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It was a few minutes before the bell rang for school to start at Pine Elementary. Students were running around in the grass playing tag or throwing a football with their friends. The equipment was crawling with younger students. The swings were moving in their arcs. A constant flow of kids came down the slide. The teachers were relaxed, chatting with each other, cupping their hands around their coffee mugs.

Suddenly, a scream cut the air. For a moment, everyone froze. Students turned toward the sound. Startled teachers ran towards the jungle gym, where cries for help mixed with animal-like sounds of fury. A first-grader was sitting on the ground, holding his arm and rocking back and forth. Tears streamed down his face. He pointed up at the top of the metal structure.

The teachers followed his gesture and saw an older girl with stringy, dirty blonde hair crouching on the top bars. She was wearing a soiled green hoodie with yellow lettering on it that was at least three sizes too big for her. Her brown eyes looked wild in her small round face. Her teeth were bared. She looked a little like a scrawny bird of prey on its perch.

The bell rang and one of the teachers helped the young boy to his feet and led him towards the nurse’s office. Another teacher used her cell phone to call the office. “Tell Mr. Roberts that Destiny kicked another student on the playground. He needs to get out here right now. She won’t come down off the jungle gym.”

Soon the playground was deserted. Mr. Roberts arrived and the teacher followed her class inside. He pushed his black-framed glasses up on his nose and squinted up at Destiny. She stared back at him, not moving a muscle. Her knuckles were white from gripping so hard.

He slowly walked around the perimeter of the jungle gym with his hands in the pockets of his grey trousers. He counted his steps, looking at the tips of his shoes, not at her. When he had completed his circuit, he stopped and glanced up at her again. He’d been here before and knew better than to rush things. He brushed one hand through his thick black hair. He stretched his arms over his head to loosen the muscles in his broad shoulders.

Judging from the crouched position and wild eyes, that she wasn’t ready to come down. No amount of cajoling, threatening or talking would bring her down when she was in this frame of mind. It was best to just wait it out. Let her calm down on her own. Give her some space.

He walked another circle around the equipment. On the third trip, he noticed that she had shifted her weight and color was returning to her knuckles. Her eyes weren’t as wide and her chest was not heaving like it had been. Body language was improving, but they weren’t out of the woods yet. Two more trips later, Destiny slid to the ground and stood there with her hands in the big pocket across the front of her hoodie.

She wouldn’t look at him, but she was calm. Mr. Roberts stopped walking and waited. Destiny was smart. She didn’t need a lecture. She didn’t need to hear how wrong it was to kick students. She didn’t need him to ask what had happened. “He climbed my tower,” she said in a gravelly voice. Mr. Roberts said nothing, just nodded. “He shouldn’t have climbed my tower. I just want to be left alone.” Her voice was quiet but forceful.

“Let’s go inside and get you some breakfast,” Mr. Roberts said. He glanced up at the sky. “Looks like it’s going to be as hot as an oven today.” Turning on his heel, he walked to the building. He pulled a wad of keys from his pocket and jingled them until he found the right one to open the side door.

They went to the cafeteria and gathered up some food. The trip to the office took a while. Every student they passed wanted to high five Mr. Roberts or tell him something. He made time for each one of them. When they finally made it to his office, he set her tray down and pulled a metal chair up to the corner of his desk. The cherry wood shone in the light of the green lamp sitting on the corner.

As she ate, Destiny looked around. On the desk was a triangular piece of wood that said ‘Carter Roberts, Principal’. By the door, there was a large black frame with several round medals artistically displayed around a picture of Mr. Roberts when he was State Wrestling Champion in high school.

Mr. Roberts busied himself at his computer, glancing Destiny’s way every few minutes. As soon as he saw that she was finished eating, he turned to face her. He leaned forward and put his forearms on his thighs.

“You are as territorial as a wolf,” he began. “Do you know what that means?”

Destiny shook her head.

“You don’t want other kids on the equipment that you have claimed as your own. You think of the jungle gym as yours. Well, it’s not. It belongs to all the students. They are allowed to play on it, just like you. I cannot allow you to hurt other kids here.”

