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In memory of Nell






C-L-O-D-P-O-L-L

Clodpoll: noun. A foolish person.

Picture it: 1985. There I am: Ben Bellini. Sixth grade, but probably looking closer to fifth. (Why? Because my parents threw me into kindergarten when I was four and a half years old, and I was a shrimp to boot.) I’m standing on a middle school stage somewhere in Southern California’s San Fernando Valley. My dark, shaggy hair tickles my neck. A collared shirt and black pants hang off my puny frame. There’s a microphone in front of me—and behind me, about sixty of those uncomfortable folding chairs found in school auditoriums. When this day began, there was a kid seated in each one. Now most of those chairs are empty.

A voice from the audience says, “The word is clodpoll.”

I lean forward, my mouth almost touching the microphone. The auditorium lights have been making me squint all day, but I can still see the pronouncer, and the way she bites her lower lip every time a speller pauses a beat too long. Like I’ve just done.

I swallow. “Can you use it in a sentence?”

The pronouncer looks down at her card. She reads, “The clodpoll wore shorts in a snowstorm.”

My heart is beating faster now. I catch my mother’s eye. She’s sitting toward the middle of the auditorium with my father. She’s smiling, nodding. Waiting.

Behind me, I can hear the fidgety rustles of the remaining spellers. They can already sense what’s going to happen. I can sense it too, and my stomach twists with dread.

I take a deep breath. “Clodpoll. C-L-A-U-D-E-P-O-L-E.”

The pronouncer’s shoulders slump. A bell rings. And I walk off the stage to take my place with the other losers of the Southern California Regional Spelling Bee.

Even now, all these years later, I remember it perfectly. It’s like that memory has its own room in my brain.

The minute I was off the stage, I was desperate to go home and lick my wounds in peace. But when I gave my parents a pleading look, their faces stiffened, and their eyes told me that I was going to toughen up and be a good sport even if it killed me.

So that’s what I did. I sat there, lips pulled tight, no emotions showing, as speller after speller went down. They were felled by words like phenomenon, bursitis, and accommodate, and when they walked off the stage with heavy feet, they collapsed into the chairs around me.

Finally, only two spellers remained: a curly-haired boy in a three-piece suit and a girl with a heart-shaped mouth, who swayed back and forth every time she said a letter.

“The word,” said the pronouncer, “is liaison.”

The boy was up first. He said, “May I have a definition?”

“Noun. A person tasked with establishing and maintaining communication and cooperation between groups of people.”

“Can you use it in a sentence?” he asked.

“The air force liaison made sure that the army and navy generals had the proper information.”

“Language of origin?” That was not a question I had ever asked, but my competitors had been asking it all day long. I couldn’t figure out why. How could it help with anything if you didn’t know the other language?

“French.”

The boy licked his lips. He scrunched up his nose as if the word had a bad smell to it, pausing just long enough for us to know that he didn’t have a clue.

His cleared his voice and said, “Liaison. L-A-I-S-O-N.”

Down fell the pronouncer’s shoulders. Her voice pained, she said, “That is incorrect.” She turned to the girl, told her it was her turn. “The word is milieu.”

The girl took a deep breath.

(We all took a deep breath.)

She swallowed. Then, her voice clear and strong, she answered, “Milieu. M-I-L-I-E-U.”

We knew. We knew from the smile on the girl’s face and the straight line of the pronouncer’s shoulders: she’d beaten us all. She’d just won the regional bee and advanced to the queen bee of all bees: the Scripps National Spelling Bee in Washington, DC.

Eleven people finished ahead of me that day. My parents made me shake hands and congratulate every one of them, but that girl? The girl who won? Congratulating her was the hardest of all. She seemed so truly, one hundred percent authentically happy that it was like staring at the sun.

I couldn’t do it. I could only blink and look away.

On the drive home, I didn’t say a word.

“You should be proud of yourself,” said Mom, in her cajoling way. “You did great. Twelfth place is amazing! Who cares if you didn’t win? Winning doesn’t matter. You did your best. That’s what counts.” From her place in the front passenger seat, she gave Dad’s arm a whack. “Tell Ben how proud we are of him.”

“Of course we’re proud of you,” said Dad, his head moving left and right as he looked for signs to the freeway. Then he shrugged. “And besides, it’s not like winning was a big dream of yours. Right?”

