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one

“Do	you	have	your	train	ticket?”
“Yes,	Mother.”
“Your	emergency	money	and	change	for	the	phone?”
“You	saw	me	put	it	in	my	pocket.	Besides,	I	have	the	cell	phone.”	I	waved	it	in

front	of	her	face.
Mom	 didn’t	 take	 her	 eyes	 off	 the	 traffic.	 “You	 can’t	 rely	 on	 cell	 phones,

Victoria.	Keep	some	change	for	the	pay	phone	just	in	case.	And	that	fifty	dollars
—it’s	 not	 all	 for	 junk	 food	 and	magazines,	 you	 know.	 It’s	 emergency	money.
Call	me	as	soon	as	you	get	to	your	father’s.”	She	let	out	a	long	breath	and	shook
her	head.	“I	still	can’t	believe	I’m	letting	you	do	this.”
“Mom,	I’m	fifteen.	Besides,	we	made	a	deal.”
“And	that	credit	card	is	only	for	absolute	desperate	emergencies,	understand?

Don’t	even	take	it	out	of	your	pocket	otherwise.”
“Okay,	I	get	it!	Absolute	desperate	emergencies	only.	No	problem.”
“Maybe	we	should	call	Dad	just	to	make	sure	he	has	the	right	time.”
“We	called	him	last	night.	Good	grief,	Mom.	If	it	means	enough	to	him,	he’ll

be	there.”
“Honey,	please	don’t	be	so	dramatic.	He	doesn’t	love	you	any	less	just	because

he	can’t	come	to	every	school	play	or	softball	game.	This	is	hard	on	him	too,	you
know.”
“Yeah.	I’m	not	the	one	who	left.”
“Then	why	are	you	going,	Victoria?	No	one’s	forcing	you.”
“I’m	 going	 for	 decent	 pizza,	 and	 real	 Chinese,	 and	 Saks	 and	 Barney’s	 and

Bloomie’s.	Besides,	how	else	can	he	see	exactly	how	miserable	I	am?”



“You	will	be	miserable	if	I	find	out	you’re	spending	that	kind	of	money.”	She
sighed.	“You	know,	you’re	right.	You	and	Dad	need	to	spend	some	time	together.
But	please,	have	a	good	long	talk.	It’ll	be	good	for	both	of	you.”
She	pulled	over	 to	 the	curb	and	put	 the	car	 into	park.	“I’ll	have	 to	 just	drop

you	off.	I’m	running	late.	All	you’re	taking	is	that	little	backpack,	for	a	month	at
your	father’s?”
“Mom.	You	worry	too	much.”
“I	know	it.	I	can’t	help	it.”	Then	she	shrugged	and	smiled.	“Have	fun,	okay?

I’ll	miss	you,	baby.”
“Oh,	Mom.”	 I	 threw	my	 arms	 around	her	 and	 squeezed	 her	 tight.	 “I’ll	miss

you,	too.”

The	Hartford	station	is	a	sad	little	one-track	wreck	on	the	escape	route	to	New
York.	It	must	have	been	beautiful	a	long	time	ago.	On	the	track	side	you	can	see
the	carved	 red	stone	of	 the	building,	and	 the	big	arched	windows	all	 in	a	 row.
You’d	never	know	it	from	the	street	side,	where	it’s	completely	covered	with	this
disgusting	 metal	 and	 plastic	 from	 the	 psychedelic	 sixties.	 What	 were	 they
thinking	 when	 they	 did	 that?	 Did	 people	 go	 around	 then,	 saying,	 “Hmmm,
there’s	just	too	much	beauty	in	the	world.	What	can	we	ugly	up	today?”
Ten	minutes	until	departure.	Enough	time	to	stock	up	on	reading	material	and

breakfast,	 and	 to	 plan	 my	 seating	 strategy.	 Comfort	 is	 very	 important	 when
you’re	going	to	be	stuck	on	a	train	with	strangers	for	three	hours.
I	stood	in	 line	at	 the	newsstand	and	separated	out	 the	fifty	bucks	Mom	gave

me	from	my	own	stash	of	allowance	money,	and	put	the	Mom	money	back	in	my
pocket.	 I’m	 not	 totally	 irresponsible.	 I	 know	 perfectly	 well	 the	 difference
between	 emergency-emergency	 money,	 and	 emergency-there’s-a-really-good-
sale-at-Bloomingdale’s	money.	 I	bought	my	stuff	and	 then	headed	up	 the	wide
stone	steps	to	the	platform.
The	train	blew	into	the	station	with	a	high-pitched	screech	of	brakes	on	rails.