Destiny spent a long boring day sitting at a desk in the outer office that was way too small for her, doing work that was way too easy.
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The next day, Destiny managed to stay out of trouble through the morning recess time. When the bell rang, she pushed her way through the doors when they opened, not waiting to line up with her class, and was the first one into her classroom. Destiny’s school had a lot of students who lived below the poverty line, and the school was given a government grant to provide free breakfast, as well as lunch to the students. Her teacher, Ms. Watts, had arranged the breakfast items on a rectangular table at the back of the room under a bulletin board that was made to look like an oval running track with lanes and starting blocks. The title said, “Ready, Set, Learn!”

Destiny stuffed two muffins and an apple into her pocket. Then she grabbed a juice, milk, an apple, and another muffin and walked through an obstacle course of desks to her own in the furthest corner of the room. She pushed some papers onto the floor and set the food in her hands on the grimy surface. She sat cross-legged on her chair and began eating. Papers stuck out of her desk at odd angles, torn and crumpled. Broken pencils and crayons littered the little tray in the front of the space inside. 

She completely ignored the other students when Ms. Watts brought the class into the room. When she finished eating, she stuffed the wrappers into her desk. She pulled up the hood of her sweatshirt, pulling the cords tight and put her head down on the desk. Her eyes hurt and her head was throbbing. 

Soon she felt a hand on her shoulder. Ms. Watts leaned close to her ear and said, “Destiny, are you OK?” It had been a rough night and she just wanted to be left alone. Now that she had food in her stomach, she was sleepy. Destiny chose to ignore the teacher and hope she would go away. Ms. Watts shook her short red hair and pressed her lips together.

“I’ll come back in a few minutes to check on you,” Ms. Watts murmured in her ear. She stood up and walked away. The place where Ms. Watts had touched Destiny’s shoulder stayed warm for a few minutes. Destiny turned her face toward the wall and closed her eyes.

When Ms. Watts returned and again crouched next to Destiny, her hand gently rubbed Destiny’s back. “Destiny. It’s math time. I know you are good at math. Please come and join us.” Destiny shook her head and writhed her shoulders to shake off Ms. Watts’ hand. Ms. Watts persisted. Finally, Destiny looked up and saw her classmates staring at her.

“WHAT ARE YOU STARING AT, BOOGER EATERS??!!!” Destiny pushed with all her might and knocked her desk over. She stood up and stalked out of the room. 

Ms. Watts followed her out and closed the door. “That was totally uncalled for, Destiny,” she said, standing tall and crossing her arms. “You need to go back in there and clean up the mess and apologized to the class.” Destiny balled her fists and punched the wall. She leaned against the wall and slid down. Wrapping her arms around her legs, she buried her face against her knees. 

“Clean it up yourself, bitch,” she mumbled. Ms. Watts clenched her fists and took a deep breath. Without a word, she turned on her heel and went back into the classroom.

A few minutes later, Destiny heard footsteps. They stopped right in front of her. Without looking, she knew it was Mr. Roberts. She gripped her legs harder and squeezed her eyes shut. 

He was so annoying, the way he just stood there and waited. She had tried waiting him out in the past, but it never worked. “WHAT?” she said, looking up at him. “Go away and leave me alone.”

Mr. Roberts squatted beside her on his heels. Destiny could smell his aftershave. It reminded her of pine trees. He calmly picked at some paint around his fingernails that he’d missed after working on his house the night before. He didn’t say a word. 

“God! You are so annoying!” Destiny turned her back to him.

Finally, Mr. Roberts gave a low whistle. “Wow, look at the time. It’s like water rushing down a river. You can’t stop it. Your class will be going to music soon. Do you want them to come out and see you here, or would you like to come with me to my office?”

Destiny took a second to weigh her options. Sighing, she stood and walked down the hall toward Mr. Roberts’s office, head down and shoulders slumped.

She flopped into a chair in the corner of the outer office. She tugged her hood as close around her face as she could get it and leaned against the wall. She shut her eyes and fell asleep. Mr. Roberts let her stay there.
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The next day Destiny walked into the classroom to see that her desk was still on the floor, upside down, its contents still strewn about. She picked it up and shoved the contents back inside, not caring where they went. She went through her breakfast routine, shoving as much extra food into the pocket of her oversized green sweatshirt as she thought she could get away with. She kept her hood up over her head and her back to the class.

