Tall, soft seats, plenty of room to stretch out…talk about the lap of luxury! Man, I wish I could buy a ticket.

But forget that. I bought a one-dollar double cheese-burger instead. And even though this McDonald’s where I am is open 24 hours, I’m beat. I need to get some sleep.

But where?

I’m afraid to go back to the park because I’m sure the cops are on the lookout for me. Especially if Louise really is dead. I can just hear the conversation:



Cops: I was told she had next of kin. A daughter?

Day Manager: That girl wasn’t her daughter. She just latched on to her for a free meal. I did some checking and found the girl’s picture in the runaway database. Here’s a copy.

Cops: Thanks. You’ve been a big help.

Day Manager: You need to find her so we can get her back into foster care.

Cops: Will do.



I should have left a week ago.

         

I can’t believe it. I’m actually thinking about going back to the bridge. It seems like a lifetime ago that Frankie chased me off with a stick. And what’s weird is, right now being back at the bridge seems safer than staying in the park.

I do not want to get picked up by cops.

I’d way rather defend myself against a man with a stick than a social worker with good intentions.

         

Sunday, June 27th

I’m still in the same town and you’re going to laugh, because you know where I’ve been living since Wednesday night?

A school!

I was heading for the park when I saw this SCHOOL crossing sign and thought, Hey, maybe I’ll sleep at the school. It’s summertime, right? The place will be deserted.

It turned out to be a high school, and it’s big. After walking around awhile, trying all the doors, I spotted an open window on the back side of the gym. It was way up high, but right underneath it was this big storage cage they’d built for trash cans and other junk that I guess they don’t want people messing with. So I climbed the cage, pulled the window open as far as it would go, and squeezed through.

I wound up in the girls’ locker room, and you know what? It’s perfect! There are mats to sleep on, showers with hot water, toilets that flush, and the gym teachers’ office is loaded with stuff. Books, a radio, a TV that plays movies (which there’s a whole shelf of!), a microwave (and popcorn to go with it!), a refrigerator (with yogurts, burritos, fruit cups, Cokes…yum!).

I could live the rest of my life here.

         

Monday, June 28th

I came into the office this morning and tidied up because my garbage was spread everywhere. And while I was doing that, you know what I found?

A phone.

It’s one of those big ones with two hold buttons and a bunch of different lines. I found it stashed in a desk drawer, of all places.

At first I thought it was just an old dead phone, but when I pulled it out, there were cables attached, and when I held up the receiver and pushed the LINE 1 button, I got a dial tone.

So I’ve been sitting at this desk for the longest time, thinking. And it’s really bummed me out, because of all the millions of people there are in this world, I have no one to call.

No one.

         

Still the 28th, 2:30 p.m.

I hate cheerleaders. I bet you were a cheerleader, huh, Ms. Leone? Popular, friendly, pretty, enthusiastic.

Yeah. You were a cheerleader.

Camille’s going to be one, too. Like there’s any doubt? I actually saw a Camille-of-the-Future today. Little pleated skirt, red and white pom-poms, blinding white shoes…but it was her voice that made think of Camille. She talked just like Camille.

How’s that, you ask?

Well, check this out. This is what the rah-rah girls were saying (and don’t tell me you can’t tell which one’s Camille-of-the-Future):

“Ms. Sanders says someone’s been, like, living in here!”

“Seriously? Who?”

“Like, some homeless creep! She says he’s been sleeping on the gymnastics mats!”

“Oh, gross!”

“He’s, like, eaten all her food! And she thinks he might, like, still be in here!”

“Really?”

“Yes! She, like, heard something crash when she unlocked the door.”

“Maybe we should get out of here?”

“And leave her, like, alone with him? Besides, she’s, like, already called the police. They’ll be here any minute!”

         

See? You know which one’s Camille, admit it. And I got this wonderful reminder of how much I missed my very best friend in the whole wide world, because the cheerleaders were having their little gossip session right by my hiding place.

The minute I’d heard people coming into the locker room, I’d cut and run, but I couldn’t make it to the back door in time, and the only place I could find to hide and hold was a full-length locker.

There was barely enough room for me, let alone my backpack. I wish I’d used the backpack as a seat, but I didn’t have time to think that through. I wound up folded at the knees and neck, hugging my backpack. By the time the police arrived, I’d gone from feeling like a sardine in a tin can to feeling like a pretzel of pain in a coffin.

The cops looked around awhile, then one of them started asking that Ms. Sanders lady questions.



Cop: There’s a back door, correct?

Ms. Sanders: It’s locked.

Cop: And the door to the gym?

Ms. Sanders: It was locked, too.

Cop: But you can exit either way without a key?

Ms. Sanders: Correct.

Cop: Is there access from here to the boys’ side?

Ms. Sanders: No.

Cop: You said the phone was used?

Ms. Sanders: Yes, sir.

Cop: That might get us somewhere. [Pause.] But no vandalism?

Ms. Sanders: Not that I’ve seen.



And here’s where Camille-of-the-Future came skidding up to them, squealing, “Look what I found, look what I found!”

And what do you suppose she’d found?

My backup undies.

Of course she held them out like they were putrid and revolting, but all they were was tattered and damp. I’d washed them and hung them to dry over a stall divider in the bathroom.

Through the vent, I could see the cop take them and inspect the size tag, and I thought, Oh, crud!

Damp meant they were recently washed.

The size meant he was dealing with a kid.

And the type meant the kid was a girl.

I was totally busted.

Sure enough, he sighed and said, “It looks like your visitor was a girl we’ve been trying to track.”

“A runaway?” Ms. Sanders asked him.

He nodded. “Her name’s Holly. She ran away from foster care.”

“How old?” Ms. Sanders asked.

“Twelve.”

All the cheerleaders gasped. Then Camille-of-the-Future asked, “Is she, like, dangerous? Armed? Into drugs?”

The cop didn’t answer her questions. Instead, he said, “If you see her around, just call us. Do not approach her or try to befriend her.”

“Because she’s, like, dangerous, armed, and into drugs?”

Again, the cop didn’t answer. He just said, “Because we don’t know how she’ll react. Just call us.”

The other cop had been combing the locker room, and one of the things he’d done was open and close a bunch of full-length lockers. But the locker room was big, so after a while he stopped.

When they were done talking, Ms. Sanders walked the cops out, and the instant she was gone, the cheerleaders got all gaspy and gossipy about homeless people:

“I was walking by Macy’s? And I, like, accidentally touched one! It was so, so gross!”

“My mom bought this homeless guy a sandwich once, and when she drove past him later, she saw him feeding it to his dog!”

“Last week there was one laying on the sidewalk right around the corner from where I get my nails done! I thought he was dead!”

“I saw one passed out at that bus stop by the mall? He was lying in a puddle of pee!”

“Ooh! Gross!”

When Ms. Sanders came back, she told the rah-rah girls to get into the gym. They scurried out, and suddenly it was very, very quiet.

I was dying to get out of that locker. I was pinched and aching and my feet were numb, but I told myself to hold. Give it another few minutes. Make sure everyone’s really gone. Hold.

And then I heard Camille-of-the-Future’s voice whispering, “Holly? You can come out…we won’t hurt you….” She walked right past me. “Holly? You don’t have to be afraid, we want to help you….”

That made me so mad. She got grossed out just brushing up against a homeless guy, and I was supposed to believe that she wanted to help me? What a phony!

Ms. Sanders came to my rescue, calling, “Liz! Out here now!”

After that it was quiet again. And when my body just couldn’t hold anymore, I worked up the latch and eased out of the locker.

At first I could barely walk. But I hobbled into the bathroom and hid in a stall until blood had found its way back into all the pinched-off places. Then I let myself out the back door, climbed a fence, and beat it out of there, checking for cops the whole time.

And now I’m back at the Greyhound station, waiting for the 6:55 bus to take me west.

I am going to get on board this time.

I’ve got a plan.

Not a foolproof plan, but it’s better than the last one.

What makes me nervous is, it involves fire.

         

Same day, 7:15 p.m.

I am so stoked! And I’m wasting battery power to tell you that I am on board the Greyhound bus, heading west!

Why are you wasting battery power, you ask? Don’t Greyhound buses have reading lights for their passengers?

Why, yes, they do. If you happen to be riding above. But I’m not riding above. I’m in the luggage hold.

The Stowaway Gypsy strikes again!

Hey, it was no easy plan to pull off, Ms. Leone. You probably don’t know anything about this because I’m sure you fly everywhere you go, but when a bus is loading, the driver stands at the foot of the steps, taking tickets and checking luggage. He does everything. And it’s hard to sneak on board or into the luggage compartment because he can see both and he watches both. Every driver I’ve seen has had the eyes of a hawk.

So having learned this the hard way, I knew I needed a distraction. And I knew if the distraction worked, I shouldn’t get greedy. I’d been tossed off the bus before when I thought I was safe, and I didn’t want to go through that again.

So what was my distraction?

Well, there was this wire-mesh trash can outside that I made sure was full of crumpled newspapers, and when the bus was in the middle of boarding, I knelt beside it and used my lighter to set it on fire.

It took a little while for it to really get going, and no one noticed it until I told the last guy in line, “Hey, look at that fire.”

“Fire?” he asked, then saw it and shouted, “Fire!”

Once the commotion started and everyone was looking at the fire, I climbed into the luggage hold. It’s huge in here! And since there were already lots of suitcases and boxes and stuff inside, it was easy for me to hide.

