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Something New

It was clear that the summer was about to change
as soon as Jenny Karlo’s rusty old Chevy came clattering down Trowbridge Road at a quarter past two,
the radio pounding heavy metal into the neighborhood, shattering the lazy Thursday afternoon like a
rock through a dusty window.
When the door creaked open and Jenny stepped
onto the cracked sidewalk with her black highheeled boots, her bare legs, and her feathered red
hair down past her shoulders, it seemed like the
maple trees and the tall Victorian houses leaned in,

not because they were leering at her like so many of
the fathers did, but because something about Jenny
changed everything that came close to her.
She took a drag on her cigarette.
“Get out of the car, Ziggy,” she said.
The back door opened, but the boy did not
emerge.
“You need me to go back there and pull you?”
“No,” muttered the boy. “I can do it.”
He unfolded from the backseat, a beanpole in
green-striped jogging shorts and a purple Return of
the Jedi T-shirt. He had an unruly mop of long red
hair down his back and a white ferret perched on his
shoulder, snuffling at the wind.
He joined Jenny on the sidewalk. They stood
side by side and looked up at the house. The boy
reached for his mother’s hand. Hers were already
occupied. One was holding the cigarette, and the
other was hooked into the back pocket of her
cutoff jeans. His hand flopped empty back down to
his side.
“You got your stuff ?” asked Jenny.
Ziggy nodded and lifted a battered suitcase with
one shrugged shoulder.
“Okay, then. Let’s go.”
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They walked together across the flagstones and
then up the wooden steps.
Nana Jean swung open the door before they
knocked. She made a strange sound — some kind of
mixture between happy and sad, a sound that only a
grandmother can make — and pulled Ziggy toward
her. “It’s the right thing,” she said over his shoulder.
“Oh, Jenny, Jenny, I know this is hard, but it’s the
right thing. You’ll see.”
“Well, okay. It’s the right thing. Let’s hurry up
before I change my mind.”
“We’ll stay in touch,” said Nana Jean breathlessly, rubbing the boy’s back. “I already made
arrangements, and he can start school here with the
other kids at the end of the summer, no problem.
He’ll like it in Newton. No more bullies. No more
teasing. Everything’s going to be just fine now. I’ll
take really good care of him, Jenny. You hear me?”
“Yeah,” said Jenny. “I hear you. And I appreciate
that. I really do. It sure has been a tough year.”
“I know,” said Nana Jean. “Let me worry about
Ziggy, and you just work on getting yourself well.
One day at a time. Right? Isn’t that what they say?”
“That’s what they say,” said Jenny.
She took one more drag on the cigarette, blew
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smoke over her shoulder, dropped the butt on the
porch, and stamped it out with the heel of her boot.
The white ferret climbed down from the boy’s
shoulder. Then it scrambled onto the porch, grabbed
the butt in one claw, and started gnawing at it.
Nana Jean and Jenny both looked at the ferret
because it was easier than looking at each other.
“Well, okay, Ziggy,” said Jenny. “You be good
for Nana Jean. And don’t let that creature sleep in
your pants. You hear me?” She took the boy by the
shoulders and pulled him away from his grandmother. “Animals aren’t meant to sleep in people’s
pants,” she said. “It’s disgusting. And it ruins them.
Ferrets smell like skunk, you know. And clothes are
expensive. Money doesn’t grow on trees, even here
in Newton Highlands.”
“But Matthew likes being close to me,” said
Ziggy. “He likes my scent.” Ziggy scooped the ferret
from the ground, kissed him on the top of his white
head, and then grinned at the creature. The ferret
licked his teeth, his white tail twitching.
“Well, now,” said Nana Jean, pulling the ferret
from Ziggy’s mouth and holding him in front of her
like a dirty rag. “First things first. Let’s see what we
can do to get you two settled in. I’ve got Jenny’s old
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room all ready, and I want you and Matthew to sleep
any way that feels comfortable. If he wants to sleep
in your pants, it’s okay with me as long as you’re
out of them when he does it. No sleepless nights in
Nana’s house. Nobody’s going to bother you anymore, Ziggy. Things are going to change now that
Nana’s taking care of you. You hear me?”
“Thank you, Nana,” said Ziggy.
“Okay,” said Jenny. “I think I’d better go now.”
“Give him a kiss and tell him you love him,” said
Nana Jean.
Obediently, Jenny knelt on the porch in front of
her gangly boy.
Ziggy kissed his mother’s hair. “I love you,
Jenny,” he said.
Jenny closed her eyes and leaned against him.
“You be the Walrus, Goo Goo Boy,” she said.
“I am,” said Ziggy. “I am the Walrus.”
Jenny got up from the ground. “Then give me a
high slide,” she said.
Jenny put her hand out, and Ziggy ran his
index finger down the length of her palm. Then he
snapped and pointed at her. He had tears streaming
down his cheeks.
“He’s the Walrus,” said Jenny, smiling now with
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tears in her eyes. “He’s my Goo Goo Boy. No matter
what happens.”
Nana Jean took Ziggy by the hand. She opened
the screen door and led him into the house.
Jenny stood alone on the porch. She watched
the old house swallow them and looked out over
Trowbridge Road at the row of houses with their
closed doors. After a while, she sighed and made her
way back to the car. She got in, lit another cigarette,
rolled down the window, started the engine, cranked
up the radio, and clattered down Trowbridge Road
and on toward town.
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Copper Beech

