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Repairing the World

Linda Epstein

“This brilliantly honest exploration of grief, hope, second chances, and Jewish identity… grabs you by the heart and doesn’t let go. Have your tissues ready.”

—Veera Hiranandani, Newbery Honor-winning author of The Night Diary







Praise for Repairing the World



“In Repairing the World, Epstein has created a story that acknowledges the little miracles of building new friendships and surviving grief. It is a story sprinkled with moments of unthinkable heartache, but also moments of extraordinary healing and glimpses into a world of bright magic. This book itself is a gift of healing—a lyrical story so filled with hope and light it will show you the brilliance coming through your own cracked places.”

—Sarah Allen, author of What Stars Are Made Of and Breathing Underwater

“A moving and many-layered tale about what it means to navigate the complexities of friendship and loss—and the power of believing in the possibilities life holds for renewal. This is a stirring debut, a book that will be a consolation and a joy to many young readers.”

—Ben Guterson, author of The Winterhouse Mysteries

“When eleven-year-old Daisy loses her best friend her world breaks, and my heart broke along with it. But as Daisy discovers the way through her grief is to connect, to create, to repair, I felt my own heart knitting itself back together, right along with Daisy’s. This is a profound and lovely book about loss, grace, and the beauty and magic that is all around us.”

—Gayle Forman, author of Frankie & Bug
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For my parents, Sandi and Lee Epstein, and for my children, Anna, Rayna, and Spencer Weingord






I have refused to live

locked in the orderly house of

reasons and proofs.

The world I live in and believe in

is wider than that. And anyway,

what’s wrong with Maybe?

You wouldn’t believe what once or

twice I have seen. I’ll just

tell you this:

only if there are angels in your head will you

ever, possibly, see one.

—Mary Oliver








Finding Magic

Ruby let go of the swing; her arms flung out, hair flying behind her. “I’m jumping!” she yelled as she flew through the air. Daisy watched as her best friend soared, then landed on both feet with a satisfying thump. Ruby had looked magical for a moment—like a small, fearless fairy who might sprout wings at any moment and flutter straight up into the trees.

“Now you!” Ruby said breathlessly, turning toward Daisy with an expectant smile. Daisy scraped both feet along the ground, slowing her swing until she could hop off.

“Nah,” Daisy said. “I can’t fly like you.”

“You could,” Ruby said. “If you wanted to. You never even try.”

“Your hair tie’s coming out,” Daisy said, ignoring her comment.

Ruby pulled the band through her wispy brown hair and messily retied her ponytail.

“What do you think we should do now?” Daisy said, pushing her own curly hair behind her ears.

Daisy looked around the yard. Ruby scrunched her face up, thinking.

“Raspberries!” they said at the same time.

“Perfect,” Ruby said, flinging her arm over Daisy’s shoulder.

They walked away from Daisy’s house, past her dad’s herb garden. As she always did, Daisy let her fingertips brush along the top of the rosemary to release its lemony, woody scent. Then they passed the honeysuckle that was blooming along the chain-link fence that separated their property from Dower Nature Preserve, and both girls breathed deeply in.

“Yum,” Ruby said.

“I know,” Daisy replied. “Honeysuckle.”

“I always think about Winnie the Pooh when I hear the word ‘honeysuckle.’ ”

“Me too,” Daisy said.

Finally they reached the bramble of raspberry bushes.

“It was so windy yesterday, half the berries have fallen,” Daisy said.

“We can eat ones from the ground, right?” Ruby said, picking up a slightly bruised berry. “These still look okay.”

“You always ask me that,” Daisy said, “and you know I always say yuck. It’s so gross.”

“But it looks fine,” Ruby said.

Daisy made a face. “Does it have bugs on it?”

Ruby tossed it up in the air and caught it in her mouth. “Nope,” she said.

“Gross,” Daisy repeated, picking one carefully from the bush so she didn’t get scratched by the prickles.

“Well, I don’t care. The ground ones look fine to me.” Ruby popped three more into her mouth as Daisy picked two more from the bush.

“Let’s go see the horses,” Daisy said. The neighbors had a barn near the fence that separated the two properties.

“Nah,” Ruby said. “I’m bored of those horses. They never come close enough to pet.”

Daisy shrugged. “They’re still fun to look at.”

“Then let’s go down to the stone wall,” Ruby said. “If we’re going to look at something, looking at the water is prettier than those dumb horses.” She started skipping away.

“I guess so,” Daisy said as she ate another raspberry, savoring the tartness as the tiny globes of fruit burst in her mouth.

“Come on!” Ruby said, smiling over her shoulder. So Daisy followed, skipping to catch up.

