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For Ms. Marla, Clementine’s art and soul


—S. P.


[image: images]


To Stephanie Lurie, who took Clementine’s hand


—M.F.
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As soon as I woke up Monday morning, I flopped onto the floor with my drawing pad. I drew a cow with a sagging-down mouth and rivers of tears flowing from her eyes. When I was finished, that cow looked so sad, my own eyes started to cry a little bit. I wiped them so I could admire what a great job I’d done, and then I smiled.
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Because—oh, yes—this drawing was going to crack my father’s heart, all right.


I drew about a hundred more teardrops splashing down, and added a couple of ducks paddling around in the puddle of cow-sadness. Then I got dressed and went out into the kitchen, where everyone else was already at the table.


“Okra, would you please pass this to our father?” I asked, sitting down.


My brother, who is obsessed with dinosaurs these days, took the drawing in his teeth and passed it over.
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“Hmmm…” my dad said. “That is not a bad idea. Not a bad idea at all. A cow with hose-eyes. That could come in handy for…well, for putting out fires in a dairy barn, I suppose.”


I grabbed the drawing back and stomped into my room to label it “The Crying Cow.” Then I crossed out “Crying” and changed it to “Weeping.” This is because weeping is a lot sadder than crying; it’s tragical, really. I like to use exactly the right word for things.
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Then I stomped back and handed it to my brother again. “Collard Greens, please pass this to our father,” I growled into my orange juice.


My brother pawed at my drawing and slid it across the table.


This time, my dad didn’t even look at it. “Clementine, try to understand,” he said. “It was very nice of Mrs. Jacobi to bake that meat loaf for us. She knows how tired your mom is these days, with the baby due so soon. She wanted to help out. It would have been rude not to eat it.”


I zipped my mouth into a straight ruler line so it wouldn’t say What about that cow in that meat loaf? Don’t you think you were rude to  her? Because an important part of not speaking to someone is not speaking to them.


“I’m so mad at my father,” I told Margaret as soon as I got on the bus. “Since I turned vegetarian, my mom and Pinto Bean haven’t eaten any animals either. But my dad won’t do it. He ate meat loaf Saturday night. I’m so mad I can’t even talk to him. It’s been one day, thirteen hours, and”—I leaned over and checked Margaret’s watch—“twenty-one minutes.”


“Oh, yeah,” Margaret said. “The silent treatment.”


“The silent treatment? It’s a treatment?”


Margaret nodded hard. “Very effective. Hold out for a lot.”
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“What do you mean?”


“The last time I used the silent treatment was in the spring, when my mother told me what kind of wedding she wasn’t having. I’m still getting stuff out of that one.”


A couple of years ago, Margaret had watched a real prince and princess get married on television. Since then, she’d considered herself an expert on royal weddings. So when she learned her mother was getting remarried, she figured she’d get to run the wedding. “I wasn’t there for her first one, to my father,” she’d told me, “but I can make up for that now. This one with Alan is going to be a doozy.”


She got a little carried away, planning this and planning that. One problem: she forgot to tell her mother about any of it.


When Margaret’s mother finally heard about the special wave from the balcony, the satin train with fourteen footmen to carry it, the carriage ride, and the hundred other details, she said, “NO.”


“What part NO?” Margaret had asked.


Margaret’s mother had meant NO to all of it, which made Margaret go berserk. “Three whole days I didn’t talk to her,” Margaret said. “On the last day, I even added my invisible treatment.”


“What’s that?”


“You act as if the person is invisible to you. I looked right through her, as if she weren’t there. You should use it with your father.”


“I don’t think I could do that,” I told her after I’d tried to imagine it for a while. “My father’s the opposite of invisible.”


“Too bad—it’s very powerful. It made my mother give in. She agreed to have a flower girl—me—and to get me a new dress, whatever I want. And tomorrow, I’m getting the best part: new shoes.”


This was so ridiculous I snort-laughed. “Shoes? Margaret, getting new shoes isn’t winning anything.” I thought back to when I had to get new sneakers last fall. “In fact, I think shopping for shoes is a punishment.”


“Oh, these shoes are winning something, all right. These shoes are going to be high heels.”


I felt my jaw fall down. It took all my power to crank it back up to my chin by the time we pulled in to school.


First thing when I walked into Room 3B, my teacher asked, “Yet?” and I answered, “Not yet.”


