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        Tegan

      

      

      A mundane female voice burbles through the loudspeaker, droning on about the mall closing in thirty minutes. She sounds ready for this day to end. Maybe she’ll quit and create a job opening for me.

      I applied for a position here this afternoon, though the manager hardly spared me a second glance. After the demoralizing interview, I retreated to the little food court inside the mall and watched and waited for people to come and go. I’ve been here ever since.

      A couple stands to leave as the loudspeaker clicks off. I crane my neck to look at the pair of green trays they shoved to the corner of their table. I hope they left something behind.

      I drag myself out of the black metal chair and stroll toward the abandoned trays. Though I’ve been snacking on other discarded food items all evening, my stomach lets out a growl when I spot the remnants of lo mein and orange chicken. They even left behind a good portion of their rice.

      I’m thankful for this food, but I can’t believe how wasteful people are. Must be nice to know where your next meal is coming from. Hell, it must be nice to know there will be a next meal.

      I sit down and pretend I’m the pretty girl who ordered that chicken. Designer clothes cover my body instead of the shreds of fabric covering me now, and instead of dark, unwashed hair, my tresses are clean, styled, and practically perfect.

      After swirling the bits of chicken through the sweet orange sauce, I bring it to my mouth. It tastes delicious. With that first bite hardly down my throat, I reach over and twist the fork tines in the lo mein and bring it to my lips. My eyes close, and I moan quietly.

      If I weren’t so unkempt, maybe I’d look like I actually belong here. I could just sit here and pretend my friend rushed out of here and left me to finish my meal. That’s a dream I’ll hold on to because it’s so far from reality.

      In reality, I’m unbelievably poor. I compulsively eat whatever I can find because it’s the only thing I can control. Getting denied for every job I apply to? No control. The clothes I wear? No control over that, either. But I’m making a conscious decision to scrounge leftovers from abandoned trays several hours a day. Feeding myself is my current hobby, and it’s the only thing that brings me joy.

      The apron of fat on my stomach is proof of just how much joy I seek each day.

      I scrape the tray and eat every morsel. Overeating leaves me with a pain in my gut, but it’s better than the hunger pangs. Among other things. When I’ve scrounged up every last drop of that delicious sauce, I bring the trays to the little nook above the garbage cabinets and set them down. I might be a bum and a slob, but I’m not a jerk to service workers.

      A plastic cup with a few sips of coke stands on top of some trash in one of the cans. The couple who left their food took their drinks with them, and all that sodium has left me parched. I reach into the silver-rimmed circle and pull the cup from the shadows. Without a breath of hesitation, I suck the straw into my mouth. The room-temperature, watered-down, flat-as-fuck soda hits the back of my throat, and I close my eyes. I needed that.

      I toss everything into the garbage and swipe my hands down my pants to get rid of the sticky residue. With a full belly, I turn for the exit.

      A security guard stands near the large glass doors, ushering people out. He turns away from me as I walk through, and the door closes behind me. The few remaining patrons head for their cars under the watchful eye of security cameras and towering lights, though not all the lights work. I doubt every camera does, either.

      Instead of hopping into a car and turning on the heat to dispel the frigid chill, I walk toward home. The long walk is safer than the place I’m heading, despite the freezing temperatures and the risk of getting snapped up by a serial killer.

      My brain zones out as I take the familiar path from the mall to the trailer park. One minute, I’m on the sidewalk. The next, I’m in front of the rickety black fence surrounding the trailers huddled around a winding path.

      A sign for Galeton Park stands just inside the gate, the paint peeling from every single letter. A lock once secured the gate closed every night, but the owner gave up after kids kept damaging the fence to break in. Or maybe they were desperate to break out. The abandoned lock still hangs from the bent gate. Now this flimsy fence can’t even keep people out of our sanctuary.

      Sanctuary. I scoff.

      This place provides no shelter from the storm. It is the fucking storm.

      I trudge past the heady scent of weed, meth, and body odor until I reach my front steps. The door is unlocked, despite my constant reminders to my mother. Even after someone broke in and stole our shitty television while she was on the couch in a drug-induced stupor, she still can’t be bothered to conserve what little possessions we have left.