When they reached the stone wall at the end of the property, overlooking the Long Island Sound, they saw that a huge oak tree from the nature preserve had fallen. The whole top of the tree was on their side of the fence, resting on the low wall. A breeze blew in off the water, and the leaves rippled, whispering in the wind.

“Let’s climb it,” Ruby said, scrambling onto the flat top of the stone wall and poking her head into the branches.

“I don’t know,” Daisy said.

Ruby said, “But this is so cool!” and disappeared into the canopy of leaves.

Daisy could hear her father’s voice in her head, telling her to be careful. She remembered him telling her some fact about how fallen trees were dangerous. Maybe? Or was it only falling trees?

“It doesn’t look safe,” Daisy said. “It might not be stable.”

The breeze blew again, and now it sounded like the tree was saying, shush shush shush.

“I can’t even budge it,” Ruby said, her voice slightly muffled by the foliage. “I’m pushing on a branch super hard, and it’s not moving at all.”

That wasn’t reassuring to Daisy. If the branch could have been moved by the power of Ruby’s personality alone, it might have budged. But even though Ruby was technically older than Daisy by six months, she was tiny, almost half a head shorter than Daisy.

She heard Ruby rustling from inside the branches. “I’m sure it’s fine,” Ruby said, popping her head out of the greenery. Daisy wasn’t sure, though. “I’m going to climb it!” Ruby disappeared back into the leaves.

Daisy clambered onto the wall, pushed a branch aside, and carefully stepped inside the shade of the treetop. Ruby had already started to climb onto a big branch, grabbing at the limb and pulling herself up and onto it. Daisy took a step forward, feet still planted on the stone wall, her hand clutching a nearby limb for balance. She watched as Ruby scooted on her stomach until she reached a fork in the branches.

“Come on!” Ruby called to her as she sat up and perched in a nook.

The way Ruby had done it had looked pretty easy, like she was climbing the monkey bars in the playground at school. Daisy pulled herself up, like Ruby had, and began to scoot her way over. A slight breeze rippled through the leaves, and Daisy closed her eyes and hugged the branch she was on, her heart thumping in her chest.

“You’re okay,” Ruby said.

Daisy opened her eyes and gazed at Ruby.

“You are,” Ruby said. “Promise.”

But doing it was scarier than watching Ruby do it. “Rube, I don’t like this,” she said in a small voice.

The wind fluttered through the leaves again. Daisy chewed her bottom lip and scooted another couple of inches. The bark of the tree felt rough under her hands, and it was hard to get a good grip. Every time the wind blew, the whole tree rustled, the leaves catching even the smallest breeze, and Daisy’s heart sped up.

“Just keep going, Daze,” Ruby said.

Hand over hand, little by little, she made her way toward Ruby. When she finally got to the fork where Ruby was perched, they sat together for a moment, leaning into each other among the leafy green foliage, like two birds in a nest. Daisy took a deep, relieved breath.

“See?” Ruby said. “I knew you could do it.” She smiled at Daisy, her eyes crinkling in the corners.

Ruby slipped off her hair tie and fixed her ponytail again, smoothing her hair back to get the escaped bits off her face. Sitting in the branches like this, she looked like a tree sprite or wood elf, Daisy thought, or some kind of magical creature from a fairy tale, with her olive-toned skin, wispy hair, and moss-colored T-shirt. A mosquito buzzed, and Ruby swatted it away. “Let’s keep going,” she said.

On her butt, bit by bit, Ruby scooched her way over to the main part of the trunk and out of the crown.

“Careful,” Daisy said, still perched between the fork in the branches, waiting to see what Ruby did. Ruby inched herself out of the greenery, her legs hanging down on either side of the trunk. She pulled her feet up, crouched, got her balance, and stood up. Daisy looked over at her from where she was still sitting in the shade of the branches. Ruby had turned and was standing with the sun at her back. Daisy couldn’t see her face because it was cast in shadow. All she could see was the outline of her best friend, hand outstretched, beckoning.

“Come on!” Ruby said. “This is ah-mazing!” she sang.

Daisy held her breath and inched her way over just the way Ruby had. The bark of the tree scratched at the backs of her thighs below her shorts. When she got near Ruby’s feet, Ruby leaned down, offering a hand to help her up. Daisy grabbed it and stood. She got her balance and looked at Ruby, who threw her head back and yelled, “Woo-hoo!” The words punched their way into the sky. Daisy was smiling so hard, her cheeks hurt. She’d done it, and it really was amazing!

