
        
            
                
            
        

    ADVANCE PRAISE FOR 

“Not Nothing is a beautifully written, poignant, and life-affirming gem about ordinary people doing extraordinary things during unimaginable times. Ultimately, it’s a story about stories, those spoken memories handed down from generation to generation that inspire us all to ‘rise to the occasion of our lives.’ Bravo, Gayle Forman!”
—R. J. Palacio, bestselling author of Wonder, White Bird, and Pony
“It’s not nothing when a story grabs you from the first line and keeps you turning pages until the last. It’s not nothing when a story (two, actually) makes you laugh, cry, worry, wonder, and cry again. It’s not nothing when a book captures your heart, expands your mind, and stays with you long after you’ve reluctantly read the last word.”
—Deborah Heiligman, award-winning author of Torpedoed: The True Story of the World War II Sinking of “The Children’s Ship”
“This stunning, masterfully told story of compassion, forgiveness, and joy is the book we all need at the time we all need it. Profound, heart-healing, and life-changing.”
—Katherine Applegate, Newbery Award–winning author of The One and Only Ivan
“Not Nothing is a masterpiece. It has so many feelings and moral conundrums and ultra-urgent themes—it should be a community-wide read all over the country. Timely, funny, perfect.”
—Adam Gidwitz, bestselling author of Newbery Honor Book The Inquisitor’s Tale and Max in the House of Spies
“Tenderly layered and beautifully constructed. Forman weaves an intensely moving portrait of stories separated by generations but inextricably connected by the experience of having known love and lost it.”
—Ruta Sepetys, author of Carnegie Medal–winning Salt to the Sea and international bestseller Between Shades of Gray
“Beautiful, heart-wrenching, and impossible to put down, Not Nothing is a story about the power of love, hope, and forgiveness.”
—Sarah Mlynowski, New York Times and USA Today bestselling author of the Whatever After and Best Wishes series







For Sam, Oly, and Tamar… for inspiring
For SGCC… for resisting
For Kristin… for rescuing




LET ME TELL YOU A STORY
Actually, it’s two stories, one you will recognize and one you won’t.
One is about me and you. The other is about the boy. But it’s also about me. And about you.
I know. I’m not making sense. I’m 107 years old. It goes with the territory. Forgive me my meanderings.
Before I start, I want to make it clear. He did something bad. Truly bad. I don’t want you to think I’m sidestepping that, or excusing it, or even forgiving it; it’s not for me to forgive, anyhow.
But I’m telling you the story so you understand how he got where he did and how I got where I did and how both of us learned to rise to the occasion of our lives.
Did that get your attention, Olka?
I thought it might.




OPPORTUNITY
If there was one word in the English language the boy hated most, it was opportunity.
Opportunity was the word his aunt had used when he came to live with her, as in “Finally you have an opportunity for a real home.” Maybe he and his mom had never lived in a condo with wall-to-wall carpeting or a TV the size of a small automobile attached to the wall, but any of those places had felt more like a “real home” than this.
Opportunity was the word the judge had used when he’d wagged his hairy finger at the boy, scolding him for wasting so many opportunities in his young life, warning him he was dangerously close to running out of them.
And now opportunity was the word the social worker was using when he informed the boy that he had arranged for him to spend the summer volunteering at Shady Glen Retirement Home.
“Five days a week. Monday through Friday. You’ll start Monday morning,” the social worker told the boy over the phone. “I’ll pick you up and take you there and back the first day, but after that your aunt and uncle will have to arrange your transportation.”
“What am I gonna do there?” the boy asked.
“Whatever they ask you to,” the social worker replied.
“Do I get paid?”
“Not in money,” the social worker replied, and even though he was on the phone, the boy could tell he was smiling. The social worker was often smiling. It was one of many things that the boy disliked about him.
After he hung up, he sat down at the table with his aunt and uncle to eat the same bland chicken breasts they had every night on account of his uncle’s cholesterol and high blood pressure. The boy told his aunt and uncle what the social worker had said. “I have to work at an old people home. For no money.”
His aunt was always complaining about how much things cost—about how much he cost—so he thought she would object on his behalf. She did not. Instead she told him, “You made your bed. Now you gotta lie in it.” This was rich. He didn’t have a bed in this “opportunity for a real home.” He slept on a lumpy couch, which he had to make and unmake every day.
“And I’m not going to be your chauffeur,” his aunt added. “You can take the bus. It’s free for kids. A lucky thing because this whole trouble is costing me a fortune.” She shook her head in the direction of his uncle, who merely grunted. But that grunt said it all. The boy wasn’t even worth words.

The first thing the boy said when he entered Shady Glen Retirement Home was “This place smells like death!” He made the pronouncement in a loud voice, to clearly communicate that he did not want to be here, did not want to have another stupid opportunity shoved down his throat. He said it loud enough to drown out the pounding of his heart, which had only grown worse on the short walk from the parking lot to the circular driveway, where a handful of the Shady Glen residents were sitting in front of the flower planters, some in wheelchairs, some on walkers, through the automatic glass doors, and into the lobby, where he immediately smelled something unpleasant.
“Oh really,” the social worker mused, stroking his beard as he approached the large wooden reception desk. “And tell me, what does death smell like?”
This stumped the boy. He didn’t actually know what death smelled like. And, for the record, the urine-and-antiseptic odor that he found “so gross”—his words, which I’ll use as much as I can in his story—may not have been a perfume. But it was a world away from the stomach-churning rot of death.
“It just smells so gross,” the boy told the social worker. “These people all seem half-dead, like zombies.” He gestured down the hall, where Nelson Lippincott was sleeping in his wheelchair and Ginny Koong was crooning a lullaby to her plastic baby doll.
Zombies, for the record, are the dead come back to life. The Shady Glen residents were the living waiting to die. Places like Shady Glen are antechambers of death, the last stop where you wait for the Last Stop. Ho! You can understand why they don’t put that in the brochure.
“You seem upset,” the social worker said to the boy. “Would you care to talk about it?”
The boy did not care to talk about it. In the past few weeks, all anyone had wanted to do was to talk. About feelings. About his mom. About the Incident. About his “history of instability,” which had given him “anger issues.”
If you asked him, this was a bunch of balderdash. That was the word his mom had once used to describe something ridiculous. “Just saying it will make you feel better,” she told him, and she was right. “Balderdash, balderdash, balderdash,” he would whisper to himself when he needed cheering.
But all the balderdashing in the world would not improve his current predicament.
“I don’t wanna be here,” the boy said, giving the heavy front desk a good kick, which did not hurt the desk but did bruise his toe.
“I understand that,” the social worker replied. “But here you are and here you must be.”
“You sound like Yoda.”
“I’ll take that as a compliment,” the social worker replied, smiling again. “My point is, being here for the summer is out of your control. But what you do while you’re here is in your control. You can either see this as punishment. Or as an opportunity.”
There was that word again! The boy might have been only twelve, but he knew already that opportunity = balderdash. And balderdash was a much better word.
“Let me introduce you to Etta. She’s a longtime nurse and was recently promoted to director of Shady Glen. She’s a good friend of mine,” the social worker said, and led him to a door. He knocked and opened it without waiting for a response.
In a small office, behind a desk piled high with folders, sat Etta. Even in her chair, the boy could tell she was very tall, very pregnant, and had very dark skin. She started to get up, but the social worker gestured for her to stay put. They spent some time talking about her pregnancy, which was both boring and gross, before Etta leveled a no-nonsense gaze at the boy. “Welcome to Shady Glen,” she told him. “I am Mrs. Winston.” She turned to the social worker. “Frank, I can take it from here.”
The social worker handed her a folder with the boy’s name on it in large block letters. He didn’t like that. People he didn’t know having folders with his name on them, reading things about him that were none of their business, thinking they were better than him. Though the social worker had sworn up and down that no one would know the reason he was here, the man was also the kind of person who called being forced to work for no money in a building full of zombies who smelled like death an opportunity. In other words, a person full of balderdash.
After the social worker left, Mrs. Winston sucked her teeth and narrowed her eyes at him. “I’m letting you work here as a personal favor to my friend and because I believe in second chances, but I do not believe in third chances and I’m thirty-two weeks pregnant, so do not make my job harder, because you will be out of here before you can say ‘Mrs. Winston does not play.’ ”
Play? Did she think he was a baby? He was twelve and had way more responsibility than most kids his age—just ask anyone. He felt his heart gallop in his chest, like it was trying to escape from his body. He didn’t blame it. He wanted out of there too.
There was a knock at the door and in came another of the zombies. This one at least could walk and had a full head of hair.
“Good morning, Mr. McGinity,” Etta said. “What can I do for you?”
“Ginny!” he said. “I’m looking for Ginny.”
“Hmm, she’s not in my office,” she replied, gamely looking behind her as if the missing Ginny might be in a corner. “Let’s go look for her.” She turned back to the boy, and when she spoke, her tone was markedly less friendly than it had been with Dickie McGinity. “So you and I have an understanding?” She pointed two fingers toward her eyes and back at the boy in an I’m watching you gesture.
He would’ve liked to say no. No understanding. Because, honestly, no one had asked him if he wanted to be here. No one had asked him if he wanted another stupid opportunity. But, remembering what the judge had said about him throwing away chances, and looking at Etta’s stern face, not to mention her bowling-ball stomach, he just concentrated on the star patterns on the carpeting and mumbled, “I guess so.”
“Good.” Then she hauled herself out of her chair and waddled to the door and gently took Mr. McGinity by the elbow. “Let’s go find your sweetheart,” she said to him in a kind voice before turning to bark another order at the boy. “And you go and find Ms. Sandler.”
“Who’s Mrs. Sandler?” the boy asked.
For a very pregnant woman, though, Mrs. Winston was pretty fast, because by the time he asked the question, she was already gone.




