



To my Sugar Bear,

who is his own kind of brave



    

“Hachoooo”-phhhhht!1




Remember me? My name is Keats. I was this year’s spelling bee champion for our elementary school. I was the first fourth grader to ever win. Usually fifth graders win because they have had an extra year of spelling practice and are more mature and calm under pressure. My win made the front page of the newspaper. There was a picture of me holding my trophy, with my smiling classmates surrounding and congratulating me with pats on my shoulder. It was a posed photograph, kind of like the pictures of the movie stars in the Hollywood issue of Vanity Fair, except nobody had their shirt unbuttoned or puffy lip injections. The photographer stood on top of a desk, so the picture looks like it was taken from the sky. His pants were unzipped. We were all giggling in the picture because Craig said, “X-Y-Z-P-D-Q.” My uncle Max says it all the time. It means “Examine your zipper pretty darn quick.” Dad always says, “Your cows are getting out,” when my zipper is down.

Somebody made bunny ears behind my head in the newspaper photo, but I didn’t care. Uncle Max says, “Any publicity is good publicity!” He has a newspaper clipping on his refrigerator with his name in the police blotter from the time he got a speeding ticket on Main Street. “Forty-five in a thirty-five.” I don’t know what that means, but Uncle Max says it with a bragging smile like it’s a big achievement.

Now that I’ve won the spelling bee, the teachers at school wave to me and say hello like I’m a celebrity. My best friend, Sarah, says that she’s surprised that I haven’t been asked to be a host of the Miss America pageant. I think she was kidding. Sarah is my best friend and she teases me. She says it’s to “keep me down with the real people.” She’s worried that my winning the spelling bee will go to my head and I will be full of myself like my big sister Lulu.

Lulu is in the eighth grade and is good at everything. Dad says that she’s “high strung” because she is always worried about rules and homework deadlines. She’s the eighth-grade class president, and instead of trying to get a snack machine in the cafeteria or a new tree planted in the quad, she attends school board meetings and tries to convince the superintendent to “make the curriculum more challenging.” Those are her words, not mine. Teachers used to call me Lulu’s little brother, but that changed after I won the spelling bee. Now they just call me Keats. I wish they’d call me Champ.

My other older sister is India. She’s the exact opposite of Lulu. Dad calls India “mellow” because she never worries about grades or rules. She only worries about hemlines and stitching because she wants to be a clothing designer when she grows up. India is in the fifth grade and is always giving fashion advice to the teachers. Mrs. House, my fourth-grade teacher, used to wear white blouses and long skirts, but she cut her hair and started wearing tight black clothes after India told her that the “peasant look” was over. India didn’t say it in a mean way. She never says anything in a mean way. Mom calls her “tactful.” Tactful means you can tell the truth without hurting people’s feelings. Like when I pointed out Dad’s bald spots by telling him they were cute. It didn’t hurt his feelings, but it let him know that he had bald spots.

My little sister, Belly, isn’t very tactful. She once pointed to a large man at the grocery store who had a long beard and said loud enough for him to hear, “MOM, HAGRID!” Hagrid is the giant, hairy guy in the Harry Potter movies. Mom pushed the cart down the aisle so fast that Belly, who was riding in the seat, dropped DecapiTina, her headless doll, on the white tile floor. Poor DecapiTina. DecapiTina wasn’t always headless. She used to be a really pretty doll. Now she’s just a dirty old doll body, but Belly refuses to throw her away. She says that she’d still love Mom and Dad if they didn’t have heads. I guess she has a point.

Dad laughed when Mom told him the Hagrid story, even though she was trying to get his sympathy and probably a hug. Dad works in an office and wears suits. His job starts each day with two cups of coffee. Mom only drinks one cup each morning, and then she brushes her teeth and eats an Altoid. She says that she has to have fresh breath because she’s always talking to people at the art museum where she works. She hangs the paintings and photographs on the walls, and then she takes me to see them to get my opinion. She says I’m good with lines and space and that I will probably grow up to be an architect and that she wants me to build her a modern house. But I want to be a concierge so I can tell people where to eat and what movies to see. T.G.I. Friday’s and anything with Johnny Depp in it.