She didn’t let go of Ruby’s hand, though. She took a deep breath. It smelled very green where they were standing, like it does after it rains.

Together the two friends looked out at the Long Island Sound. It was the same view as from the stone wall, but they were a little higher up here. The sun glittered and sparkled on the water, dots of small whitecaps dancing across the surface. Standing atop the tree trunk, with the slight breeze stirring the air, it felt like the sky was bigger, the view more sweeping. It also felt like they were breaking some kind of rule, climbing up on a fallen tree. Her dad definitely would have said it was dangerous, Daisy thought, but that made it kind of more fun because she felt daring. The view from where they stood was spectacular. A big bird flew overhead, its wingspan huge, even from far away.

“I think that’s an osprey,” Daisy said.

“It’s tremendous!” Ruby said.

The bird let out a long, keening screechlike tweet. The girls eeeeeee-ed back.

Ruby said, “I think he knows we’re talking about him,” and they giggled.

“Look!” Daisy said, pointing down the length of the trunk. The tree had crashed through the chain-link fence, crushing it, and had formed a perfect bridge into Dower Nature Preserve. The actual entrance with the parking lot was at the other end of the forty-two-acre preserve property, near the old mansion that people rented out for fancy parties. The preserve was also the home of the Long Island Wildlife Sanctuary, where rescued birds and animals lived. There had once been a wooden donation box near the entrance, but you didn’t have to pay to get into the preserve or the wildlife sanctuary. When Daisy was little and went with her parents, they’d give her a few dollars to put into it. But the donation box had rotted and fallen down a few years before.

“Oh, we have to go in!” Ruby said.

“Do you think we should?” Daisy said.

“Daisy, it’s like it’s an invitation from the Universe,” Ruby said.

Walking into the preserve on a tree bridge, over a squashed fence, nowhere near the entrance, felt like they were doing something wrong.

Daisy said, “But I don’t want to get in trouble.”

“Why would we get in trouble?”

“I don’t know,” Daisy said, “I mean, we’ve never been in the preserve without our parents.”

“We won’t get in trouble,” Ruby said, “because we won’t get caught!” She laughed, and her whole face lit up with mischief, so Daisy laughed too, even though she was still a little bit uncertain.

“Okay,” Daisy said. “I guess we can.”

“Yay,” Ruby said as she carefully turned to keep walking down the trunk. For a split second she lost her footing and slipped. Daisy grabbed her arm, and both girls got their balance.

“You all right?” Daisy asked, her stomach fluttering.

“Yep,” Ruby said. “Yeesh! Thanks for catching me.”

“Of course,” Daisy replied. They took turns being the faller and the catcher in different situations. Sometimes Ruby’s fearlessness was what was needed, and other times, like now, Daisy’s caution saved the day. Daisy always felt good when she was the one catching instead of the one falling.

“Let’s keep going,” Daisy said.

She held on to Ruby’s shoulders from behind, her fingers pressing into the soft cotton of her friend’s T-shirt. They took tiny steps, moving slowly and carefully in sync, wobbling their way over the tree bridge toward the preserve—Ruby leading the way.

Ruby’s tan arms were stretched out to the sides, like an acrobat on a tightrope. Walking behind her, Daisy saw that her hair had slipped out of the ponytail again. Daisy smiled. Her own thick curly hair stayed put no matter what she did with it.

When they got to where the fence was crushed, they stopped for a minute. It wasn’t like her parents had made a specific rule about not climbing over fallen trees into the preserve, Daisy thought to herself, but she knew that if she’d asked if she could do it, they probably would have said no. So it felt like a big deal when they stepped through the fence, like she was more grown up, conscious that she had made a choice to do something daring.

It felt darker on the other side, like a cloud had covered the sun, although when she looked up, it hadn’t. There were acres and acres of trees in the preserve, with paths winding this way and that all through it, and it was particularly dense where they were.

Ruby jumped off the huge oak onto the soft mulch below. Daisy watched from atop the trunk. For a second her vision blurred, and she couldn’t see Ruby, who had blended into the earth tones of the fallen leaves. Her stomach clenched. Then her vision cleared, and there Ruby was, as always. It wasn’t really that high up, it just felt that way. And it wasn’t that Daisy didn’t like adventure, but she got scared. It was a lot easier to push through her fear when Ruby was there with her. Daisy didn’t know why she felt scared so much, but she did know she was grateful for Ruby’s confidence and bravery.

“Jump down!” Ruby said.

Daisy crouched. “I don’t think I can,” she said. “Is there a way to climb?” Her heart skipped a beat as she looked for another way to get down.