I slumped lower in my seat. He was kind of right; I hadn’t gone looking for spelling glory. I’d won my class bee without even knowing there was going to be a class bee. But as I went on to win my school bee, and then my district bee, I was shocked to discover that I loved competitive spelling. I loved the anticipation of waiting for my turn. I loved the jolt of energy that struck me when I stood in front of the microphone, staring down the pronouncer. Most of all, I loved the trance of pure focus that came over me as I visualized each word in all its possibilities. It was so different from the flustered, tongue-tied feeling I usually got when time was short, the stakes were high, and I was trying to find just the right thing to say.

And, let’s be honest—winning feels good.

Maybe that’s why losing that regional bee sliced right through my heart. I know that sounds dramatic, but I really thought I’d win. The other bees had been so easy, so effortless! It had never occurred to me that they wouldn’t stay that way.

“Come on, Ben,” coaxed my mom. “Say something—anything.”

But I couldn’t. I would have cried—and listen, my mom always insisted that it was okay to cry, but she didn’t go to my middle school. She did not understand that crying—especially a boy crying—was like blowing a dog whistle in a world full of wolves.

Actually, I did say something in the car—I remember now. Quietly, just loud enough to be heard, I asked if we could get hamburgers. I said it really pitifully, too, trying to weasel one good thing out of a rotten day. But not even my sad attempt was enough to milk fried and salty sympathy out of my parents.

“Oh, you know fast food is bad for you,” said Mom, throwing me a homemade granola bar (that she had probably sweetened with pureed prunes).

“You think money grows on trees?” said my dad. “You know better than that.”

“I’ll tell you what,” said Mom. “I’ll make those cheesy potato skins you like for dinner. They’re not super healthy, but you’ve earned it. How’s that sound?”

It did not sound as good as advancing to the National Spelling Bee. (Or consolation hamburgers.) But those potato skins were deliciously cheesy, so I grunted approval anyway.

When we got home, all I wanted to do was pancake flat on my bed and bury my face in my pillow. But before I reached my room, my sister poked her head out of her door. I wasn’t looking at her, but I could feel her frown, and I remembered the day I’d won that first bee at our school. “You think you’re so great,” she’d said. “It’s just spelling, Ben. Nobody cares.”

Mom usually avoided our sibling drama, but after my loss she wasn’t taking any chances. Before Erin could even open her mouth, she said, “Give your brother space.” Then, giving my shoulder a consoling pat, she added, “The day didn’t go the way he’d hoped.”

And here’s how Erin replied: “What did he expect? He never even studied.”

That was it. No “Too bad.” No “What a shame.” Just “What did he expect? He never even studied.”

Always five seconds from the clever—or even sensible—thing to say, I sputtered like a baby. “Only a nerd would study for a spelling bee.”

Snorting, Erin said, “How many times do I have to tell you? You are a nerd.” Which may not sound bad—but trust me, it sure wasn’t a compliment in 1985.

With a voice rumbling like distant thunder, Mom said, “Erin…”

“What?” Erin asked, pretend-innocent. “Am I wrong? The more you practice at something, the better you get. That’s what my softball coach says. Did you ever see Ben practice? I never saw him practice.”

“Yeah… well…” I stomped into the room I shared with my nine-year-old brother. “Nobody practices for spelling bees.”

Mark was sitting on the carpet. He was playing with a couple of Star Wars action figures. They’d once been mine, but Erin had told me months earlier that middle school boys who played with dolls, even tiny plastic manly ones, got themselves stuffed in lockers. For sure.

When I closed the door behind me, Mark said, “So I guess you didn’t win.” No matter whether he was happy or sad, Mark always had a sort of Eeyore voice. It should have added a nice texture to my pity party, but impossibly, it did the opposite.

I dropped onto my bed not a sad pancake, but a half-risen soufflé, leavened by a sudden sense of acceptance. I hadn’t won. It was as simple as that, and feeling sorry for myself wouldn’t change anything. If I could accept that, I could accept something else: that, as annoying as it was, Erin was right. I should have studied. It wasn’t true that nobody studied for spelling bees; other kids did. At the regional bee, kids pulled out dictionaries and flipped through flash cards during every break and between every round. The girl who’d won? I’d overheard her saying that she was taking French lessons so she could master French words.

I’d watched every competitor silently, in wonder. The fact was, I had never studied for anything, ever. Not a weekly spelling test. Not a math quiz. Even when seeing the kids who had studied for the regional bee, it never occurred to me that I might have done the same. I would not have known where to begin if it had.