SEARCHING FOR MRS. SANDLER
What followed was the world’s worst scavenger hunt. The boy went to the reception area to ask the person behind the desk, but she spent like an hour talking to one of the zombies about a missing package, going into the back three times to search for it, until the boy was about to jump over the desk and find the dumb package himself, but he didn’t because he suspected that this would fall under the category of making Mrs. Winston’s job harder.
Someone incapable of finding a package would be of no help in locating Mrs. Sandler, he figured, so he went looking himself. He walked down a long corridor past a dining room and into a large sun-filled area full of tables and sofas and games and books. There was some exercise-in-chairs class happening that he wanted no part of. And anyway, he was pretty sure that Mrs. Sandler worked here, and all the chair exercisers were zombies. So he went back to the lobby and down a different corridor, this one full of offices. Most were locked, but one room, with a door plate that read PHYSICAL THERAPY, was open. Inside was a narrow table connected to several straps and pulleys. The boy thought it looked like a torture chamber.
Shuddering, he bolted from the PT room and back into the corridor, where he very nearly rammed right into a resident named Lois Stein, who was sitting in an easy chair, doing her daily crossword puzzle, with the help of a magnifying glass that made the eight-point font in the newspaper legible to her eighty-nine-year-old eyes.
“Young man, this is a residence, not a playground. Do not run in the hallways!” she scolded.
“I’m looking for Mrs. Sandler. Do you know who that is?” he asked. When she looked up, the magnifying glass enlarged her right eye, giving her the terrifying look of a cyclops.
“There’s no one here by that name. We had a Mr. Sanderson once, but he died.”
“But… but I’m supposed to find Mrs. Sandler. She works here.”
“I can assure you, she does not.”
“But Mrs. Winston…”
“Young man, I was a professor, a dean, a provost, and a president of a university. You may think that I have lost all my marbles, but I can assure you, they are intact. I make it my business to know the name of every single person employed here, and there is no Mrs. Sandler.”
She turned back to her puzzle, and the boy stood there, feeling that awful heat rising up in him. He was supposed to take breaths when he felt like this. But if breathing could make people happy, shouldn’t everyone be happy, because everyone breathed? Well, except maybe the zombies.
He doubled back toward the reception area. “Do you know Mrs. Sandler?” he asked another resident, this one named Elise Hadley. She scratched her head, sending her blond wig askew, revealing the sparse gray spiderwebs underneath.
Breathing hard now (and not feeling any better!), he took refuge in another open room. Slamming the door behind him, he bumped into a metal rack, spilling several white rectangles onto the floor. Flicking on the light, he saw they were diapers. Adult diapers.
He tore out of the utility closet and walk-ran back toward the lobby, skidding to a stop in front of a love seat, where the man Etta had been talking to before was sitting. “Mr. McGinity,” he said, panting a bit. “Can you help me find Mrs. Sandler?”
Dickie McGinity tapped his long index finger to his temple as if deep in thought, which seemed like a good sign. “What’s your favorite flower?” he asked.
“My favorite flower?” What did this have to do with Mrs. Sandler?
“I like forsythia,” Dickie said, before gesturing to the lady next to him, the one the boy had seen holding her creepy baby doll. “Ginny likes tea roses.”
“Would you like to hold my baby?” Ginny asked, thrusting the blanket-swaddled doll in his face. Up close it was even creepier. The painted-on face was worn off in places. One of the glass eyes was missing. He and his mom had once watched a horror movie about a killer doll that looked just like this.
This was supposed to be opportunity? Balderdash. This was punishment.

In the end, Mrs. Sandler found him.
He was in the courtyard, a square of grass surrounded by tables and chairs and a few barbecue grills and even a waterfall, which was pretty nice. A couple of the places he’d lived in with his mom had had postage-stamp-sized backyards, but never one with a waterfall.
Someone tapped his shoulder, and, still on guard against zombies and killer dolls, he yelped.
“Sorry,” the shoulder tapper replied. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”
“Like you’d scare me,” he fired back. Because this was just a girl around his age, wearing a plaid skirt, sparkly tights, and a T-shirt with a logo from the Fornax Force movies.
“Good. So, I heard you’re looking for me,” she said, tapping a clipboard with a blue Bic pen.
“No. I’m looking for Mrs. Sandler.”
“There is no Mrs. Sandler here, but I guess I’m Ms. Sandler. Maya-Jade Spears-Sandler. Double-hyphenate, a mouthful, I know. That’s why sometimes I just use Sandler. Anyhow, Ms. Sandler, that’s me.” She tapped herself on the chest. Her elbow was covered with a large bandage.
So many things confused the boy, starting with all the words she was saying, and her railroad train of a name, and her suggestion that she was in charge of him.
“Maya Sandler?” he asked.
“Maya-Jade Spears-Sandler,” she said. “But you can call me Maya-Jade.”
“Maya Jade,” he repeated.
“No. Maya-Jade. With a hyphen.”
“Isn’t that what I just said?”
“You didn’t use the hyphen. I can tell the difference if you’re not using the hyphen.”
Once upon a time, when he’d been a good student at school, he’d been an expert at grammar, understanding when to use that or which or who or whom. So he knew that you couldn’t hear a hyphen!
“Do you work here?” he asked.
“Do I look like I work here?”
“Kind of.” She was clearly a kid, but she held that clipboard with such authority.
“Duh! I’m twelve. My grandmother lives here. I’m just visiting.”
“Oh, is your grandmother…” He struggled to remember the name of the lady who’d tried to give him her doll. “Ginny?”
Maya-Jade sighed heavily and rolled her eyes. “Ginny Koong is Korean. I’m Chinese. Big difference. And before you get confused and start asking me if all the Asians at Shady Glen are related to me, my grandmother is Vivian and she’s white. I’m adopted. No, I don’t know anything about my birth parents, and no, I don’t know how to make chow mein or do karate. No, I don’t speak Chinese, which is not a language but a bunch of different languages, like over three hundred. And I see just as well as anyone else. Any other dumb questions we need to get out of the way?”
A not-dumb question popped into the boy’s head: Are you competing for bossiest person of the year? But he kept his mouth shut.
“Anyhow,” Maya-Jade continued, “why are you looking for me?”
“Mrs. Winston told me to find you.”
“Oh, do you have a grandparent here?”
“No,” he said gruffly, because he did not have grandparents here or anywhere, at least none he’d met. “I’m volunteering.” He said volunteering in the same tone he might’ve said diarrhea-ing. But Maya-Jade didn’t seem to notice.
“Cool! Me too! I mean, my nana lives here, but I’m volunteering for the summer. I’m kind of the activities coordinator.”
“You’re volunteering here? On purpose?” He said this in a tone that he might’ve used to say, You’re diarrhea-ing in your pants, on purpose?
“Well, yeah,” she said, and maybe this time she heard the diarrhea, because in a less bossy voice she added, “It’s almost time for bingo. If you want, I can show you how to call it.”
She tapped the clipboard again with her pen. It was like a little drumbeat to remind people she was in charge. And there was no way she was in charge of him.
“I don’t need your help!”
“You’d be surprised. Bingo gets a little heated. Not as bad as trivia, but almost.”
“Do you think I’m some kind of moron?” he asked, jaw clenching.
“With the way you’re acting now, yeah, maybe a little,” Maya-Jade said. Her voice was kind of jokey, but that made it worse. All morning he’d felt like a pot on the stove, the water getting warmer and warmer, but when she said that, the pot boiled over, hot starchy anger flowing out of him.
“Well, you’re definitely a moron,” he said. His tone was not jokey at all.
Maya-Jade’s eyes widened in surprise. And hurt. It felt good to see it. Who was the moron now?
“Well, if I am, I’m the moron in charge of you!” She hugged the clipboard to her chest like it was a shield. “So you have to do what I say.”
“No, I don’t. You’re just some stupid loser who has nothing better to do than hang out in this dump all summer.”
At this Maya-Jade’s lip quivered. “If you think it’s so bad here, why don’t you just leave?”
Leave. It was all he’d wanted to do since arriving. And though he’d just told her he didn’t have to listen to her, Mrs. Winston had said that he did. So, without another word, he did just that. He stalked out of the courtyard, past the receptionist, through the double doors, and showed opportunity—and that bossy Maya-Jade—just who was in charge here.