Instead of putting her head on her desk, she pulled a thick, stubby red pencil out of her pocket and drew pictures of animals on the back of the math paper Ms. Watts gave her.

When Ms. Watts came to check on her, Destiny tried to shove the paper into the desk. Not fooled, Ms. Watts reached inside and pulled the page out and straightened it. “These are wonderful drawings, Destiny. You are quite the artist. I’d like to see you finish the math on the other side first, then you can work on them. OK?” She flipped the paper over and pointed to the first problem.

“Fine,” Destiny grumbled. She began working on the math while Ms. Watts watched. It was multiplication. Destiny hated multiplication. She wrote some numbers on the paper, hoping the teacher would walk away.

Ms. Watts came down to her level. “Hold on a second, Destiny. Let me show you how to tackle this in a different way. I can see you are confusing the steps.” She demonstrated the method the class was working on. Destiny sat back and crossed her arms. She didn’t even look at the page.

“Now you try,” Ms. Watts said, smiling warmly. Destiny picked up the pencil and wrote some more numbers.

“Not quite. Let me show you again,” Ms. Watts said. She held out her hand for the pencil.

Destiny gripped the paper in both hands and ripped it in half. She screamed as she shredded it, “THIS IS STUPID. I HATE MATH AND I HATE YOU! JUST LEAVE ME ALONE!” She threw the pieces at Ms. Watts, slammed her chair backward and ran from the room.

She ran down the hall and out the doors. Once on the playground, she climbed up to her spot at the top of the jungle gym. Her eyes were wide and her breath was shallow. The wind blew her matted hair across her face.

Mr. Roberts came outside and looked around. Spotting Destiny, he crossed the blacktop and stood at the base of the jungle gym. He put his hands on his hips and squinted up at her. A sigh escaped his lips as he pushed his glasses up his nose.

They went through the now familiar routine, Mr. Roberts waiting patiently for the anger to work its way out of her system, Destiny perching like a raptor looking for prey. When they finally made it back to his office, Mr. Roberts looked at this small child with dirt smudges on her cheeks, dark circles under her eyes, and shook his head. He glanced at the pictures of his family on his desk; his daughter’s high school graduation, his son at the Special Olympics.

“Destiny, this is the third time this week you’ve been in my office for your behavior. It’s like the bees returning to the hive, but there’s no honey. What’s up?” He spoke softly and calmly.

Destiny pulled her hood over her head and crossed her arms. She refused to look at him and sank lower into the chair.

Mr. Roberts changed tactics. He pulled open a drawer in his desk and pulled out a small plastic pumpkin. He pulled off the top and held it out to her. “Chocolate?”

She didn’t move a muscle.

“You know, this chocolate is a lot like you,” he said, unwrapping a piece and popping it into his mouth. Destiny closed her eyes and shifted her body away from him. “It comes in a wrapper that you have to peel open. But once you do, there’s something sweet inside.”

“Shut up,” Destiny snarled. “I hate this place. I hate you. I wish you would just leave me alone.” She pulled the hood further down to cover her eyes and pulled her knees up to her chest. She tucked her hands into her pocket. She found her stubby red pencil and rubbed it with her thumb.

Mr. Roberts put the lid back on the candy jar and slid the drawer closed. He let Destiny sit there quietly while he worked at his computer. Every once in a while, he looked at her out of the corner of his eye. Slowly she unwound her body and sat up. He continued to ignore her until he saw her feet touch the ground. “Ready to talk?” he asked.

She shrugged her shoulders and stared at the ground.

“Ms. Watts was helping you with your math,” Mr. Roberts started. “She was showing you how to solve the problem and...” He paused.

Destiny rubbed her pencil some more. She shrugged her shoulders again and pushed her hair out of her eyes. Her toe traced the pattern on the rug under her chair. “It’s too hard,” she said. “I can’t do it.”

“And you didn’t want to look dumb in class,” Mr. Roberts said. Destiny nodded faintly. “Gotcha.”