When Scott Rothenberg and I walked to school the next day, I never mentioned the regional bee. Actually, I hadn’t even told him it was happening—and he’d been my best friend since he moved next door when we were both four years old! I hadn’t mentioned the regional bee to anyone outside my family. At my school, you kept your academic enthusiasm to yourself. If you didn’t want to be swatted like a gnat, you knew better than to answer too many questions in class, or act eager about school projects, or recount the weekend you spent at a spelling bee.

My friends weren’t jerks, though. They’d actually been excited when I defeated Dawn Reece in my first spelling bee, the class bee I hadn’t known about. (Any middle school boy who beat any middle school girl at anything was somehow heroic.) But soon enough, the whole thing stumped them.

“You’re just sitting there spelling. How is that fun? Why don’t you lose on purpose so you can be done already?” Jeremy Chu asked me before the district bee. He and a few of my other friends had just discovered heavy metal. The topic had driven a bit of wedge between us—not because my friends cared that the music was a drill to my ears, but because I couldn’t keep up with their constant conversations about Metallica and Twisted Sister. With Jeremy’s suggestion that I lose a bee on purpose, I felt the wedge drive in further.

To my relief, Scott answered, “Hey, Ben’s smart to keep winning,” and I thought, Phew, I’ll always have my best friend Scott. Then he added, “Spelling bees are a great way to meet girls. Haven’t you noticed how many girls compete in those things?” And, since I actually liked spelling and had never given the number of girls in the bee any thought, I thought, Oh. I wonder if I will always have my best friend Scott?

But on the day after the regional bee, I wasn’t thinking about that. I was only thinking about how lonely it feels when you lose a regional spelling bee and no one knows. But lo and behold, my homeroom teacher knew. She shone a wide smile at me. Then she happily declared to the class, “I want you all to know that Ben Bellini came in twelfth at the Southern California Regional Spelling Bee this weekend. Ben, we are all very proud of you.”

Except for Scott patting my arm and saying “Good job,” no one batted an eye. Which only goes to show that, surprisingly, sometimes losing a regional spelling bee and people knowing about it feels even lonelier than when it’s a secret.

The stony faces of my peers did not stop my teacher, who just kept talking. “What was your final word?” she asked me.

“Clodpoll,” I answered.

Screwing up her face, she asked, “What’s a clodpoll?”

I said, “A person who’d wear shorts in a snowstorm.”

A few kids snickered, and from the back of the room a voice said, “Ha, ha. Clodpoll.”

“Well,” said my teacher. “I certainly hope you’ll try again next year. You can compete all the way through age thirteen, you know. Not everyone is such a gifted speller.”

More kids snickered. Then the same voice from the back of the room said sarcastically, “Not everyone is such a gifted speller.”

An electric pulse seemed to charge the air, and then the whole class busted into guffaws and snorts of laughter. Even I laughed—because if you’re not in on the joke, you are the joke.

“Not everyone is such a gifted speller,” my teacher insisted, her voice squeaky, as if this were the point of no return, the point when her authority would be either confirmed or destroyed. “One day, you’ll see. It’s very cool what Ben did!”

We went right on laughing. Because honestly, of all the gifts a kid could possess, who would choose spelling? Especially if this was the reaction it provoked?

I shook my head. I was done with competitive spelling. I would not be that kid: the nerd, the doofus, the dweeb, the gifted—but not gifted enough—speller. I would be fine, instead, being a clodpoll.






R-E-S-U-S-C-I-T-A-T-E

Resuscitate: verb. To revive, bring back to life.

About a week later, I was sitting at the kitchen table, eating a bowl of Rice Krispies and flipping through my Funk & Wagnalls Encyclopedia, volume A. I’d purchased the book a few days earlier at the grocery store. It was like ninety-nine cents, but my dad had called the purchase a real sucker’s move. “Don’t you know?” he’d said, a gleam of disapproval in his eye. “Those encyclopedias are a scam. The publisher hooks you by selling the first few volumes at a steep discount. Then they ratchet up the prices right when you’re committed.” I didn’t care. For pennies, I was learning about everything from aardvarks to azeotropes.

The phone rang. I picked up the receiver to hear my grandmother yell, “Roger Nott!”

My eyes widened in surprise. Nan lived all the way in San Francisco, and long-distance calls were for special occasions and bad news.

“Nan, this is Ben,” I told her. “I think you called the wrong number.”