Just	when	I	was	sure	my	eardrums	were	going	to	pop,	the	train	stopped,	and	the
screeching	did	too.
A	hiss	of	compressed	air	opened	the	doors	all	along	the	length	of	the	train,	one

door	at	either	end	of	each	silver	car.



I	stepped	through	the	front	door	of	the	first	car	and	worked	my	way	toward	the
back	 of	 the	 train,	 scouting	 for	 a	 decent	 seat.	 Kicking	 aside	 the	 crumpled
newspapers	and	empty	coffee	cups	in	 the	aisle,	I	did	my	Goldilocks	thing:	 this
seat	 has	 too	 many	 crumbs	 …	 this	 window	 has	 too	 many	 schmutzes	 …	 the
bathroom	 on	 this	 car	 reeks	 …	 .Good	 grief,	 doesn’t	 anyone	 ever	 clean	 these
trains?
I	finally	found	an	acceptable	spot	and	hurled	my	backpack	onto	the	bars	of	the

overhead	rack.	I	slid	onto	the	faded	blue	plush	of	the	aisle	seat	and	dropped	my
essentials	onto	 the	window	seat:	 five	gossip	magazines	and	a	giant	crunch	bar.
That	should	get	me	as	far	as	New	Haven,	anyway.
There	were	only	a	few	other	people	in	the	car,	so	I	had	both	seats	to	myself.

Most	of	 the	commuters	had	already	taken	one	of	 the	early	 trains	 to	New	York.
The	way	Dad	used	to.	Before	the	world	blew	apart,	in	more	ways	than	one.
Dad	moved	out	over	Labor	Day	weekend	last	year.	As	in,	September	2001.	I

strongly	 advised	 against	 the	whole	 thing.	Well,	what	 I	 said	was,	 “This	 stinks.
Why	can’t	you	people	figure	out	how	to	live	together?	Don’t	you	care	about	how
I	feel?”
They	said,	“Of	course	we	do,	honey.”
He	left	anyway.
His	apartment	 in	Chelsea	was	 still	 full	of	boxes	on	September	11.	 I	 thought

Mom	was	absolutely	going	to	lose	it	that	day.	One	minute	she’s	telling	Dad	good
riddance,	 and	 practically	 the	 next	minute	 she’s	 crying	 and	 screaming	 into	 the
phone	trying	to	find	out	where	he	is.	Didn’t	I	tell	them	to	try	and	work	it	out?
In	 my	 former,	 pre-divorce	 life,	 Mom	 and	 I	 took	 the	 train	 into	 the	 city

practically	 once	 a	week	 in	 the	 summers,	 to	 go	 shopping	 and	 to	meet	Dad	 for
lunch.	I	knew	the	route	by	heart.	But	after	the	divorce,	I	had	to	beg	for	months
before	they’d	let	me	go	on	my	own.	Even	though	they’d	promised	me	last	year.
It	was	part	of	the	deal	we	made	when	Dad	moved	out,	as	if	that	would	make	up
for	everything	else.	It	didn’t,	of	course.	Not	by	a	long	shot,	but	a	deal	is	a	deal
and	I	wanted	my	trip	to	the	city.
Dad	finally	softened	up.	He	converted	his	spare	room	into	a	bedroom	for	me.
“It’ll	be	your	second	home,”	he	said.	“Here	for	you	any	time	you	want.	How

many	girls	are	lucky	enough	to	have	their	own	Manhattan	digs?”