Ruby looked up at her. “Just jump. It’s not far,” she said. “It’s like jumping off the swings!” But Daisy had been too scared to do that, too. She felt like such a baby.

“Come on!” Ruby said, grinning up expectantly at her. “Magic 8 Ball says, ‘Outlook Good’!”

Daisy took a deep breath and jumped. She couldn’t help the small scream that escaped, but Ruby was right; it really wasn’t far down at all. She surprised herself when she landed as nimbly as her friend.

Ruby gave her a quick one-armed hug. “See?” she said. “Magic 8 Ball doesn’t lie.” Daisy nodded. Then they walked on, arms over each other’s shoulders, like nothing had happened. Ruby was the best kind of best friend, who knew when to not make a whole big deal out of something. Daisy really appreciated that.

There were some small branches down from the previous day’s storm, but the oak was the only serious damage they could see. As they walked in the direction of the path, Daisy thought how perfect the day was turning out to be. It had gone from regular and boring, same old same old in her yard, to an unexpected adventure.

“Let’s look at the bottom!” Daisy said, shrugging Ruby’s arm off her shoulder. Ruby stopped for a second to push her hair back off her face.

She caught up to Daisy, staring up at the bottom of the fallen oak. “Oh wow,” Ruby whispered.

From where they stood, they could see the torn-up roots of the tree. It was at least fourteen feet high. On the tree side—the top side that they had seen from the trunk when they were walking over it—there had been grass and soft green moss and stones and dirt. On this side, though, the part that had been beneath the ground was dark and moist, with reddish brown soil and gnarly, twisted roots poking out. The roots had been ripped from the earth and were pale and torn.

“They look like broken bones,” Daisy said.

“Look,” Ruby said, pointing. “That looks like a magic window.”

Toward the top of the wall of gnarly roots, some had grown in an oval. The soil in the middle had fallen away, leaving a hole. It looked like the sun shone brighter on the other side.

Then the light shifted, and something sparkled through the gap. It was a small something, and it looked like it was fluttering. Ruby grabbed Daisy’s arm. Neither girl moved, as if they had silently agreed to hold their breath. Daisy squinted, trying to see better.

“What is that?” Daisy whispered.

All around them the woods grew quiet. No cracking twigs or rustling leaves. No birds chirping or mosquitoes buzzing or squirrels chittering.

“I don’t know,” Ruby softly said back. “I think it must be something magical, though.”

Ruby squeezed Daisy’s arm, and then all of a sudden the thing flitted away.

“That was a hummingbird or something, right?” Daisy said.

“It was too tiny to be a hummingbird.”

The girls hadn’t moved. Ruby finally let go of Daisy’s arm.

“Maybe it was some kind of bug?” Daisy said.

“Or maybe the hole is a way into a magic place,” Ruby said with a grin. “Like the rabbit hole to Wonderland or the wardrobe to Narnia!” Daisy and Ruby had had tons of conversations, late into the night of many sleepovers, about how cool it would be if they could really go to Narnia or Wonderland or Oz. Ruby took a step closer to the underside of the fallen tree, trying to get a better look.

Daisy didn’t answer.

“Come closer,” Ruby said, gazing up at the wall of dirt. But they didn’t see anything through the hole anymore. Whatever they had seen was gone.

“I think we just saw a fairy,” Ruby said breathlessly.

Daisy didn’t say anything; she kept looking up, wide-eyed, at the tree roots.

“Daisy,” Ruby said, turning toward her and grabbing her arms, “that was a fairy, right?” It was a question this time.

That was impossible, wasn’t it? Daisy wanted it to be true, but she couldn’t be sure of what they’d seen. She didn’t know what else it could have been, so she said, “I think so?”

“It was definitely some kind of magical something,” Ruby said.

Daisy looked up at the wall of earth again, like the answer might be there. She wanted to see magic in the world the way Ruby did, but her brain always turned practical on her. It felt like Ruby could find magic in everything. It was another reason she was grateful she had a friend like Ruby. She said, “Maybe you’re right. Maybe it was.”

Ruby’s face broke into a huge smile. “Come on,” she said. “Let’s see what else there is in these magical woods!”

Daisy had never thought of Dower Nature Preserve as magical woods before. But whatever they’d just seen had changed everything. Like maybe there really was magic here, things that were beyond what she thought, beyond what she already knew about the world. Maybe it was as simple as being able to believe, like Ruby did, and if Daisy kept her eyes and heart open, she would be able to see magic everywhere too.

“Okay!” she called to Ruby, who was already striding through the woods ahead of her. “Let’s go!”