The thickest branch of Nana Jean’s copper beech
tree was a perfect place to watch the neighborhood. From the ground, you could catch a glimpse
here and there: The postman brought the mail.
Mr. Moniker took out his garbage, bent forward to
arrange the cans, and then hiked up his pants before
shuffling back into his house.
From the tree, I saw the fullness of Trowbridge
Road — all the normal things that take place without
anyone noticing how beautiful they are. I could see
the old hollow behind Nana Jean’s house that used

to be a farm a hundred years ago when Newton
Highlands still had dairy cows. I could see Lucy and
Heather Anne Delmato sun-tanning on their porch
roof in matching hot-pink Day-Glo string bikinis,
Lucy’s boom box blasting that summer’s top hits on
the radio — Michael Jackson, Cyndi Lauper, people
I always thought looked plastic on TV. I could see
the Crowley boys at their house, riding their Huffy
bikes over dirt piles, popping wheelies, and jeering
at each other. I watched people pulling in and out of
their driveways. Mrs. Koning, back from the supermarket with a paper bag filled with groceries. Mrs.
Wright off to Crystal Lake for a swim. Mr. Lewis,
back from the corner store with a sports magazine
and a six-pack of Budweiser beer.
All the comings and goings of life.
Sometimes I imagined that my spying was the
magic that tied Trowbridge Road to the world. I
imagined that if I stopped watching for some reason, if I stopped noticing all the cars and all the grocery bags, and all the people opening and closing
their car doors, everything in the world would come
completely unhinged and swirl into a vacuum like
Dorothy Gale’s farm in the twister: the tractor, the
cow, the shed, Uncle Henry and Auntie Em and the
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wicked old Miss Gulch on her bicycle, and everything.
After lunch, Nana Jean and Ziggy came back
out to the porch and sat quietly, the old woman in
the wicker chair, the boy on the concrete step, the
ferret bouncing between them like a feather duster.
Sometimes she pulled him close, and he sat there,
stiff and unmoving, which made me so sad, I almost
couldn’t bear it. If Nana Jean belonged to me, she
would pet my hair and I would pretend to fall asleep.
I would breathe deep, smelling her homey smell, the
scent of starched dresses and rising bread.
She filled his afternoon with chitchat about the
weather, the meal she would make for their dinner,
easy topics that poufed around them like pillows,
making a warm hum that I loved so much to hear, I
wished I could spy on them forever. It was clear that
the one thing in this world Nana Jean most wanted
to give Ziggy was the gift of everydayness. If the
boy wanted to be stiff, he could be stiff. If he wanted
to stay silent, he could stay silent.
“He’s been through a lot lately,” Nana Jean said
to Lucy and Heather Anne when they came down
the road with a plate of their mother’s homemade
Toll House cookies. Lucy held out the plate and
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smiled, but Ziggy’s idea of a thank-you was to raise
both shoulders up to his ears and growl menacingly
at her, wiggling his fingers like he was casting an evil
spell, and then turn away so all they could see was
the back of his scruffy head and the triangular white
face of the ferret peeking out from behind the mane
of red hair, blinking at them in the sunlight.
Lucy stopped smiling. She made one huge sniff
through her nose, smelled the ferret, and made a
stink face, handing the plate to Nana Jean in a huff.
She grabbed the smaller hand of Heather Anne,
who stood blinking beside her, and stormed off the
porch, dragging her sister behind her, to stomp back
down Trowbridge Road to the Delmato house, her
feathered hair so stiff with hair spray, it barely moved
at all, despite all that stomping.
In the summer, six o’clock was dinnertime on
Trowbridge Road. That’s when the fathers started
coming home from work, pulling their brown station wagons into their driveways, walking up their
back steps with tired brown shoes to kiss their wives
and close their doors behind them.
Six o’clock was also when mothers started calling their kids in for supper, when everyone left
10