“I don’t want to talk to Roger Nott,” she said impatiently. “I want to talk to you. Roger Nott won the National Spelling Bee maybe fifteen years ago. He owns a used bookstore. And he coaches spellers on the side. He says if you come here this summer, he’ll coach you. What do you say? You can stay with me.”

Now, I’d accepted my decision to give up competitive spelling without a second thought. I mean, sure, the disappointment of the regional bee still hung over me. And sure, I missed the white-hot adrenaline rush of being on the stage and spelling my heart out. But I was not going to put myself through that heartbreaking drama again.

On the other hand, Nan’s offer had its temptations. For one thing, Nan was fun. And San Francisco was also fun. So Nan and San Francisco together would be double fun. Add the chance to work with a professional spelling coach? Triple fun!

I looked around. Mom was at the gym where she taught aerobics. Dad was at his accounting firm. But Erin and Mark were both somewhere in the house, and I didn’t need those two butting in.

“Is this because of your parents?” asked Nan, annoyed.

I hadn’t thought about my parents, but I understood what she was getting at. There was no way my parents would let me spend a summer in San Francisco. They’d refused to let Erin join the eighth-grade trip to Washington, DC, declaring it “an overpriced circus of unsupervised danger.” If they wouldn’t let Erin go on a teacher-supervised event, they’d never let me go alone to San Francisco, which they claimed was full of pickpockets and illegal drugs.

Nan said soothingly, “Leave your parents to me. Once I explain about Roger, they’ll let you go.”

From the back of the house, a pair of feet came padding toward the kitchen. Quickly, but probably still sounding unconvinced, I promised Nan I’d think about it and rushed her off the phone.

Mark walked by. He got himself a glass of milk and sat down at the table. Looking at my Rice Krispies, he said, “Why don’t you want to spend the summer with Nan?”

“You—ack!” I spat. “You were listening on the other phone, weren’t you?”

He shrugged, and when I threatened to tell Mom and Dad he’d been eavesdropping again, he shrugged once more. He knew as well as I did that his dimpled cheeks and blond hair made them putty in his hands.

Mark took a drink of his milk. Then he set his glass down and said, “I wouldn’t want to spend my whole summer spelling words, because that would be super boring, but you were into those spelling contests. I could tell. And Nan is fun. Only a dolt wouldn’t have fun if they could.”

I shook my head, focused on the obvious. “Mom and Dad would never let me. You know how they are.”

“But you’d be with Nan the whole time.”

“Ha!” I laughed. “Nan drives Mom crazy. Plus, they hate San Francisco.”

“They don’t hate all of San Francisco, just some parts of it. And they love Nan. Everyone loves Nan.”

“Yeah, but they still won’t want me running around such a big city with her.”

Mark finished his milk and stood up. With a pointed look, he said, “Don’t blow this for me. If you spend a summer with Nan, maybe I’ll be able to spend a summer with her too. Maybe she’ll get me something cool, like a karate coach or drum lessons. Or maybe we’ll just take cable cars every day and eat at a bunch of restaurants.”

I tapped my finger on my chin and considered Mark’s compelling argument. Nan did love restaurants—expensive ones. But she was no snob, either. She also loved hamburgers, pizza, chips, and food not sweetened with prunes. And she liked to stay up late watching The Tonight Show, going to movies, and eating full-fat ice cream in the living room. She was offering me all that, plus spelling.

But what about my friends and the people at school? What if they held it against me? What if they thought it was too nerdy? What if working with a spelling coach and competing in the bee again in seventh grade did more than just provoke laughs? What if it turned me into the most swat-worthy gnat of all swat-worthy gnats?

My brain worked fast. I knew what to do: I would just keep the spelling part a secret. I would tell my friends that I was spending the summer with my grandmother just for fun, just because she lived in the best, most awesome city in the world. They wouldn’t suspect a thing. Why would they? And if they didn’t suspect a thing, nobody else would either.

Erin came around the corner. She saw our conspiring faces and narrowed her eyes. “What?” she said. “Are you two talking about me?”

Although I was skeptical of all things supernatural, I tried my best at mental telepathy. Don’t tell Erin! I silently begged Mark. Don’t tell Erin!

“Nan wants Ben to spend the summer with her and work with some spelling coach,” said Mark.

Splotchy red rage bloomed on Erin’s sun-tanned face. Lip curling, she snarled, “That’s not fair. I’m the oldest. If she invites anyone, it should be me.”

But Mark, clever Mark, said, “Don’t you get it? If Ben gets to go this summer, one of us will get to go the next summer, and then the other one of us will get to go the summer after that.”