Imaginary Friends

The next morning it was raining. The pit, pit, pit sound on the roof was soothing, and Daisy burrowed more deeply into the couch, looking over at her friend as she did and sighing with contentment. Captain Marvel was playing on the big TV over the fireplace, but she and Ruby had seen it so many times, they’d stopped paying attention. Whenever Ruby slept over, they stayed up so late, they ended up sleeping away half the next day curled up on the couch together like puppies.

Ruby yawned and said, “I watched a video the other day about a British guy who was talking about ‘unexplainable’ findings in a forest in Cornwall. That’s part of England.” She made air quotes on the unexplainable part. “Which means magic or fairies, you know,” she said.

Chewbacca, Daisy’s big curly brown dog, was on the couch with them, squished between the girls, running after squirrels in his sleep. The tips of his hairy brown paws twitched, and his eyebrows quivered. Daisy reached out and rubbed his side.

“I don’t know if I believe in real magic,” Daisy said. It was uncharacteristically cold in the house, even for a rainy June day, and the girls were cuddled up under blankets. Daisy’s purple afghan was draped over her head like a hood, one little curl peeking out the front. She was cocooned under the rest of the blanket, her bare feet stuck between the velvety couch cushions. Ruby had pulled her own afghan up under her chin, stretching the soft pink wool over her body, which left her toes uncovered. She tucked her cold, bare feet between the cushions on her end of the couch, snuggling them against Daisy’s warm ones. Ruby pushed a wisp of her hair out of her eyes and yawned again.

“Well, I definitely believe in magic,” Ruby said.

“I want to believe, but I’m just not sure,” Daisy said.

“Well, what do you think we saw in the woods yesterday?” Ruby asked.

Daisy said, “Shhh, I don’t want my mom to hear.” She continued in a quieter voice. “I don’t know. We can ask my aunt Toby. She knows about things like that. Plus, she won’t tell my mom that we went into the preserve.”

“Your aunt Toby’s so cool,” Ruby said. The music boomed from the television as Carol Danvers turned into Captain Marvel. Chewbacca picked his head up and looked around, the sound waking him from a deep sleep. Ruby reached out and tickled him behind his ear, and he put his head back down. “You’re lucky you have an aunt like that.”

“I know,” Daisy said. “I wish she still lived here, though.” She sighed. “We could try texting her, but she’s still got, like, a flip phone or something.”

“It’s so funny that she’s your mom’s twin,” Ruby said. “They’re so different, but also not.”

“To me they’re totally different, even though they look a lot alike,” Daisy said. “Anyway, we talk every Friday, so I’ll ask her what she thinks it was when I talk to her.”

The smell of cinnamon wafted into the family room, and Ruby’s stomach grumbled. “I’m hungry,” she said.

“Me too,” Daisy replied.

“I don’t feel like getting up, though,” Ruby said, burrowing further into the couch.

“Me either,” Daisy said.

She looked toward the kitchen. She could see her mom making French toast, the bump of her belly sticking out, occasionally talking to herself as she cooked. Daisy could see her dad out the back slider, puttering about in the rain.

“There has to be some logical explanation for what we saw,” Daisy whispered.

“Ugh! The explanation is, it was a fairy,” Ruby whispered back. “Why do you even want to find another explanation?”

“I don’t know. I thought it might be possible when we saw it, but it doesn’t seem like it could really be true now,” Daisy said. “What if it was just a dragonfly? Or a hummingbird?”

Ruby shook her head.

“It was not a hummingbird, and it definitely wasn’t a dragonfly,” she whisper-shouted.

Daisy thought about it. “Well,” she said, “maybe it was a fairy.”

When they’d been standing there, side by side, actually seeing it, Daisy had definitely felt something. Maybe it had been magic? She couldn’t imagine what else it could have been.

“I mean, I guess it was too big to be a dragonfly. And I suppose hummingbirds don’t hover in the same way that it hovered.” Daisy liked to pick a problem apart. It wasn’t that she didn’t believe at all, but she wanted to think the whole thing out before committing to an answer.

Ruby pushed her hair out of her eyes and turned toward Daisy. “I’m telling you, it was a fairy. And I bet there’s other magic things in there, too.” She said it like she knew for sure, her dark brown eyes wide open. “We’ve got to go back.”

“French toast is ready, girls!” Daisy’s mom called from the kitchen.

“Coming!” Daisy called back, still settled into the couch. “Well, that’s something we agree on, at least. We definitely have to go back.”

“Come now,” her mom said. “Not in five minutes, when it’s cold.”

Daisy whispered to Ruby, “She’s been so annoying.”

Ruby patted her stomach. “My mom said pregnant ladies get cranky.”