I resisted the temptation to watch them put out the fire. Hide and hold, I told myself, hide and hold. Then, after a while, more luggage came clonking in, the door clanked closed, and a few minutes later we were pulling out of the station.

We must be on the interstate now because we seem to be flying along. It’s loud down here, but I’ve shoved a bunch of suitcases together and am using them as a mattress. It’s actually pretty comfortable.

So that’s it. In 26 hours I’ll be in California.

Did you hear me?

California! Where there’s sunshine and beaches and (I’m hoping) sea gypsies galore!

There are almost 20 stops between here and there, and a couple of one-hour layovers, but I picked a no-transfers route, so the same bus goes the whole way! All I have to do is stay hidden when they swap around luggage at the different stations. And since the schedule says the next stop’s not for almost four hours, I’m going to nap while the napping’s good.

Wish me sweet dreams, Ms. Leone!

         

Almost midnight

Man, I was zonked! I didn’t even know the bus had come to a stop until light came flooding in when they opened the door. Lucky for me, they didn’t pull out luggage right away or I’d have been busted.

Anyway, we’re back on the road now and I’m wide awake, so I’m writing to tell you, Gee, thanks a lot! I ask for sweet dreams and what do I get?

A nightmare.

It went like this: I was running, running, running, through a park, through streets, over an endless bridge…. But halfway across the bridge the police finally nabbed me. They tossed me into a social worker’s office, which at first was a normal office, but then the walls faded away, leaving jail cell bars. The social worker’s desk was piled so high with papers that I couldn’t see her face, but she was saying, “We’re doing this because it’s, like, best for you, Holly. You’ve got to learn to stop stealing, and, like, lying, and being, you know, such a social disaster.”

In my dream I jumped up and looked behind the mountain of papers. And no, it wasn’t Camille-of-the-Future. It was the real-deal Camille!

She was wearing a blood-red suit, her hair was swirled into a bun, she had on bright red lipstick, and she was acting like she was so mature. And behind her, crammed between hundreds of books on a bookshelf, was a picture of you. But when I looked at the picture closer, I saw that it wasn’t just a picture of you.

It was a picture of you…with your arm around me.

         

Stupid dream.

         

Tuesday, the 29th

Good thing I’ve got a watch and a schedule, because I’ve lost track of the number of stops we’ve made. But according to my watch and this schedule, it’s high noon and we’re in Arizona. According to my bladder and the temperature inside this luggage compartment, I should get out and find a bathroom and some air-conditioning.

I hope I don’t fry to death down here.

         

2:00 p.m.

I can’t believe how hot it is in here. I ransacked the luggage and found a big sports bag with a bottle of water in it. I also found a first-aid kit. I think it belongs to the bus because it was by a fire extinguisher and a whisk broom near one of the compartment doors. The good news is that the first-aid kit had an emergency ice pack in it. I’m saving it for when I can’t take the heat anymore, but for now I’ve been drizzling the water in my hair and around my neck. It helps some, but dries so quick I can’t believe it.

I also found a plastic bag in the first-aid kit, and since I was desperate, I relieved myself in that, then tied it off. Glad it’s watertight. (At least it worked a lot better than the empty Gatorade bottle I used this morning.)

         

3:30 p.m.

I almost just bailed at the last stop. It’s taking everything I’ve got just to breathe. But you know what? The next stop’s California. A place called Barstow.

I’m hoping there are palm trees and sea gypsies and (especially) water.

I did activate the ice pack. It feels SOOOOO good.

I wish I could breathe through it.

Come on, Barstow.

         

5:30 p.m.

Barstow’s a pit! And it must be in the middle of the bleepin’ desert! The luggage door’s been open for about ten minutes, but it’s not helping at all. I think it’s hotter out there than it is in here!

This is California?

         

Next stop, Riverside. Translation: city by the river.

Sounds nice.

And it’s got to be better than this!

         

7:15 p.m.

Well, forget it. I’m staying on this bus to the end of the line. It is starting to cool off a little, and Riverside looked like a total pit, too. Not that you can tell much from the luggage hold of a bus, but I sure didn’t see any palm trees or beaches or families of friendly sea gypsies.

         

A little before 9:00 p.m.

This is it. The end of the line. We’ve turned into the station, I can tell. I’m in Los Angeles.

The City of Angels!

Unbelievable!

In a few minutes they’ll open the hold.

How will I get out without being arrested?

I have no idea!

(Wish me luck.)

         

3:00 a.m. (That would make it, what? Wednesday the 30th?)

Checking in to say…Los Angeles is a nightmare! Sand? Surf? Sea gypsies? All there is, is cement! No parks, no schools, no yards…it goes on forever in all directions, it all looks the same, and there’s no place to sleep!

Right now I’m in the scungiest McDonald’s I’ve ever seen. It’s packed with criminals. Not just losers—criminals. A real smorgasbord of drug dealers and gangsters and probably serial killers.

The ones that are freaking me out the worst are this Rastafarian dude two booths over (cloudy, bloodshot eyes, squeezing ketchup packs into his mouth and muttering something about the blood of Christ), this Cro-Magnon monster of a man who’s done nothing but stare at me the whole time I’ve been here, and this group of guys wearing Raiders caps. (They’re amped on something, and I don’t think it’s coffee. I’m also pretty sure one of them’s got a gun.)

So why don’t I just leave?

Because outside’s worse! It’s like some weird horror movie where the ghouls come out at night and walk the streets looking for souls to capture and kill.

And I was being followed, too. Some creepy guys in an old clunker car. Every street I turned down, there they were again. I managed to ditch them for a little while, but they found me again. It freaked me out bad, so I ducked in here.

         

4:30 a.m., still the night of the living dead

You should see the bathroom. It’s a disaster! Everything’s plugged. Overflowing. Written on. It’s wall-to-wall feces and graffiti.

Like you needed to know that?

Well, go fluff your potpourri, Ms. Leone. This ain’t Neverland.

         

But speaking of which, I wonder where Disneyland is. I know it’s around here somewhere. I wonder if it’s like an oasis in the middle of a cement-and-graffiti desert.

I don’t care about the rides. I just want some trees and grass. A place to sleep. Wouldn’t that be something? Being a Disneyland gypsy? There are probably all sorts of great places to hide. Maybe I’d sneak into the Pirates of the Caribbean—I’ve heard that’s an awesome ride, with real water and ships and cute little pirate doggies….

         

Back to the real world:

I’ve changed seats three times. The Cro-Magnon creep has, too. And the only reason I’m writing in this is because I can’t sit here staring at the wall until sunrise, and I sure don’t want to make eye contact with any of the losers in this joint. I’m just trying to look like I’ve got a purpose for being here, that’s all.

In a bizarre way this dive reminds me of my first day in your classroom. I could tell you’d told the class about my “unfortunate background.” Don’t deny it. Knowing you, you told them to be “sensitive to the situation” and used all the concerned-citizen buzzwords. They’re words I’ve heard for years, and guess what, Ms. Leone. They don’t do squat to help the situation.

You want to know what would have helped?

If you’d just kept your mouth shut.

Or maybe if you’d said, “Class, we have a new student joining us tomorrow. Her name’s Holly Janquell, and the two things she loves most in the world are reading and dogs. So if you have a favorite book you’d like to tell her about, or if you have pictures of your dog you’d like to bring in, it might help to make her feel welcome. And remember, it’s not easy transferring to a new school this late in the year, so just pretend it’s you and treat her like you’d want to be treated.”

They still would have snubbed me when you weren’t looking, but it would have been better than having them treat me like a freak.

I’m not trying to rag on you, I actually think it’s funny that being here reminds me of school: all these people looking at me like I don’t belong. Giving me suspicious looks. Or ignoring me but then checking me over, head to toe, when they think I’m not looking. It’s just like school! They don’t understand why I’m here, they don’t like that I’m here, and even though they’ve got their own “issues” to deal with, in the back of their minds they’re going, Somebody get rid of her.

Actually, I wish you could be here because you know what? You’d look around and go, Good God, Holly! This is what school felt like for you? I think something might go click inside your head. (Don’t even tell me you understand. You think you do, but I promise you, you don’t.)

Oh, look! It’s getting light out!

And there are people waiting to cross at the intersection. Real people.

Time to move on!

The night of the living dead is finally OVER.

         

July 4th

I about had a heart attack when somebody lit off firecrackers. I thought they were gunshots again. What sort of moron lights off firecrackers under a bridge?

I’d lost track, but now I know it’s Independence Day.

Excuse me if I don’t celebrate.

         

In case you’re wondering, I wasn’t going to write you again until I could say, Eureka! I’ve found surf! Sand! A friendly family of sea gypsies! Life is good! Then I’d cap it all off with a happy little poem and you wouldn’t think I was stupid or crazy or completely naïve.

Tonight I’m the one thinking I’m stupid and crazy and completely naïve.

I can’t keep living like this.

I can’t even talk about it.

This is no City of Angels.

It’s Hell on Earth.

         

Almost midnight

I thought a lot about the Underground Railroad tonight. Probably because it’s Independence Day, which makes you think about freedom.