The manny says I would be a great concierge. He’s always letting me do things for him like call in for his telephone messages and shine his shoes. The manny is our male nanny. We had a lot of nannies before him, but they were all women. Sarah thinks that if a male nanny is called a manny, then a woman nanny should be called a wanny. Sarah has an odd sense of humor. This spring she told our teacher, Mrs. House, that she was going to give up cigarettes and booze for lent, but not coffee. Mrs. House laughed but looked like Sarah’s joke made her uncomfortable, like she might call Sarah’s mother and ask to meet with her.

The manny is so much fun. Even Lulu thinks so. She didn’t use to. She even tried to get him fired by keeping a list of things that he did that she thought were inappropriate. Like “hickey checks” when he picked her up from school dances. Lulu called her list “The Manny Files.” We had a family court about it to decide if the manny should stay. I stuck up for the manny and convinced Mom and Dad that Lulu was power hungry and that she was the only one who didn’t like the manny. Lulu likes him now. She figured out that he gives good advice about romance.

“Always have a boyfriend around holidays so that you get gifts.”

“Always look your very best, even if you’re just running out to get the mail, because you never know where you’re going to find true love.”

“Never sneeze on a date.”

That last one is especially for India, because when she sneezes, she accidentally passes gas. It sounds like this: “Hachooo”-phhht, like her whole body is exploding. Then she gets really red faced. Uncle Max calls it a “snoot” because it’s both a sneeze and a toot.

My uncle Max thinks the manny’s fun too. Uncle Max is my mom’s brother. He’s a painter, and he likes art just as much as my mom does. Mom and Uncle Max inherited their artistic ability from my grandma. She used to live with us and liked to look at art books with me. Grandma died last summer, but some of her ashes are still blowing around in our yard. We scattered them in the garden that we planted for her. I found some of the ashes next to a lilac bush and put them in between the pages of her favorite Andrew Wyeth art book, which I keep in my top drawer with my underwear. Grandma would get a kick out of being put in my underwear drawer. Grandma got a kick out of a lot of things.

Uncle Max and the manny are roommates, and they’re always laughing and hugging. Lulu gets mad at them because she thinks that PDAs are disgusting. “PDA” means “public display of affection.” The manny and Uncle Max love teasing Lulu. The madder Lulu gets, the more PDAs they do.
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The spelling bee was at the beginning of the school year. Now—woo-hoo!—it’s the last week of school and, more importantly, the week before my birthday. Mom and Dad say they have a big surprise for me for my birthday. On India’s birthday they told her they had a big surprise for her, too. It was her very own sewing machine. She screamed and jumped up and down like a contestant on The Price Is Right when she opened it. When I was sick and stayed home from school, the manny and I watched The Price Is Right. Now when the manny calls me for dinner, he yells, “Keats Dalinger, come on down!” and I run into the kitchen screaming and guessing how much the Mrs. Butterworth’s syrup costs ($3.25).

India used the sewing machine to make us all scarves for Christmas. They were pretty, but they weren’t very warm because they were only made out of old T-shirts. Lulu only wore her scarf once because she was afraid the material might have come from the yellow armpit part of one of Dad’s old T-shirts. Dad sweats a lot. Mom wears her scarf all the time. Sometimes she wears it wrapped around her head with her sunglasses on like she’s Jackie O. Jackie O. was married to President John F. Kennedy, but she wasn’t called Jackie O. then. She was the First Lady and is famous for wearing hats made out of pillboxes. It sounds strange to me, but I once saw a girl with a dress made out of credit cards in a magazine, so I guess anything is possible in fashion. After President Kennedy was assassinated, Jackie married a guy whose last name was Onassis; that’s why they call her Jackie O. If people called me by my Jackie O. name, it would be Keats D. because my last name is Dalinger, but that sounds too much like a rapper.

I hope my birthday surprise is a lock on my door. Every day when I come home from school, I discover Belly has stolen things from my room. Crayons. Books. Cuff links. I once came home and she had taken all of my GQ magazines that Uncle Max had given me after he was done reading them. Belly tore the mouths out of the cover models so that she could stick her lips through the holes and make the pictures talk. She made them say things like, “Oooh, sexy. Kiss her on the lips,” and then she wagged her tongue around. Mom saw her do it and decided it would be better if Belly only watched television in the mornings from now on.