whatever they were doing to slump back indoors to
wash their hands and faces and sit at the table when
all they really wanted was to go back outside to the
nicest time of any summer day, the last few hours of
sunlight before bed.
At six o’clock, Nana Jean put her arm around
Ziggy Karlo’s skinny shoulders and walked him back
inside the house with slow, easy steps. Just before he
went in, Ziggy turned back around and squinted up
into the copper beech tree at me. I stayed perfectly
still and hid behind the curtain of leaves.
Ziggy shook his head like he was cleaning cobwebs out of his eyes and followed Nana Jean into
the house. Then the screen door slammed, and I
was left alone in the copper beech tree looking out
on an empty neighborhood filled with closed doors
and families inside their houses together, eating on
plates with knives and forks and glasses clinking.
At six thirty, when everyone had already been sitting at their dinner table for half an hour, I climbed
down the trunk of the copper beech tree, quiet and
slow as a sloth so nobody would notice a difference
when I walked the one, two, three houses down and
across the street to my own sighing house with the
gray shutters. The lawn needed mowing. Crabgrass
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reached its knotty fingers up to my kneecaps, and
raspberries grew wild all along the edge.
The kids in the neighborhood thought my
house was haunted. It was something about the ivy
twirling up to the windows. It didn’t help that most
of the time, the curtains were drawn, and no one
appeared to come or go from its large locked doors,
not even me, June Bug Jordan, quiet as a shadow,
slipping off her sandals on the sighing porch, letting
herself in at six thirty-two on the dot, and then closing the door very gently behind her.
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Cello Songs

The deep red notes filled the old house with echoes
and made the shadows seem even darker.
I let the outside air dissolve into the familiar
closed-in scent of old wood and ninety-degree days.
I leaned my body against the banister that curved up
the stairs, trying to wipe the last trace of the world
from my skin before I entered the white room where
Mother hid.
The only time that Mother ever looked connected to the earth was when she was playing
her cello. She always seemed so calm when she