Which	just	made	me	mad.	Second	home?	What	the	hell	does	that	mean?	Home
can	only	be	one	place.	That’s	what	“home”	means.	“Two	homes”	is	 like	“most
unique.”	 Unique	 means	 one	 of	 a	 kind,	 nothing	 else	 like	 it.	 And	 just	 like
something	 is	 either	 unique	 or	 it’s	 not,	 someplace	 is	 either	 home	 or	 it’s	 not.
Telling	me	I	had	two	homes	just	made	me	feel	like	I	had	no	home	at	all.
Mom	was	 ready	 to	 nix	 the	whole	 trip.	 She	 said,	 “The	world	 is	 a	 dangerous

place,	Victoria.	Especially	New	York	City.”	I	gave	her	the	comforting	argument
that	a	cloud	of	smallpox	will	find	Farmington,	Connecticut,	just	as	easily	as	New
York	or	anywhere	else.	Of	course	I’m	scared	to	be	in	New	York.	It’s	just	that	I’m
not	 any	 less	 scared	 staying	 home.	 So	 why	 not	 keep	 myself	 occupied	 with	 a
summer	of	kick-ass	shopping	in	the	city?	It	could	be	very	therapeutic.
She	wasn’t	buying	it.
When	logic	didn’t	work,	I	resorted	to	guilt.	“Does	a	promise	mean	nothing	to

you	anymore?	Your	marriage	vows	go	out	the	window,	so	you	think	you’re	off
the	hook	for	everything	else?”	She	tried	to	tell	me	how	people	can’t	promise	not
to	 change,	 but	 I	 didn’t	 want	 to	 hear	 it.	 People	 shouldn’t	 make	 promises	 they
can’t	keep.
Maybe	the	guilt	thing	worked,	or	maybe	she	finally	just	wanted	me	out	of	the

house	for	a	while.	Either	way.	She	bought	me	a	train	ticket.
She	 also	 bought	me	 a	 cell	 phone	 and	 programmed	 in	 all	 of	Dad’s	 numbers.

Then	she	made	him	swear	not	to	be	late	meeting	me	at	Penn	Station.	And	now
here	I	was,	on	the	train	to	New	York	on	the	first	day	of	summer	vacation,	with	a
pocket	full	of	spending	money	and	a	pile	of	trashy	magazines	to	keep	my	mind
off	the	real	world.
I	 like	 reading	 the	 gossip	mags.	 It’s	mostly	 idiotic	 stuff,	 but	 it’s	 fun	 to	 read

about	 famous	people.	 If	 they	want	 to	be	famous,	 that’s	what	 they	get.	 I	 like	 to
find	 out	 if	 they’re	 decent	 or	 not	 behind	 their	 public	 faces.	 It	 helps	me	 decide
what	movies	to	go	to,	what	music	to	buy,	stuff	like	that.	Moral	fiber	is	important.
You	can	have	money,	or	fame,	or	brains,	but	 if	you	act	 like	a	 jerk,	 then	what’s
the	 point?	 Mom	 was	 right	 about	 one	 thing.	 The	 world	 is	 a	 dangerous	 place.
There	are	people	out	there	trying	to	kill	us	all	in	our	beds.	Right	now	you	could
be	inhaling	nerve	gas,	or	anthrax,	or	God	knows	what.	Do	you	want	to	take	your
last	breath	as	a	total	jerk,	or	as	a	decent	human	being?
As	far	as	I’m	concerned,	there’s	no	excuse	not	to	be	decent.



two

Kick.
What	the	…	?
Kick-kick-kick.
Okay.	 Somewhere	 between	 “Stars	 Who	 Overeat	 in	 Secret”	 and	 “Prince