BLAND CHICKEN
That night, as the boy was eating dinner, the doorbell rang.
Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the flashing lights of a police car coming for him, as one had the day of the Incident. But then he blinked again and saw they were regular car headlights.
Grumbling about rude people interrupting dinner, his aunt went to the door. “What’d he do now?” she asked the social worker.
The boy waited for the social worker to tell her that he had blown his second chance and then his aunt would kick him out and the judge would send him to juvie tonight, instead of waiting for the hearing at the end of the summer.
“Can I just have a word with him?” the social worker asked.
The chicken stuck in the boy’s throat. He couldn’t swallow.
“Go on, then,” his uncle said, pointing to the door.
He tried to chew and finish the chicken as he walked to the door, but it refused to go down, so he spat the wadded-up food in his hand and hid it in his pocket.
The social worker’s face was as bland as the chicken, giving nothing away. He gestured for the boy to step onto the porch and then closed the door behind him. His car was in the driveway, headlights on, insects dancing in the beam. Through the open back-seat window, two kids sang along to a Taylor Swift song that his mom used to love.
The social worker was unsmiling as he said, “I thought I would give you the chance to tell me what happened today.”
The smell of something delicious floated through the air: the mouthwatering aroma of hamburgers. Hunger opened up in the boy like a chasm, in spite of the bland chicken breast he’d just consumed. Or maybe because of it.
“She told me to leave,” the boy said.
“No. Mrs. Winston was as surprised as anyone when I went to pick you up and you weren’t there.”
“Not Mrs. Winston. That bossy girl. Maya-Jade.”
“Who’s Maya-Jade?”
“Mrs. Winston told me to find Mrs. Sandler and I had to look everywhere for ages because no one knew who she was because there is no Mrs. Sandler, only Maya-Jade, and…” He had to stop talking then to make room for the lump that had taken up residence in his throat. He wasn’t going to cry. He hadn’t cried in all of this and he certainly wasn’t going to do it because of some dumb girl with a dumb name!
“Back up and slow down,” the social worker said.
So he did, explaining how he’d had to search for ages and then Maya-Jade was mean to him and she ordered him to leave. If it wasn’t completely true, it felt like the truth.
The social worker softened. “You can’t leave like that. Court order aside, we thought something bad might’ve happened to you.”
“You mean worse than being forced to work at that place? Worse than maybe going to juvie?”
“All of those are temporary and theoretical,” the social worker replied. “I was worried something permanently bad had happened.”
This very nearly made the boy laugh. He lived on a lumpy couch with an aunt and uncle who did not want him. He had a judge who had warned him of last chances. He might go to juvie. And his mom… He hadn’t seen her in almost a year. He didn’t know if or when he would ever see her again. How could it get more permanently bad than this?
From the car one of the kids yelled, “Dad, hurry up. The fries are getting soggy!”
Hamburgers and fries! After all the indignities of the day, it was the mention of fried potatoes that threatened to undo him. Burgers and fries, when he had to eat bland chicken every night. They probably had milkshakes with their burgers too. Like the kind he and his mom used to splurge on when they had enough money, so thick you had to suck your cheeks in hard to get the ice cream through the straw.
He’d asked his aunt once if they could get burgers, but she said that paying for takeout was wasteful, and that she had spent enough money “cleaning up my little sister’s problems.”
The social worker turned toward the car and held up an index finger before turning back to the boy. “Let’s chalk today up to rookie error. Tomorrow morning you’ll be at work at ten and you’ll stay until six, unless one of the staff—the actual adult staff—tells you otherwise.”
And with that he got in his car and left, taking the sound of Taylor Swift and the smell of burgers and fries and happiness with him.




PUNISHMENT
The next day, the boy rode the bus to Shady Glen. Not because the social worker had told him to go there, mind you, or because he was scared of the judge, but because of something even worse. He didn’t have anything else to do.
The day before had proved that. He’d been exhilarated with relief when he’d left Shady Glen, a feeling that lasted exactly twelve minutes, which was how long it took him to walk down the driveway to the street and catch the 54 bus, which was the line that went back to his aunt’s house.
His aunt still worked, but his uncle had retired early because of a bad back and would be home. He didn’t have any friends to hang out with, and the few acquaintances he had made had dumped him after the Incident. He wasn’t allowed to go anywhere near the school, even in summer when there were no classes, so he couldn’t play tetherball at the empty courts. He couldn’t go to the Dairy Queen and get a Blizzard because he didn’t have enough money, and also because the Dairy Queen was near Toby Crawford’s house and he wasn’t supposed to be anywhere near there, either. So he’d taken the bus to the station and sat in a hard plastic chair for five long hours until it was the time he was meant to get back to his aunt’s.
This time when he arrived at Shady Glen, he didn’t have to look for Ms. Sandler. She was waiting for him.
“You got me in trouble!” she said as soon as he walked through the automatic glass doors.
“I was just doing what you told me to do,” the boy said, more than a little flustered by the girl’s indignation. He was used to being on the giving end of this kind of behavior, which generally kept him from being on the receiving end.
“And if I told you to jump off a building, would you do that?” she asked.
It was bad enough when adults talked liked this, but kids? “If it got me away from you, I sure would,” he replied.
When two red circles appeared on her cheeks, the boy felt a wave of satisfaction. He was back on the giving end.
The satisfaction was short-lived. “Come with me,” Maya-Jade said, flouncing in front of him, her clipboard going boing, boing against her hip.
Reluctantly, he followed her back to the closet where he’d knocked over the adult diapers. She pulled a large red bucket with a white handle down from a shelf and then filled it with hot water. Then she grabbed a huge jug of bleach and poured in several glugs. His eyes began to sting.
She wiped her hands on a rag before handing the rag to the boy and announcing, “You’re on germ duty.”
“I’m on what duty?”
“Germ duty. Clean off every doorknob, every hall rail, every place a person might touch in the building.”
“You can’t make me do that.”
“I most certainly can. Mrs. Winston said I can tell you to do whatever I want.”
“Aren’t there, like, cleaning people here to do that?” he asked.
“Yes,” she replied.
“Can—can I do something else?”
“Oh, you mean like helping me with bingo?”
“Yes!” he said, relief flooding him. The bleach was already making his throat hurt. He was sensitive to it. Had a hard time swimming in chlorinated pools, which would’ve been more of a problem if he’d had more chances to swim in pools.
“I’m sorry, but that job has been taken,” Maya-Jade said, not even bothering to hide her glee.
“Is this some sort of punishment?”
He expected her to say no, and then say something about opportunities, or any of the balderdash the grown-ups always told him.
But she just rolled her eyes and said, “Yep.”