Erin’s mouth made a little circle as she drummed her fingers together thoughtfully. Calmer this time, she said, “I should still get to go first, but okay. That works too.” She pointed a finger at Mark. “As long as I get to go before you.”

Mark opened his arms in a welcoming gesture that said, Whatever you want, Cupcake. I’m playing the long game.

Their eyes came to rest on me.

“Wait,” said Erin, seeing the concern I’d been trying to hide. “You don’t want to go?”

She tilted her head one way and then another. Then a lightbulb seemed to go on inside her. As if pulling from the deepest recesses of her patience, she said, “Ben, I’m sure lots of people feel scared when they go away from home for the first time. But you’ll be okay. You’ll be with Nan.”

I put my bowl on the table and locked eyes with Erin. I was not afraid of leaving home for the first time—if anything, I’d been feeling caged in by my parents. I’d refused to let my mother attend the school bee. I’d insisted that Scott and I did not need a chaperone to see the all-day marathon of the first three Star Wars movies. I had bought the Funk & Wagnalls Encyclopedia, volume A, myself; I didn’t care what kind of a scam it was. Being away from home was not the problem.

Erin was.

I couldn’t have Erin blabbing to her friends that I was working with a spelling coach. Her friends had siblings in my grade; they were some of the kids who’d laughed at me. They’d be the ones who would laugh at me even more if they found out I’d spent an entire summer with a spelling coach.

But when I hinted to Erin that it was her big mouth that was actually worrying me, she rolled her eyes so far back that her pupils disappeared. “Oh my gosh,” she told me. “One, you never come up in conversations with my friends anyway. And two, it’s bad enough being the sister of Spelling Bee Boy. Trust me, I will not go around advertising what a clodpoll you are.” At my look of surprise, she said, “That’s right, Ben, I heard about clodpoll. Everyone’s heard about clodpoll and your gift.”

On that extremely un-reassuring note, Mark patted my arm. “Call Nan,” he said.

“Yeah,” said Erin. “Just call Nan—before Mom and Dad get home.”

So, with Erin and Mark standing on either side of me, I dialed Nan’s number.

“I’ll do it!” I said to Nan.

“Do what?” she asked.

“Come up there this summer! Work with Roger Nott!”

“I love that idea!” said Nan—who was, admittedly, always ready to take credit for her own genius.

The problem, of course, was what it had always been: my parents.

“No,” said Mom immediately after hearing Nan’s idea. We were eating dinner (tarragon chicken and brown rice, which Mom kept telling us was one of Dad’s favorite meals, even though we all knew he preferred steak and eggs). Mom gave her head a gentle shake. “San Francisco isn’t like the suburbs. If you haven’t grown up in a city like that… it’s just not a good idea.”

Dad’s fork was still on the table. His eyes were not leaving my face. “This is the part I don’t understand. You called your grandmother? Long distance? Do you know how expensive it is to call long distance during the day on a Monday?”

Mom was still shaking her head. “And who the heck is Roger Nott? Just because he won a spelling bee—”

I cut her off. “The spelling bee. The Scripps National Spelling Bee.”

She waved a hand. “The point is, how do I know he’s not a murderer?”

“He owns a bookstore!” I announced, as if that were a Better Business Bureau Seal of Approval and an FBI security clearance rolled into one.

Dad knocked his fingertips against the table until I looked over at him. “Long distance. You need to ask before you call long distance.”

“Nan sent me out on city buses—alone—when I was seven,” said Mom, with a worried frown. “I wouldn’t want you alone on city buses.”

“Nan will watch out for me,” I insisted. “And I’m not clueless. I can take care of myself.”

“Hmmmmm,” they replied, and I could tell they were thinking about the six weeks I’d spent in an incubator when I was born, and the million ear infections I’d had as a toddler, and the time I fell off a diving board and needed seventeen stitches in the back of my head, and how I got bronchitis last winter, and how, halfway into that Star Wars marathon, I threw up from eating too much popcorn and had to come home. I could practically see all those memories knitting a protective net around me, and I knew that San Francisco was a no-go.