You probably figured I wasn’t paying attention when you told us about the Underground Railroad, but I was. I liked the whole story, the whole idea of all these different people making secret rooms and hideouts to help slaves escape to the North. I liked the secret message in the “Drinking Gourd” song that explained how to use the Big Dipper to get to the next safe house. I liked how the escaping slaves learned to keep slave-hunter dogs from tracking them by rubbing their feet with onions. I liked the story about that guy, Fairchild, who put on different disguises to help the slaves and snuck twenty-eight of them to freedom at once by putting them in a hearse and pretending it was a funeral.

But what I’ve been thinking about most is the way your voice quivered when you read what Harriet Tubman had said. (That was her name, right? The slave who was about to be sold and thought she’d never see her family again?) It’s like her words are stuck in my head, speaking through you to me:

“There was one of two things I had a right to: liberty or death. If I could not have one, I would take the other, for no man should take me alive. I should fight for my liberty as long as my strength lasted.”

The way your voice quivered…it’s like you really understood what she’d been through. And I would never have actually told you this, but when you read that to the class, it made my eyes sting.

So why am I bringing this up?

Because I’m hoping you’ll understand this, too:

I’d give anything to find an underground railroad for runaways. I’d give anything to know some people I could trust. I’d give anything to not be so scared and hungry and afraid of being caught.

I’d give anything to be free.

         

The next day

I’ve decided this is all your fault. I’ve run away before, you know, but I never stowed away or jumped trains or broke into buildings.

I just ran away and got caught.

But I think all that stuff you told us about the Underground Railroad got lodged in my subconscious, and somewhere inside it gave me the strength or courage or insanity to really get away.

So see?

This is all your fault.

         

July something

I haven’t written in a long time because I didn’t want to actually say how miserable I’ve been. I keep thinking that I’ll get out of here and then tell you about the better place I’ve found. I guess it’s okay to admit you’re miserable if you’ve got some plan to change things. But just saying, “I’m so miserable!” seems helpless and hopeless and whiny. Like something Camille would do.

I have totally lost track of what day it is. I have no money because my second day here I got tackled by some hoodlums and they ripped me off. Every cent. At the time I was so scared that they were going to hurt me bad or kill me that I was glad they only took my money. But now I’m stuck in a vicious cycle of wasting the day finding food, eating, sleeping, then waking up hungry again.

I can’t seem to find my way out of this place. Normally I’ve got a pretty good sense of direction. I just use the sun and the time of day, and I get pretty close. But around here the sun doesn’t really show itself. The sky is foggy sometimes, smoggy most times, and the buildings are tall and block the sky. I walk and walk and walk, and I think I know where I’m going, but it’s so loud and dusty and intense here, and somehow I wind up getting turned around.

Los Angeles is huge. It has places where freeways crisscross above each other four or five levels high. Places where there is nothing but roads going every which way for as far as the eye can see. And you can’t tell where a road will lead because they’re not laid out in a grid. They curve. Some loop clear around. I feel so disoriented. Like I’ve been swallowed up by a dirty, heartless, cement-and-asphalt monster that has freeways for arteries and cars for blood.

I also haven’t been able to do any of the survival things I’m used to being able to do. I have yet to see a 7-Eleven, and all the gas stations have bulletproof-looking kiosks where people pay for gas. No store, no posted maps…some of them don’t even have people working in them. They’re totally automated.

I did hear about a place called The People’s Church. It supposedly gives food and shelter to the needy, but I haven’t been able to find it.

Why don’t I just ask someone?

Well, when you’re twelve and you’re homeless…CRUD! I’m NOT homeless. I’m a gypsy! A GYPSY! I am…



Gutsy and fearless!

Yesterday’s jailbreak!

Plucky like a pirate!

Shrewd and speedy!

Yearning to be free!



I am a GYPSY!



And when you’re a twelve-year-old gypsy, you can’t ask, “Excuse me, sir. I heard there’s a church that offers shelter and food to those in need…can you tell me where it is?” They’ll get all nosy or call the police and pretty soon you’re back in the system, locked in a closet.

I have asked a few people, “Excuse me, is there a church nearby?” but they’ve all said the same thing as they’ve hurried away: “A church? Around here?”

Nobody stands still in this city. Not even the homeless. Everybody seems scared of everybody else. The shops all have bars on their windows and security guards posted at the doors. I haven’t been able to lift any food because the few markets I’ve seen are all on high alert.

So I might as well just tell you: I’ve been eating from trash cans.

And nothing’s been from above the rim.

Go ahead and be revolted, see if I care. I can’t fight for my liberty if I’m starving (which I am). I need strength if I’m going to last (which, if Harriet Tubman did, so can I). And if that means eating from the trash, that’s what I’m going to do.

It’s called survival.

         

Wednesday, July 28th (if the newspaper I saw is today’s, anyway…)

Remember I told you how I lose my sense of direction in this place? Well, today I thought I was walking west, but I was actually walking east. And instead of finding a church with a shelter, I found the Los Angeles River.

Ah, you say. Refreshing water! Trees! Perhaps fish to catch for supper?

Guess again.

Even the river here is cement. I’m not kidding. The sign says LOS ANGELES RIVER but it’s a giant canal of cement with no water in it. The “banks” are cement, too, decorated in huge areas with graffiti. All you can see in any direction are power lines and train tracks and cement, cement, cement.

I decided to walk “downstream.” It was dusk and I was really hungry, but I saw no chance of finding any food around the “river,” so I just wanted to find a safe place to sleep before it got too dark. A place where I could see people coming before they could see me. A place where my back was protected and my body was sheltered.

I was starting to think that the river was a horrible choice because there were train tracks on either side of it and, beyond them, an endless, barren wasteland of industrial buildings. But then I spotted an overpass, and as I got closer, I saw a shopping cart. It was upright, at the foot of the bank near the overpass.

I ducked through a large break in the chain-link fence and walked along the cement riverbank toward the cement overpass that crossed above the cement river. I was quiet and careful, and when I got closer, I smelled cigarettes.

Under the overpass was a small camp of homeless: three women (two of them with little babies) plus about five men. I spied on them from behind the arch of the overpass for a few minutes, then stepped forward with my hands up, saying, “Hello? Is it okay if I come in?”

There was a lot of quick chattering in Spanish, and finally one of the women said, “You are lost?”

I nodded, then shook my head, then shrugged.

The woman laughed.

“Tired?” she asked.

I nodded.

“Hungry?”

I nodded before I could stop and think that they might chase me away if they thought I wanted their food.

She smiled kindly and patted the ground beside her.

I stepped into the shade of the overpass, thinking that this had gone way too easy. Maybe they were all going to surround me and pounce. Maybe…

But the woman smiled again and said, “Is okay. Come.” She patted the ground some more, then chattered in Spanish at the men, waving them off.

The men backed away, so I took a few more steps toward her and said, “Thank you.”

“De nada,” she said. Then she rummaged around a canvas sack and pulled out a can of hash. “You like?”

I almost broke into tears. She was being so nice. And I was so, so hungry.

“For you,” she said, pushing it on me.

I sat down and pried open the lid. My hands were shaking. My legs were shaking. My mouth was watering like a dog’s.

“No eat too fast,” she said, then handed me two sort of dried-out corn tortillas. “Use.” She tore off a piece and pinched it over some hash. “See?”

So that’s how I ate. A little tortilla wrapped around a bit of hash. I ate every morsel. Every crumb. Every molecule. And when I was done, she smiled and said, “Better?”

I nodded. And I tried not to, but my chin quivered and my eyes stung as I told her, “Thank you.”

So I’ve been thinking that this place by the cement river is like my first safe house. And it may sound stupid and naïve to you, but thinking that way fills me with hope. And stupid and naïve or not, without hope I’ve got nothing.

         

3:20 a.m.

steel screeches on



the track



reaches on



the night spans gray



and lights



burn my eyes



as night



reaches on,



endlessly on

         

The next day

I had a miserable night last night, but right now I am in the absolute best mood. You are not going to believe where I am!

I happened to find this place while I was searching again for The People’s Church. (My friends from last night tried to give me directions to the church, but I don’t think I understood right.)

But forget that. Right now I’m inside the coolest building I have ever seen. It’s big, with tall ceilings and echoing halls, and it’s full of wood and (of course) cement. But this is good cement!

So where am I?

Here’s a big hint: I haven’t told you the main thing they have here.

Big hint #2: You would love it here!

Give up?

I’m in the library.

This is nothing like that podunk hardly-ever-open Aaronville library (or any other library I’ve been in, for that matter). This place is a museum of books. Floor after floor of books! I wandered around for hours and am now in the teen section. It’s unbelievable here: cushy couches and coffee tables and magazines…it’s more like a lounge than a library.

I’ve picked out a few books, too. There’s one about escaping from Alcatraz. (You’ve heard of Alcatraz, right? That old prison on an island? I never knew this, but it’s in California. I’m not sure if the book is fact or fiction, but it sounds great!)

Another book I picked out is about an evil boy who terrorizes people during the day, but at night he turns into a benevolent ghost and goes around helping people. What is he, evil or good? I guess I have to read it to find out.

But the one I’m going to read first is about this girl who gets stranded on a desert island with her dog. What a perfect life! You should see the cover—the girl looks sort of lame, but the dog is so happy-looking! (What I would give to be stranded on a desert island with a dog that cute….)

I could probably sneak the books out of the library, but why would I? It’s cool and comfortable in here, and there’s no traffic noise. Plus, the bathrooms are nice, and everybody’s minding their own business.

