
[image: Cover: The Summer of June, by Jamie Sumner]


Author of Roll With It

Jamie Sumner

The Summer of June






[image: The Summer of June, by Jamie Sumner, Atheneum Books for Young Readers]






[image: ]

For my mom—

my first and best librarian
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“But there is a third thing you must do…

you must do something to make the world more beautiful.”

—BARBARA COONEY, Miss Rumphius
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I AM A WONDER TO behold.

At least, that’s what Mom said when she saw the clumps of hair on the bathroom floor. She took one look at my bald head and my bare feet itching under all that shed weight and announced, “Junebug, you are a wonder to behold.” And then she pried the pink Bic razor from my fingers and took it to her own head. That’s the thing about Mom. She is a woman of action.

Her dark waves fell and mixed with my blond ones, and altogether we made an unruly mess. But it was a mess on the floor and not on our heads, so that was that.

She was not a wonder to behold. Honestly.

All that hair had been hiding bumps and divots and a scalp so white it was almost gray. She scratched at it with her glittery purple nails, exploring the whole craggy moonscape.

“Mom, you look sensational,” I said, our brown eyes hooking on each other in the mirror. It was not true. Sometimes you have to tell a little lie to call a bigger truth into being. This summer I am summoning all our truths.

Truth #1: I will not be the girl who pulls out her own hair because she’s running from the anxious thoughts in her head.

Truth #2: Mom and I will own our power as fierce, independent females.

Just because her boyfriend, Keith, dumped her last week does not mean Mom has to turn into the lonesome librarian. He wasn’t even supposed to be her boyfriend in the first place. He stopped by to try to sell us insurance and stayed three years! We can be happy without him. Together. On our own.

Here’s Truth #3 (the secret truth): I am tired of being the nervous mouse girl who is scared all the time and runs from everything. And I’m sick of waiting for the right things to happen. This summer, I am going to be a lion. And I will make happily ever after come to me.



Ten minutes later:

I stand in front of my dresser mirror and stare at my “melon,” as Mom calls it. I hate my hair. Mom lied. I am no wonder. I look like a visitor from another planet. I feel like that all the time, but now my outsides match my insides and I’m not okay with it. I turn my head left and then right, but the view’s no better. I’m no lion. I am a pale white thing in a pale white room. I turn away from the mirror before I have to watch myself cry.

My head itches to be itched, but I tuck my fingers into my palms. That’s what got me in trouble in the first place. First the itch starts on the inside, from all the prickly thoughts, and then it spreads outside like a creeping vine until I can feel it all over me, like poison ivy. So I scratch. But once I start, I can’t stop. And then the scratching isn’t enough. So I pull. I yank and yank until, with a tiny satisfying ping of pain, a hair or five come away. For a sweet second, I’m numb. The worries go quiet. I can stop rocking in place. I can be still, inside and out.

What nobody gets is that hair-pulling is satisfying with a capital S. Each strand is a pull-chain in the tub. Yank on it and a little of the worry leaks out. It keeps me from overflowing… or it did. I knock on my bare head with my fist, once, gently, like I’m knocking on a door. Hello, anybody home? This was a colossal mistake. Why did I think that because my hair is gone the itchy worry would be too? What am I going to do when it starts and I’ve got nothing to use to stop it? Can you drown in your own thoughts?

I pace, following the swirls in the grain of the wood floor, back and forth, back and forth. There is a patch of morning light in the shape of a diamond. I stop. Crouch. Stick my hand over it so the diamond is on my palm. It is warm as a hug. I wish I could carry it with me, that warm patch of light.

“Junebug, you better be dressed and on the curb in two minutes!” Mom yells from the kitchen just as the toaster oven dings. I can smell the cinnamon and butter from here. Mom makes an excellent croissant French toast, which most of the time we eat in plastic bags filled with syrup in the car. We are always late. It’s the most dependable thing about us.