William’s	 Favorite	 Girls’	 Names,”	 someone	 (kick)	 decided	 to	 occupy	 the	 seat
behind	 me	 (kick).	 And	 kick	 the	 back	 of	 my	 seat	 (kick-kick).	 I	 vaguely
remembered	 the	 last	 stop.	This	 someone	 (kick)	must	have	boarded	 then.	Good
grief	(kick).	And	barely	ten	minutes	on	the	(kick)	train.
Kick-kick-kick-kick-kick.
I	turned	around	and	peeked	through	the	narrow	opening	between	the	seats.
There	it	was.	Sitting	on	the	edge	of	the	seat,	swinging	its	feet	like	that’s	what

made	the	train	go.	Legs	just	long	enough	to	give	my	seat	a	good	kick	with	every
swing.	Dark	hair,	big	brown	eyes,	runny	nose.	Then	it	looked	right	at	me.
“Ha!”	 it	 squealed,	 and	 it	 reached	 forward,	 grabbing	 for	my	 eye	 like	 it	 was

some	 kind	 of	 toy	 stuck	 between	 the	 seats.	 Just	 then,	 the	 train	 hit	 a	 curve	 and
banked	 left.	The	 kid	 toppled	 sideways	 and	disappeared.	 It	 started	 to	wail.	Oh,
yikes.	I	didn’t	mean	for	it	to	fall	and	hurt	itself.
“What’re	 you	 doing	 on	 the	 floor?	Get	 up	 here!”	A	 hand	 reached	 down	 and

brought	up	an	arm,	 then	 the	entire	kid,	 runny	nose	and	all.	Now	 its	eyes	were
wet	too.	The	Hand	plopped	the	kid	down	on	the	seat	and	wiped	his	nose	with	a
shredded	tissue.
“Mama,”	he	whimpered.
“Drink	your	pop,”	said	The	Hand,	and	it	pushed	a	plastic	sippy	cup	at	the	kid’s

chest.	He	took	the	cup,	sniffled	some	of	his	snot,	and	smiled	up	at	her.	Then	he
leaned	forward	to	look	for	my	eye	again.



No	way.	Time	to	move	to	a	new	neighborhood,	before	we	have	more	injuries.
I	 stuck	 my	 half-eaten	 crunch	 bar	 in	 Prince	 William’s	 face	 and	 closed	 the

magazine,	gathered	up	 the	 rest	of	my	 junk,	and	went	cruising.	As	 I	passed	 the
kid’s	seat,	I	couldn’t	help	glancing	over.
“Ba!”	he	said.	I	guess	that	meant,	“Bring	back	that	eye	so	I	can	poke	it.”
“Go	to	sleep	now,”	said	The	Hand.
It	 turned	out	 that	The	Hand	was	attached	to	a	girl	not	a	whole	lot	older	 than

me.	A	blue	snake	tattoo	crawled	around	one	side	of	her	neck.	Obviously	going
for	the	classic	beauty	look.	And	sleep?	That	kid	was	the	untiredest-looking	two-
year-old	I’d	ever	seen.	He	just	smiled	and	went	on	kicking	my	former	seat.
The	best	I	could	do	was	across	the	aisle	and	one	seat	behind	them.	At	least	he

couldn’t	kick	my	seat,	and	unless	he	turned	around	and	hung	out	into	the	aisle,
he	wouldn’t	be	able	to	see	me.	I	just	hoped	he	wouldn’t	wail	all	the	way	to	New
York.
It	was	 ten	 o’clock.	 Time	 to	 cruise	 the	 café	 car	 to	 see	 if	 there	was	 anything

good	 left.	 They	 don’t	 always	 bother	 to	 restock	 their	 snack	 inventory	 after	 the
early	runs	(God	knows	they	never	check	the	toilet	paper	supply),	so	by	this	time
it’d	be	hit	or	miss.	I	decided	that	if	the	café	car	was	out	of	Diet	Coke,	I’d	hop	off
at	the	New	Haven	changeover.	That’s	where	the	train	stops	for	about	ten	minutes
while	they	change	engines	from	diesel	to	electric	for	the	ride	into	the	city.	Plenty
of	time	to	hit	the	vending	machines.	All	I	needed	was	the	right	motivation.	I	was
motivated	 to	get	off	 by	 the	 thought	 of	 peanuts,	 cookies,	 and	Diet	Coke.	 I	was
motivated	to	get	back	on	by	the	thought	of	having	to	call	Dad	from	New	Haven
to	 tell	 him	 my	 train	 was	 on	 the	 way	 to	 New	 York	 without	 me.	 Not	 a	 pretty
thought.
I	 dug	 into	 my	 pocket	 and	 pulled	 out	 five	 singles	 from	my	 Bloomingdale’s