      That’s probably how I’ll find her once I’m inside. She’ll be asleep on the couch, with a needle sticking out of her arm. Alive, but barely. And entirely in spite of my intrusive thoughts wishing she’d die already.

      The door struggles against the damaged linoleum floor as I push it open. A hinge at the top of the door dangles by a single screw and more determination than I can muster. My mom keeps saying one of her boyfriends will fix it, but it’s been broken for almost a year now.

      My foot hits a bucket beside the door, and I curse as I grab it to keep it from tipping over. Water drips from a brown spot in the ceiling, and the cold droplet seeps into the crown of my head. Another brown stain creeps down the side of the wall. The water collects above the dropped ceiling, so it rains indoors for days after it finishes raining outside.

      “Baby?” my mother says as I right the bucket below the drip.

      She’s not passed out. Lovely.

      I follow her sing-song voice to the living room. A man sits beside her on the couch, and I know exactly why he’s here. My bloated gut sinks.

      My mom has offered me as payment for her drug habit since I was a young teen. As I’ve gotten older, it’s become less frequent. That told me everything I need to know about the suitors she picked for me. Now that I’m legal, they hardly show any interest at all.

      The man shifts on the couch, and his smile fades as he eyes me up and down. I’m not what he expected, and it’s not just the greasy hair, stained clothing, and legal status. This man is repulsed by my weight.

      I didn’t start binging on food solely because I’m never sure where my next meal will come from. Constantly stuffing my face with any calories I can find carries a far better perk than avoiding starvation. The pickier men want a tiny little thing they can throw around, and that isn’t me.

      The man clears his throat and stands. “Linda, you know what? I need to head to work. Maybe we can talk about this another time.”

      My mother’s eyes narrow and burn through me. I’m guessing I just ruined her opportunity to score. If she wants drugs so badly, she can fuck him herself.

      “Goodnight,” I say to them as I head to my bedroom. I don’t even bother hiding my smile at this fortunate turn of events.

      Banging sounds come from the front door as she works to get it closed behind the man. Seconds later, her footsteps clunk down the hallway and stop just outside my room.

      “You fat bitch!” she squeals from the other side of the cheap wooden door. She could burst through easily enough, but she won’t. She’ll just yell at me. “You’ve been a burden for eighteen years and you can’t do this one thing for me?”

      I don’t respond. There’s no point. She loves to remind me that my meager existence has ruined her life. As if I asked to be in this world. I’ve paid her debts with my body enough to last me several lifetimes.

      Her words cut a little, though. No one enjoys being called fat in a negative light, even when they work hard to retain the title.

      I slip off my shoes and socks, and the scent of my feet rises to my nose. I throw the socks into the crushed hamper. A bath would be nice, but there’s no way I’m going back out there when my mother is awake and sober.

      I crawl into bed and cut off the lamp beside my bed. Only once darkness snuffs out the light beneath my door does my mother finally stomp away. It’s done, and she knows it.

      As I lie in bed, a tear falls from the crease of my left eye. This isn’t some fairy story where the hero swoops in and saves the damsel. If I want to be saved, I’ll have to be my own hero.

      I need to get a job and get out of Galeton Park.
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      “Ace, you’re taking Elder North Road,” my boss says as he pulls the van against the curb.

      The luxury neighborhood looks as if it came straight out of one of the magazines in my backpack. I pull the bulky bag off my shoulders and dig through the collection of publications until I find the order pad. After tucking it under my arm and situating my backpack on my shoulders once more, I climb out of the back of the van.

      The vehicle speeds away, and I look ahead at my destination. I know what I have to do.

      I pull a knife from my pocket and whip it open. Fabric rips as I make a hole in my pants and another in my shirt. Even though I don’t have a physical home, I still don’t consider myself homeless, but I’ll tell these people whatever they want to hear if it means I can fill out an order slip and leave with a pocket full of cash.

      The sun blares down as my tattered shoes dare to traipse across perfect lawns. Stone facades stare down at me, and massive bay windows pass silent judgment. There are no toys to be seen in places like this. The children are down in the playroom with a nanny, most likely.

      Before I found my crew, I hated these people. Their fucking fountains amongst pristine landscapes made me want to burn everything to the ground. But now? I love them. I see nothing but opportunity amongst their pretentious box hedges and ostentatious statues.