HUNGER
For three days the boy cleaned banisters, safety rails, doorknobs, coffee tables, more doorknobs, Rummikub sets, book spines, outdoor tables, indoor tables, outdoor chairs, indoor chairs.
The bleach stung his eyes, scraped his throat, and stole his appetite. The baloney sandwich his aunt packed him went uneaten. He would’ve thrown it away except he couldn’t bring himself to throw away food.
By the end of each day, he had a bleach headache plus a hunger headache. With each throb of his head he cursed that stupid Maya hyphen Jade.
For three days he rode the 54 bus to Shady Glen, battled germs all day, and rode the 54 bus back to his aunt’s house, swearing that was it! He would not go back!
On the fourth day, he woke with a headache and arrived at Shady Glen in an extra-cross mood. That morning his aunt had found his uneaten sandwiches in his backpack, and, after a long lecture about food not growing on trees—he’d had to keep himself from correcting her that she meant money didn’t grow on trees, because plenty of food did indeed grow on trees—she had sent him to Shady Glen with yesterday’s sandwich.
He worked all morning, and at eleven thirty he took his lunch out of his backpack and went to sit in one of the comfy chairs outside the dining room. Meals were the only times the zombies weren’t occupying the plush chairs, and if he sat here he could smell what was being served and pretend that he was eating it too.
His recycled sandwich resembled a rubber band squashed in lint. And the smell from the dining room? Garlic, tomatoes, cheese. It was an even yummier smell than the social worker’s burgers.
He stood up and poked his head around the corner of the dining room. Immediately, he spotted Maya-Jade at a table next to her grandmother. To make matters even worse, the food emitting that delicious smell, the food that Maya-Jade was eating, was lasagna.
He loved lasagna more than anything. One year his mom had asked him if he wanted a birthday cake and he’d asked for lasagna instead. He loved it so much that his mom taught him to make it. By the time he was eight, he knew how to boil the ridged noodles a few at a time so they didn’t stick together in the pot. How to grate the mozzarella cheese and mix it with the ricotta and parmesan. How to layer noodle, sauce, cheese, noodle, sauce, cheese like an edible art project. He always made a giant pan, enough to last a few nights, but it rarely survived the second day, with the boy and his mom sneaking bites the way that his aunt snuck bites of the Sara Lee cakes she kept in the freezer but never served on account of his uncle’s cholesterol.
The boy looked at the soggy sandwich in his hand. He closed his eyes, took a bite, and tried to pretend it was lasagna, the way that he and his mom would sometimes pour steak sauce on their scrambled eggs and pretend they were having prime rib. He chewed and chewed and chewed, but he could not seem to swallow. The smell of the lasagna felt like a slap in his face. Here he was, “volunteering” at the world’s grossest job with the world’s grossest zombies, eating the world’s grossest baloney sandwich, while Maya-Jade got to boss him around and make him bleach-sick while she lounged and ate freshly cooked lasagna. It wasn’t fair! Nothing was fair.
The residents started to filter out of the dining room. The boy could hear the clatter of the servers clearing the meal. Through the door he saw the bus tubs, full of plates, many of them with nearly full portions of lasagna on them!
It wasn’t a decision. The same way what had happened with Toby Crawford hadn’t been a decision. One minute the boy was balling a baloney sandwich in his fist, and the next minute he was darting into the dining room, snatching a piece of lasagna out of the bus tub.
And, oh! That explosion of tomato and garlic, the ooze of cheese, it erased the smell of bleach that had scorched his nostrils; it filled up the hollow emptiness that yawned in his belly.
“Is he stealing our food?” he heard someone say. That someone was Vivian Spears, Maya-Jade’s grandmother and one of my tablemates. Vivian was a former opera singer who projected loudly, so everyone heard her say again, “He is. That boy is stealing our food!”
Though he had been at Shady Glen since Monday, this was the first time that I noticed the boy. Except for meals, when I had no choice but to come to the dining room and eat at my assigned table with my assigned tablemates, I preferred to stay in my room. There was nothing wrong with the place. I had moved here by choice, after my best friend, Adek, died. I had also chosen to stop talking then, not for any particular reason beyond that after a hundred years, you get a little tired of being the last one left in a conversation. You get a little tired of everything, really.
When Vivian hurled her accusation, I didn’t so much see the boy—at 107, my eyes were also pretty useless—as feel him. And what I felt in him was a kind of hunger that I had not experienced in more than eighty years.
“What boy?” asked one of my other tablemates, whose name was Minna Waxman. If Vivian was all bark, Minna was all whimper. A quiet worrier. I liked her. If I had been going to talk to anyone at Shady Glen, it would’ve been Minna.
“That kid over there?” asked Sid Bellows, my fourth tablemate.
“Isn’t he the one who was so rude to you, darling?” Vivian asked Maya-Jade.
Earlier that morning, Maya-Jade had been complaining about the boy to Vivian, rather theatrically, dramatic flair being something she’d inherited from her diva grandmother. It had been about 98 percent fun, gossiping about the boy with Vivian, and maybe 2 percent crummy because deep down she knew she was being mean. Seeing him eat food from the garbage made her own stomach lurch, and her appetite disappeared. “You can have my lasagna, Nana,” Maya-Jade replied, pushing her plate to her grandmother, whose own meal was only half eaten.
“That’s not the point. We pay good money for this food,” Vivian said, her voice rising to operatic levels. “He can’t steal off our plates like some sort of criminal.”
Criminal.
Everyone heard it. I heard it. Even Arnold Myerson, who was nearly deaf, heard it. And the boy heard it.
Criminal.




PEAKS AND VALLEYS
In addition to working for no money at Shady Glen, the boy was also required to see the social worker once a week. So that Friday morning, instead of taking the bus here, he drove with his aunt downtown to the social worker’s office for his first meeting. Neither he nor his aunt were happy about it.
“I get paid by the hour. I’m not on salary like he is. Does he have any idea how much these meetings cost real people?” his aunt grumped as they crawled through rush-hour traffic. “Ten dollars for an hour! I hope they validate,” she grumped again at the parking garage.
His aunt talked a lot about money, how much the boy was costing her, the hassle of filling out the paperwork to get some of the money reimbursed. It made him feel like the equivalent of one of those red-marked overdue bills he and his mom used to get.
“Good to see you, come on in,” the social worker said with a smile, as if this were a visit for fun instead of a court-mandated appointment. He gave the boy’s aunt more paperwork to fill out and gestured for her to sit in the waiting room, which only made her grouchier yet.
Unlike the judge’s chambers, where everything had been so hulking it had made the boy feel like an ant, the social worker’s office seemed more like a room in a house than a place a grown-up might work. There wasn’t even a desk, just a small round table with chairs in one corner and a large, soft-looking brown couch in another. One wall was covered with posters chirping inspirational quotes—The only way to guarantee failure is never to try—similar to the sticky notes his mom sometimes tacked to the bathroom mirror. The other wall had a giant rainbow-colored papier-mâché hand, its pointer finger sticking straight out and beneath it the words You Belong scrawled in loopy neon letters.
The social worker sat at the table, so the boy chose a seat on the couch, as far away as he could get.
“I’m having some tea. Would you like any? Or hot chocolate. It’s the dehydrated kind, but it has marshmallows.” The social worker gestured to a small stand on which stood a still-steaming electric kettle, alongside teabags and Swiss Miss packets.
“Hot chocolate? It’s like ninety degrees out.” He wasn’t sure why he said that, because he really did like hot chocolate.
“I know. But I read that drinking hot beverages in hot weather helps with the heat.”
The boy had read that too. In science class. It was because drinking hot stuff made your brain produce more sweat, and when that evaporated, it cooled you down.
“How was your first week?” the social worker asked.
“How do you think it was?” the boy shot back.
“If I knew, I wouldn’t be asking you.”
“Hmph,” he replied.
“How about this. Tell me one good thing and one bad thing that happened.”
Peaks and valleys. It was a game one of his favorite teachers used to play with the class. Best part of your day, worst part of your day.
“The good thing is that I get to leave at six,” he said. Good being relative here. Because when he left Shady Glen, he went to his aunt’s house, his lumpy couch in the den, bland chicken dinners. Not much of a peak. More like a molehill.
“Okay, that makes sense,” the social worker said. “What about the worst thing?”
Oh, that was easy. “Maya-Jade.”
“Who’s Maya-Jade again?” he asked.
“I already told you,” he retorted. “She’s the one who’s in charge of me. And she’s a kid. And she’s bossy and mean and spoiled and is making me clean with bleach, and you said Shady Glen is not a punishment but that sure feels like a punishment.”
As he spoke, he felt his anger rising. He knew that this was supposed to be part of the problem, his “anger issues,” and he should do calming things like breathing in for five and out for five. But the truth was, hating Maya-Jade made him feel so much better than breathing did.
That’s the thing about hate. It can sometimes feel like a blanket against the cold, a salve against a wound. When you don’t have love, it can feel like a decent substitute.
But you already know that.
“It sounds like it’s been a rough first week,” the social worker said. “Just so you know, Mrs. Winston said that after your bumpy start you’re doing well.”
It was like a tug-of-war and he was the rope. Pulling one side was his anger and resentment of Maya-Jade, of everything, and pulling the other side the small, comforting swell of warmth the words doing well had kindled within him.
It wasn’t a fair fight, not yet. The angry side still won.
“Whatever,” he said.
The social worker steepled his fingers and fixed the boy with a stare. It felt like a beam of sun, hot and penetrating. The boy turned away, examining the photographs on the shelf. There was the social worker in paint-splattered coveralls, smiling with a bunch of kids. One with a big dog—a Great Dane, the boy thought. Another with the two daughters the boy had spied in the car, and a woman—the mom, the boy guessed—smiling as they stood outside a camping tent. And then there was another photo of the social worker in a tuxedo at what looked like some kind of fancy party, his arm slung around a pretty woman with dark hair. She looked strangely familiar.
“Who’s that in the picture with you?” He pointed to the tuxedo picture.
When he saw the picture, the social worker smiled too. “That’s my best friend.”
The boy didn’t think grown-ups had best friends. His mom never had. They moved too much. And anyway, she told the boy, he was her best friend.
“What’s her name?”
“How about you tell me about your friends.”
“I don’t have any.”
“Maybe not here, but other places you lived.”
There had been friends once. Rachel in first grade and Miles in the second half of second grade and Jackson in third. All of them swore to keep in touch when he moved, but they never did. After a while he didn’t see the point in making new friends.
He glanced back at the picture. She was so familiar.
“I know her,” the boy said. “Is she, like, famous?”
“Tell you what. Let’s talk about you first and then we can talk about me. Have you gotten to know any of the residents?”
The boy shuddered. “No. Gross.”
“Gross?”
The boy mentioned the diapers, the baby dolls. The social worker chuckled.
“It’s not funny!” the boy said.
“I know it’s not,” the social worker said, pausing to slurp his tea. The bottom of his mustache got wet. “You know, my father lived in Shady Glen. It was how I met Etta, Mrs. Winston. At first the place gave me the willies. It took some getting used to for both of us. But he was happy there. And getting old, it happens to us all.” He paused. “If we’re lucky.”
The boy could not imagine what was lucky about having to use a walker or losing your hair or your sight or your marbles or having to live in a place like Shady Glen. Well, except for getting lasagna. That part was lucky.
“Whatever,” the boy said. He could hear, out in the waiting room, his aunt aggressively turning the pages of a magazine. The longer he stayed in here, the worse it would be out there. “Can I go?”
He waited for the social worker to say the hour wasn’t up, but instead he opened his palms and said, “If you like.”
“Is this some sort of trick?”
“Why would it be a trick?”
“I leave before the hour’s up and then you call the judge and they send me to juvie.”
The social worker’s face darkened; his gray-green eyes glistened as if the boy had physically hurt him. “I understand it’s hard for you to trust me, but I’m here for you, to help you. Whether you leave early or not, my door is always open.”
Nice words, but the boy had learned a thing or two about social workers and guidance counselors. They told you to trust them. They promised you that they were on your side.
And then they went and took away your mom.