Belly talks more than she used to since she turned four. A lot more. And she’s really loud. The manny says Belly has a foghorn voice. When she wakes up in the morning, she doesn’t get herself out of bed. She likes for Mom to come get her. Belly yells, “MAAAAAAWM! HER NEEDS YOUR HELP!” at the top of her lungs. She also refers to herself as “her” instead of “I” or “me.” It drives Lulu nuts. She’s always trying to correct her because she says that grammar is the key to getting ahead. I don’t know what she thinks Belly needs to get ahead in. She pretty much runs our house.

Belly is so loud that she sounds like that guy on television who builds houses for underprivileged families or families with disabled kids. Except he has a megaphone. Mom watches that show on Sunday nights while Dad cooks dinner. Sundays are his day to cook. His specialty is grilled cheese sandwiches and tomato soup. He makes the soup out of a can, but he pretends that it’s homemade and hides the empty cans deep inside the trash can underneath paper towels. We pretend that we don’t know.

Mom watches the home makeover show and cries. Once there were kids on the show whose bones were really fragile. They called them the “glass children.” It was scary because the yeller guy jumped over the “glass children” when he was playing around with them in their new, safe padded room. Mom screamed out loud when he did it and said that he should be given a sedative before he broke one of the children. Lulu says that Belly will probably jump around and scream like that when she’s an adult. Dad says that Belly has “Courtney Love tendencies.” I don’t know who Courtney Love is, but Dad usually says it when Belly’s walking around with her dress lifted up or throwing a tantrum on the living-room floor.

The manny watches the show too and points out when Lulu’s crying. He doesn’t do it so that she knows he’s doing it. He taps me on the leg and then points to Lulu when she’s wiping her tears away. She started watching the show with a blanket around her head so that we couldn’t see her face. But we can still hear her sniffling. Lulu doesn’t like people to see her be emotional. She says that she doesn’t want the attention. I don’t believe her. She also pretends to be embarrassed when the manny teases her, but I can tell she likes it by the way she sings, “Don’t…stop!” It sounds more like, “Don’t stop.”

Lulu treats the manny like he’s her personal assistant and stylist. She asks him to do things for her like she’s a celebrity. Make her hair appointments, get her a bottle of water, pick the green M&M’s out of her movie snack.

One time when we went to the grocery store, Lulu even asked him to carry an umbrella over her head because she had seen someone carrying one over P. Diddy in a magazine. Except I don’t think his name is P. Diddy anymore. He changes it all the time, like he’s running from the law. Puff Daddy. Puffy. Pidizzle.

The manny thought that Lulu had gone too far with her umbrella request. Instead of carrying the umbrella over Lulu, he took it and began singing and dancing. “I’m singing in the rain, and Lulu is ashamed. What a glorious feeling. Lulu Dalinger’s her name.” He sang it really loudly, so that people were laughing and pointing.

Lulu screeched, “Don’t say my name!” and ran into the store to get away from him. When she reached the automatic doors where the shopping baskets were, she tripped on a mop and skidded across the wet floor on her stomach like the penguins from the movie where they walk back and forth to the ocean. I laughed so hard that I nearly wet my pants. Lulu laughed too. Especially when the manny started twirling the umbrella and singing, “Under my umbrella. Ella. Ella. Ella.”

Lulu’s fun when she doesn’t take herself so seriously, or at least that’s what Mom says.
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The manny woke me up the next morning by peeking his head into my bedroom door and singing, “Schoolboy! Time to wake up and go to school and learn something so you can grow up and be somebody!” Every time he wakes me up for school, he sings it, and then he throws his head back and laughs. He sings it to Lulu and India, too, except he calls them “schoolgirls.” Lulu hates it. She’s not a morning person. She’s not really an afternoon or an evening person either.