“She’s only a little bit pregnant,” Daisy said. “You can hardly even see the bump.”

“Girls?” Mom called.

“Let’s go,” Ruby said. “My stomach’s rumbling.”

They paused the movie and padded into the kitchen. The hems of Ruby’s purple pajama pants were ripped in the back where she walked on them. Daisy’s orange ones had a tear in the knee. They’d bought the same pajamas in different colors the previous summer and had worn them to death.

Daisy’s dad came in from the yard, dripping from the rain and holding a big wet bunch of weeds.

“Check it out, Lori,” he said, showing it to Daisy’s mom. “I was weeding between the flagstones, and I think this is purslane! We can eat this stuff!” He plopped the muddy clump on the granite counter and sat down at the table with the girls.

“You want us to eat weeds?” Daisy said.

“Weeds are just plants, Buddy-Girl. Plants growing where you’d rather they didn’t.”

“If you say so, Dad.” Daisy rolled her eyes at Ruby. Ruby grinned.

“Will, you’re getting mud all over the kitchen,” her mom said in an irritated voice.

But Dad ignored it. “You making coffee, Lore?” he said. He took off his wet hat. Mom threw him a kitchen towel, and he dried his bald head.

“It’s brewing,” she said.

Daisy said, “Can we have some hot chocolate?”

Mom sighed a big exaggerated sigh, like Daisy had asked her to bake a cake or something.

“I think you know how to make your own hot chocolate,” Mom said.

“But I like how you make it. Please please please?” Daisy begged, making what she hoped looked like puppy-dog eyes to match her pleading smile.

Mom said, “Fine.” But she still looked a little irritated. Daisy knew her mom wasn’t really annoyed, though. Ruby was right. Being pregnant was making her mom crabby, even if she was only five months along.

Ruby poked at the clump of purslane. “How do you eat these weeds, Will?” she asked.

Ruby and Daisy had been friends since they were babies, so her parents had always been Lori and Will to Ruby. Just like Ruby’s parents had always been Leo and Maria to Daisy, never Mr. and Dr. Affini.

“I guess you can make a purslane salad or something,” Dad said.

“Actually, I think I have a recipe somewhere for a curried soup that uses purslane,” Mom said. It was like her mood could shift in a nanosecond.

“That sounds good!” Daisy said. “I like curry. What does purslane taste like, Dad?”

He put a sprig in his mouth. “It tastes peppery, and kind of like arugula,” he said, chewing thoughtfully.

“Yum. Make that curried purslane soup, Mom,” Daisy said, nodding to her. “Will you?” Daisy pinched two little leaves off. She put one in her mouth and gave one to Ruby.

“That’s not bad,” Ruby said.

“Not bad,” Daisy echoed.

Dad said, “Google says you can use it in salad, soup, smoothies.” He took another nibble and kept scrolling through his phone. Chewbacca came into the kitchen, toenails tapping on the wood floor, and plopped down underneath Daisy’s chair. Daisy slipped her bare feet under him, and he turned his head and licked her ankle before settling down.

“Can you eat curry, Lori?” Ruby said. “Daisy said you couldn’t eat the carrot soup my dad sent over.”

“And he was so thoughtful to send that over,” Mom said. She tipped her head, thinking. “I’m not sure yet what this bump will let me eat.” She rubbed her hand on her belly.

“That’s what I’m going to call the baby from now on,” said Daisy. “The bump!”

“Hmm… I can’t tell if the thought of curried anything sounds appealing or disgusting,” Mom said.

“Well, I like curried everything,” Daisy said. “You could just make it for me!”

Mom sighed again, but smiled. “You want more French toast, girls?”

“No, thanks,” Daisy and Ruby said in unison.

“Apparently purslane is a nutritional powerhouse,” Dad said, still looking at his phone.

Mom put Daisy’s hot chocolate, in the mug with a big D and a sketch of a daisy on it, on the table in front of her.

“Here, you get my mug today,” she said to Ruby. “Yours is in the dishwasher.” Ruby usually used the mug with a unicorn farting rainbows on it. Instead Lori handed her a mug with writing on it that said WRITER’S BLOCK: WHEN YOUR IMAGINARY FRIENDS WON’T TALK TO YOU.

“Is that a real thing, Lori?” Ruby asked, taking a sip of her hot chocolate. “Writer’s block?”

“I don’t write fiction anymore,” Mom answered. “So I’m not talking to my imaginary friends.” The girls laughed. “Magazine articles are different.”

“We had to write a story for homework the other day, and I sat looking at the blank computer screen forever. I couldn’t think of anything to write,” Daisy said.