TRIVIA
Later that morning, as the boy was filling his bleach bucket, Maya-Jade poked her head into the utility closet.
“I thought you might want to do something different today,” she said as she peeled at the Band-Aid on her elbow, revealing a bumpy scab underneath. For a moment, he wondered what had happened, then remembered he didn’t care.
“What? Clean the toilets with a toothbrush?” he retorted.
“Actually, it’s almost time for trivia. I thought you might want to help with it.”
Was Maya-Jade being nice? He didn’t want her to be nice. Hating her had been the fire on which he warmed himself. He might be cold without it.
And also, why was she being nice? A suspicion crawled up his spine. “Did you talk to him?”
“Who?”
“The social worker.”
“What social worker?”
“Mr. Johnson.”
“I have no idea who that is.”
“Yeah, right,” he replied, remembering how awful he’d felt when Vivian had accused him of being a criminal. They were all liars! All of them. He didn’t trust any of them.
“Look,” she said, tapping her clipboard, “trivia is starting in five minutes. If you want to help me, fine, and if you don’t want to, you can go back to that.”
He didn’t know why he was arguing with her. He liked trivia. He was good at trivia. And he really wanted off germ duty.
“Fine, I’ll help,” he said grudgingly, like he was doing her the favor.
“Okay. You can sit over in the back. A lot of the residents are hard of hearing, so you can repeat what I say. Then I don’t have to use the microphone, which has feedback and hurts their ears, especially if they have hearing aids.”
“Fine. Whatever.”
They walked through the corridors into the common room where the boy situated himself in the back near me as the residents began to trickle in, some in wheelchairs, some pushing walkers, the spry ones using their two feet.
I didn’t go to many of the activities. Most required speaking. Or seeing. But similar to the boy, I liked trivia. I was 107 years old, and I remembered everything. Mostly this was a curse. But not in trivia. I was excellent at trivia. Even if I was the only one who knew it.
“Welcome,” Maya-Jade said, clapping her hands and enunciating slowly. “Today’s trivia topic is American presidents.”
“American pheasants?” asked Arnold Myerson, who as I mentioned was nearly deaf.
“Don’t be ridiculous,” Vivian replied. “Who would have trivia about pheasants?”
“Nana,” Maya-Jade scolded. “Be nice.” She turned toward Arnold. “Today’s trivia subject is American pre-si-dents,” she said, enunciating like a kindergarten teacher.
“Oh, I’m much better at those,” Arnold said.
US presidents were something the boy happened to know a lot about. He had spent the first half of third grade under the tutelage of a teacher named Mr. Carbine, who had leavened the civics lessons with fun facts about presidents. Like: George Washington really did have false teeth, but they weren’t wood, as many people believed, but gold, ivory, and even other human teeth. And FDR was paralyzed by polio and used a wheelchair, but he kept it a secret by leaning on things—or his wife—for support or hiding his legs behind tablecloths.
The boy always had more questions, so many more questions that Mr. Carbine could not answer and still get through the more boring stuff about every state having two state legislatures except for one (Nebraska). One day after class, Mr. Carbine beckoned him over. The boy thought he was in trouble for disrupting with all his questions, but he was not. The teacher handed him a book called Secret Lives of the U.S. Presidents; a sticker inside read FROM THE LIBRARY OF JOHN C. CARBINE. That was amazing enough, but even more amazing was that Mr. Carbine had told him he could keep it. And he had, for years, dragging it from apartment to apartment until, during one of the moves, he lost it.
“How many times were a father and son president?” Maya-Jade asked.
“Oh, I know,” Minna said. “There were the Bush ones. I liked the younger one’s wife. She was a teacher, I think.”
“And the Roosevelts!” shouted out Nelson Lippincott.
The boy rolled his eyes. Duh! Teddy and Franklin Roosevelt were cousins, not father and son.
The Adamses and the Bushes, I thought.
“George H. W. and George W. Bush,” the boy muttered quietly to himself. “And John Adams and John Quincy Adams.”
“The correct answer is two,” Maya-Jade said. “Bonus points if you named them. John Adams and John Quincy Adams. George Herbert Walker Bush and George Walker Bush.”
“They’re practically the same names,” Vivian said, her tone offended as if it had been a trick question.
“They are,” Maya-Jade agreed. “Here’s the next question: How many US presidents have been assassinated?”
“I know there’s Abraham Lincoln,” Minna said.
“The actor,” Vivian added. “The handsome one.”
The boy shook his head. Vivian had meant Ronald Reagan, who was shot, but not fatally. You had to be killed to have it count as being assassinated.
“There were those nice Kennedy boys,” Minna said. “So handsome.”
“Their poor mother,” Vivian said. “Losing them both.”
“I seem to remember the Black one was killed,” Minna was saying. “I remember Steven crying.”
“I think you’re thinking of Martin Luther King,” Vivian said haughtily.
“Oh, you’re right. I am.”
“Final answers,” Maya-Jade called. “How many American presidents were assassinated?”
A chorus of numbers rang out: One, five, twelve.
Four, I thought.
“Four,” the boy muttered to himself.
“The correct answer is four,” Maya-Jade replied. “Bonus round: Who were they?”
Lincoln, Garfield, McKinley, Kennedy, I thought just as the boy muttered quietly, under his breath, “Lincoln, Garfield, McKinley, Kennedy.”
“Smart boy,” I said. It came out somewhere between a whisper and a wad of phlegm. Voices deteriorate if you don’t use them. Everything does.
The boy didn’t hear me. No one did. And even if he had, he wouldn’t have known what it meant for an old zombie to speak for the first time in five years.
Did I think it was strange to have broken my silence? Did I question why I had done it in response to some boy? Did I follow up my proclamation with anything else?
I did not. Because at that exact moment, Dickie McGinity threw up his breakfast. He’d eaten extra helpings of cantaloupe and cottage cheese, so it was a colorful and fragrant display. It ended trivia.
But it started something else.