There were balloons all over my room. Not just five or six, but thirty or forty all over the floor. We were celebrating my birthday early because Dad had to go out of town on my real birthday. I didn’t care. I hate waiting for my presents. I had to kick through the balloons just to find my underwear that I had laid out for school. I wear striped boxer shorts now, ever since Craig stole my Scooby Doo briefs on our class trip to the swimming pool and wore them like a hat in front of everybody. Craig is a boy who has been in my class for the last two years and used to pick on me. Now we’re sort of friends. I don’t think he has very many. After Craig wore my underwear like a hat, the kids at school called me Scooby Doo-Doo-Pants for about a month, until my friend Scotty sneezed and a yo-yo of snot came out of his nostril and swung around until he sucked it back in. The kids started calling him Snotty Yo-Yo and forgot all about calling me Scooby Doo-Doo-Pants. They’re not very original when it comes to making up nicknames. I would have called him Walking-the-Snot Scott because it looked like he was doing the walk-the-dog yo-yo trick.

Uncle Max and the manny had put the balloons in my room to surprise me. I could tell it was them because I could still smell Uncle Max’s Acqua di Parma lotion. He buys it at Saks Fifth Avenue. I have a bottle too. It’s one of Uncle Max’s old empty ones, but it still smells good.

Uncle Max and the manny stayed for breakfast. When I walked into the kitchen, the manny started to sing, “Hey, Keats. It’s your birthday. We gonna party like it’s your birthday. We gonna drink chocolate milk like it’s your birthday. And you know, we’re not gonna cuss ’cause it’s your birthday.”

The real song has bad words in it and is by a guy named 50 Cent, but everybody calls him Fiddy. India says that his arms are freakishly big, like a bulldog’s. I’ve seen him interviewed on television, and he seems nice. He’s been shot nine times and he’s still alive. I think he should change his name from 50 Cent to Lucky Penny.

In the middle of the breakfast table was a pile of presents for me. A red box with a white ribbon. A blue-and-white striped one. A gift bag with a picture of Garfield on it. I could tell which one was from Belly because it was wrapped in toilet paper and stuck together with chewed-up gum instead of Scotch tape. She shook it in front of my face until I was so annoyed that I grabbed it from her and opened it. Inside was Lulu’s pink iPod. Lulu quickly grabbed it from me and scrolled through the songs to make sure that Belly hadn’t erased any of her Simon and Garfunkel.

“Whew! ‘Bridge over Troubled Water’ is still on here,” Lulu said, relieved, looking up to the sky as if God had been watching over and protecting her iPod.

“YOU WANTED A POD,” said Belly in her foghorn voice. She was sitting on Dad’s lap, and he had to turn his head away from her to protect his hearing.

“Open mine next,” said India, grabbing a present from the center of the table.

India’s present was wrapped in newspaper. She had painted bright red flowers with yellow middles on it with acrylic paint. Dad admired the paper. He even put on his glasses to see it better. They’re bifocals because he’s reached that age. He’s also reached the age where he has to take Metamucil in the morning to help him poop. I’m not supposed to tell people that anymore. One time I introduced him to Sarah’s mom by saying, “This is my dad. He takes Metamucil to help him poop.” Then I turned to my dad and said, “This is Sarah’s mom. She gets menstrual cramps.” Sarah had told me about her mom’s cramps. The manny always says to introduce people with a little fact that they have in common, and stomach issues was all I could think of that they had in common.

Inside India’s flower-wrapped present was a T-shirt that she had sewn my name across in red velvet letters. I put it on over my collared shirt and put my collar up. India says the preppy look works for me. I always feel like a J.Crew model when I wear my collar up. Like I should be sailing on Martha’s Vineyard or playing lacrosse at Princeton.

I opened Lulu’s present next. It was wrapped in cutout pictures from old People and Us magazines. Lulu likes to cut out pictures of celebrities. She and her friend Margo cut out pictures of boys that they think are cute and tape them all over a wall in her bedroom. Lulu calls it the Hot Guy Wall. There’s a picture of a tennis player without his shirt on. There’s a picture of the boys from High School Musical. There’s even a picture of a CNN news correspondent. He’s a little older than the rest of the “hot guys,” and his hair is completely white. Lulu says she likes him because of his “intellect.” When Lulu’s not in her room, the manny always adds pictures of himself to her Hot Guy Wall. She usually notices after a few days and takes them down and puts them on another wall in her room. She calls that wall her Freaks and Geeks Wall. There aren’t pictures of anybody else on the Freaks and Geeks Wall. Just the manny.