money.	The	train	was	already	slowing	down.	Time	to	check	out	the	café	car.
“Sit	yourself	down	right	now!”
I	looked	up.
“I	told	you	to	go	to	sleep.”
Oh.	It	was	The	Hand	over	across	the	aisle.	The	little	guy	was	standing	on	the

seat	 with	 his	 goopy	 face	 pressed	 against	 the	 window,	 coming	 this	 close	 to
toppling	over	again	with	every	bump	and	sway	of	the	train.	He	pointed	against
the	glass	and	said,	“Da?”



“That	ain’t	no	dog.	It’s	a	cow.	And	I	told	you	to	sit	your	butt	down!”	The	Hand
grabbed	him	by	one	arm	again.	He	looked	like	a	doll,	swinging	by	his	arm	like
that.
Then	I	saw	something	I	hadn’t	noticed	before.
Around	 each	 of	 the	 baby’s	 arms,	 just	 above	 the	 elbow,	 there	was	 a	 ring	 of

bruises.
The	Hand	dropped	him	onto	the	seat	and	tossed	a	ragged	teddy	bear	at	him.
“Da?”	he	said,	pointing	toward	the	window.
“Shut	up	and	go	to	sleep.”
The	train	lurched	to	a	stop	and	the	doors	hissed	open.	I’d	missed	my	chance

for	the	café	car,	but	that	was	fine	with	me.	All	of	a	sudden	I	needed	fresh	air.
I	grabbed	my	backpack	and	made	for	the	door.

I	was	off	 and	on	again	 in	 less	 than	 three	minutes.	 I	 settled	 in	with	Diet	Coke,
cookies,	a	bottle	of	water,	and	an	apple.	Man	does	not	 live	on	crap	alone,	you
know.
Something	was	different,	though.	The	seats	across	the	aisle	were	empty.
Oh,	thank	God.	Those	two	were	really	kind	of	creeping	me	out.
The	train	started	its	slow	pull	out	of	the	station.	As	it	gained	speed	and	settled

into	its	rock-a-bye	rhythm,	I	melted	back	into	the	seat	and	closed	my	eyes.
I	liked	riding	the	train.	Despite	the	sanitation	glitches,	Amtrak	was	not	a	bad

experience—reclining	airplane-style	seats	with	tray	tables.	Air	conditioning.	The
Metro	North	commuter	train	was	cheaper,	but	it	was	a	school	bus	on	rails.	The
blood-red	vinyl	seats	were	sticky	in	the	summer	and	slippery	in	the	winter.	The
air	conditioning	was	usually	broken	and	the	windows	were	usually	stuck	shut.
But	Metro	North	had	one	advantage.	It	stopped	at	Grand	Central	Terminal.
I	was	 six	 years	 old	 the	 first	 time	 I	 saw	Grand	Central.	 The	 three	 of	 us	 had

gotten	all	dressed	up	to	see	the	Christmas	Spectacular	at	Radio	City	Music	Hall.
We	stepped	off	the	train,	walked	through	the	tunnel	and	then—wow.	The	walls
and	ceiling	 seemed	 to	 fall	 away,	 and	we	were	 standing	 in	 this	huge	cavernous
room.	 I	 loved	 it	 all	 instantly	 —the	 creamy	 marble	 everywhere,	 the	 high
windows,	 the	 gigantic	 brass	 clock.	 The	 bustle	 of	 tourists,	 commuters,	 and
Christmas	shoppers.