      With a slight shake to my hand, I knock on the first door I reach. I’m always nervous at first. I’m known for my sales, and I always wonder when it will end. Even at twenty-five, I can pull off seventeen or eighteen, and the younger I look, the more they’re willing to spend. My boyish looks will fade with every year in this lifestyle, though, and it’s only a matter of time before I’m on my own.

      No one answers the first door, so I move on to the second, which is slammed in my face. Unfortunately for the residents in this neighborhood, I just cannot accept defeat. I’ll keep knocking on doors until I’m crawling from exhaustion if it means I’ll get the sales I need. At least the third door stays open for me.

      “Hello, ma’am. My name is Jeremy. Do you have a moment to talk about a fundraiser I’m doing for school?”

      The woman doesn’t welcome me in, but she doesn’t slam the door, either. Seizing the opening, I pull off my backpack and produce the stack of magazines from inside. As soon as she sees them, she shakes her head.

      “I’m not interested in magazines, thank you.” She begins to close the door, but I slide my foot in the way.

      “Our school is trying to fund the resurfacing of our football field after Evan broke his leg on the last one. He slipped in a divot and almost ripped the thing right off.”

      Her hand rises to her throat as she clutches figurative pearls in disgust. “I don’t read magazines.”

      “No one reads magazines anymore, ma’am. I know that, and you know that, but this is what the school is offering. I thought candy would be better, but I’d have a backpack full of melted product by now if they’d listened to me.” I laugh, and it draws a small smile from the softening woman. “Listen, I’ve been walking out here in this heat for two hours. Is there any way I can get a drink?”

      The woman hesitates, eyeing me up and down before stepping back and letting me inside. I’m a bit surprised. Most of these women are too worried my poverty will rub off on their marble floors.

      The interior is as magnificent as the picturesque view outside. A grand chandelier hangs above my head, its lights reflecting off the glasslike floor. Fresh flowers stand in a gaudy pink vase on a table in the center of the room.

      No matter how many homes I’m invited into, I never seem to get over the grandiosity of it all. The trailer I grew up in would probably fit in this fucking hallway. Hell, it would probably fit in the broom closet here.

      The woman tells me to wait in the hall before she disappears to get a drink for me. I eye the fancy candlesticks sitting on the table beside the door. They look like real silver pieces, and my fingers itch to swipe them, but just as I reach out to touch them, she appears with a glass of water.

      I take it from her and down the contents in two gulps. I’m not actually as thirsty as I appear, considering I’ve been outside for all of twenty minutes. But it’s part of the act. I’m a salesman, but I’m not selling magazines. I’m selling myself.

      “So, tell me about these magazines,” she says.

      Now it’s time for the next part of the act. With a casual glance around, I search for something I can use to pull more heartstrings. My eyes catch on a pink rhinestone dog bed sitting just inside the next room. I flip through my magazines and pull out a dog-centered publication.

      “I see you have a dog. I have a dachshund named Little Tippy, and sometimes she’ll even look at the pictures in this one with me. Something about the colorful photography really pulls her in.” I flip a few pages to showcase the photography, which is not actually anything special.

      But it works, and she steps a little closer.

      “Even if you only buy one yearly subscription, you can help us save the legs of future kids. The football field also gives so many young men the opportunity to go to college.” I slam the knife of emotional manipulation into her gut and twist. “I probably lost my scholarship because we can’t play right now, but there’s hope for the kids who come after me.”

      “How much is a subscription?”

      “It’s a onetime fee of sixty-five dollars. It doesn’t automatically renew, either, so you’re under no obligation to keep going unless you like it. But no matter what, you’ll be helping our school.”

      The woman sighs and goes for her purse. A credit card appears in her hand as I pull out the order book. That won’t do. A card payment can be traced—and canceled.

      “I don’t have a way to process credit card payments. I can only take cash.” I pull out an envelope with SCHOOL written in black ink across the front. There’s already cash buried inside for believability.

      It’s all about the illusion. The story.