practiced. Her hair was unfastened and loose around
her shoulders. Her arms were relaxed for once, her
spine straight, her two bare feet planted on the floor
like the roots of a tree.
I climbed into the four-poster bed we shared and
lay on my stomach with my chin in my hands to
watch how the music changed her, smoothing the
lines of her face, making her breathe easy and slow.
Mother said that the Prelude from Bach’s first suite
is the most beautiful piece of music ever written for
cello. It’s filled with echoes, one voice singing lullabies to itself. The line glides from deep low notes
to middle to high, sighing like a swan gliding over
waves.
She raised her bow and let the last note shimmer
in the stale air.
I sighed when it finally disappeared because the
world seemed emptier without it.
Mother looked at me and smiled. She put her
cello and bow down and then scuttled back to the
safety of our bed.
I made room for her.
“I like that piece,” I told her. “It makes me feel
so peaceful.”
“It always has,” she said. “I used to play it when
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I was pregnant with you. Used to quiet you right
down. Kicking stopped. Stirring stopped. And you’d
just kind of float in the darkness, listening.”
She motioned for me to turn onto my side so
she could hug me from behind the way she always
loved to do. When I was little, I loved it too. I was
the baby and she was the mommy, and we were safe
together in our nest. But lately we hadn’t been fitting together so well.
My stomach growled. We both heard it.
I held still and tried not to breathe.
“Mother,” I said.
She didn’t answer.
“Mother,” I said, louder. “Is there anything to
eat?”
I scrambled to my knees and looked down at
her. She was still curled onto her side, holding herself now instead of me. I could see the planes of her
face, the hollow of her neck, the long arms and legs
jutting beneath her white nightgown.
How long had it been since she’d eaten?
My stomach growled again.
“Can you make me something?” I asked.
My voice echoed strangely in our little room.
“I don’t think there’s much food down there,”
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said Mother. “But Uncle Toby comes with groceries
on Saturday. I made him a list. Guess what’s on it!”
Suddenly I was a little girl naming all the foods
I loved.
“Popsicles?”
“Yup.”
“And strawberries?”
“Uh-huh.”
“And cheddar cheese and oranges and hot dogs
and yogurt?”
“Yes, yes, yes.” Mother reached up and touched
the tip of my nose. “And cold cuts and yellow apples
and pickles and rye bread and salami and all sorts of
yummy things for my baby girl to make so she can
eat all she wants.”
“Like grilled cheese?”
“Of course,” said Mother. “You know how to
make grilled cheese. It’s easy.”
“But I’m hungry now.”
Mother’s face looked strained on the pillow.
“Oh, honey,” she said.
“Can’t we just go down and look?”
She hesitated. Then she made herself smile.
“Sure, we can go down and look,” she said. “I think
there might be a can of soup somewhere. I can walk
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down the stairs with you. But you know I don’t like
going into the kitchen, June. The kitchen’s so close
to the door. Anything can come through the cracks.
And we could get very sick, June. I don’t want us to
get very sick.”
“I know,” I said. “But I don’t think anything bad
is going to happen.”
“You can’t know for sure,” said Mother.
“I do know for sure,” I said, trying to keep my
voice steady and reasonable the way Daddy always
used to do. “Nothing’s going to come through the
cracks, Mother. Nothing ever
ver comes through the
cracks.”
“That’s not true,” she said. “One time it did.”
I took her hand and helped her out of bed. I led
her down the stairs one footstep at a time into the
kitchen. She walked on tiptoes and kept her eyes on
the wall, as though the faded white surface could
save her somehow. I brought her to the threshold
and left her clutching the carved wooden banister, halfway into the kitchen, halfway out. Then I
let go of her hand and bounded into the pantry on
my own.
She was right. There was one can of soup left.
I knew where the can opener was from the Chef
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Boyardee Ravioli Uncle Toby had brought the week
before. I found the dented saucepan under the sink
even though it had a dead bee inside it. I emptied the
bee onto the floor and stepped on it.
We had an antique stove, which I had to light
with a wooden match. The lit gas made a blue
halo around one burner. I stirred the soup with
the wooden spoon and pretended that I was the
mommy cooking good wholesome meals for her
baby girl, and I wanted to feed her and feed her so
her tummy would be full and she could grow.
See, little baby? Mommy loves you.
I stirred and hummed the kind of song I thought
a cooking mommy would make.
Soon the heat from the antique stove and the
heat from the summer day and the heat from the
steaming soup filled the kitchen.
I poured the steaming soup from the saucepan into a bowl and then carried the bowl to the
empty table, still pretending to be the mommy and
the baby so happy to sit and eat together. Mealtime.
Mealtime. Come and get it.
I sat down in the chair.
I dipped a spoon into the soup and fed myself a
tiny sip.
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Here you go, baby. Good for you. Yummy soup.
But then when I tasted it, I suddenly realized
I couldn’t get it to go down fast enough with my
spoon, even when I sipped and sipped one spoonful
after another.
I spooned soup so fast into baby’s open mouth,
she slurped and burbled. So hungry, Mommy. So hungry I can’t get full.
I put the spoon down and picked up the bowl.
There were noodles and carrot squares and tiny
wonderful cubes of chicken. I raised the steaming
bowl to my lips and drank and drank until soup
rolled down my chin.
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Queen of Fairies

One afternoon, soon after Ziggy moved in, Nana
Jean brought an old calico quilt and a wicker basket
onto the lawn. I perched in the tree and pretended
I was sitting on the quilt along with them. We were
a family. Ziggy and I were twins and Nana Jean was
our mommy and we loved to be together. Come over
here, children. I have something delicious for you. There’s
room on the quilt for everyone.
Ziggy’s long hair was tied back in a braid. He
wore a purple unicorn T-shirt. Nana Jean wore a