When I settle onto the cracked leather of Thelma’s interior, the tag from my T-shirt slides up, touching a spot on my neck I did not know existed. I flinch. I did not anticipate the tag issue. Without my hair in the way, it is a lightning rod, a buzzer to my senses like that game Operation, where you have to pull out the organs with tiny tweezers. I tug at my collar while Thelma coughs and rumbles and sighs. When Mom curses her whole existence, Thelma finally vrooms to life. Thelma’s our Ford. She used to be red, we think, but now she’s mostly rust—the color of a rotten orange. But we love her. Seven years ago, she got us all the way from New Orleans to Nashville. Thelma is the means of all our great escapes.

Ants go marching up and down my back. No, it’s just the tag. I wriggle my shoulders up and down, up and down. My therapist, Gina, likes to say my mind has a mind of its own. It fixates on the strangest and most unreasonable things. I worry about the tag. I worry that I will keep worrying about the tag. I worry that it worries me. It is the worry-go-round, a hamster on a wheel.

I try my favorite car trick to stop the thoughts. I crack my window and let the wind blow straight in my eyes until they fill with tears and the maple trees blur, their green leaves waving like peacock feathers. I would like to be a peacock—so bright and beautiful that people are drawn to me.

Mom rolls her own window all the way down too. She finds a Ray LaMontagne song on the radio. I don’t know how she can seem so easy in herself, with her hand out the window riding the waves of the wind. She is the yin to my yang.

Nick, Mr. Ex #2, was a musician, and he sounded just like Ray on the radio. He is how we ended up in Nashville in the first place. He lasted the longest, ages four to eight in “June time,” but he was also the worst. He was the slowest to realize that nobody can stick with Mom without getting me in the bargain. When he finally showed himself for what he was, Mom kicked him to the curb. But it was too late for me. Not all shadows dissolve in the sunshine. He’s been my shadow for years. But I don’t like to talk about that.

We’re only a five-minute drive to the Columbia Public Library, where Mom works. It’s just south of the teeny tiny downtown of Franklin that has been our home these past seven years just outside Nashville. At ten till ten on this Saturday morning, we pull into the library’s parking lot, more potholes than road, and bump along to the employee slots under the row of crab-apple trees around back. I tip the plastic baggie into my mouth and suck out the last few drops of syrup.

“Ick, June.” Mom shudders.

I smack my lips. “Don’t yuck my yum.”

Like bank robbers, we kick Thelma’s doors open and launch ourselves out, bald heads and all, into the damp morning heat. Summer, here we come.
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THE LIBRARY DOES NOT KNOW it’s the first day of summer vacation and therefore smells as it always does, like circulated air and dust and lemony wood polish. I love it.

But I do not love Mrs. Tandy’s angry red mouth and clickety fingernails on the high wooden checkout counter as she watches the automatic doors swish closed behind us. Mrs. Tandy is in charge of the whole library. She darts between the juvenile and teen and DVD sections so she can sneak up on you like the world’s worst hall monitor if you so much as tip something out of place. If she catches you, she sucks air between her teeth so it makes a wet whistling sound and barks, “May I help you?” in a way that leaves only one answer: “No.” She is a bird of prey. And right now she has got her beady eyes aimed at our bald heads.

The Tandy, as I like to call her, clicks her fingernails. “Ms. Delancey, may I see you for a moment?”

“Wait right here, baby girl. I’ll be back in a hot second,” Mom says, and winks at me. Her big brown eyes look even bigger without all that hair. I wonder if mine do too. No way I’m finding a mirror to check. I’ve had enough of my own reflection today. I run a hand over my scalp as Mom walks away, her skirt swishing and sandals jingling. Mom should be on a beach somewhere with me, not following the Tandy into the cave-dark sorting room.

The library is technically not open yet, so I have the whole lobby to myself. I wander over to the recent returns cart. It’s my favorite shelf-that-is-not-a-shelf in the whole library. These are the books that are so newly brought back, they haven’t been sorted yet. You can find a Rachael Ray cookbook leaning against a John Grisham paperback that’s propping up six Llama Llama books. Sometimes there is an atlas of ancient Greece or a leather-bound encyclopedia, covering letters X, Y, Z, and it makes me want to meet the person who skipped Google and chose that instead. What was their impetus? “Impetus: a moving force; impulse; stimulus.” I learned that from a Webster’s thesaurus found on this very shelf last November. There was a lot of time to fill over Thanksgiving break.