LOCKDOWN
Five hours after Dickie McGinity threw up his breakfast, Ginny Koong threw up her lunch. Over the weekend, Vera Wentz threw up. Then Maxine Jenkins. Then Duane Stafford. Followed by Mozelle Davidson and Ida Walker.
When the boy arrived back at work Monday morning, Shady Glen truly resembled the scene of one of those zombie-apocalypse movies he was so fond of. The halls—usually full of residents slowly perambulating from one area to the other or just sitting around chatting—were completely empty. The air, always buzzing with the overloud conversations of the hard of hearing, was quiet.
“Hello?” he called, walking to the front desk, where the ditzy receptionist answered phones, checked in families, and located, or failed to locate, packages. But there was no one there. The phone rang into the silence.
There’s no such thing as a zombie apocalypse, he told himself, but his heart didn’t get the message and started to pound.
“Hello?” the boy called. “Anyone here?”
He walked past the empty dining room into the empty activity area before he saw someone unrecognizable in layers of protective gear. And then he saw the belly bump.
“You showed,” Etta said. “Thank you, Jesus.”
The boy pointed to himself, confused. In his first week at Shady Glen, the boy had grown used to feeling like the gum stuck under everyone’s shoe, most of all Mrs. Winston’s. And now she was thanking Jesus he was here.
“Uh, what’s happening?” the boy asked.
“We’re on another lockdown.”
“Lockdown?” he cried. This was worse than a zombie apocalypse. He knew that now, even though when everything had closed and everyone had had to stay at home, he’d been glad. No school. Lots of TV shows, games of Scrabble, and plentiful food from the pantries that showed up everywhere. It had felt like one long snow day, and—best yet—his mom had said that the landlords weren’t allowed to evict anyone, so they wouldn’t have to move.
But then, as the months dragged on, his mom started to go to one of her bad places. He could recognize the signs as easily as the freckles across the bridge of her nose. He’d wake up in the morning and find her in the same chair she’d been in when he’d gone to bed, the TV on the same channel, the dinner he’d left out for her cold on the table. She didn’t cook any meals or eat the ones he put together. Not even lasagna. Usually when she got like this, she stayed that way until she declared it was time for a “fresh start.” Not long after, he’d come home to find their belongings in garbage bags and boxes, his mom smiling and humming and excited about the move to a new town, where this time, she promised, things would be different.
But under lockdown they couldn’t move. And that was when things started to get really bad. When his mom started to mutter to herself day and night. When sores began to appear all over her legs that she refused to see a doctor for. When she stopped leaving the house, not even to get food from the stores or pantries. He’d actually been relieved when he could go back to school, because he got breakfast and lunch there. His mom always said that moving all the time—being nomads, she called it—was an adventure, and he went along with it, but really, he hated moving, hated starting a new school. But that time it got so bad with his mom, he actually wanted to move, wanted that fresh start. And then he got one.
“Not that kind of lockdown,” Etta explained, putting a latex-gloved hand on his shaking shoulder. “It’s temporary. We just have to take precautions until no resident shows any symptoms for seventy-two hours. We got pretty good at this during Covid, but now we’re down several aides who are on vacation or sick, and the other volunteer didn’t come in because of the risk of contagion.”
The boy felt a little smug about that. The contagion hadn’t kept him at home. He hadn’t known about it, sure, but even if he had, he would have come in. What a spoiled baby Maya-Jade was.
“Come with me,” Etta said, and led him down the corridor through the dining room and into the huge industrial kitchen, where two people also in hazmat-type suits were hurriedly stacking Styrofoam boxes onto a cart. “I found someone,” she said to one of them, a physical therapist named Julio who had been drafted into meal delivery now that all physical-therapy sessions had been suspended.
“How old are you, sweetie?” asked the other person. She had on a mask, a face shield, and a pretty scarf that covered her hair.
“Twelve,” the boy replied, flushing a little at the sweetie. No one had called him anything like that since his mom had gotten taken away. He liked her, even before he knew that this was the head chef and therefore the mastermind behind the lasagna.
“Is that too young, Leyla?” Julio asked.
“Probably, but I’d rather risk a code violation than let the residents go hungry,” Leyla replied. And with that she pushed a cart full of cartons toward him and handed him a marker. “These are vegetarian.” She tapped one of the towers of boxes. “These are the low-sodium.” She tapped a second tower. “These are for the diabetics.” She tapped the third. “And these are kosher.” She gestured to a fourth.
“Uh…?” the boy began, unsure what he was supposed to do.
“Start marking the boxes!” Etta ordered, and she left.
The boy took the Sharpie and marked the vegetarian ones with a V, the low-sodium ones with an LS, and the diabetic ones with a D, and then used C for kosher because he had never heard the word before. He didn’t even need anyone to remind him which was which. When he was finished, Julio counted the boxes again and checked them against a paper chart. Then he nodded and loaded the marked boxes onto a trolley full of other boxes and thrust the printout into the boy’s hands.
“These are for the second floor. Pay attention to the names with stars. They’re the ones who get special meals. If you give Nelson Lippincott a regular-sodium meal, you could kill him, and if you give Lois Stein a nonkosher meal, she’ll kill you.”
“You want me to deliver the food? To the old people?”
“To the residents. Knock once, then open the door, then announce you’re there,” Julio replied. “Give them a minute, otherwise you might see something you don’t want to see.”
“Like a dead person?”
“I was thinking a half-naked person. It’s not a sight for the uninitiated.”
“But could they be dead?”
“Always a possibility.”
“Then what?”
“Then you don’t have to deliver that meal.”

The first two deliveries went smoothly enough. Vera Wentz and Fred Bocarelli both had deluxe suites, with separate sitting areas and bedrooms, and both were in their bedrooms. The boy was able to knock on the door, enter, drop the meal on the small dining table, announce, “Lunch is here,” and get out without seeing or talking to anyone. Lois Stein was next on his list. He made sure she got a box marked C and knocked on the door. She called for him to come in, and when he did, she barely looked up from her newspaper. Sid Bellows was too engrossed in perusing pictures of women on the Silver Singles dating site to pay the boy any mind. Ginny Koong’s room was empty because she was downstairs with Dickie in his room, the two of them now recovered enough to convalesce together.
The boy paused when he saw the next name on his list: Vivian, Maya-Jade’s imperious grandmother. He knocked on the door but wasn’t sure he could be heard over the loud radio. Only when he opened the door did he realize it was not the radio. It was Vivian herself, singing Gilda’s first-act aria from Rigoletto, which she had first sung in the San Francisco Opera when she was twenty-one. She glared at the boy as if he’d traipsed onstage during her solo performance. He dropped the food and left.
Minna Waxman’s room was easy enough. She was staring at her television, watching a rerun of Jeopardy. She barely said anything when he delivered her meal.
He checked his list. The next room was 206. Joseph Kravitz, it said. No dietary restrictions. That was me.