“We had to write a poem in class, and the same thing happened to me,” Ruby said.

Dad said, “The official name for purslane is Portulaca oleracea. It’s also called little hogweed, red root, and pursley.” Finally he put down his phone, looked up, took a sip of his coffee, and said, “What are we talking about?”

“Writer’s block,” Daisy and Ruby said at the same time. Ruby raised her mug and pointed.

“Righty-o, Ruby McDooby,” he said. He stood up. “I’m going to go pick the last of the raspberries before the wind or the birds get the rest of them.”

“Some of the ground ones are fine,” Ruby said. Daisy rolled her eyes.

Mom handed Dad a metal bowl for the berries. He put his hat back on and went out into the drizzle. Daisy’s mom turned to the sink to wash the skillet. Ruby nudged Daisy, grinned, and began to lick the leftover syrup off her plate. Making sure her mother didn’t catch her and yell about manners, Daisy picked up her plate too and licked it clean. Then the sticky girls cleared their dishes into the dishwasher, gave their hands a quick rinse, and went back to the couch.

Daisy turned the movie back on, and it covered their quiet conversation.

“She’s not totally cranky,” Ruby said, wrapping herself in the afghan again. “She made us hot chocolate.”

“She’s okay right now,” Daisy said, wrapping herself up too. “But she keeps complaining about how tired she is, and how she can’t wait for my aunt Toby to be here to help when the baby comes. And my dad keeps telling me I have to be nicer to her because she’s pregnant.” She shrugged. “I’m nice. And I’m happy we’re having a baby and all, but I wish they hadn’t waited so long.” Chewbacca jumped back onto the couch between the girls, and they adjusted their positions.

“Why did they wait so long?” Ruby asked.

“She got pregnant a few times, but Mom said they didn’t stick. She had three miscarriages. After that they stopped trying for a while.”

“I didn’t know that,” Ruby said. “That’s sad.”

“I guess,” Daisy said. “But they were all in the very beginning, like the first month or something.”

“But still,” Ruby said. “Aren’t you afraid something bad is going to happen again?”

“Nah,” Daisy said. “My dad said most miscarriages happen in the first three months. She’s past that time, so it’s unlikely anything bad will happen again. That’s what he told me.”

They quietly watched Captain Marvel, and Goose the cat, who was really a Flerken, scratched Fury in the face. “He told me that after three months there’s only a five percent chance that she’d have a miscarriage. That means a ninety-five percent chance of everything being okay. He told me there’s more chance that I’d get appendicitis than something happening to the bump.”

“The bump,” Ruby repeated, and giggled. She rubbed Chewie’s head with her foot. They both smiled about the new nickname.

“By the time my brother or sister is our age, you and me are both going to be grown-ups already.”

Neither one of them said anything for a second, and then they said, “Grown-ups!” at the same time and giggled again.

“My cousin Sonya’s brother, Vincent, is eight years older than her,” Ruby said. “He just graduated from college.” She thought for a minute. “I mean, he’s my cousin too, but he’s a lot older.”

“Well, when I grow up, I want to have two kids two years apart. A boy and a girl,” Daisy said.

“I want to have three girls,” Ruby said. “Because girls are better than boys, and I don’t want my daughters to have an annoying brother like Luca.”

“Luca’s all right,” Daisy said.

Ruby said. “You just think that because he’s not your brother.”

“I hope our baby’s a girl.”

“Can’t your mom find out?” Ruby asked.

“She doesn’t want to,” Daisy said. “And my dad said it’s up to her.”

The movie ended, and Daisy flipped through some other shows. A cartoon. A war movie. A sports show. “Not only that, but my mom asked me if I want to be there when the baby’s born.”

“What do you mean?”

“She’s having the baby here—at home—and she told me I could be there, if I want, to see it when it happens.”

“At home?” Ruby sat up. “Are you even allowed to do that?”

“You can do whatever you want,” Daisy said. “She’s having a midwife, like when I was born, only this time she’s having the baby at home instead of at the hospital.”

“Wow.” Ruby’s eyes were wide. “Are you going to do it? Be there when, you know…”

“I don’t think so,” Daisy said. “The other day she started explaining exactly what happens….”

Ruby snuggled back into the couch. “Well, we know what happens.”

Daisy shook her head. “Right, but I asked her one question about one little part of it, and then—you know my mom—she told me way more than I wanted to hear. She wouldn’t stop talking.”

“Ew,” Ruby said.

“I know, right?” Daisy said, still flipping through shows on the television.