But	the	best	part	was	the	ceiling.	It	was	painted	to	look	like	the	night	sky,	and
I	was	sure	it	was	as	high	as	the	sky	itself.	Thousands	of	tiny	light	bulbs	twinkled
in	 the	 shapes	 of	 the	 constellations.	 I	 gripped	 Dad’s	 hand	 tight	 to	 keep	 from
falling	over	backward,	and	he	laughed	and	cradled	my	head	with	his	free	hand.
But	a	lot	has	changed	since	I	was	six.	The	Radio	City	Christmas	Spectacular

isn’t	spectacular	anymore.	I	wouldn’t	be	caught	dead	in	a	red	velvet	dress.	And
now	if	I	want	to	see	Dad	I	have	to	go	to	the	city	by	myself,	because	he’s	already
there.
Grand	Central	 is	 as	beautiful	as	ever,	 though.	At	 least	 there	are	 some	 things

you	can	still	depend	on.
But	today	I	was	on	Amtrak,	and	Amtrak	goes	to	Penn	Station.
Dad	told	me	that	once	upon	a	time,	Penn	Station	had	been	as	grand	as	Grand

Central.	 But	 in	 1963	 it	 was	 torn	 down	 to	 make	 room	 for	 Madison	 Square
Garden.	 I’ve	 seen	 the	 Garden,	 and	 I	 ask:	What	 kind	 of	 tradeoff	 is	 that?	Was
absolutely	everyone	smoking	weed	in	that	decade?
But	Dad	 said	 that	 losing	 the	old	Penn	Station	 actually	 saved	Grand	Central.

When	 people	 saw	 what	 happened,	 they	 protested	 and	 Grand	 Central	 was
preserved.	That’s	worth	something,	I	guess.
So	now	I	was	headed	to	ugly	Penn	instead	of	beautiful	Grand	Central.	But	at

least	my	seat	reclined.
Behind	me,	I	heard	the	door	between	the	cars	slide	open.	I	let	my	eyelids	drift

up	just	enough	to	see	through	my	lashes.
It	 was	 The	 Hand.	 She	 hadn’t	 gotten	 off	 after	 all.	 She’d	 only	 gone	 for

provisions,	which	 appeared	 to	be	 a	 can	of	 orange	 soda	 and	 a	 can	of	 beer.	But
what	had	she	done	with	the	baby?	Traded	him	for	a	fake	ID?
She	sat	down	again	across	the	aisle,	popped	open	the	can	of	beer,	and	took	a

good	long	swig.	She	let	her	head	fall	back	against	the	seat	and	closed	her	eyes.
“Pop?”	said	a	voice,	and	a	little	hand	held	up	a	sippy	cup.
I	sat	up	straight.
He’d	been	there	all	along.	I	just	hadn’t	seen	him	in	the	window	seat.	The	Hand

had	left	him	alone	while	she	went	to	get	herself	a	beer.
I	squirmed	and	tried	to	concentrate	on	“What’s	in	the	Stars	for	the	Stars.”
But	I	couldn’t.	I	peeked	over	the	top	of	the	mag	and	watched.
“I	got	your	pop,”	said	The	Hand,	taking	another	swallow	of	beer.



“Pop?”	said	 the	 little	guy	again,	shaking	his	cup	and	reaching	for	 the	can	of
beer.	All	I	could	think	of	was	how	hungry	he	must	be	to	want	that	orange	soda	so
much.	And	it	looked	like	that	was	all	he	was	getting.
The	Hand	 finally	 opened	 the	 soda	 can.	 “Give	me	 that,”	 she	 said,	 taking	 the

cup.
“Pop,”	he	said,	that	streaky	dirty	snotty	little	face	smiling	up	at	The	Hand	like

she’d	 just	 given	 him	 the	 sweetest	 kiss.	 He	 drank	 down	 the	 orange	 soda	 and
started	kicking	the	seat	in	front	of	him.
I	couldn’t	move.	 I	 just	 sat	 there,	 rubbing	my	sweaty	palms	on	my	 jeans	and

trying	not	to	stare	across	the	aisle.
She’d	left	him	alone	in	the	seat	while	she	walked	two	cars	down	to	the	café	car

for	 a	beer.	While	 the	 train	was	 stopped.	With	 the	doors	wide	open	and	people
getting	on	and	off	all	over	 the	place.	And	she	gave	him	bruises	and	she	had	a
fake	 ID	 and	 drank	 beer	 at	 ten	 in	 the	morning	 and	 she	 had	 no	 business	 being
responsible	for	a	little	kid.	If	she	hurt	him	again,	I’d—I’d	what?	Talk	sense	into
her?	Give	her	a	stern	warning?
No	one	else	seemed	to	notice	what	was	going	on	across	 the	aisle.	Or	maybe