green sleeveless sundress and a wide yellow sun hat
with a curved brim that made her look like a daisy.
Watching her take the food from the picnic basket was so beautiful, it made me dizzy.
First came the basket of strawberries covered
in a white cloth napkin. Then came the plate piled
with more sandwiches than anyone could ever eat:
egg salad and tuna salad and ham and cheese, all on
white bread with the crusts cut off because that is
the way we like them.
Then came the two cans of grape soda that said
pssssshhh when we popped the tops. I pretended
that Ziggy and I were drinking from the same
can. He took a sip. Then I took a sip. It gave me a
make-believe purple-cow mustache so sweet and so
purple, I had to lick my lips and close my eyes to
taste it.
Ziggy held a slice of ham out to Matthew, who
sat on his haunches and snatched it with his pink
hands. Then Ziggy threw another slice onto the sidewalk, and Matthew skittered away, grabbing it in his
mouth and returning to his people, springing on all
four feet and chattering as he went.
I was so hungry, it made my eyes water to see the
ferret eating their leftovers, but then I remembered
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I was pretending that I was eating too, and I held an
invisible sandwich in my hands, the bread all fluffy
and white, and sank my teeth in.
Egg salad. My favorite.
Nana Jean, you make the best sandwiches in the
whole world.
Thank you, June Bug. I sure do love you.
I disappeared into my imagination, make-believe
eating sandwiches and make-believe hugging Nana
Jean and Ziggy for almost half an hour until the
Crowley boys came screeching down Trowbridge
Road on their bikes.
Ziggy wandered to the curb and watched them
riding back and forth, playing chicken, pedaling
full speed at each other and then swerving at the
very last second, screeching with laughter until
John-John lost control of his bike and fell off.
“Stupid fairy,” said Buzz, who had a shaved head
and a voice that was so ugly, it made my skin crawl.
“No, you’re the fairy, fairy!” said John-John,
scrambling back onto his bike and wiping the dirt
off his knees.
“No, you are,” said Buzz.
Ziggy started laughing from his place on the
curb.
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“What’s so funny?” said Buzz.
“You,” said Ziggy. “Neither of you looks even
remotely like a fairy.”
“Oh, and you’d know all about that, wouldn’t
you?” taunted Buzz.
“Actually, yes,” said Ziggy. “I happen to know
a great deal about fairies. For instance, most fairies have diaphanous wings. Also, they’re generally
much skinnier than either of you. Plus, they have
large vocabularies and don’t like loud noises. Or
vehicles with wheels.”
Buzz jerked his bike violently, and Ziggy doubled
over, laughing.
“A fairy would never do that,” he said.
“So, I guess that makes you king of the fairies,”
said Buzz.
“No,” said John-John, coming closer to his brother’s side and snickering. “He’s the queen, right, Buzz?
That’s why he’s dressed like that and he’s got all that
long hair like a girl.”
Ziggy stopped laughing and considered this.
“Ziggy,” called Nana Jean from the quilt, patting
the ground beside her, “come back and finish your
lunch! Bernard! Jonathan Junior! You two boys better head on home now.”
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John-John made a horrible face at Ziggy while
Buzz looked on, smiling.
“Hey!” shouted Nana Jean. She pulled herself
up from the quilt and marched to the curb with her
hands on her hips.
She gave Buzz and John-John a smoldering look
that could have burned a hole through rock. “Don’t
you dare be mean to this boy,” she said. “He’s been
through enough. Now you turn those bikes around
and ride back home before I call your mama and tell
her you two rude boys are disturbing my peace. You
know, I was your mama’s sixth-grade teacher once
upon a time, and she was scared witless of me. I can
be right nasty when I mean to be, and you do not
want me calling to complain about you. So get along
home. And leave this boy alone. You hear me?”
Buzz and John-John stared at her red-faced.
“I said, do you hear me?”
“Yes, ma’am,” muttered John-John, looking
down at his feet. “We hear you.”
Buzz seemed like he was going to say something
hotheaded, but instead he kicked his brother in the
shin, and the two boys yanked their bikes around
and pedaled back down Trowbridge Road toward
their house.
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“I don’t like those boys,” said Ziggy.
“Neither do I,” said Nana Jean, putting her arm
around his shoulders.
“They remind me of the bullies who bothered
me at school this year.”
“The ones who made fun of your hair?”
“Yes,” said Ziggy. “And other things.”
Nana Jean took the elastic from Ziggy’s braid
and undid his red hair so it was long and fell past his
shoulders. It looked very cheerful and bold against
his purple T-shirt.
“What if I take you downtown today and we
get your hair cut and maybe buy you some new
clothes?” Nana Jean asked.
“I don’t want new clothes,” said Ziggy. “And for
your information, all magical beings have long hair.
If I cut my hair, I won’t be able to teleport anymore.”
“Is that so?” asked Nana Jean.
“Yes,” said Ziggy. “It is.”
Nana Jean smiled at him with her eyes so filled
with love, it almost broke my heart. “Well, come
on, then,” she said. “Let’s finish our lunch and try to
forget about them. You and me, we are way too fine
to let small-minded folks like that bother us.”
Nana Jean led Ziggy back to the quilt and offered
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him a deviled egg, which he took and liked. After
that, she gave him a strawberry, and after that, a
chocolate macaroon, which I could taste without
even closing my eyes, and finally, when we were all
full of real and imaginary things, Nana Jean put the
leftovers back in the basket and Ziggy lay down with
his head in her lap to look at the clouds.
Nana Jean ran her fingers through his long red
hair, working at the tangles, strand by strand. Then,
when it was clear she was going to need better leverage, she hoisted herself up and led him back to the
porch steps, where she sat behind him.
She worked gently, coaxing out the snarls. It
must have felt good to have someone’s hands making your head less complicated. Nana Jean hummed
while she worked, the boy wedged between her
knees like a cello. She combed and hummed, taking
up one frayed snarl and worrying at it until it came
apart like strands of silk.
For the rest of the afternoon, they simply existed
together. Nana Jean worked on her macramé owl
while Ziggy and Matthew chased each other around
the lawn, the boy in his purple unicorn T-shirt,
throwing pinecones, the ferret leaping through the
grass to find them. Sometimes Nana Jean threw
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back her head and laughed at something Ziggy said
or did, and he grinned with crooked teeth, returning from the lawn to the porch steps every few minutes for a hug or a kiss.
I pretended I was one of them, getting kisses
and hugs until five o’clock, when Ziggy began to
look sleepy. Now when Nana Jean kissed him, he
leaned in for longer, letting his shoulders slump,
his head drooping against her. Nana Jean put
her arm around him and led him slow and easy
back into the house. They held the door open for
Matthew, who skittered inside, thin and sleek as
a wisp.
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Secrets