Too bad the library closes at eight.

Too bad they don’t have free food.

But forget about that. I’ll deal with sleep and hunger later. Right now I’m going to sit in this cushy chair and read!

         

3:45 p.m.

Guess what! I found a room with a refrigerator and scored big-time! Two sandwiches, a couple of yogurts, a can of almonds, and some beef jerky. I stashed them in my jacket quick, then went into a bathroom stall, scarfed some of it down, and put the rest in my backpack.

I love this place!

         

7:45 p.m.

The library’s closing in 15 minutes. And all of a sudden I’m really, really tired. I shouldn’t have spent the whole day reading. I should have found that church. Or I should have taken a nap in here.

Maybe I’ll hide behind the bookshelves and wait for the place to close down. It would be so nice to sleep on a couch….

But what if they have night security? What if I get caught? They’ll know I’m homele a gypsy. They’ll turn me in.

Crud.

         

10:30 p.m.

There are guards roaming around. Two, I think. They cruised through the teen section but haven’t come back for a while. I can’t see any cameras mounted on the walls, scanning the room for tired gypsies, so I’m hoping I’m safe for the night.

I’m going to forget the couch (even though it’s calling my name really LOUD). It’s in the wide-open middle of this room, and they’d see me for sure if they came through again. I thought about snagging two of the couch cushions and bringing them back here, but then I can’t pretend to have fallen asleep during business hours if I get caught. (That’s what I’m planning to say if they find me. You know, “Oh no! I can’t believe it! I’ve got to get home. My mother is going to be SO worried!”)

Better safe and uncomfortable than comfy and caught.

         

The next day, 8:45 a.m.

Close call! I was on my way to the bathroom, because my bladder could not make it to opening time to get relieved, when this lady came into the teen section with a cart of books. I held really, really still, and she was so busy rolling the cart around, putting books on the shelves, that she didn’t notice me. The minute she went around a stack, I beat it into the bathroom.

So now I’m in a stall, killing time before the library opens. I hope there’s some librarian’s lavatory that they use instead of this one. One look at my shoes under the divider and they’ll know I don’t work here. Then they’ll bust me and find a yogurt container and cellophane and figure out that I just had their lunch for breakfast.

         

Same next day, 10:45 a.m.

Back in my teen-section chair, comfy and fairly safe. I did get The Look from a librarian. At least I think she’s a librarian. She asked me, “Weren’t you here yesterday?”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said with a smile. “I love the library.” Then I added, “My mom’s a lawyer, and I beg her to take me here whenever she has to do research. I love books, and getting to spend whole days at the library is just the best!”

So okay, I laid it on pretty thick. But she smiled and nodded, and I think the bit about my mom being a lawyer was a stroke of genius, don’t you? Who wants to mess with a girl whose mother is a lawyer?

Just call me the Genius Gypsy!

Ha ha!

But the truth is, this genius gypsy is starting to wonder what in the world she’s doing. I can’t stay in a library in the middle of a cement city. I don’t want to be a cement-city gypsy. I’m a sea gypsy. A genius gypsy of the sea, that’s me!

         

3:15 p.m.

I finished that book about the girl and the dog. The dog saved her life about twenty times, then in the end he died. Stupid book. I buried it in the bathroom trash bin, which is where a book like that belongs.

The story about escaping Alcatraz was a lot better. I like escaping books. I can relate.

So I’ve started on the one with the ghost boy and so far it’s really good, but I’m distracted because I’m worrying about tonight. I’ve gotten The Look about ten times in the past hour, and I know the clock is ticking. I tried to wash up in the bathroom, but it’s not even close to the same thing as a shower. And no matter how polite I act, my clothes are filthy and I know I look awful.

I guess it’s time for me to find that church.

I wish I could get a library card. I’d really like to finish this book.

I guess I’ll have to steal it.

         

8:00 p.m.

When I realized my little vacation at the library was coming to an end, I started getting really stressed out. I didn’t want to go back outside! I started thinking about how long it takes to go anywhere in this city. How depressed and disoriented and hungry I’ve been living here. But then I got the brilliant idea that the library might have maps, and it does! Tons of them!

And guess what?

I’m only about 15 miles from the ocean! I could walk that in a day! (Or two.) And I can go south or west. The coastline curves around, so either way I’ll wind up at the Pacific Ocean!

I also found out that I’m about 12 miles from Beverly Hills and only 8 miles from Hollywood. But who cares about them, right? I want to see the sea! I want to jump right in and take a giant salt bath! I want to swim with the dolphins and make a lean-to out of palm fronds and watch birds swoop through the sky!

I was so excited to know my way out of this cement trap that I almost just started walking. But I was also hungry and needed a shower and clean clothes. So first I looked up the address of The People’s Church in the phone book (which they also have tons of at the library.)

And no wonder I couldn’t find it! It doesn’t look anything like a church. No pointy roof or stained-glass windows. No crosses or statues of Jesus or Mary or angels. Just a little sign posted on a basement door that says THE PEOPLE’S CHURCH.

It’s an actual underground church!

I told the pastor, “My mom said to meet her here because—” But before I could even finish building up my lie, he waved me in. “Come! Come in! The House of the Lord welcomes all. I’m Reverend Raynaldo, this is Shanana, and we’re here to help you any way we can.”

I don’t know what you think about God, Ms. Leone, but the days I’m not busy hating him, I think he doesn’t exist. Or if he does, he’s just the devil with a white cloak on. Like Ghost Boy. Which is he? Good or evil? (I may never know, because I got busted trying to lift the book.)

But there is no doubt in Reverend Raynaldo’s and Shanana’s minds about God. They are believers, and you know what? It’s nice to be around them. I’ve taken a shower, gotten clean clothes, eaten a TON of baked spaghetti, and I’ve got my own mat, pillow, and blanket over here in the corner. And they haven’t asked me once, “So…when did you say your mother was coming?”

If it wasn’t for the winos and druggies and schizos (who also have mats, pillows, and blankets), I might actually feel comfortable here.

         

Sunday night, August 1st

Summer is going by fast and I haven’t even seen the ocean, let alone frolicked with dolphins. I wasted yesterday sleeping. I swear, except for stuffing my face during breakfast, lunch, and dinner, I slept the whole day away. And I wasn’t wide awake at night, in case you’re wondering. I slept the whole night away, too.

It felt so good.

And still no questions about my mother.

         

Shanana made me go to church this morning. “Time to give thanks,” she told me. “Time to let Him hear your gratitude.”

“I’m grateful to you, anyway,” I muttered.

“I’m just the messenger,” she said with a smile. “Tell Him.”

So I went into the “chapel” (a cramped room with a very low ceiling and dilapidated folding chairs), and I listened to Reverend Raynaldo sermonize about the bounty of blessings the Lord has laid on the table for our feasting, and how the Light is the way for God’s lost flock to find its way Home.

I also listened to a lot of snorting and hacking and snoring from the homeless gallery. Plus, this one really spaced-out guy kept shouting stuff like “I am the One, the Way, and the Light! Follow me! To the desert! I have camels!”

I’ve met a lot of guys who think they’re Jesus. Maybe it happens when your beard gets long and scraggly and you start looking like a guy who’s walked across the desert in sandals. But this particular Jesus had the worst slur and most bloodshot eyes of any of the “prophets” I’ve ever seen. Shanana finally got him to leave, but she was amazingly nice about it. I’d have grabbed him by the ear and tossed him out on his rear.

I was surprised to see so many children at the service. I don’t know why any mom would bring her kids to this church, but a lot of them did. Maybe it’s the bounty of donuts and orange drink and coffee that the reverend and Shanana put out. After the sermon, everyone pigged out, tanked up, and took off.

         

Talking about God made me remember the Blue Lady. Have you ever heard of her? (What am I saying. Of course you haven’t.) The Blue Lady’s a secret among street kids, and the sad thing is, I used to believe in her. I really, truly used to believe in her. I wanted so badly for her to be real.

I’m not supposed to tell you about the Blue Lady, but I’m going to.

Ready?

Here’s how the legend goes:

Years ago now, God fled his beautiful marble palace in Heaven to escape a treacherous attack of Hell’s most powerful demons. The demons, with their scaly skins and eyes of dripping blood, smashed the palace until it was nothing but dust. The angels in Heaven were stunned. Where had God gone? Why didn’t He return? How could they defend Earth from the demons of the underworld without Him?

Time passed. God did not return. And demons found doorways into our world through abandoned refrigerators, mirrors, and limousines with blackened windows. Once on Earth, demons thrived on dark human emotions like fear and hate and jealousy.

The most feared demon of all (feared even by Satan) is a woman whose black dress billows backward, even on the stillest of nights. Blood drips from her ghoulish empty eye sockets as she screeches and howls at lesser demons to obey her. She is called the Crying Woman, and she is the one who led the attack on Heaven. And now that she is on Earth, she grows in power and strength by feeding on the terror of children.

There is one angel who can fight off the Crying Woman. She is beautiful, with long, flowing hair and glowing blue skin, and she lives in the ocean. She wants to save children from the Crying Woman but can only do so if they call out her secret name: the Blue Lady.

When the Blue Lady hears a child cry to her for help, she quickly gathers an angel army to protect the child from danger. Flying bullets, demons disguised as men, fever, or famine…if you call out to the Blue Lady, she will find a way to rescue you. You will hear her gentle voice whispering in your ear, “Hold on. You will be safe. Hold on.” She is good and kind and strong, and if you hold on, you will be safe. So hold on.