Mr. Roberts lifted a sheet of paper off his desk. “Ms. Watts gave me an extra copy of the math. How about we tackle it together, just you and me?”

Destiny looked at her fingernails and gave her signature shrug. “Whatever.”

For the next ten minutes, she listened and watched as Mr. Roberts explained the math. He solved the first problem, then passed the pencil to her. Destiny wrote down the numbers as he explained the steps. By the time they reached the end of the page, she was solving most of the problems on her own.

They walked back to class together and showed the work to Ms. Watts. She smiled and praised Destiny’s work.

“Sorry about what I said before,” Destiny mumbled. She went over to her desk and picked up the shredded math paper.

The rest of the day she sat at her seat. She worked on her assignments. She continued to ignore the other students but managed to make it to the end of the day without any more outbursts.

When the bell rang the other students gathered their backpacks, lined up and said good-bye to Ms. Watts. When Ms. Watts turned back to the classroom, she saw Destiny kneeling on the floor, surrounded by the contents of her desk.

“What are you doing?” Ms. Watts asked, confused. “The bell rang. It’s time for you to go home.”

Destiny didn’t look up. She reached inside her desk and pulled out another handful of papers. “I need to clean my desk,” she said.

Ms. Watts said, “This can wait until tomorrow, Destiny.” She furrowed her brow. “I have a lot of work to do. You should get going.”

“It will only take a minute,” Destiny said, continuing to empty the contents onto the floor. Soon she was surrounded by the mess. She slowly put the textbooks back inside and then began taking small handfuls of old papers to the trash. Ms. Watts retreated to her desk and was grading papers. She watched Destiny make a show of organizing her belongings and straightening her desk and chair.

“Is there anything you want me to clean for you, Ms. Watts?” Destiny asked, walking up to Ms. Watts’ desk. She had her hands in her pocket, rubbing her pencil.

Ms. Watts smiled and shook her head. She capped her pen and said, “No, Destiny, I’m fine. Thanks for asking. Now it’s time for you to leave. I have a staff meeting to get to. Your family will be wondering where you are if you don’t get going.” She stood and walked with Destiny out of the classroom and down the hall.

As Ms. Watts watched Destiny walk through the big glass door, another teacher walked up. “I don’t know why you are so nice to her. Not after the way she treats you.”

Ms. Watts said, “You never know what someone is going through. She just needs to know that someone cares for her.” She turned and headed to the office.
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Destiny didn’t head home. She walked down the street away from the school. There was a small convenience store a few blocks away. She turned down the alley behind the store. By the back door of the store, there were stacks of crates and empty boxes. Methodically, Destiny looked in and behind each one. The door opened suddenly, and Destiny jumped. She started to walk away quickly.

“Yo! Destiny!” She turned around. The clerk from the store motioned for her to come back. “How you been? Haven’t seen you around much.” The tall young man lit a cigarette.

“Hey, Hector,” Destiny said.

Hector leaned against the building and Destiny joined him. They stood there in companionable silence for a few minutes. “I didn’t save anything for you today. Didn’t think you were coming back.”

“That’s OK. See you around,” Destiny said.

“I’ll save you some bread next week, Lil D,” Hector said. He flicked his stub into the alley and opened the door. Destiny waved and walked up the alley.

She wandered up the street, kicking an empty cup until she came to a large park. She walked over to the swing set and sat down. She watched a family playing soccer. She scuffed her feet in the dirt. When a group of children came running toward the swings, she got up and moved off. She sat under a tree and leaned her back against the rough bark. She watched the kids play and laugh and run and felt nothing.

She sat there until the park was empty. Until the sun had gone down and taken the shadows with it. Until she thought it might be safe to go home. Home. That was laughable. To Destiny, such a place did not exist. In her mind, the place she went to every night wasn’t home, it was just a place to sleep, to get out of the weather.

She considered finding another sleeping arrangement, but the night was growing colder and clouds had formed overhead that looked ominous. She had slept under pine trees, in parked cars, even in ditches before. Her favorite place, though, was up in the trees. She was good at climbing and had found an old cottonwood that had a huge trunk. She had made a kind of treehouse in the crook of its branches. She could see for miles up there and feel the wind on her face.