Long after Ziggy and Nana Jean went in for dinner,
long after the fathers came home and all the other
kids disappeared into the mouths of their houses,
long after the neighborhood started to darken and
the sleepy golden evening lights turned on behind
the windows, I crept from the copper beech tree
and trudged the one, two, three houses down and
across the street to number twenty-eight. I took off
my shoes, wiped the world from my skin the best

I could, and tiptoed up the narrow staircase to our
small white room.
“You’re late today,” Mother said from the pillows.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I lost track of time.”
“What were you doing out so late?”
“Climbing trees.” A half-truth.
Mother surprised me by smiling and pulling
herself up. “I used to love climbing trees when I
was your age,” she said, delighted. She hugged the
white blanket around her. “I was one of the best tree
climbers in my whole school.”
“You were?”
“Oh yes,” she said, her eyes far away. “Oh yes.
Nothing scared me back then. I would climb up and
look out at the world. You can see so many things
from the top of a tree. So many beautiful things.”
“I know,” I said, smiling at her excitement. “I like
that too. Maybe next time you could come out with
me. I bet you could still climb trees if you tried.”
“No,” said Mother. “I couldn’t.” She slumped
back down on to the mattress and curled toward the
pillows again.
I wanted her to be better so badly, it was worse
than being hungry. I started to climb toward her into
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our bed, but Mother took a deep breath through her
nose and her face contorted into a horrible mask.
“Wait,” she said, her voice catching in her throat.
“What?”
“Go wash up first. Your hands and your face,
especially. You smell a little.”
“I do?”
“Yes,” said Mother. “You definitely smell. Use
soap and hot water. Then you can come back, and
we can read our books together until it’s time to go
to bed. Please, June Bug. Wash. And then come back
to me. That’s my sweet girl.”
I did as I was told. Even though it was barely
eight o’clock and I knew I wouldn’t be able to get
to sleep for hours, especially on an empty stomach.
I filled the sink with hot water and used the soap
to scrub my hands and face, rubbing back and forth
across my lips until I was fresh and clean.
Then I found my book and climbed back
into bed.
I lifted the covers and lay down beside her,
turning toward the wall. I opened the book and
pretended to read, but the lines were all blurry on
account of my tears.
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“I missed you today,” I said to the wall.
“I missed you too, sweetheart,” said Mother, her
voice far away. “I always miss you waiting here all
alone.”
But I knew I was not the one she really missed.
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The Patchwork Prince

Most nights Daddy would come home late, long
after Ryles Jazz Club was closed and the last outbound Green Line train from Boston pulled into
Newton Highlands station.
He would walk through town in the dark and
into our sleeping house, still dressed in his favorite
patchwork coat and his faded linen shirt. He would
put his satchel by the door, pour himself a glass of
wine, and fall asleep at the kitchen table, where we