Unlike all the other shelves in the library that are already sorted, this one has no order. It’s the place you go when you don’t know what you want. For me, that’s almost always. I once found a Dr. Seuss book about two towns fighting over which side to butter your bread on, top or bottom. I took it home to experiment. I toasted two big slices of Mom’s sourdough and tried it both ways. It turns out I am a butter-side-down girl. All thanks to Dr. Seuss and the recent returns.

Today’s selection is slim. I sift through Watership Down, Computer Programming for Dummies, Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire, and a how-to knitting book. If they all came from the same person, that would be someone I would want to know.

I shiver under the air-conditioning and pull my T-shirt up higher on my neck. It’s so much colder without hair. But then the tag starts to bother me again and I tug it down. But that feels wrong too and I can’t stop my fingers from yanking at the neck of my shirt, tugging it all out of shape. As Mom comes swishing out of the sorting cave, I grab the knitting book and tuck it under my arm to give my hands something to do. She has an ugly scarf with big brown-and-orange swirls all over it wrapped around her head. She looks like a grandma ready for bingo. Ick.

“What is that?” she asks, pointing to my knitting book.

“What is that?” I ask, pointing to her head.

She sighs and steers me by the elbow up the stairs to the teen section, where she is the head librarian. It is like day versus night up here compared to downstairs. She has strung fairy lights so she doesn’t have to turn on the overhead fluorescents that make your eyeballs ache. And in the center of the room there is a big round rug that’s designed to look like you’re staring into the bottom of a well. I call it the wishing rug.

She also keeps extra chargers for iPads and iPhones and laptops and whatever else you could need in her desk, and she lets anyone borrow them anytime they want. And she has read every YA fantasy/thriller/rom-com in existence. Basically, she is the coolest librarian there ever was, and she’s not even a real librarian. She never went to school for it or anything, but the Tandy’s so prickly, people don’t tend to hang around for long. When the last librarian quit four years ago, Mom’s friend Sharika got her the job, and she’s been here ever since.

“The Tandy made you put that on, didn’t she?” I say the minute we get to her desk.

Mom sighs. “Don’t call her that, and yes, she did. She said I needed to look more professional.”

We study her orange-and-brown head in the reflection of her computer monitor. She starts laughing first, and so I don’t feel so bad joining in.

“Oh, heaven help me, that is awful,” she says, ripping off the scarf and shoving it in the bottom drawer of her desk. She scratches at her neck, which makes me scratch.

“Honey, no.”

She sets a cool hand on my neck, capturing my fingers. “I like our new look. We’re a team, remember? The Tandy can deal with it.”

I sniff. “I thought you said we couldn’t call her that.”

“Well, some rules are worth breaking.”

She leans in and gives me a kiss right on the top of my head. It’s strange, being kissed there on my bare skin. It sends shivers down my spine, but it settles my mind a bit. That’s Mom’s magic—she is a June-soother.

Overhead, we hear the Tandy screech out the announcements for the day. “Children’s story time at ten-thirty and one. Understanding online safety for tweens at four,” taught by the Tandy and not Mom, which means no one will come. “Cookbook club at six.”

I nudge Mom. “You should go to that.”

She rolls her eyes. “I’m off at six. We’ll go have us a cookbook party at home.”

I roll my eyes back at her.

Mom is a great cook. It’s her second-favorite thing, after me and before books. In fact, she was in cooking school on her way to being a professional pastry chef back in New Orleans. But you can’t stay on your feet all day in a hot kitchen in a hotter city when you’re nine months pregnant. So there’s that. She says she just wasn’t cut out for the long hours. But we can all do the math on that one. What’s longer: nights in the kitchen of a five-star restaurant or a lifetime caring for another human? All I know is, she makes the flakiest croissants and fluffiest bread pudding the world has ever known. But she won’t even go to a free cookbook club.

“Go on, now,” she says, shoving me gently toward the door. “Go check on Sharika and report back. Tell her she owes me a dollar if Andy from the Jiffy Lube called.”

She’s smiling, and kids older than me are starting to trickle in and I know she needs to get to work and she does not want me to worry about her hair or her job or any of the jillions of things I worry about on the regular. So I smile back and it is almost real. I step on the wishing rug on my way out and toss a handful of thoughts down. Here’s hoping this is the summer all our wishes come true.