I ripped open Lulu’s homemade wrapping paper, and Belly grabbed it and cuddled with a picture of a kitten. Inside, the present was a framed picture of Lulu riding a horse. I thanked her but immediately thought I would replace the picture of Lulu with a picture of my friends Sarah and Scotty and me in the frame. The one where we posed for the manny in front of a SLOW CHILDREN sign and pretended to be running really slowly.

Uncle Max handed me a small box wrapped in squiggly silver wrapping paper. There was a card with it that had a picture of a red-haired boy with a mouthful of french fries. I opened the card and read, “Keats, we thought you could use this to tune out. Love, Uncle Max and the manny.”

I ripped it open as fast as I could because I already had an idea of what it might be. And it was! A metallic blue iPod of my very own. I jumped up and down and hugged Uncle Max and the manny. I screeched, “Thank you, thank you, thank you, thank you, thank you—”

Until Uncle Max interrupted me. “That’s what uncles are supposed to do…spoil you and make your parents look bad.”

The manny said, “I’ve already programmed it with a lot of songs that I know you like and some that I like so I can borrow it.” Then he smiled.

I scanned the playlist: Green Day. The Muppets. Elton John.

The manny loves Elton John. Mom had a karaoke party for Dad’s last birthday, and the manny wore a white suit, with his hairy chest showing, and big white-framed glasses. He sang, “‘Oh, Lawdy Mama, those Friday nights, when Suzie wore her dresses tight, and the Crocodile Rocking was out of sight.’” Then he sang in a really high voice, “Laaaaaaa. La-La-La-La-La.” I thought the champagne glasses from Mom’s toast to Dad were going to shatter. But they didn’t. Well, one did, but that’s because Belly was trying to carry it on her head like the little girl who’s fetching water at the end of The Jungle Book.

After my iPod frenzy died down, I remembered that Mom and Dad had a surprise for me. I scanned the table, but there weren’t any more presents left, just empty boxes and ripped-up wrapping paper. I thought that maybe my present was too big to fit on the kitchen table.

Maybe it was a brand-new car and it was parked in the driveway with a big red bow wrapped around it like people do when their kids graduate from high school or college. I’m too young to drive, but a giant red bow would be really fun.

I was still daydreaming about the giant red bow when Dad asked, “Are you ready for your birthday surprise from us, Keats?” He had his arm around Mom like they were going to spring something very exciting and overwhelming on me. I hoped Mom wasn’t pregnant. This was how they stood when they told me Belly was coming. Maybe they would announce that we’d won the lottery and they were going to let me pick out a new house for us. I’d pick something in Nantucket. I like the accent they have in Massachusetts. It sounds wicked cool.

Mom and Dad didn’t announce that we had won the lottery. Instead, Mom did a pretend drum-roll while Dad announced that we were going to rent an RV and go on a road trip across America this summer.

“Surprise!” Mom yelled as she raised her arms up in the air and shook her hands. “You’ve always wanted to take a road trip!”

I had told Mom and Dad that I wanted to go on a road trip on our last vacation, when we were on an airplane and I sat next to a baby who cried the whole time and then threw up milk on my favorite black pants. The baby’s mother didn’t even notice. She also didn’t notice when I stuck my tongue out at her baby. My mother noticed and pinched my leg.

Being stuck in an RV with everybody is way different than a lock for my door. I pretended to be really excited so I wouldn’t hurt Mom and Dad’s feelings. I did a dance that the manny taught me called the cabbage patch, where you march in place and move your arms around in circles in front of you like you’re churning butter. The manny did the cabbage patch too. India did the worm. Mom said the manny was coming for moral support. I couldn’t tell if he was going to be moral support for her or for me.

I excitedly hugged everyone and ran with India and Lulu to catch the bus. It was the last day of school, and the bus driver was going to let us chew gum.
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Mrs. House decided not to give us any more schoolwork since this was the last week of school. She said she was “burned out” on grading papers and giving tests. I can tell that she’s burned out. Last week she wore two different shoes, one blue and one black. They didn’t even have the same size heel, so she walked lopsided all day, like a pirate. When she asked Craig to stand up and hand out our graded science worksheets, he answered by saying, “Aye, aye, Captain.”