would often find him in the morning, with his cloth
fedora still tipped over his eyes.
He was tall and willowy like a dancer. Softspoken. His eyes were deep and gray and he had
such long eyelashes that whenever I looked at him,
I was moved to take his hands into my own and
stroke them.
When I was small enough to fit in his lap, I would
cuddle up and scratch my fingers into his beard and
kiss his chin until my lips tickled. This was before
the virus left him a pale shadow lying in the hospital bed we set up for him in the dining room so he
wouldn’t have to climb the stairs.
The dining room was the first place to fill
with morning light, and it had a high ceiling so he
wouldn’t feel quite so closed in. Mother hired men
to carry out the dining room table and move in
the grand piano so he could spend the day playing
music. When he was tired, he could lie down in the
hospital bed. When he needed a bathroom, he could
stagger across the hall.
When we knew the end was really coming,
Mother began closing off the rooms of our house.
She told me it was because it was easier this way,
to keep things clean, and with AIDS, clean meant
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safe. Daddy was allowed to be sick in the dining
room and bathroom. I was allowed to be well in the
kitchen and upstairs in my parents’ bedroom. The
other rooms, the places we used to pass through
every day of our lives — his study, Mother’s music
studio, my old bedroom, the living room, the guest
bedrooms — these were all off-limits because it was
too hard to know where the germs were hiding.
That’s when Mother first brought me into
her bed at night, to make sure I was sleeping in a
clean place. Eventually, she moved me in full-time
and began calling it “our room,” meaning that it
belonged to her and me, rather than her and Daddy.
Nobody knew very much about the disease.
We didn’t know if it could be left on doorknobs
or toilet seats. We didn’t know if you could get it
if an infected person coughed or breathed on you.
We didn’t know if it traveled through tears, or if
you could catch it through a kiss. So when Daddy
started dying, the dining room and the downstairs
bathroom were also off-limits to me. I would sit in
the hallway or at the kitchen table and call out to
him, Daddy, Daddy, and if he was awake, he would
call back to me, June Bug, June Bug, which is how I
knew he was still okay.
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Even in his last weeks, Daddy’s music filled
our house, played with shaking hands amidst jags
of coughing, but music nonetheless. Sometimes
Mother would bring her cello into the dining room
and play with him, making her instrument wail like
the velvet voice of Ella Fitzgerald, scatting around
his melody, the sweet, mournful riffs of a soul getting ready to say goodbye.
Even though she kept me from touching him,
and even though she always made sure to scrub her
hands with bleach and hot water after tending to
him, Mother never left Daddy alone for too long.
She would move between him and me, reading
me poetry in the kitchen with a glass of milk and
a grilled cheese sandwich, but then, when he called
out, pulling on a pair of disposable latex gloves to
hold his hand while he wept. Our trash bins filled
with latex gloves, translucent and dry as snake skins.
She had all kinds of ways to keep me occupied.
Sketchbooks. Modeling clay. Watercolors. When
she went to him for too long, I would call for her,
making sure my voice was loud enough for both
of them to hear me. There was always something I
needed. A book I couldn’t reach. A meal I couldn’t
make.
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“Mother!” I called out on the last day of his life,
my voice so shrill, I knew it would make her jump
to attention. “Mother! Aren’t you going to make me
something for lunch?”
Her tired voice came from the dining room.
“Just a minute, June. Daddy needs me.”
“I need you!” I called back. “I’m hungry!”
“Oh, for goodness’ sake, June. You are ten years
old. Just make something yourself
self for once.”
I punished her when she returned, shrinking
away when she reached toward me.
She went to the counter, and I could hear her
making my lunch. She brought back a glass of milk
and a bologna and Wonder Bread sandwich.
When she offered me the plate, I pushed it out
of her hands, and it crashed to the floor. There was
a puddle of milk and sandwich fixings everywhere,
but the plate didn’t break; it just clattered and spun.
I remember how disappointed I was, because a broken plate would have been much more dramatic. I
started to cry.
“Honey,” said Mother, “please try to understand.
I’m doing the best I can. I really am.”
“No, you’re not,” I said. “I told you I was hungry
and you didn’t care.”
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“I did care.” Mother sighed. She started to clean
up the mess. “I do care, sweetheart. But Daddy
needed me just then. You can make your own lunch.
Daddy can’t clean himself up. Can you try to understand that? He needs me more than you do right
now.”
“Daddy always needs you!” I screamed in her
face.
“God help me, June. Your father is dying. Pretty
soon we won’t have him anymore. You’ve got your
whole life to spend with me.”
“Why doesn’t he hurry up and die then!” I
screeched. “Why don’t you hurry up and die, Daddy!
Hurry up and die right this second for all I care!”
Mother slapped me.
I held myself, stunned by the force of our anger.
Mother knelt on the floor beside me.
“I’m sorry, Mother,” I whispered, reaching out
to her.
She leaned her head against the wall and sobbed.
“I didn’t mean what I said. I don’t want Daddy
to die.”
She lifted her head to look at me. Her eyes were
filled with shadows.
“I know that, honey,” she said, softly. “We’re
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both tired — we don’t know what we’re saying or
doing anymore. You didn’t mean to hurt me.”
“I did mean to hurt you,” I said. “But I’m sorry.”
Mother kissed me on the forehead. Her lips were
warm. “I forgive you,” she said.
“I want to tell Daddy I’m sorry too. He might
have heard what I said.”
“You can’t go in his room, sweetheart. You know
that.”
“I’ll stand in the hall. I’ll tell him from there.”
“Okay,” Mother said. “I’ll come with you.”
She took me by the hand, and we walked from
the kitchen into the hallway.
Daddy was lying in his hospital bed in the dining
room, facing us.
His eyes were open and he was smiling like he
had been waiting for us to come.
“I’m sorry, Daddy,” I said. “I didn’t mean what I
said.”
But it was too late. He was gone.