We have been “Yet?”ing and “Not yet”ing each other about waiting for babies since spring. First it was me “Yet?”ing him, but after his baby was finally born in May, he started “Yet?”ing me and I started “Not yet”ing him back.


“And Not yet about a name, either,” I answered to his next question as I took my seat.
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When the Pledge was over, Mr. D’Matz called us for Circle Sharing Time. “As you know, this is the last week of school, and we have a lot to accomp—”


Mr. D’Matz waited while all the kids cheered about school being over. All the kids except me, that is. I’m happy about no school for the whole summer too, of course—I’ve got a lot of great stuff planned. What I’m not happy about is the rest of it. The Starting-Over-with-a-New-Class-in-the-Fall part, and the What-If-I-Don’t-Get-a-Nice-Teacher part. And most of all, the Saying-Good-bye-to-Mr.-D’Matz part.


I do not like saying good-bye.


“Thursday is the last day of school,” Mr. D’Matz started up again, “so we’ve only got four days. We’ll have to hurry to get our work finished, because I know we’ll want to leave plenty of time to say good-bye.”


At recess, Rasheed and Maria ran up to me. “What did Margaret say?” they asked.
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Maria and Rasheed have been asking me this every day since they fell in love this spring. Actually, it was Rasheed who fell in love, and Maria just said I don’t care, sure, whatever, about being in love back. When they heard that Margaret was an expert in royal weddings, they started passing along questions about how to get married.


“Margaret said you should have about a thou-sand lights, but you shouldn’t see the wires,” I told them. “When Princess Diana got married, they used ferrets to run the wires through pipes under the ground.”


Rasheed sighed. “I don’t know anybody with a ferret. And my cat’s too fat to go through under-ground pipes.”


“No problem,” said Maria. “Flo-Max will do it. Lizards like to go into skinny places. Once he got loose and a week later he crawled out of the bathtub drain. But ask Margaret about those arm-gloves she said I had to wear. Do I need them if it’s summertime, or are they just for winter?”


When they ran off, I took a marker from my pocket and added a new exclamation point to the arm reminder I’ve been keeping since all this started: NO WEDDINGS FOR ME!!!!!!!
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Tuesday morning I had to put my newest sad-animal drawing beside my dad’s coffee cup, because he was already off at work. “Petrified Piglets” was my best one yet: baby pigs running away from a farmer holding a hot dog roll and a jar of spicy mustard.
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“I wish you could hurry up and have our baby,” I told my mom as I slid into my seat. “I wish you could have it before Thursday, so I could let my teacher know what a good baby is like.”


My mom handed me an English muffin and a jar of almond butter. “You mean his new little boy isn’t a good baby?” she asked.


I shook my head as I spread the almond butter into a perfect circle. “He sounds like a dud,” I answered. “Mr. D’Matz is always telling us things like ‘Wow, yesterday he drank an extra ounce of milk!’ and ‘He really loves to look at his mobile!’ as if those were the most exciting tricks any human in the world ever performed. I think it’s just that he doesn’t know any better—this is the only baby he’s got. So I wish I could tell him about ours.”


My mom patted her belly. “You think our baby’s going to be more interesting than his, is that it?”


I nodded. “And more fun.”


“Well, it might not be all fun,” my mom said. “At least not in the beginning.” She went into her bedroom and came out a minute later with a folded-up piece of paper. “Do you remember this? It’s a letter to your brother when he was a week old. You dictated it to me and we went to the post office so you could mail it to him.”


I took the note and read it:
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“Oh, right,” I said. “I do remember. Yam was kind of a dud too. Still, could you try to have the baby early? There are only a few more days of school left, and it would be great to brag about it—I mean share about it—at Circle Sharing Time. So how about you try to have it on…” I got up to check the calendar. “Auurrgghh! Not today! Try really hard not to let the baby be born today!”


“Why not? What’s today?”


I couldn’t believe she had forgotten something this important. “Mom! Today is the second anniversary of when I threw up on the subway! This would be a terrible day for the baby to be born!”


My mother laughed. “Well, it would also be a terrible day because we’re not ready here.” A panicky look came over her face then. “We’re not ready yet. We’re not ready yet!” she cried. She grabbed the edge of the table and squeezed until her knuckles went white, then she took a couple of deep breaths. “It’s okay, it’s okay,” she said in a Calm-Down-Now voice. “July second is still two weeks away.”
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