As she walked, she scanned the ground constantly. You never knew what you might find in the weeds. One time she had found a wallet with five dollars in it. She’d taken it to a fast-food restaurant and bought a bunch of burgers. Ever since then she was always on the lookout for treasures.
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Destiny lived on the last street, in the last row, the last house in the neighborhood. It was one of those places where there were two houses stuck together side by side. Hers was the door on the right. Most of the windows were covered with cardboard. There was very little paint left on the outside. It was as grey as the sky at dusk. The yard was a mess of tall weeds. As Destiny approached it, she slowed her pace. She skirted around the piles of trash and weeds in the front yard. She looked for lights on in the house. One light, good; two lights, bad.

There was light coming from the living room, and some light seeping around the carboard where the kitchen window used to be. Mom was home. So was someone else. She stopped moving. There was an old, white, beat-up truck out front. More bad news, her mother’s new deadbeat boyfriend. For a split second, she considered heading to her treehouse. But then a blast of cold fall air hit her and made up her mind. She changed her course and headed around to the back of the house.

Destiny pushed past the broken boards of the fence and walked across the hard-packed earth that made up the back yard. She sat down on the crooked steps leading to the back door. She leaned against the house and watched the stars appear and disappear in the sky between the scudding clouds, listening for sounds coming from inside the house.

She felt something touch her leg. She looked down. Staring up at her hopefully was an orange tabby cat she had named Fur Ball. Destiny reached down and ran her hand over the cat’s head. She was rewarded with a small “meow” and a lot of purring. She put her hand deep in her pocket and pulled out a muffin that she had taken from school. Pinching off a chunk, she placed it on the steps. Fur Ball sniffed the food, sat down and nibbled daintily on its dinner. Destiny took a bite and watched the cat. This was the only company that she enjoyed. Fur Ball didn’t ask her questions or make her do math problems. Fur Ball didn’t scream at her, “Where have you been, you little ungrateful pig!” Fur Ball didn’t kick her or call her names like ‘Disgusting Dummy’. She could tell Bur Ball anything, not that she did.

The sound of yelling made her jump. Fur Ball took off like a shot. Inside the house, a man’s voice grew louder. Something hit the wall and broke. Destiny couldn’t make out the words but knew them just the same. Now her mom’s voice, just as loud, just as angry. Stomping feet, a slamming door. The roar of a truck engine, squealing tires.

Destiny blew out the breath she had been holding. She was glad for the darkness. Glad for the wall between her and the chaos. She stayed on the steps, waiting for the last shreds of the storm to blow over. She knew if she went inside now, she would bear the brunt of her mother’s anger. Better to wait it out. Destiny closed her eyes and turned on her imagination.

She imagined it was summer. She was sitting in the backyard of a different house – her ‘real’ house – sipping on a glass of lemonade. Her feet were dangling in the pool. She looked over at her mom, wearing a flower print summer dress, relaxing on one of those covered swings, reading a book. Mom looked up and smiled at her. On the patio was a man wearing shorts and a t-shirt. He was cooking burgers on a grill.

The back door opened and light spilled into the darkness. Destiny jumped. Her mother stood there in an oversized t-shirt with a cartoon character on it and smudged black leggings. A cigarette dangled from her lips. Her hair was limp and dirty. She looked at Destiny and scowled. “There you are, you little freak. Get inside.”

Destiny scooted past her mother, trying not to touch her. Trying to make herself small. She kept her eyes down. At least her mom wasn’t yelling - yet. She managed to get inside without a smack. She hurried through the living room, skirting around the broken-down couch with the stuffing coming out and the coffee table covered in cigarette butts and empty pizza boxes. She made her way down the dark hallway and into her bedroom at the very back of the house. She would have shut the door if there had been one. The victim of an attack from one of her mother’s fits.

Turning on the light, she walked over to the wall that adjoined the house next door. Sometimes she found little holes in the wall that the neighbor had drilled to be able to see into her room. She stuffed the holes full of toilet paper and anything else she could find. Satisfied that she had found them all, she walked over to her bed.