         

I used to love that story. I first heard it when I was nine. An older boy, maybe eleven or twelve, whispered the story to a group of us in the children’s corner at a shelter. “No adults can know about her,” he told us. “Adults don’t believe. Adults make fun. But it’s true. I swear on my father’s grave, it’s true.”

Some of the other kids nodded and whispered, “I’ve seen her.” “She saved me.” “She’s like an angel ghost, only blue.”

I heard the story of the Blue Lady many times, from all sorts of kids. And then at one shelter, I was the oldest, so it was my job to tell it. I loved seeing the younger kids’ eyes grow wide with awe as they heard the story for the first time.

I also loved the power of the Blue Lady. The strength she gave us on the inside. Like we could hold on because she and her army of angels were on a mission to protect us from evil, and somehow, some way, we would win.

I used to cry out to the Blue Lady when things got really bad. I used to think I heard her voice whisper, “Hold on, Holly. You will be safe. Hold on.”

But then I found my mother.

Dead.

And now I know:

There is no Blue Lady.

There’s only wishful dreaming.

         

4:45 p.m. I think it’s Thursday. I’ve lost track again.

I should know better than to walk along main streets. Cops use main streets. But when I left The People’s Church, I wanted to get out of Cement City and to the ocean as fast as I could. And I didn’t want to get turned around again. So I headed west the way I’d memorized from the map at the library: Follow Wilshire Blvd. (By the way, just so you don’t think I’m stupid, I decided to go west instead of south because on the map there were more green spaces along Wilshire, and following the Los Angeles River south to the ocean seemed very depressing. Plus, I started thinking that with the way they pour cement around here, the Cement River probably leads to Concrete Beach.)

I almost asked Shanana about the beaches and which one she thought was the best (because according to the map, there are miles and miles of them), but I really didn’t want her or the reverend to know where I was planning to go. And I’m glad I didn’t because Shanana started bringing up my mother.

“Sweet child,” she said, “I think we should get you some help. That mama of yours is just not showing up.”

“Oh, she’s coming,” I told her, like I really believed it. “We’ve done this before. You don’t mind me staying here, do you?”

“No, of course not! I’m just hopin’ everything’s okay.”

“Everything’s fine,” I said. “And you’ve been really, really nice.”

So I acted like I was planning to stay on longer, but the first chance I got, I stashed away a ton of food and took off.

I found Wilshire Blvd. and I tried to pace myself as I walked. Not too fast or you look suspicious. Not too slow or you look unsure. But it’s been really, really hot here, and it’s hard to move at a steady pace. According to a big billboard temperature sign that I saw, it was 101 degrees yesterday. Actually, I’m sure it was even hotter than that. You know how they factor in wind chill when it’s really cold, which makes the temperature even colder? (“Last night’s low was thirty-one degrees, but with wind chill, that figure dropped to nineteen.”) Well, around here there’s the opposite of wind chill. There’s asphalt heat. I swear heat radiates off the street and jacks the temperature up another ten degrees. And all the air conditioners that are cranked up to cool off the inside of buildings pump hot air outside. So up in the sky where they’ve got that temperature sign it may be 101 degrees, but down here on the street with the fire-breathing air conditioners and asphalt, it’s more like 120 degrees.

WHERE’S THE OCEAN???????

Too late to find that today, so let me finish telling you about the cops:

The same cop saw me, two days in a row. I recognized her, because how many cops do you see with wraparound shades and bleached cornrows? And she recognized me, because how many twelve-year-olds with green corduroy pants (that’s all they had at The People’s Church that fit me) and an overstuffed backpack do you see hiking down the same street, miles from where you’d spotted them the day before?

But instead of doing something really constructive like offering me a lift to the ocean so I could jump in and COOL OFF, she pulled over and called, “Excuse me?”

I didn’t pay one bit of attention to her. I just kept walking.

“Excuse me?” she said again, and this time she came onto the sidewalk.

I smiled at her and kept walking.

“Stop!” she commanded. “I’m talking to you!”

I turned and did something my mom used to do. I asked her, “Pardonnez-moi?” like I didn’t understand a word she was saying.

She frowned at me and said, “You some two-pint tourist?”

I only know about three French words, but that’s all my mom knew, either, so I did what she used to do: I made up whole sentences of phony French, shoving them through my nose as I spoke.

“Stop!” the cop snapped. “You don’t understand English?”

“Oui! Oui!” I said, then spoke a bunch more phony French. And, in an effort to get away from her, I channeled my phony mother, Louise, as I curtsied and said, “Au revoir!”

It worked. The cop threw her hands in the air, made some grumbling sounds, and got back in her cruiser.

Inside, I felt really good. Like both my mother and Louise were watching over me, helping me.

         

Crud. There I go again. I hate getting all weepy about my mom. Why isn’t she here with me? Why did she have to go and OD? I hate Eddie for getting her hooked, you hear me? I hate him, hate him, hate him! If he wasn’t dead already, I swear I’d kill him.

Lousy good-for-nothing creep.

But I really don’t want to talk about him or her. I was working up to telling you about this dog named Knobs, so that’s what I’m going to do.

After I ditched that cop, I got off the main drag quick, thinking it would be smarter to follow a parallel, less patrolled road. That’s when I spotted Knobs coming out from between some buildings. All of a sudden it seemed like ages since I’d seen a dog. You know, petted a dog. So I started walking quicker and called, “Here, boy!” (I didn’t know his name yet.) I whistled and said it again. “Here, boy!”

He glanced over his shoulder as he pranced along the sidewalk in front of me. So I said, “Hey, wait up, fella! What’s your name?”

He walked a little faster but kept looking over his shoulder. Not like he was afraid of me. More like he had someplace to get to and sort of wanted me to come along.

So I followed him. Up the street. Over. Up another street. Over. Up another street. Zigzag, zigzag we went until we got to a park. It was small and scroungy, with a lot of dead grass and scrawny trees and graffiti. But Knobs waited by the water fountain, tail wagging, obviously wanting me to push the button so he could jump up and get a drink.

See? Dogs are smart.

After we’d both lapped up about a gallon of water, I read his tag and started calling him his name and just ruffled and hugged and let him happy me up. He was so panty and waggy and sweet. I tossed a stick for him some, I shared my food with him. (I gave him the stuff that was getting pretty borderline from baking in my backpack in the sun.) Then I gave him another drink from the fountain and got a drink myself, but when I turned back around, he was gone.

You probably already figured this out, but I was so busy following Knobs that I got totally lost. And when I started walking again, I thought I knew which way was west, but my west turned out to be north. And do you know where I am now?

Beverly Hills!

This area is like the opposite of where I’ve just come from, and something about that is so, so weird. How did it go from concrete, barbed-wire fences, graffiti walls, and scroungy, scraggly brown grass to this in just a few blocks? There are palm trees. Tall, graceful palm trees. Whole streets are lined with them. And you should see the lawns these people have! They’re like lush oceans of grass. And the temperature is a good twenty degrees cooler here, too. I’m not exaggerating.

So, are these movie-star homes?

I have no idea.

But I can tell you this: There’s one person who spent last night in Beverly Hills who is definitely not a movie star.

She’s a sea gypsy!

Ha ha!

And you should see the stuff these people throw away. The food in their trash bins could feed an army! I had some kind of cheesy scones, a baked potato (with plenty of butter and sour cream still on it!), and the rind of a roast beef for dinner.

Yum!

Plus, I found a great hideaway behind some shrubs in an amazing backyard. You wouldn’t believe this backyard. It has actual rolling hills for a lawn, plus a tennis court, a swimming pool, and the most beautiful purple-flowered trees I’ve ever seen.

It’s nice here.

Real nice.

         

Same backyard, a couple days later

There’s a girl who gets a tennis lesson every day at 10:00. I may not know her, but I still hate her.

Picture this: white tennis skirt and tank top, spotless shoes, a white sun visor, sweat bands around both wrists, and sleek hair pulled back into a perfect braid.

Oh, you’re thinking, poor you. You’re jealous.

Okay, I admit it. I am a little. But that’s not why I hate her. I hate her because she’s snotty and whiny. I hate her because she’s got opportunity but no drive. That little diva doesn’t even try. You should hear her talk back to the instructor: “You hit it too hard!” “I’m not doing backhand today!” “My ankle hurts!” “You told me to do it like that. Make up your mind!”

I’d like to slap her silly! If I could switch places with her, I’d work my heart out. I’d listen. I’d sweat. I’d try.

Switching places with her would be funny, actually. Her living in the shrubs, me in the house? Sort of like The Prince and the Pauper, only it’d be The Princess and the Gypsy. I’d enjoy the good life, she’d learn to eat out of garbage cans. I’d become a tennis pro, she’d learn to regret not appreciating what she had.

Nice thought, but it’s not going to happen. Reality is, I’m stuck in the bushes. Reality is, I spend my whole day thinking about food and shelter and about how not to get caught. Reality is, I may have survived two months as a gypsy, but I’ve got six more years to go before I can get a job and rent an apartment and buy real food.

Six more years.

Am I really going to keep doing this for six more years?

         

Okay. The princess’s lesson is over now, and I’m going to say this because I’m hoping it’ll help me sort things out:

I don’t want to watch other people play tennis for six years. I can barely stand doing it for three days.