      She wrestles a wad of bills from her purse and hands it to me. I hand over the order form. It’s fake. It goes nowhere. No one ever gets these magazines. But the order form looks legit, and that’s all that matters. Once I leave the house with my cash, I won’t give this woman and her McMansion a second thought. Sixty-five dollars is a drop in the bucket for her, but it’s a filled bucket for me.

      Once the transaction is complete, I offer a heartfelt thanks and head to the next door. I rinse and repeat for the next few hours, then head toward the pickup point as the sun begins to set. Of the twenty or so houses I stopped at, a total of ten bought a magazine subscription, and a few bought multiple. Overall, it was a great day, and Stacks—our crew boss—will be happy.

      I remove the envelope from my backpack and begin counting the money as I walk. Satisfied with the total, I grab my order book, rip and crumple a few from the top, and let them fall to the ground. The extra money I skim comes at the risk of losing the title as the weekly best seller, but I’m not in it for titles.

      I climb into the van and take a seat on my friend’s lap. I’m the last of the crew to return, and crowding is a bit of an issue. With the money in my pocket, I can’t help but hope that I’ll be a crew boss one day instead of hitting the sidewalks.

      One day.
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      My stomach aches. I’ve overstuffed myself to the maximum this time, and I worry my stomach might explode. I feel the urge to vomit, but I fight it back. My reasons for overeating make vomiting counterproductive. I don’t want to lose a single calorie or a single centimeter off my growing waistline.

      I need air, and I need to get the hell out of this restaurant. I’ve been sneaking food like it’s my job. It’s not as if I can get one of those.

      I throw back one more forkful of food from an abandoned plate and head toward the door.

      “Hey!” calls a woman behind a big oak stand. “You have to pay!”

      “I’m just running to my car!” I say.

      “You can’t leave until you pay.”

      I turn on my heel and face her. “I’m pregnant, and I need my medication. You wouldn’t want a pregnant woman to keel over on your floor, now, would you?”

      The woman’s lips tighten, and she looks down at my belly, where I’ve wrapped my arms around my food baby. “No, I guess not,” she finally says, and I book it out the door before I vomit all over the scuffed tile.

      Manipulation is easy for me. It’s a generational gift, passed down from my grandma to my mom to me. My grandmother tricked a man into marrying her. My mom tricks herself—and her daughter—to make ends meet. And me? I manipulate my way around town.

      We are not the same people, my mother and I, and I’d like to keep it that way. I don’t need to trick or manipulate a man, nor do I have any urge to. I don’t flash my eyes to get my way. I keep my gaze downcast to wrench every ounce of sympathy from the schmucks.

      And that’s why I need a fucking job. I can scratch this restaurant off my list, though. Thoughts of applying here vanish as I head to my pretend car to retrieve my fake medicine without paying for any of the food I ate.

      Cool air rushes over my skin as I break into a run and take an alleyway toward Main Street. I don’t bend over and gasp for air until I reach the mall parking lot. Once I catch my breath, I head toward the building, even though I know I can’t go inside. I got kicked out earlier for my scavenging, but I can usually slip back in after a shift change. Memories here aren’t very lasting, which is a good thing.

      Instead of going inside, I turn toward the green benches surrounding the old fountain. It doesn’t work anymore, but it used to send a blast of water ten feet into the air. People used it as a wishing well when it was in its prime, but now you’d probably get twelve individual diseases if you reached your hand into the grimy rainwater to snatch up the leftover coins.

      An old van backfires, making me jump. My eyes land on the rust-colored vehicle as it pulls into a nearby parking space and comes to a stop. The amount of people that climb out of it doesn’t even seem possible. It’s like some kind of real-life clown car.

      As the clown family walks away from the van, I spot a nearly full sleeve of discarded fries sitting on the dashboard. The party of people heads into the mall, and I head toward their vehicle. More specifically, toward those tasty, salt-covered strips of fried potato.

      I slip around to the driver’s side and say a little prayer as I touch the handle and hope it’s unlocked. When it gives and opens with a metallic click, I can’t help but smile. I’m full, but I could save the food for later. They won’t miss it. Not judging by the way the fries are scattered over the warm dashboard.

      Grease coats my fingers as I grab one and eat it to see how old they are. Even old and slightly chewy, they’re still so good. They might even be from today. I pluck each one from the dashboard and drop it back into the red sleeve.