I don’t think Mrs. House understood Craig’s joke because she said, “Oh! I like being called Captain,” and wobbled back to her desk.

Instead of schoolwork Mrs. House let us play heads-up seven-up and watch educational videos. We watched a documentary about kids in New York City learning how to ballroom dance. They were really good, but I was disappointed that there weren’t more cartwheels and splits in their choreography. Cartwheels and splits would have added some flair. Flair is when you have a talent for something or you make something fancy. I learned the word “flair” last January when Mrs. House said I had a “flair for the dramatic” when she handed back my math quiz. It was really hard, but I only missed one. Before I realized that it was out loud, I shouted, “Hallelujah!” and threw my arms up in the air. I said it so loud that it scared Sarah, and she accidentally knocked over her pencil organizer that she keeps on her desk.

Lulu’s class watched educational videos this week too. The manny had to pick her up early from school yesterday because they showed a movie about where babies come from. Lulu said that it made her feel faint and short of breath. Lulu has a flair for the dramatic too. It runs in our family, like freckled shoulders. Lulu was white as a sheet and refused to eat the lasagna that Mom had made for dinner. She kept saying she was having “flashbacks.” I thought a flashback was a football player, but India told me that a flashback is when something from your past comes back to haunt you. Like Mexican food does to Dad.

No schoolwork is the best birthday present Mrs. House could have given me. She isn’t the only one who’s burned out. Last week I fell asleep during a school assembly when the high school band came to our school to play. I woke up and the gym was almost empty and the brass section was emptying their spit valves and putting away their horns. I had to run across the gym to catch up with my class.

The manny is going to bring my birthday snacks this afternoon (caramel apples). But first a guy named Newly is bringing animals that he owns into our classroom to teach us about them. A big snake. Lizards. A baby crocodile. Newly is famous at our school. Most of the students have been to an assembly or a birthday party where Newly was the main attraction. There was even a rumor that he lived with his animals in the basement of the school. There’s a big lock on the basement door, but everybody claims to know someone who has seen Newly going in there at night after all the kids have gone home. Craig told me that for after-school detention one time he had to clean out the cages in the basement. I think Craig sometimes makes up stories to get attention. Once he wore a red bandanna around his head for a week and told me that Willie Nelson was his grandpa. Willie Nelson is a singer that has long braids and sings songs about baby cowboys and mamas.

Mrs. House sat down in a chair in front of the class and told us that before Newly came, we needed to come up with questions to ask him. She handed out little pieces of paper to each of us and had us write a question on it. When we were done, she collected them and read them out loud to decide which ones should be asked.

“‘Why is your name Newly?’

“‘Is Newly short for Newlton?’

“‘Is Newly your first name or last name?’”

Mrs. House rolled her eyes and glanced at the next question. She said, “Oh, here’s Sarah’s question. I bet it will be a little bit different.” And she read, “‘Is it true you live in the basement of our school?’”

Mrs. House looked frustrated and asked us if we had questions about the animals and not about Newly. The room went silent, and we looked around at one another and shrugged. She gave up. She knew that we had all grown up seeing Newly’s shows and that, by now, it was Newly we were excited to see, not the six-foot python.

When Newly knocked on the door, we all cheered. His cheeks were bright red, like a sunburn, and his white teeth smiled through his thick beard and mustache. Newly brought cages full of reptiles, a few birds, and even a skunk that had had its stink removed. When Newly was telling us about the skunk, Craig passed gas and said really loudly, “Whew! I just had my stink removed too!” We all laughed, even Newly, but Mrs. House made Craig go out into the hallway anyway. We could see his face through the skinny glass window on the door. He kept pressing his lips against it and crossing his eyes. Mrs. House didn’t notice. She stayed in the back of the room, away from the snake cages, during Newly’s whole presentation. She even clipped and filed her fingernails, which I pointed out to Sarah and said was rude. Sarah reminded me about falling asleep during the band performance last week and told me not to throw stones from my glass house. That’s one of Sarah’s mom’s sayings, “You shouldn’t throw stones when you live in a glass house.” It means that you shouldn’t judge people, because none of us are perfect. When I grow up, I really do want to live in a glass house. I love the smell of Windex.
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