Then Ruby said, “Only your mom and my mom talk to kids about stuff like that. Other kids’ moms never tell them anything like that. My mom has the excuse of being a doctor. What’s your mom’s excuse?”

Daisy laughed. “Maybe her imaginary friends tell her to do it.”

Ruby laughed too. “As Magic 8 Ball says, ‘Without a Doubt,’ ” Ruby said.






Magic 8 Ball

That afternoon the two girls were hanging out at Ruby’s house. It was still raining, and Leo had plopped a pile of clothing onto Ruby’s bed and told her to go through it to see what still fit. Now that Luca and Ruby were done with school, the Affinis would be going back and forth from Roosevelt Cove to their beach house in the Hamptons all summer. Half of Ruby’s clothing usually stayed out there, but there was no point in taking anything that had gotten too small.

Ruby was sitting cross-legged on her bed, and Daisy was squished into a big fuzzy pink chenille beanbag chair, nibbling on a pretzel rod and holding Ruby’s Magic 8 Ball in her other hand.

“Is this going to be a good summer?” Daisy asked, shaking the ball. She looked in the plastic window on the ball and through the murky purple liquid. “It says, ‘Reply Hazy, Try Again.’ ” She rolled her eyes. “Un. Cool. 8 Ball.”

Ruby said, “Of course it’s going to be a good summer.” She grinned at Daisy. “Because it’s summer! Summer is summer, and summer is good!”

Daisy shook it again. “Ugh,” she said. “It says, ‘Concentrate and Ask Again.’ You ask it something.”

Ruby held up a blue-green one-piece bathing suit that looked like fish scales.

“I love that bathing suit,” Daisy said, taking another small bite of her pretzel.

“Me too,” Ruby said, “but it’s too small. It kind of inches up my butt now.” She scrunched up her face. “It came with a towel that looked like a mermaid tail, remember?”

“I love that towel, too,” Daisy said.

“Yeah, I lost it last summer,” Ruby said. She tossed the bathing suit onto the get-rid-of pile on the floor. “Ask it if I’m always going to be short…. No, ask it if I’m going to grow this summer!” Daisy shook the ball. “No! I know! Ask it if I’m going to get my period this summer! Yeah, that.”

“It says, ‘Outlook Not So Good.’ ” Daisy said.

“Wait, to which thing?” Ruby asked.

In the past year both girls’ bodies had started changing. Even though Ruby was older than Daisy—Ruby would turn twelve in August, and Daisy’s birthday wasn’t until February—Daisy had already gotten her period and was physically maturing quicker than Ruby.

“I think it’s about growing and getting your period,” Daisy said.

“Un. Cool,” Ruby said.

“But if the Magic 8 Ball thinks you’re not going to get your period this summer, then you still have time to get taller,” Daisy said. Ruby’s mom had told them that girls usually only grow a couple of inches after they start menstruating, and Ruby was barely five feet tall.

Ruby held up another bathing suit. “I hate this one,” she said.

Both girls said, “Donate pile,” at the same time.

“You ask it something,” Ruby said.

“Okay, how do I ask it if the baby’s a boy or a girl?” Daisy said as she started shaking the ball. “I know. ‘Will I have a brother?’ That should do it.” She stopped shaking. “It says, ‘Better Not Tell You Now.’ ”

“The Magic 8 Ball is being a jerk today,” Ruby said.

Daisy laughed.

“My mom ordered me a bunch of new bathing suits.”

“I still fit in most of last year’s,” Daisy said. “I had to get some in the middle of the summer because I grew out of everything by the end of July.” She took a tiny bite of her pretzel. “It was so annoying because there was nothing good left, so now I have a bunch of meh bathing suits.”

Ruby pulled a T-shirt on over her tank top. “This still fits,” she said.

“For now,” Daisy said. She popped the last bite of pretzel into her mouth. “But if you grow even a little, that’s going to be tight on your…” Daisy waved her hands in front of her T-shirt. “You know, where your boobs are.”

Ruby laughed. “Boobs. Ha!” She put her hands on her T-shirt over the place where there were barely two knobs. “I can’t imagine having actual boobs.”

Daisy giggled. “Mine aren’t anything much more,” she said. “But they’re still boobs….”

“I guess,” Ruby said. “Ask it if I’m going to have big boobs.”

Daisy smiled, her eyes crinkling up, as she gave the Magic 8 Ball a big shake. “Will Ruby have big boobs?”
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“This brilliantly honest exploration of grief, hope, second chances, and Jewish
identity . .. grabs you by the heart and doesn’t let go. Have your tissues ready.”
—Veera Hirananandi, Newbery Honor-winning author of THE NIGHT DIARY
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