      “I’d have bought you a meal if you asked, girl. You don’t have to scavenge like a street dog.”

      I hit my head on the roof of the van at the sound of a deep, smooth voice. A squeal leaves my lips.

      “Goddamn it,” I groan. I make sure I’m not fucking bleeding before exiting the van with their fries tucked beneath my arm.

      “You okay?” he asks.

      “Fine.”

      I walk around the back of the van and come face to face with the man who startled me. Normally, I would run from the scene of the crime like I do most everything else, but I feel the need to see what the person looks like. His voice sounds like it came from a movie star or something.

      What I find is a face that matches his voice. Dark hair coiffed on top of his head. Sharp cheekbones that could cut glass. But the two silver balls forming an anti-eyebrow piercing below the bluest eyes I’ve ever seen are what really snag my attention.

      He opens the passenger door, digs through the glove box, and pops a silver ring into the hole in his right nostril. When he tilts his head and gives me a sinful smirk, I nearly drop the precious fries from beneath my arm. No one has ever looked at me like that, and I suddenly feel ashamed of my greasy hair and lack of makeup.

      With these day-old fries hidden under my arm like Gollum with his precious ring, I must look awful. I tuck my hair behind my ear like it changes anything.

      “Can I buy you a meal?” he asks.

      I feel more shame than I’ve ever felt in my entire life, and I once stole food from a literal baby’s mouth.

      “I’m not hungry right now.”

      His eyebrow rises, tilting that piercing on his cheek. “You just stole my lunch, pup.”

      Ah, I’ve been downgraded from street dog to pup. Oh, how the last bit of confidence I have wanes.

      “It’s for later,” I say.

      “Then at least let me buy something for you that’s a little better than old fries. They weren’t even good fresh, which is why I didn’t eat them.”

      He reaches toward me, expecting me to hand over my treasure, but I clutch it against my chest.

      “We’re going inside and getting you something better,” he says, and now he isn’t asking me. He reaches out and grabs the sleeve of fries. The back of his hand grazes my breast and elicits a full body shiver I hope he doesn’t notice.

      He grabs my hand, encasing it in warmth, then tosses the basket of fries toward a flock of seagulls. They scurry and scream as they swarm what was once so precious to me. Hand in hand, we head toward the mall entrance.

      I lift my hood and lower my head as we slip inside. No one seems to notice me, thanks to the tall figure beside me. All eyes go to him. The warmth of the breezeway blows back my hood, exposing my rat’s nest of dark hair.

      When I look up at him, he’s smiling at me. Is this what it’s like to be adultnapped? If so, I would have encouraged this outcome sooner.

      The food court comes into view, and my worries lessen as the smell of food reaches my nose. For once, I’ll enjoy a meal that wasn’t someone else’s first.

      Then I spot the security guard. The one who tossed me out and told me not to come back. And he’s standing right in our path, only twenty feet away. He hasn’t spotted me yet, but he’s bound to if we keep going in this direction.

      I have to think of something before I’m embarrassed in front of this guy. But what can I do?
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      She stops walking, and I follow her gaze to a security guard standing by an option known as Taco Hut. He clutches a golden shell in his hands and munches away. A few shreds of bright-green lettuce drop to the tile floor, and his shining black shoes squeak as he pivots and squats to pick them up.

      The girl remains frozen, but the guard is too busy shoveling food into his face to notice her staring. She doesn’t even take a breath until he wipes his hands on a napkin and heads in the opposite direction.

      How strange.

      Technically, I’m the criminal here, and I don’t react that way to authority figures. With my ability to smooth talk my way out of anything and everything, they aren’t really a concern for me.

      I look back at the girl, though she’s more like a stray puppy I’ve plucked off the street—dirty and feral and terrified of The Man. Her size contradicts the pauper lifestyle she exudes. Instead of a gaunt, emaciated appearance, she’s actually pretty chunky, and I mean that in the most respectful way.

      Underneath all the dirt and grime and insecurity, I still see the hint of who she could be. Her dark, unruly hair would become soft and silky after a good shower, and her lifeless hazel eyes have the potential to shine. She could keep the weight. If anything, it enhances her figure. So much softness.
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TERMINATION
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