ROOM 206
I didn’t answer, of course. I never did. Because, as I mentioned, up until a few days before, I hadn’t spoken in years.
Remembering what Julio had told him, the boy knocked once more, counting to thirty, hoping it might give me enough time to pull up my pants or finish pooping. (For the record, I would have needed much more time for either.)
He found me, to his great relief, not on the toilet, or half-naked, or singing Rigoletto, but propped up in my bed, darning a sweater that Etta had dropped off.
I still did that, even at my age: mended things for people at Shady Glen. I wasn’t sure how it happened. I must’ve been sewing something of my own in the common area one day—I sewed like other people knitted, to occupy my mind, to calm my nerves; I never felt safer than I did with a needle in my hand. The next thing I knew, things started showing up: dresses with hems that had come half undone, or trousers that needed to be taken in because of weight loss or let out because of weight gain. Etta, now pregnant, had an endless supply of things for me to fix, though sometimes I suspected she was ripping seams and popping buttons on purpose just to give my old hands something to do.
Tentatively, the boy came inside, and came face-to-face with me in all my glory. My back stooped and bulged; I was bald in all the places you’d want hair and bushy in places you didn’t. My hands crabbed into half fists and I had to wear special gloves to keep them open. My eyes had a milky film and produced an impressive amount of gunk.
On the plus side, I didn’t wear a diaper. At 107, this was not nothing.
I put down the sweater and tapped the bedside tray where I had been taking my meals. He was in such a hurry to get away from my decrepitude that after he dropped the box, he spun on his heel and tripped on the bed frame, grabbing the nearest thing he could find to steady himself.
Which happened to be you. Or rather the portrait of you that Babci had painted almost eighty-five years ago. The one that had watched over me for eight decades: above the pallet in my hideaway in the Tatra Mountains, propped against my metal bunk bed in the Austrian displaced-persons camp, in the third-class berth of the USS Saratoga buffeting me across the Atlantic, in the Orchard Street rooming house where Adek and I first lived, in the first house I bought, and the last house I sold, and finally to my room here in the Antechamber of Death, on the wall next to my bed. With my eyes crapped out, I could no longer make out the details, but what my eyes couldn’t see didn’t matter anymore. I could see your face as clearly as that summer day Babci had painted you.
The boy let go of the frame, but it was too late. The wire had come loose, and the painting shuddered and then began to fall.
“Olka!” I cried out.
“It’s okay,” the boy said. “I caught it.”
And he had. He was gripping the frame on both sides, hugging it almost as if it were a human. “The wire came loose. I’m really sorry. I can fix it. If you want me to.”
“Please,” I whispered. “I can’t see so good.”
He rewired the picture with practiced expertise. I didn’t know it yet, but he and his mother had moved fourteen times over a period of ten years, and he had become expert at hanging pictures and spackling plaster.
He took pains to make sure it was straight. When he was satisfied with his work, he stepped back and said, “Good as new, Olka.”
Olka. Hearing your name, spoken aloud by a voice full of life… It had been years. It shocked me.
“What did you say?” I asked, my voice sputtering like an unused engine.
“Olka.” He said the name again. “Isn’t that what she’s called?”
“How did you know that?”
“You just said it. When she fell.”
So I had.
“I never heard that name before,” he added.
“It’s Polish.”
“Is that where you’re from?”
“Not for a long, long time.” I paused. Olka. It felt so good to hear your name again. It had been so long. “It’s short for Oleksandra,” I told the boy. “Or Alexandra, here.”
He was quiet for a long moment and then he said, “My mom’s name is Alexandra. And mine, too, kind of. Not Alexandra but Alexander. Or Alex, really. My mom named me that because she didn’t think it was fair that boys are always named after their fathers. And anyway, I don’t even know my father.”
The boy looked back at the painting, feeling a strange shiver. “Olka.” He repeated the name. It was not so unusual—Alexandra is not such a rare name in the United States—but it was coincidence enough to spark his curiosity. “What was she like?”
“Do you really want to know?”
And then this boy, who did not want to be here, who thought that old people were gross, that Shady Glen was a punishment, that opportunities were a trick, a boy who trusted no one, liked no one, counted no one among his friends, said, “Yeah, why not?”

THE FIRST TIME I SAW her, I thought she was ugly. On the outside, she was pretty enough—blond hair, watery blue eyes, upturned nose—but if a smile can make an ordinary person beautiful, a scowl can make a beautiful person ugly.
And Olka, oof, was she scowling.
She did not want to be there.
There in her case was the tailoring department of the clothing store my family owned, where Olka had recently started working as a seamstress. And where I was standing on a pedestal, clapping.
Also, I should mention, I was almost naked.
The reason I was almost naked on a pedestal clapping was that I was getting a suit tailored. Pani Zuzana, the store’s longtime seamstress, had seen me in every kind of ensemble, including my birthday suit, so it was nothing for me to be standing there in this state of undress.
The only problem was that Pani Zuzana had retired. I ought to have remembered this. I had attended her farewell party. I had toasted her with champagne and given her the small gold watch my mother had chosen as her gift. But like many twenty-two-year-old men, I had other things on my mind: school, friends, girls. Especially girls.
I had a date that weekend with a girl—a pretty girl who did not scowl—and I had a new suit and I wanted to get it altered for the date. Which was why I was standing on the pedestal in the tailoring room of my family’s clothing store, in nothing but my underpants and socks, waiting to get measured.
Before she retired, Pani Zuzana sometimes fell asleep in between jobs, so, forgetting that she had retired, I clapped my hands to wake her up.
Olka had not been sleeping. She’d been hiding in the curtained changing area, so engrossed in a book that she had not noticed me entering the tailoring room and taking off my clothes until I clapped. After which she opened the curtains, saw me, and shrieked, “You’re naked!”
“I’m not naked. I’m wearing undershorts. And socks. I’m here to get my suit altered.” I pointed to the garment bag. It was a very nice suit: French, light gray, worsted wool with double cuffs. Mother had bought it for me in Paris.
“I can hardly pin it when you’re naked. Put the suit on.”
While I donned the suit, Olka returned to the changing area, yanking the curtain shut with such force that her book fell to the floor. She snatched it up quickly, but not before I saw what it was: Quo Vadis. I could not imagine Pani Zuzana reading a novel like Quo Vadis. To be honest, I doubted the old woman knew how to read. I doubted the young woman did either.
As if she could hear my thoughts, she scowled as she reemerged, holding a pincushion and some chalk. She knelt before me and began yanking at my trouser cuff. Looking down on her, literally and figuratively, I asked if she was enjoying the book. There was a mocking tone in my voice. She must have heard it, because she promptly stabbed me in the ankle with a straight pin.
“Ouch,” I cried.
“Oh, I am so sorry,” she said, not sounding very sorry at all.
As she began to pin my hem, I continued my inquisition. “Who is your favorite character?” An easy question but one that would require some knowledge of the book beyond the general summary.
Her skin colored with what I assumed was embarrassment at being caught out. Serve her right, I thought, pantomiming like that. Sure, at college some of the fellows walked around with pipes they never smoked and books they never read to impress girls or what have you. But those were university students, not seamstresses. Who exactly did she think she was fooling?
“Mine is Petronius,” I continued, inviting her to fall into my trap. Petronius was not a good man.
She muttered something under her breath.
“I’m sorry, did you say something?”
She looked up at me, her eyes flashing. “I said that you would like Petronius best. He is a spoiled, two-faced brat who speaks out of both sides of his mouth.”
I was shocked. Not just because she had aptly described Petronius but because she had so baldly insulted me.
“You don’t even know me,” I fumed.
“No, it is you who don’t know me,” she replied.
“How should I?”
She let out a very deep sigh. “We were at school together.”
At this I started to laugh. It was just so inconceivable. And, oof, the look on her face. Murderous. If the shears had not been on the other side of the room, I might’ve feared for my life.
“I’m sorry,” I continued. Now I was the one who didn’t sound remotely sorry. “But you must be confused. I went to…” I named my school, an elite private academy. It’s different now, but you must understand that in Poland at that time, only wealthy families bothered to educate girls. The girls who had attended my school were the daughters of doctors, lawyers, or merchants, who went on to become the wives of doctors, lawyers, or merchants, and in a few instances became doctors or lawyers or merchants themselves. Needless to say, they did not go on to become seamstresses.
Olka stabbed me again with a pin. This time she did not even pretend it was an accident.
“I am not confused,” she said. “I was two years behind you.”
“I don’t think so.”
“I was. And I was the top student.”
Aha. I’d caught her in a blatant lie. I happened to know that Adek Dworkowicz was the top student that year. Adek was a pompous twit who happened to be the son of my mother’s friend, and so occasionally we were forced to dine together. At one such dinner, the conversation had focused on brilliant Adek, who had made top student. He’d smirked at me, because I had graduated two years earlier with no such honors. But so what if I was a mediocre student? I would inherit the family business no matter what marks I’d earned.
“You, top student?” I said. “No, that’s impossible.”
Impossible. Was that ever the wrong word to use with her. She had been hearing it for much of her life, starting after her mother died and she went to live with her mother’s brother, who said it was impossible for her to continue her schooling, even though she had been such an excellent student in primary school that the teachers pulled her aside at the end of each year to extol her intellect and curiosity. But intellect and curiosity did not pay for bread or coal, her uncle said, and just because his sister was dead shouldn’t mean he had to feed another mouth. Olka had to contribute to the family’s coffers. So at the age of twelve she was sent to work with her uncle’s wife, who cleaned the homes of Krakow’s wealthiest families.
It was at the home of one of those families that a fourteen-year-old Olka was caught reading a book while dusting. The matron of the house accused Olka of stealing. Olka had explained she was not stealing, merely borrowing the book to pass the time as she cleaned. The matron had responded with a haughty “Impossible.” There was no way a cleaning girl could read such a complex novel. Olka went on to detail the plot and themes with such accuracy and insight that the matron, who happened to be on the board of a well-regarded private school, arranged for Olka to be tested and when the results came in—a perfect score, unheard of for well-educated girls, much less housemaids—she used her position to have Olka admitted to the school and receive a four-year scholarship.
When Olka told her uncle the news, he responded with yet another “Impossible!” The school might be free, but if Olka was studying rather than working, it would take zlotys out of his pocket. Besides, his uppity niece was already too smart for her own good. Only after the matron insisted that Olka must go to school because it was already arranged, and after the aunt intervened, saying she would lose the matron’s and all her wealthy friends’ business if Olka refused the offer, did the uncle relent.
Olka outsmarted impossible until she graduated from high school. She wanted to go to university but discovered there would be no scholarship to pay for it. There would be no loan from the matron. Her uncle now insisted she get a job and pull her weight or leave the house. Having nowhere to go, she surrendered to impossible and applied for the job at our family’s store, where she was hired because Olka sewed like she did everything in life, with full intensity and effort. She could let out a skirt in half the time it once took Pani Zuzana, which afforded her a fair amount of spare time between tasks to read. Which was what she’d been doing when I interrupted her. And insulted her. And threw another impossible at her.
She called me a name then. A terrible if not unfamiliar one. It was a name I had been called before. As had my father and his father. Any time a person had a gripe with the way my father conducted business—the furrier whose counterfeit mink coats my father refused to carry, a customer who tried to return a clearly worn dress from two seasons earlier—the name would get hurled out.
Once she said it, I was almost happy. She was a liar and a bigot. I had been right all along.
Olka withered like a popped balloon, seeming to understand the error of blurting out such a word to a customer, even if she still did not realize that this customer was the future owner of the store that employed her. Had she known, perhaps her manner would’ve been more civil. But if her manner had been more civil, I might not be alive to tell you this story.




