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at the sixth floor and a few of the kids got off. Then at the
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seventh and eighth, a few more exited at each level. Her heart
sank as the elevator rose.

Charlotte tried to see a positive side, but couldn’t. She always
looked forward to getting older as the payoft for a childhood of
insecurity and loneliness. Now, there was nowhere for her future
self to live, no need for a future self to exist at all, in fact, even
in her mind. And that girl, that future incarnation of herself,
more than anyone else, was the hardest person to say good-
bye to. Charlotte watched the last of the children exit on the
twelfth floor, and felt a little less sorry for herself. But only a
little.

The elevator doors opened to a circular hallway carpeted
with a musty gray indoor/outdoor carpet. Charlotte imagined
the smell of mildew, and even though she was dead, the
thought of it made her itch a little. The girls made their way
to their room and Maddy slowly opened the door and flicked
on the light.

“What is this?” Charlotte snorted, surveying the dank
accommodations.

The room was bare, industrial looking, and “issued” with
cement floors and large windows, unfurnished except for a
table, two folding chairs, and two beds, if you could call them
that. They were bunks, actually, stainless steel bunks that
were built into the wall. The plush bedding, stained-glass
windows, and carved bedposts of Hawthorne Manor were
just a fond memory now.

“As if anyone would ever want to steal these,” Charlotte

said, tugging on the immobile bunk frames with all her might.
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Touching them made the circumstances much more real to
her, and much more unpleasant.

“I don’t know,” Maddy said, a hint of optimism in her voice.
“I kind of like it here. It’s . . . cool.”

“It’s cool, all right. Like ice.”

“Hey, at least we've got each other, right?” Maddy said,
trying to get Charlotte to smile.

Charlotte could come to only one conclusion: whatever #Azs

was, it was not a stairway to heaven.
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