I don’t want to eat other people’s garbage for six years.

I don’t want to run and hide and lie and steal for six years.

I don’t want to feel this all-alone.

I don’t want to be this bored.

That’s it, right there. That’s the one that’s bugging me the most. I’m bored. If my stomach’s not aching and I’m not tired or scared or on the run, I’m sitting around with nothing to do. Why do you think I write in this thing? And six more years of this? I don’t know if I can take that. And then what? When I’m finally eighteen, how am I going to get a job? I haven’t even finished elementary school! Nobody’s going to hire me. So where’s that leave me? On the streets? Sleeping in bushes, eating out of trash cans?

Well, at least I’d be able to get into shelters, but I don’t want to live in shelters. I want a home! I want a dog! I want someplace where I belong.

And you know what? While I’m actually saying all this, I’m going to tell you something else. When I grow up, you know what I’d really, really love to be?

A dog doctor.

Forget cats, forget horses, I’d be a veterinarian who specialized in dogs. I’d be the best, too. People would come from miles around because they’d heard about Dr. Holly Janquell’s special way with dogs.

         

I can’t believe I actually told you that.

I’m a homeless girl, hiding in the bushes, dreaming about becoming a vet.

How pathetic is that?

         

Two (?) days later

This is a weird neighborhood. Everyone’s got a full-blown park for a backyard (and some for a front yard), but you rarely see anyone around. Cars zoom by on the main road, but the “estates” are dead. Where are all the people? Why aren’t they using their pools? Why aren’t they out playing golf on their back lawns? Are they too old? Are they on location somewhere making movies? Why have a million-dollar estate if you’re not going to use it?

I don’t get it.

I don’t get it at all.

         

Who knows what day it is…

I finally got caught by the gardener. He didn’t catch me catch me, he just saw me and chased me off. Better him than that bratty girl, that’s for sure. She’d have screeched for the police. He just chattered in Spanish and came after me with his leaf blower.

I think I was just waiting to get caught. I was there way too long. Beverly Hills was not my destination, and really, I was wasting my time hanging out in the safety of that backyard. I guess I just got comfortable there. It may not have been the beach, but compared to the cement jungle? It was paradise.

Hmm. Maybe that’s what happens if you get comfortable someplace. Maybe you need some motivation to move on. Actually, now that I think about it, maybe it’s not just being comfortable. Maybe it’s being used to. A place can be very uncomfortable, but if you’re used to it, it gives you a strange sense of comfort. Did that make any sense? For example, why do people stay in places or jobs or relationships that they hate? Why don’t they just leave?

Because they’re used to it, that’s why.

Wait a minute, I can hear you saying. Not everyone’s willing to chuck the little they’ve got and eat out of trash cans.

If it means winding up someplace better than where they were, why not?

Oh, so you don’t think I’m better off than I was?

That’s because you don’t get it, Ms. Leone. You don’t get it and you probably never will. Here’s the truth: I would WAY rather be hungry and tired and scared on the streets of L.A. than put up with the “comfort and safety” of the Benders’ house.

I wouldn’t go back there for all the silk sheets in China.

And if you don’t think I’m better off than I was, you should see this day! It is drop-dead gorgeous. It’s hot, but I’m sitting on a park bench in the shade, and there’s lots of grass and a nice, cool breeze, and it doesn’t feel hot.

Ha! I just got a little mental picture of you: You’re in- doors with the air-conditioning cranked way up because it’s 100 degrees and 98% humidity outside and the mosquitoes are swarming and the bugs are atrocious. Am I right? Summers there are awful! Winters there are awful. See? Why do you stay? You ought to run away! Hop a train! Stow away on a bus!

What am I saying? You could just buy yourself a ticket.

         

It would be interesting to talk to you if you did it the other way, though.

We could compare scars and bruises.

         

It might be fun.

         

3:10 p.m.

I’ve been sitting here, thinking again about how I talk to you like you’re really there. Not out loud like some crazy street person, don’t be stupid. I mean in this thing. I wouldn’t say two words to you in school, but now I chat away about everything, even the weather.

That’s weird enough right there, but what’s even weirder is that it really feels like I’m talking to someone.

It really feels like I’m talking to you.

Why is that?

And why do I keep doing it when I know I’m never going to see you again?

         

4:30 p.m.

I just found out that it’s the 18th of August. Unbelievable! How can it be the 18th of August?

Time is a weird thing. In some ways it feels like I just left The People’s Church.

In some ways it feels like forever ago.

There’s that ebb and flow in my mind about other things, too. Where it feels really close, then way far away. The Benders, the train, the bus, Louise, the library, my mother…waves of memories that wash in, then wash out. Close, then far.

         

Fear’s like that, too.

         

Still August 18th, 10 p.m.

I didn’t want to admit it before, but the wave of fear was crashing, and crashing hard. Everywhere I go, I try to stay in the background. And that great warm-and-breezy park I told you about was the perfect place to spend the day, and maybe the night. But there was this man there. He had thin hair, combed back. He was a little paunchy but not bad, and was of medium height. Just your average middle-aged Joe.

He wasn’t homeless. He was wearing businessman pants and shoes, sunglasses, and was clean-shaven. At first I thought he was just enjoying an afternoon in the park, but then I realized that he wasn’t really reading his newspaper.

He was watching the playground.

I kept a sly eye on him. He gave me the creeps like I haven’t felt in ages. And I made up my mind that nothing was going to stop me from tackling him if he tried to snatch a kid. I’d go down in a splat of gypsy glory if I had to, but there was no way I was going to let him touch a kid.

I was keyed up for over an hour because of this guy. He brought back all these feelings of being little and vulnerable and scared and confused, of gaping wounds in the heart that no one can see.

But then he put down his newspaper and left.

You know how the D.A.R.E. people came to school and told us that drugs burn holes in your brain or make you paranoid or have flashbacks or, you know, do permanent damage to your head? Well, after that guy left, I started worrying that maybe my experiences have been like drugs to my brain. Maybe they’re making me have flashbacks or paranoia, or they’ve permanently branded my brain with suspicion. The guy was probably just enjoying the beautiful afternoon, remembering the carefree joy of his youth by watching kids frolic in the park.

After a few minutes I went over and got his newspaper (which is how I found out what day it is). I actually sat on his bench for a while, but it felt kind of creepy. Like he was still there.

So I went to another bench, where I wrote in this and read the paper.

But I still had that creepy feeling, so I left the paper behind and moved again, and that’s when I noticed someone lurking in the shadows of the trees behind the bench where I’d been sitting. It was the same man, and he wasn’t watching the kids on the playground.

He was watching me.

I took off quick. And I thought I’d ditched him, only when I came out of the Grab and Go mini-market (where I’d done just that, and was all keyed up about it because all I’d gotten was a protein bar and it hadn’t exactly been easy), I saw him in a car in the parking lot.

I almost pointed and shouted, That guy is stalking me! You hear me? If I wind up dead, it’ll be because of that guy right there! But I didn’t do that because people would have taken one look at me and thought, Deranged homeless girl. Probably on drugs.

So what would you have done, Ms. Leone? Called the cops?

Well, that’s not exactly an option for me, is it. So what I did was go behind his car to write down his license plate in this thing. That way if he did snatch me and murder me, there’d be a trail of evidence.

But guess what?

He didn’t have a license plate.

Isn’t that great? Cops will interrogate me for walking down the sidewalk, but they let a guy like him prowl around without a license plate. Maybe he has one that he props in the back window when he’s not in pervert mode, but there was no plate when I looked. So I went up to the driver’s-side window and shouted, “I’m telling the cops about you, buddy. You are one sick sucker and you’d better leave me alone!” Then I moved away quick, before he could snatch me.

He didn’t follow me out of the parking lot, and I didn’t see his car anymore, but I’ve been nervous about it all night. Right now I’m holed up in a Burger King, thinking how if he snatches me, no one will know. No one will care.

There’s not a single soul in this entire universe who will care.

         

August 19th, 1:30 a.m., still at Burger King

Remember that essay I wrote where you said I’d used neighborhood too many times in one paragraph? You showed me how to use your thesaurus and I told you that the thesaurus was stupid? I told you that if you meant neighborhood, you should say neighborhood and not use area or district or vicinity or some other lame word that didn’t quite mean neighborhood. Remember that?

What I didn’t tell you was that the thesaurus was lame when it came to finding another word for neighborhood, but it was actually an amazing book. I got totally sucked in by some other words on that page. The two I remember are nefarious and necropolis. Necropolis! What a word! (It means graveyard, you know that, right?) You get this whole feel from necropolis that you don’t get from graveyard. A graveyard seems small. A necropolis seems like an entire city of tombstones. It’s one of those words you just don’t forget.

Nefarious was good, too. Evil. Wicked. Villainous.

Not-fair-as-us. That’s how I remember that word.

That day I started making up little snippets of stories that put words I found in the thesaurus together. For example: (ahem) Camille, a nefarious backstabber, skipped through Necropolis, the City of Dead, torturing souls with her whiny voice. “I told on you, I told on you, nah-ne-nah, I told on you!”

Don’t you love that?

Well, you probably don’t, but I do, so what do I care? What I’m telling you is that I miss your thesaurus. I used to sneak it out to recess with me when I didn’t have a book to read, then sit in my secret corner of the playground and make up little stories to go with cool new words I found in it.