Suddenly, there was that lonely feeling again—but it was worse this time, and I didn’t know why. I just knew that it lingered. It lingered for days. It lingered while I watched TV with my family, while I ran laps in PE, and while I tried to ignore the Metallica playing in the background as Scott counted on his fingers the number of sixth-grade girls he suspected were wearing bras. The lonely feeling even lingered while I read about accordions in my Funk & Wagnalls Encyclopedia, volume A. (As usual, I had chosen the word by flipping to a random page and, eyes closed, letting my finger drop on a random entry. The surprise element usually heightened the fun, but not this time. And that was too bad, because accordions are actually very interesting. For example, did you know that more people play the accordion in China than in any other country in the world?)

My mother made me rice pudding. My father bought me volume B of Funk and Wagnalls. Mark put his Luke Skywalker action figure under my pillow, where I pretended not to see it so that I could keep it there without seeming like a little kid.

Then one day, as that lonely feeling flavored every bite of my dinner, Erin groaned and said, “Oh my gosh, just let Ben do his spelling thing in San Francisco. I can’t look at his pitiful mug one more minute.”

A doubtful “Hmmmmm” erupted from my parents’ throats—but a light of possibility had also gone on in their eyes.

I straightened up in my chair.

Erin, who’d also seen that light of possibility, mumbled, “Even though my trip to Washington, DC, would have been just as educational and you didn’t let me go.”

Dad looked at Mom.

Mom looked at me. Her voice uncertain, she said, “I’d need to know you wouldn’t go anywhere without Nan. I wouldn’t want you wandering around the city all by yourself.”

“You could get robbed,” grumbled Dad. “Or worse.”

I swallowed. “I won’t leave Nan’s side.”

Mom grimaced. “You say that. But you know how Nan is. She’s late for everything. She was late for my wedding—and I’m her only child!”

“But that was when she was working,” I answered. “Now she’s retired. She has lots more time.”

Mom’s grimace did not leave her face. “She’s always been very scattered.”

“Maybe she’s lonely,” said Mark, sounding thoughtful.

Erin’s head dropped to one side. “Maybe. I mean, Grandpa died a long time ago, so she’s probably bored being alone all day.”

The thought of a lonely Nan sent a tremor across Mom’s face.

My dad put his hand on hers—and while I didn’t see it, it’s possible that a sad little tremor ran across his face as well, because suddenly his voice was softer. He said, “The plane tickets to San Francisco can be very reasonable, and your mother is covering everything else.”

That last part was news to me. Nan and I had never talked about the cost of anything. I shifted in my seat as I slowly began to realize that they had actually been talking to Nan about the trip! They had been considering it after all.

My fingers began to drum the chair in excitement. I looked from Dad to Mom.

Dad added, “Besides, a kid needs an adventure once in a while.”

And, somehow, that was it. Two weeks after school ended, I was standing at a gate at Los Angeles International Airport, waiting for a six thirty a.m. flight to San Francisco. My parents were with me, but they weren’t making the trip, and I can’t remember why, although it must have been a pretty good reason for my mom to let me fly solo. Whatever the cause, I was, to my great delight, an unaccompanied minor.

Poor Mom. Her face grew wrinkles before our eyes, right there in the departure area. “Don’t talk to strangers,” she commanded.

Dad draped an arm around her shoulder. “Keep your wallet in your front pocket so no one steals it,” he murmured, as if sharing top-secret information.

Mom stepped forward and took my hand. “Don’t let Nan take you to too many restaurants. She needs to save her money, and you don’t need all that extra fat and salt.”

Dad picked up my carry-on and handed it to me. “Watch your surroundings when you’re out and about. Don’t be a sucker.”

Mom’s hand tightened. “Nan says she’ll be at your arrival gate, but if she’s not there, stick with your flight attendant escort. Don’t let her leave until you see Nan.”

Dad pushed me toward the other preboarders. “Listen to your grandmother. Do what she asks. Show her you deserve to be there.”

“Yes,” said Mom. “If your grandmother needs help with anything, you help her. Be a good guest.”

A flight attendant called my name, and I boarded the plane with not even a single backward glance. I had with me all my money in the world: two crisp twenty-dollar bills that I’d earned walking dogs and hoarding five-dollar birthday checks. The bills were folded neatly in my wallet—Velcro, with a dolphin appliquéd on the front.

The wallet was in my front pocket. I was not a sucker.

I looked out the window, and when the flight attendant asked for my drink order I requested a Sprite—casually, like I did it all the time. I reclined my seat as far as it would go. Then, folding my hands together behind my head, I thought, This is what it feels like to be a man. This is what it feels like to need no one.

An hour later, I was climbing out of the plane, looking for Nan’s smiling face.

There was only one problem: she was nowhere to be found.
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