they	 just	 pretended	 not	 to	 notice.	 People	 sat	 there,	 reading	 their	 newspapers.
Chatting.	Totally	oblivious.	How	could	they	not	notice?
Maybe	when	the	conductor	came	by,	I	could	stop	him	and	tell	him	what	had

been	going	on.	Or	I	could	go	find	him	now.	Or	I	could	hop	off	in	Stamford	and
find	a	cop.	Or	 I	 could	hop	off	 in	Stamford	and	 stand	 there,	watching	 the	 train
pull	 away,	 and	 I’d	 never	 have	 to	 lay	 eyes	 on	 them	 or	 think	 about	 them	 ever
again.	I	didn’t	care	how	many	times	Dad	would	kill	me	for	missing	the	train.
But	I	couldn’t	leave.	He	was	just	a	baby.	If	his	own	mother	wouldn’t	take	care

of	him,	who	would?
CLUNK!
“Maaaaa-maaaa	…	!”
“What	the	hell	are	you	doing	on	the	floor?	Get	up	here	now!”
There	 she	went	 again,	 hauling	 up	 the	 entire	 kid	 by	 his	 skinny	 little	 bruised

arm.	I	rubbed	my	jeans	until	I	thought	they’d	light	on	fire.
He	was	crying	so	loud.	A	pink	spot	was	blooming	just	above	his	left	eyebrow.

He	put	his	hand	to	his	head	and	cried	and	cried.
“You	hush,”	she	said	through	her	teeth.



The	door	between	the	cars	slid	open	and	the	conductor	came	breezing	through.
Before	I	had	time	to	think,	I	stepped	into	the	aisle.
“Excuse	me,	but	there’s	a	problem.”
“Problem?	Let’s	see	your	ticket.”
“No,	it’s	not	my	ticket,	my	ticket’s	fine	…	.”
“Victoria	Dowling?	That’s	you?”
I	nodded.	“Yes,	but—”
“This	is	for	Penn	Station,	honey.	Two	more	stops.”	He	handed	back	my	ticket

and	tried	to	push	past.
“No,	wait.	I	need	help,”	I	whispered.	“That	baby	there	needs	help.”
“Huh?	Now,	I’m	sure	he’s	just	cranky.	All	them	kids	get	cranky	on	the	train.”
“But	she	might	hurt	him.	Please.	Can	you	do	something?”
“Do	something?”	He	frowned	and	looked	across	the	aisle.
The	 Hand	 was	 holding	 Little	 Guy’s	 head	 in	 her	 hands,	 inspecting	 the	 pink

bump.
“They	seem	okay	to	me,”	said	the	conductor.	“I’m	sure	he’s	just	cranky.	Now

excuse	me,	honey.	I	got	work	to	do.”	He	squeezed	past	me	and	kept	walking.	I
glanced	over	to	see	if	The	Hand	had	overheard	us,	but	she	was	talking	to	Little
Guy.
“What’m	I	gonna	do	with	you?	You’re	nothing	but	a	little	pain	in	the	ass,	you

know	that?”
The	baby	sniffled	and	stared	into	her	eyes.	I	hoped	he	didn’t	understand	all	the

words.
One	more	hour	to	Penn	Station.	If	I	could	just	hold	on	until	then,	I	could	tell

Dad	everything,	and	he’d	know	what	to	do.	Only	one	more	hour.
“Maaaaa-maaaa	…	.”	wailed	Little	Guy	from	across	the	aisle.
I	could	feel	the	muscles	in	my	shoulders	tightening.	The	Hand	was	curled	up

in	her	seat	now,	trying	to	sleep.
“Maaaaa-maaaa	…	.”
“Shhh,”	said	The	Hand,	and	she	pulled	the	baby	onto	her	lap.	He	snuggled	into

her	chest,	she	kissed	the	top	of	his	head,	and	they	both	were	quiet.
Oh,	good	grief.	The	conductor	was	right	and	I	was	being	ridiculous.	Lots	of