So why am I telling you all this?

Because I’m working on something, and I need a word for loose that rhymes with endured.

I need a thesaurus!

And believe me, it’s not something I’m going to find in this joint.

         

August 19th, 4:00 a.m.

Forget loose and endured. I changed it all around, anyway. I’m finally done (I think). I wanted to finish it before I found a safe place to sleep, but now it’s almost daybreak. (I told you poetry was a big waste of time. Ha!)

Anyway, I’m copying it over from the napkins I worked it out on.

Here goes:



NEON IS MY NIGHT-LIGHT



Can the North Star guide the way,

When eyes no longer see it?

Do constellations shine above?

My heart can’t quite believe it.

If the aurora borealis

Lights up the northern skies,

It’s lost on me,

On city streets,

Neon is my night-light.



Oozing up through sidewalk cracks

Come people of the night.

In black and red, the walking dead,

With ghostly skin and eyes.

Are they after peace or poison?

Will their souls ignite?

Freaks abound,

Tightly wound,

Neon is my night-light.



Blues and pinks and yellows glow,

Cutting through the sky.

Flicker, flutter, flash, and flare,

They eat the night alive.

No one’s here to tuck me in,

To ease my fears away.

I dread the dark,

Cold and stark,

But neon is my night-light.

         

August 19th, 4:00 p.m.

You’re not going to believe this!

I am finally, finally, finally AT THE BEACH!

Twelve hours ago I was trying to keep from being scared by writing a poem (was I desperate, or what?), and now I’m happy as a clam in sand, baking on the beach. It is awesome here! You should see the ocean. It goes on and on forever and ever. No wonder people used to think the world was flat. Or that there was a giant waterfall over the edge of it. It’s just hard to imagine all that water, curving on and on around the world clear to what? Australia? Japan? China?

And the sand! The sand is hot and soft…not gritty at all. It sifts between your toes, and it tickles! And if you dig down a little with your feet, it cools off quick. Wow! I wonder how far down sand goes. When does it become rock? (Or crust or magma or whatever the layers of the earth are.) Doesn’t matter. What matters is that right now my feet are covered all the way to my ankles and it feels fantastic. Fantabulous!

What a difference twelve hours can make!

         

Saturday, August 21st

Do you want to hear about my adventure trying to score a swimsuit?

No?

Well, tough. I’m telling you anyway:

Yesterday morning after I’d snagged a cranberry scone from a coffee joint, I sat on a wall looking out at the magnificent Pacific and faced the fact that getting in the water and swimming with dolphins (which I haven’t actually seen yet) was not something I could do in green corduroy jeans.

I needed a bathing suit.

So I took a little hike to scope out the possibilities and discovered that this is one ritzy neighborhood. Man! I found this area that I guess you’d call a boardwalk—it’s got people selling jewelry and souvenirs and Hawaiian clothes from carts and stalls—but there are also restaurants and office buildings and boutiques along both sides of it, and everything is so, so expensive!

I cruised between the buildings, scoping things out, trying to look like I belonged. What a joke, huh? Me with my greasy hair and cap, overloaded backpack, and filthy shoes, looking like I belonged? At least I wasn’t wearing my jacket like the bums I saw. Or pushing a whole shopping cart of junk. I’m never going to be one of those bag ladies with a whole shopping cart of junk, you hear me? Never-never-never!

But back to what I was telling you: The people who shop this boardwalk have serious bucks, which is why stores can charge seventy-five dollars for a cruddy bathing suit. Do you know how many days I could eat off of seventy-five bucks?

The price didn’t really matter, I guess. I wasn’t planning to pay for it anyhow. It was just the idea of people actually spending that much on a bathing suit that shocked me. I made myself get over it, though, and started scoping out the stalls. I didn’t stay too long at any of them. I just tried to zero in on the suits that would fit me, then moved on before someone shooed me away.

I felt really self-conscious. Like everyone was looking at me, thinking, Is she a punk? A hood? Is she…homeless?

One thing punks and hoods and homeless never do is smile. So I always force myself to do just that whenever someone’s scoping me out, wondering if I’m trying to lift something. It really throws them off.

So that’s what I did on the boardwalk. I even asked some of the hawk-eyed vendors, “How are you today?” like it was perfectly normal for a person in my condition to be pawing through their pricy merchandise.

It didn’t make me feel any better, though. You should see the people here. I’m not talking about the homeless people (which there are quite a lot of, actually). I’m talking about everybody else. They’re not beach bums or surfers or even “California girls.” Everybody looks like they’re right out of a fashion magazine. Hair. Makeup. Nails. Clothes. I felt like a mangy mutt trotting through a party of poodles.

Not that poodles are bad dogs. Poodles are actually great dogs. They’re smart and they’re friendly and they’ve got the most amazing eyelashes ever. Did you know a poodle’s eyelashes have to be clipped or they get in their eyes? It’s like regular hair that just keeps growing and growing.

What’s stupid about poodles is not the poodle, it’s the people who get ahold of the poodle. All the grooming and fussing and nail painting and adornments…they turn a dog into a doll. It’s ridiculous.

And I kept telling myself that these highly groomed people I was seeing were, in fact, just people. But I didn’t feel it inside me. I felt like no matter what I did, I could never fit in. They’d been born with pedigree papers. I was a runaway mutt from the pound.

And, stupid as this is, when you’re a mangy mutt rubbing shoulders with prissy poodles, you’re the one who feels ridiculous.

Man, I feel bummed out now. How’d I get on all that, anyway? I was trying to tell you a funny story that doesn’t have anything to do with dogs.

It actually has to do with cats.

And I’m going to try to get in a better mood by powering through and telling you about it. Here goes:

On this ritzy boardwalk they’ve got all sorts of decorations like flags and metal art and fountains and stuff. They’ve also got entertainment. I saw my first-ever real mariachi band. You know, guys wearing big sombreros and sparkly gaucho outfits, strumming guitars and singing Mexican songs? It was like something out of a movie.

I also saw a man slapping bongos, another man playing some weird drum-shaker things, a woman playing guitar…lots of musicians. They had jars out for tips, but they weren’t beggars or anything. They seemed to be working together, too, because every once in a while they’d all pick up their stuff and rotate to a new place. It was weird, but they seemed to know where to go and what to do.

Not all of them were musicians. I saw an artist who draws cartoony faces, a juggler, a puppeteer, and a couple of magicians. (One of them was more like a clown with a top hat. He did this stupid trick where he pushed a blue scarf into a tube, did abracadabra over it, then pulled out a red scarf. That’s all he seemed to know how to do. That, and honk a bike horn.)

So the entertainment wasn’t great or anything except for this one gypsy-looking dude who had psychic kitties.

Psychic kitties!

Isn’t that wild?

They’re fortune-telling cats, and this is how it works:

You roll up two dollars and hold them out to one of the cats. The cat takes your money, puts it down behind the booth wall, then hands you a rolled-up piece of paper that has your fortune on it. The cats weren’t puppets, either. I watched them pad all around the booth.

That gypsy dude made a lot of money. Way more than the musicians. Hey, maybe I should start a booth of my own! My sign could read:



AMAZING!

STUPENDOUS!

EIGHTH WONDER OF THE WORLD!

Come See the One and Only…

GYPSY GIRL

and her

SPECTACULAR

PSYCHIC DOGGIES!



Nah. Forget it. It’s lame compared to psychic kitties. People expect a dog to be able to retrieve things. Seeing a cat do it is what’s weird.

         

Anyway, that was the funny thing I wanted to tell you. Now back to the bathing suit:

After scoping out the whole boardwalk (and watching psychic kitties in action), I decided to forget trying to score a suit from a cart vendor. They watch like a hawk.

I thought a better plan would be to snag one from a rack that was parked outside one of the boardwalk’s surf shops. You know how stores sometimes roll a rack or two outside their front door so you can see the kind of stuff they’re selling inside their front door? One of those kinds of racks.

I’d passed by this one store about four times and no one was ever out front. So I looked through the bathing suits on the rack and found one that I thought would fit. I spent a long time doing it, too, and no one came out to shoo me away.

I should just have snagged it right then, but I put it at the end of the rack and left, just in case someone was watching me through the tinted store windows.

Over the next couple of hours I passed by that rack at least four more times. The suit was just waiting for me to snag it, and the more I saw it, the more I wanted it. It was blue and sparkly and seemed to be the perfect suit to wear while swimming with dolphins.

This probably won’t make sense to you, but I was really nervous about lifting that suit. I don’t like stealing stuff, believe it or not. I do it, and I’m good at it, but that doesn’t mean I like it. And normally I don’t feel bad about it because I steal for survival, not for fun. Usually I’m just so hungry or cold or whatever that I can’t be distracted by thinking that what I’m doing is wrong.

But this sparkly blue swimsuit was not something I needed for survival.

It was just something I wanted.

I told myself that I’d come a long way to swim with dolphins, that I couldn’t exactly do it in my underwear, that there must be a HUGE markup on these bathing suits, and that come on—how much would it actually hurt the store if one went missing?

But it still felt wrong.

         

That didn’t stop me from wanting it, though.

And it didn’t stop me from trying to steal it.

         

It was four o’clock when I finally decided to do it. Everything seemed to be lining up for me: The mariachi band had moved right across the way (and was making a lot of noise with their singing and strumming), I knew a shortcut out of the boardwalk (in case I got chased), and a big group of women had just gone into the store (which meant that people would be busy on the inside and not thinking about the racks outside).