Juveniles, aka the kids’ section. Call it whatever you want, but do not pretend there is anything here for an eleven-year-old.

I walk into the big open room with low shelves and tiny chairs and unicorn pillows and am reminded again that I am in the in-between. If you are into puppet shows and scavenger hunts, this is the place to be. But if you’re a girl about to step into middle school, too big for story time but too little for zine-making, then you’re on your own. If Sharika could have her way, there would be plenty here for me—at least a corner with a comfortable couch or two away from the train table—but we all know the Tandy rules the roost.

I drag my feet past the Shel Silverstein display, where a kid about my age in a faded red T-shirt is sitting cross-legged on the ground like a toddler, his dark hair covering his face. I wander up to the desk.

“Heya, Sharika.”

I nod at Sharika, the children’s librarian, who is sorting through a box of LEGOs on the counter for a LEGO-building tournament this afternoon. She’s in elbows-deep. But when she glances at me, her eyebrows shoot all the way up to her hairline and she jerks back a little.

I am a wonder. I am a wonder. I am a wonder, I repeat to myself.

“Whoa. Bold move.”

She is nodding like she likes it, but I think she’s in shock. She knows about my hair-pulling, has watched Mom place antibacterial cream on the raw spots, has even sat with me on our bathroom floor when I cried for no reason other than that I had forgotten to put my name on my spelling test and Mrs. Heuerman had taken off five points.

That’s the thing about being anxious: it’s not always some big thing that triggers it. It can be as small as a quiz grade or rain when you thought it would be sunny or crunchy peanut butter instead of plain or the faucet leaking so you can’t stop hearing the driiiiiiip drip, driiiiiiip drip. One time when I was nine, I forgot to say my prayers, which I always said in the same order. When I woke up an hour after bedtime and remembered, I spent the rest of the night hunched under the covers with my hands clasped, whispering the same words over and over: “Dear Lord, please don’t let a burglar get in. Please don’t let a fire catch on our house. And take care of my mom forever and ever. Thank you. Amen.” It was a long night.

Sharika is still staring.

I put a hand to my head and grimace, but she grabs it. I do not love people touching me.

“No. Uh-uh. You’ve got to hold that beautiful head up high.” She touches her own braids, a complicated swirl on the top with pink extensions. “You do you, honey.” Easy for her to say. Sharika is the most confident person I know. She doesn’t let anyone tell her what’s what.

I change the subject.

“Mom wants to know if you owe her a dollar.”

Sharika clucks her tongue, leans in, and whispers, “Listen, you tell your mom a call isn’t worth a thing if it doesn’t come with a date. I need a man with a plan.”

She starts to laugh, but swallows it when the Tandy comes marching around the corner.

“Is everything ready for story time, Ms. Jones?”

“Oh yes. We’ve got a good one today. Ish, by Peter Reynolds,” Sharika replies.

The Tandy leans in closer and Sharika shrinks back. She’s the only one who can make Sharika flinch. I get a whiff of rotten flowers. The Tandy’s version of perfume, I guess.

“The book about the child who wants to be an artist? Isn’t that a little advanced for three-year-olds?” she asks, clicking her nails on the counter.

“Well,” Sharika says, digging back into her LEGOs and avoiding the Tandy’s eye, “I never met a three-year-old who didn’t like to draw.”

The Tandy huffs and walks away without acknowledging that I was ever here at all.

“That woman,” Sharika mutters. But she shakes it off like she always does and points past me to the computers by the Silverstein display. “Why don’t you check to see if all our headphones are untangled and plugged in.”

Story of my life. No one knows what to do with me, even the good ones like Sharika. Eventually they find a way to say scram.

The kid with the dark, curly hair is now lying on the floor in front of the books. He’s blocking all the chairs to the computer center. I stand with my hands on my hips for two minutes and thirteen seconds. He does not move or look up. Some people. I kick one of his Nikes. In my flip-flops, it’s not as satisfying as I would like. He closes Where the Sidewalk Ends as slowly as possible before looking up.

“May I help you?” He pushes a curl out of his eyes and I’m jealous. If I had hair right now, I could hide behind it.