Technically, it was just a mattress on the floor. Stained, lumpy, small. But at least it was all hers. She sat down and picked up the orange and blue blanket that was wadded up in the middle. She wrapped it around herself tightly. Looking at the doorway, she paused, then reached under the mattress and pulled out a spiral notebook.

Scooting back until she could lean on the wall, Destiny opened the notebook and flipped slowly through it. Pictures of birds, dogs, flowers, cars, faces, and wild animals covered the pages. Finding a blank page, she stopped.

She put her hand into her deep pocket and pulled out her pencil. Her red, stubby pencil. Her drawing pencil. Slowly and carefully she began outlining the shape of a cat. Fur Ball. Sitting on the back steps. Waiting for her. Looking for her. Wanting her.
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Saturday. Destiny woke early. She opened her eyes slowly and looked around. Her room was cold, but she was used to it. She sat up and listened. She could hear her mother’s steady breathing coming from the room across the hall. Standing up, she picked up her shoes and notebook and walked to the door. She had slept in her clothes, like always.

Weekends were hard. At least school was warm and safe, and there was food. Weekends were nothing but cold and pain. Her mother yelled at her. A lot. If she was around. Often, her mother would stay out drinking and partying with her friends and not come home at all. Destiny would be home alone for days at a time. That was hard. Having her mother home was harder. Being alone was the better option. But there was no telling when her mother would return, in what mood, and with whom.

She found it easier just to not be there at all. Standing in the doorway of her bedroom she listened to her mother’s breathing. Destiny held her breath and counted to five. Then she tiptoed down the dark hallway to the living room. Avoiding the piles of beer cans, she made her way to the front door.

Destiny turned the knob and slowly pulled the door open. She had learned just how far she could open it before the hinges squeaked. Slipping her slim body through the opening, she turned and eased the door shut. Only then did she let out her breath. She was surprised to see a cloud of steam. The ground was covered with a fresh skiff of snow. She quickly put on her ratty tennis shoes and walked up the street. The fresh air cheered her, but only a little. She shivered and stuffed her hands into her pocket.

Sharp hunger pangs struck her. Her small store of food from school was gone. The brown grass under the snow crunched when Destiny took a short cut across someone’s lawn. There was a fast-food restaurant not far from her house. She could smell bacon and eggs and pancakes. She didn’t have to check her pockets to know that there was no money, but she hoped to score something anyway.

The warmth of the restaurant hit her like a wave when she opened the door. She stepped inside quickly and looked around. There weren’t very many customers. She saw an old couple in the corner. Walking over to them, she said, “Can I have a dollar?” The man looked her up and down. “Get lost,” he said and turned his back to her.

She turned to a man wearing an orange construction vest over his coat sitting at a counter. “Do you have any spare change?” she asked. He glared at her and then took a bite and chewed slowly. She took the hint and moved on.

A woman pushing a broom stopped her. “Get out of here. We don’t like beggars.” She grabbed Destiny’s elbow and drug her to the door.

Destiny jerked her arm away. “Let go of me!”

Having no choice, she walked out the door. She tried very hard not to cry. Her stomach hurt. Her pride was hurt. She tried hard to pretend that it didn’t matter, that THEY didn’t matter. Sinking to the cement, she hugged her knees and buried her head.

It was cold sitting there on the cement. It seeped up through her clothes and into her bones. She tried to ignore it, but soon she began to shiver. Her stomach growled and ached. It was getting very hard to ignore. She was used to it, it seemed to be happening more and more frequently. She decided to go try her luck at the convenience store. Hopefully, Hector was working today.

Just as she was pushing herself to her feet, a familiar voice called her name.

“Destiny? Is that you?”

Destiny pushed the hood of her sweatshirt back and looked up into the confused face of her teacher, Ms. Watts. Ms. Watts had one hand on the door to the restaurant, the other holding a little girl’s hand. They were both dressed in jeans and puffy blue winter coats.

“Oh, hi, Ms. Watts.” No use pretending she didn’t know her. This teacher could be so annoying. She never left Destiny alone or minded her own business. Her honey-sweet voice made it sound like she cared
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