I checked for cops (they walk up and down the boardwalk).

I strolled over to the rack.

But my heart started racing like crazy and I…chickened out. I just walked by.

What’s the matter with you? I asked myself. It’s easy! Just grab it and go!

So I went down about six stores, circled back to where I’d started, and looked for cops again.

I strolled over to the rack again.

I reached for the suit….

But at the last second I decided to pull the suit off the hanger, and the next thing I knew, hangers were tangled and clanking to the ground, suits were tangled and caught on each other, and people were coming out of the shop.

I panicked. I don’t even remember seeing what I was doing. I just grabbed the suit and ran.

I could hear people shouting, and I think someone chased me. I remember stuffing the suit up my shirt to hide it, but other than that, it’s all a blur. A weird, dreamlike blur.

When I was sure I was in the clear, I stopped running and caught my breath on the curb between two parked cars. I didn’t feel like ha ha, I got away with it. I felt bad. Like I’d crossed the line from survival to crime.

I told myself I was being stupid. Who draws the line? Why is it drawn there? Why isn’t it drawn, you know, over here? I didn’t feel that way when I stole food. Or clothes. Or books. Why was I freaking out about a bathing suit?

I sat on the curb for a long time, trying to figure it out. And when I finally pulled the swimsuit down out of my shirt, I couldn’t believe my eyes.

It wasn’t the pretty, sparkly blue suit.

It was an ugly green-and-brown one!

With a skirt.

And it was way too big!

I felt like that lame magician at the boardwalk. Shove in one color, pull out another.

I got mad. So, so mad. It had taken me the whole day to lift a lousy swimsuit, and I’d stolen one that wouldn’t even come close to fitting.

I shoved it inside my backpack. It was getting late. I was hungry. I couldn’t go swimming with dolphins. I had to find something to eat.

Crud.

I had to steal something to eat.

After that I had a real lousy night, which I’m not even going to get into. What I am going to tell you is that this morning I finally broke down and put that stupid suit on. I had to tie the shoulder straps together in back with a piece of string so it wouldn’t fall off, and I felt like a giant piece of ugly seaweed in it, but I put it on and I parked my stuff on the beach like everyone else does. Then I hiked across the sand to the sea.

And you know what?

The water is COLD.

And SO salty.

And full of sand and foam and seaweed.

And, as far as I could see, no dolphins.

         

Saturday, August 21st, 5:30 p.m.

I was tired of writing. I wrote way too much. All those details. What do they matter? All I had to say was: I met some psychic kitties, I stole a suit, I went swimming.

See? That’s all you needed to know.

But the good thing about being sick of writing was that I got up and went back into the water. And now I have one more thing that I want to tell you:

I learned how to bodysurf!

There were some other kids doing it, and I just copied them. Once you get used to the temperature of the water, it’s fun. Really fun. My suit filled up like a fishbowl with every wave I caught (no fish, just sand and pebbles and bits of seaweed), but it drained right out (or if there was lots of sand, I dumped it out and went back for more).

I want to go again tomorrow, but I’m through for today. I’ve got to get completely dry before the sun goes down or I’ll be shivering cold tonight.

         

Monday evening, August 23rd

I am fried! Oh, man, am I fried. Burnt to a crisp. “Ow, ooh, eech.” That’s what I’ve been saying all day long. My shoulders and my back hurt the worst, but my knees and the tops of my feet are bad, too. They feel like road rash splashed with Tabasco sauce.

Man, am I fried.

         

7:45 p.m.

Have you ever watched the sun set from the beach? I hate to use this word because you used it WAY too much. (Every time you got excited about something, you’d use this word, and I thought it was really, REALLY corny.)

But now it’s the only word that I can find in my head that works.

(See, I need a thesaurus because I don’t WANT to use this corny word of yours, but it looks like I’m going to have to.)

Watching the sun set over the ocean is breathtaking.

I guess you could watch it and not have your breath taken away, but only if you’re not concentrating on what you’re watching. If you’re actually paying attention, it’ll definitely take your breath away. This big, powerful ball of fire dipping slowly past the horizon, shooting flames of color across the sky and blinding light over the ocean. Quivering and shimmering and finally going under.

         

It makes you feel…peaceful.

And grateful.

And awed.

         

Have you ever watched seagulls fly across the sky at sunset?

High enough to catch rays of the sun,

The bottoms of their wings glowing red,

Rustling in your ears

They make you feel flushed

With a will

To stay free.

         

Have you ever heard the waves crash against the shore?

At night when the world is still,

Their power, their thunder,

Their command of the Earth

They make you feel humble

And weak

And small.

         

Have you ever seen the moon mirrored by the sea?

A looking glass of water, of light, of dreams,

It shimmers, reflects,

And washes your mind

It makes you feel lonely

But not

Alone.

         

I’ve been trying to figure something out: How did that turn into a poem? Is that a poem? It doesn’t really fall into any of the categories on your handy-dandy poetry sheet (which is looking mighty tattered at this point). I guess it would be free verse?

What bugs me is, I started telling you about the sunset in regular sentences and then…that happened.

It was weird.

And I’m not sure if I like it or hate it.

         

A couple of days later

Every day at about 11:30 there’s a parade of scraggly people that goes down the street along the ocean. Some of them wear backpacks, some of them push shopping carts, some of them walk along with nothing at all.

There’s one guy in a motorized wheelchair. He wears a black hat and has a little red pennant on his wheelchair that flaps in the air behind him. There are a couple of men in camouflage shirts and others with guitars slung across their backs. It’s a weird sight. Like some sort of defeated, retreating army.

The first time I saw them I thought, Man, I’m glad I’m not hanging around them! because I was sure they were a big group of homeless people being run out of town. But the next day I saw them again and I thought, What the heck…? Then I realized that there was only one thing that would motivate an army of homeless to march through the streets together.

Free food!

So I joined the parade (from a respectable distance) and discovered that this town has a rescue wagon!

The woman who runs the rescue wagon is very nice (in a gruff kind of way). She drives into the parking lot of a big church, opens up the side of the truck, and gives a cellophaned sandwich to anyone who wants one. No questions, no sermons, just food!

I met this girl at the rescue wagon yesterday. She’s a year older than I am, and she told me her name is Venus.

Like I believe that?

So I told her mine was Gigi and lied to her about everything else, too. I said that I was from Denver and that my parents were a couple of mean drunks, so I was on my way to Oregon to live with my aunt.

“Oregon’s awful,” she told me. “Rains all the time. And there are no movie stars there like there are around here.”

“Movie stars?” I laughed. “Have you ever actually seen any?”

Her eyes got huge. “All the time!” Then she rattled off a list of movie stars that she’d seen and said that one of them had even said hello to her. “I could have touched him, he was that close!”

She told me some more stuff about movie stars, and yeah, I thought she was a big, fat liar. Not like Camille, who knows what she’s doing and does it to hurt other people. Like kids I’ve met at shelters. They tell made-up stories so much that they actually begin to believe them. I guess it’s one of those, what do they call them? Defense mechanisms? A way to keep reality from creeping in too close.

Then she asked me, “Where are you staying?”

I shrugged.

“You’re not living on the streets, are you?” She looked over both shoulders. “Some of these people are truly deranged!”

I shrugged again. Like, no biggie.

“Maybe you can stay at the manor with us,” she whispered. “It’s exclusive, but I’ll ask my mom.”

See? She expects me to believe she’s living in an exclusive manor? Next she’ll be talking about her servants.

But I figured hearing about her fantasy life was better than talking to the wall. So I said, “A manor, huh? What’s that like?”

“It’s awesome,” she said. And I was thinking, Yeah, yeah, right. Only then she said, “It’s right on the ocean and you can watch the sunrise and the sunset…. I’ve even seendolphins!”

My head started ping-ponging between Really? and Oh, right. It couldn’t be true, but…I still wanted to believe her.

“Dolphins?” I asked.

“They swim in little herds!” she told me. “I wish I could swim. Did you ever see that movie?”

“What movie?”

“The one about the boy who lives on a desert island and becomes friends with blue dolphins?”

I shook my head.

“They save him! They swim him back to his parents!”

“Really?”

“Oh, yeah!” she said and then told me the whole plot from beginning to end. When she finally stopped talking, I must have been looking at her a little strangely because she said, “What’s the matter? What are you thinking?”

“Nothing,” I told her, but I was thinking something.

I was thinking that I’d actually found another sea gypsy.

Even if she didn’t know how to swim.

         

I’m going to wrap this up quick because Venus wants me to play cards with her. Basically, her mother said I could come home with them, and it turns out that the “manor” is a big house that’s been condemned because of an earthquake. There are signs all over the place that warn you that you’ll die if you go inside, but dozens of street people have moved in, and the house sure doesn’t feel like it’s going to fall down the cliff or anything.

I’ve staked out my own little place on the floor of an upstairs room with some extra blankets that Venus gave me. I’m right next to her, and her mother’s off a little to the side. Everyone in this house sized me up quick, said come-on-in, and now they all call me Gigi. One of them even gave me a tube of lotion when she saw how bad my sunburn was.

So I’m feeling very strange. I’m pretending to be someone else, but that someone else almost feels like she belongs.

         






End of sample
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