But then I remember I’m supposed to be a lion, so instead I give him my best glare and say, “Yes, you may. Move your giant feet so I can get to these computers.”

He lifts himself up on one elbow, but does not move his feet. Is he looking at my head? He is. He’s looking at my head. Wait, no, I can’t tell. My heart pauses and then loses its rhythm.

“ ‘Computers,’ plural?” he says from the floor. “Save some for the rest of us.”

This kid.

“I am not using them. I am organizing them,” I say, waving my hands around because I don’t know what to do with them. It’s hard being a lion when you’re used to being a mouse.

He sits all the way up, giving me one inch of space. It’s all I need to squeeze onto the nearest chair and turn my back to him. I feel him stand and move down the row, but I don’t look up from the cord I am untangling. Out of the corner of my eye, I see him pick up the headphones at the farthest station and begin to untwist them from the power cord.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m organizing.” I drop the triple-decker tangle that will not budge. Seriously, they can’t tie their shoes, but these kindergarteners can sure make an unbreakable knot. “That is not your job.”

He moves one station closer to me. “Is it yours?” he asks, raising one eyebrow without so much as a glance my way.

The best defense is offense. I pretend he does not exist and focus on the task. The more I work, the more my mind stills. I actually forget I’m not alone until we bump arms. I jump like he poked me with a fork.

He hands me the last bunched-up cord. “You do the honors.”

I feel him watching and my hands start to shake. There it is, my pulse in my throat like a trapped frog. I can’t do it. I can’t unravel the cord for all I’m worth. I am about to lose it. I can feel it in the breaths that I can’t fully take. I need an exit. Quick. I take a step back and then two and then:


“ ‘I count myself in nothing else so happy

As in a soul remembering my good friends.’ ”



He talks like he’s reciting the Pledge of Allegiance and as he does, he slowly but surely unwinds the cord he has taken back from me. It’s… weird.

“Richard II,” he says, and offers me the perfectly straightened cord. I unfreeze my stiff arms and take it. He sticks his hands in his cargo pockets. He is at least half a foot taller than me.

“It’s Shakespeare,” he adds.

He quotes Shakespeare. Awesome.

“Why’d you say it at me?”

“I didn’t say it at you.”

The silence is thick and sticky as August heat, but he doesn’t seem to feel it. I back up to get some space between us because I can’t breathe and I’m itching to scratch my head, tug my sleeves, run.

He catches me glancing back at the doors and says, all casual and slow, “That was me trying to introduce myself.” He smiles and for half a second seems almost shy. “Should’ve just said hi, I guess. I’m Homer Juarez.”

He holds out a hand. I leave it hanging.

“June Delancey.”

“Nice to meet you, June,” he says.

“Nice knowing you, Homer.”

I walk away. The cords are untangled. My job’s done. New people are not part of the summer plan. Why does he want to meet me anyway? I can feel him staring at my bald head as I leave. I say my truths like a mantra and head for the exit: “Tame the anxiety. Own my independence. Tame the anxiety. Own my independence.”

Outside, the sun is so hot it makes the air wavy, and it’s not even noon. I lean against the brick wall in the shade. This is going to be one long summer.
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“YOU ARE CORINNE’S DAUGHTER, YES?”

I open my eyes and squint. A small older man is aiming a knife at me. I close my eyes and try again. He’s still there.

“June, right?” he asks, and waves his knife. A clod of dirt falls from it onto my bare toes. It tickles. Funny how a knife doesn’t even make my heart skip a beat, while a knotted computer cord undoes me. I guess that’s why Gina says worry’s not rational.

“Yes, I’m June,” I say, and nod.

The old man sticks his knife in the dirt by our feet and holds out a hand. “I am Luis. I have known your mother for several years. She is lovely.” He smiles, and his face is an ocean of wrinkles.

Was lovely, I think. Wait until you see the new hairdo. Luis is still smiling. His eyes are the warmest kind of caramel. He bends over and withdraws the knife, which I see now is not a knife but some sort of gardening implement.

“Would you like to see my zinnias? I have planted them by the bus bench. That is a long wait with nothing to look at but the hedge, don’t you think?”
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