parents	 blow	up	 at	 their	 kids	 in	 public—parents	 a	 lot	 older	 than	 this	 one,	 too.
You	see	it	all	the	time	in	the	grocery	store	and	at	the	mall.	Mom	did	it	plenty	of



times	 with	 me	 when	 I	 was	 little.	When	 I	 was	 big.	 Last	 week.	Who	 was	 I	 to
judge?
I	needed	to	distract	myself.	I	opened	my	new	phone	and	tried	out	the	camera.	I

snapped	a	few	pictures	…	of	Long	Island	Sound	outside	my	window	…	of	Little
Guy,	but	 I	mostly	got	 the	 top	of	his	head	and	a	bit	of	The	Hand’s	 fashionable
snake	tattoo	…	.	I	even	took	a	picture	of	myself	by	holding	the	phone	at	arm’s
length.	 It	was	kind	of	crooked	and	 it	made	my	nose	 look	big,	but	otherwise	 it
turned	out	okay.
I	 hadn’t	 downloaded	 any	 ring	 tones	 yet,	 and	 I	 couldn’t	 do	 it	 now	 without

annoying	everyone.	So	for	the	time	being	I	was	stuck	with	the	dumb	little	dee-
deet	song	that	you	hear	a	zillion	times	a	day	from	a	zillion	different	phones.
What	was	my	phone	number	 again?	 I	 scrolled	 through	 the	menus	 to	 find	 it,

and	then	I	pulled	out	a	pen	and	copied	the	number	about	ten	times	on	the	cover
of	 my	 magazine,	 until	 I	 had	 it	 memorized.	 Knowing	 your	 own	 cell	 phone
number	 is	 important.	You	never	know	when	 that	cute	guy	 in	homeroom	might
ask	you	for	it.	Or	if	you	had	to	tell	it	to	someone	at	911	because	the	girl	across
the	aisle	was	smacking	her	kid	around.
The	distractions	didn’t	 seem	 to	be	working.	My	eyes	were	drawn	across	 the

aisle	like	pins	to	a	magnet.
Their	seats	were	empty	again.	I	peeked	up	and	down	the	aisle.
No	one.
I	leaned	forward	for	a	better	view	across	the	aisle.
Nothing.
I	tiptoed	over	to	the	seats	behind	theirs,	and	peeked	over	the	back	of	the	seats.
“Boo!”	A	head	popped	up	at	me.
I	jumped	and	hit	my	head	on	the	overhead	rack.
“Ow!	What	the	hell?”	I	rubbed	my	head	and	opened	my	eyes.
There	we	were,	standing	nose	to	snotty	nose.	I	could	smell	his	orangey	breath,

and	something	else	coming	from	the	region	of	his	pants.
“Ha!”	he	said,	and	plopped	down	onto	his	seat.
“You	little	…	”
“Boo!”
“Stop	that!	Where’s	your	mother?”	I	scolded,	as	if	it	was	his	fault	she’d	taken

off	again.	I	still	didn’t	see	her	anywhere.



“Is	she	in	the	bathroom?”	I	whispered	into	his	face.	“Or	did	she	go	for	another
beer?”
“Ha!”	he	said,	and	dropped	down	into	the	seat	again,	his	butt	in	the	air	and	his

face	in	the	seat	cushion.
“Yeah,	well.	For	your	information,	I	can	still	see	you.”	He	was	scrunched	up

in	 the	middle	of	all	 the	 junk	she’d	 left	on	 their	seats—his	 ratty	 teddy	bear,	 the
empty	soda	and	beer	cans,	and	a	blue	canvas	bag,	sitting	wide	open.	Inside	the
bag	I	could	see	two	diapers,	an	open	carton	of	cigarettes,	and	a	torn	brown	paper
sack,	with—
“Ba!”	He	popped	up,	an	inch	from	my	face.	What	was	that	I	saw?
“BOO!”	I	said	back	at	him,	and	he	squealed	and	dropped	again.
There	 it	was,	wrapped	with	a	 rubber	band	and	sticking	out	of	 the	 torn	paper

sack.	A	big	fat	stack	of	cash.
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