38

Morning Glory

On Saturdays, Uncle Toby arrived early because he
knew I’d be hungry.
During this past school year, he came all the way
to Newton even though he had to drive in from his
basement apartment in Somerville every morning
to give me breakfast and bring me to school before
heading back out to the lumberyard. He always
had a ham and egg sandwich or a couple of cold
pancakes or, if I was really lucky, maybe a packet
of Hostess Twinkies. After school, he always had
something for me from the pizza place: a slice of

pepperoni, a wedge of baklava, half an Italian sub. I
never asked him how it felt having to drive back and
forth every day. But I was grateful.
Now that school was out for the summer,
Mother said we only needed him once a week with
groceries. Uncle Toby said he’d rather keep coming
twice a day just like he’d been doing, but Mother
said, “No thank you, we’ll be just fine. You don’t
need to be driving so much, day after day. Doesn’t
the lumberyard pay by the hour? You need to work,
Toby. And besides, it’s time for me and June Bug to
try and make it on our own now.”
As soon as we heard Uncle Toby’s truck rattle
into our driveway, my own mother, Angela Jordan,
who once played Bach suites to a packed audience of
sneezing strangers without even batting an eyelash,
now pulled the blanket over her head and stewed in
her own sweat.
According to Mother, body odor was okay
because it came from the inside. It was the germs
from the outside that could kill us: surfaces that
were touched or sneezed on by strangers. It was the
toilet seats and doorknobs and hands and mouths
of strangers that could devour us and spit out our
bones.
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I knew that to Mother, Uncle Toby was still
a stranger even though he was Daddy’s younger
brother, and even though he was born right here in
this very house, and even though he said he loved
us so much, it made him want to get down on his
knees and pray, which was really something because
Uncle Toby did not believe in God.
I careened down the stairs, whooping like a
crazy bird to meet my favorite man alive, two steps
at a time, vaulting over the carved banister, leaving
the scent of Mother’s skin behind me like a fading
dream.
“June Bug!” Uncle Toby called from the kitchen
in a voice that sounded like Thanksgiving. “Where’s
my little mongoose? Hope she didn’t chew off her
own tail.”
All at once, the house was filled with the wondrous sound of paper grocery bags, of footsteps
from the door to the long, empty table, of leather
work boots clomping dirt and germs and forbidden
outside-things onto the floor of the kitchen, filling
me with a happiness that spread through my veins
like helium, making me feel like I could lift to the
ceiling and fly.
“June Bug? Where are you?” he called out,
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pretending to search for me even when I stopped
an inch away from him. I stepped on both his boots
with my bare feet, and he waltzed me around the
kitchen like a marionette.
When the dancing stopped, I watched him put
the food away, each item emerging from the grocery
bag like a rabbit from a magician’s hat, food I would
prepare myself that week without Mother’s help:
cold cuts and chocolate pudding, cheddar cheese
and Popsicles, hot dogs and cans of chicken soup,
yogurt and macaroni, peanut butter and Wonder
Bread, purple grape juice (the kind that made your
lips pucker), strawberries, and grapes and chocolate
chip cookies.
He made me a snack plate so I wouldn’t be too
hungry watching him put the food away — a sampler of different treats: a cookie, a hunk of cheese, a
bunch of grapes, three slices of roast beef, a piece of
white bread smeared with peanut butter.
I wolfed it down.
Uncle Toby sat next to me and rubbed my back
while I ate, petting my shoulders and pushing my
hair back behind my ears.
“Easy there,” he said. “Not all at once. Give it a
chance to go down.”
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