NOT BELIEVING
The boy was silent when I finished talking, the kind of silent that if you didn’t know better you might mistake for lack of interest or comprehension.
Neither of those was the case. He was interested. And he understood more in that short snippet than he ought to have. He knew what it was like to lose a mother, even if his hadn’t died. He knew what it was like to live with a relative who didn’t want him. And he knew what it was like to be provoked, how terrible that could feel, how it was like the outside world agreeing with every bad thing you knew to be true about yourself. And most of all, he understood that impossible was to Olka what opportunity was to him. No wonder she’d called Joseph a mean name, he thought.
He didn’t say any of that, of course. The boy may not have been mute for five years, but he was not the talkative type. He did have one burning question, however, that he simply could not hold in. I had been mending a sweater as I told him the story, but I’d had my eyes closed, because only in memory could I truly see. How was it possible, he asked me, that I could sew without seeing?
The answer was easy. Something you taught me.
“You sew with your hands, not with your eyes,” I told him.

“What took you so long?” Julio complained when the boy returned to the kitchen. “Mr. Lippincott called down three times asking where his meal was.”
“It’s not my fault!” the boy said. “That one old guy in room 206 kept me in there talking for ages.”
“Mr. Kravitz?” Julio asked. Twice a week for the past five years, I’d visited Julio in the PT room, where he had done his best to keep my atrophying muscles from disintegrating. But we had never exchanged a word. He’d seen my file, which claimed that I had stroke-induced mutism.
“I think you are confused. Mr. Kravitz is nonverbal.”
Confused. The boy thought about you, then—yes, a few minutes into my story and you, Olka, had already burrowed into him—and how maddening it was to have someone say you were confused when you were not confused.
He knew my name. He had double-checked it and my room number on the chart on his way out, so that if he wasn’t on food duty tomorrow, he’d remember where to find me, because he was already wondering what had happened to you. Mr. Kravitz. He’d memorized it. Room 206.
“I am not confused! It was Mr. Kravitz. In 206. He’s, like, a hundred and seven years old and he sews.”
Now Julio’s face changed. The boy was describing me as aptly as you had when you compared me to Petronius.
But Julio knew, as did everyone at Shady Glen, that I did not speak.
“Mr. Kravitz doesn’t talk,” he said, his voice stony. “So I don’t think he talked to you.”
“Are you calling me a liar?” The boy’s voice was stonier than Julio’s.
“If you’re telling me that Mr. Kravitz spoke to you, yeah, I am.”
And there it was, that anger again. Not like it had been the day the social worker told him his mother was in a hospital, or the day of the Incident. But it was there, always seething in him, keeping him warm against the world’s coldness.
“I am not a liar!” he growled.
“Easy now,” Leyla said, overhearing the hubbub. “No one said you were.”
“Yes, he did,” the boy said at the same time Julio said, “Yes, I did.”
A name popped into the boy’s head, a mean word he’d heard people use to describe people like Julio. It was on the tip of his tongue. But then he thought of you, the trouble you’d probably gotten into with that word you’d said, and he decided to keep quiet.

The boy stalked off and, without being asked, filled a bucket and went back to bleach duty, though a fat lot of good it had done before—everyone had still gotten the barf bug.
He was cross from the bleach, cross from Julio, cross from having had that one tiny moment of feeling if not good then useful taken away from him. And though he had not been confused before, now he very much was. If it was true that I did not speak, had not spoken, why had I spoken to him? A boy who had done a bad thing? Whom no one wanted? Who was nothing?
While the boy went up and down the empty hallways, cleaning banisters with bleach water, Etta came by the kitchen to report that Arnold Myerson had gotten sick, resetting the quarantine clock. “So three more days of meal delivery,” she said wearily. She sounded tired. She was tired, not just from being pregnant and from the lockdown but from the unpleasant phone call she’d just had with corporate about ways to increase efficiency, which really meant ways to save money. Corporate wanted Etta to identify two residents who could be moved from the main residential part of Shady Glen, which had a long waiting list, into the more restrictive, and expensive, Garden unit, which had two open beds. They had sent her a list of potential transfers. Dickie McGinity’s name was on the list. So was mine.
“I’m not sure we want that kid Alex interacting with the residents,” Julio replied. “He’s a liar.”
Etta sighed and patted her belly. She’d been reluctant to take the boy on, but the social worker was a trusted friend, and he’d sworn up and down that the boy would be helpful. And, after that first day, he had been. “What’d he do now?” she asked.
“He made up this whole story about talking to Mr. Kravitz, when you and I both know that he doesn’t speak.”
“Do we know that?” Even though on paper I seemed like a vegetable, albeit one who sewed, Etta had never believed it. When she stopped by my room with mending, she’d often chat with me. In her mind, I always answered. She’d very nearly told that to corporate when they’d recommended me for the Garden unit, though wisely she’d stopped herself, because if she’d said that, they might’ve sent her to the Garden unit. “Just because he hasn’t spoken to us doesn’t mean he doesn’t speak.”
“But if he hasn’t spoken to us, why would he speak to some random kid?” Julio asked.
Etta shrugged. “We could ask Mr. Kravitz if he spoke to Alex. Did you think of that?”
“Well, no,” Julio said, flustered because, honestly, he’d no sooner have thought to ask me a question than he would have, say, his mother’s beloved Pomeranian.
And even though Etta had residents to check on and reports to file and emails from corporate to ignore, she took a walk to room 206 and knocked on my door before entering.
“So, word is that you’re talking now,” she said.
“So it appears,” I replied, my voice sounding like a rusty chain saw.
“Good to know,” she replied. “You were talking to Alex? Our volunteer?”
“The boy? Yes, I was.”
“Happy to hear it,” she said. And she was. If I was speaking, corporate no longer had a reason to move me to the Garden unit. And Etta wanted to keep me here, among her flock.
The baby growing inside Etta kicked hard, and Etta groaned. “This little girl is gonna be a gymnast.”
“It’s a boy,” I said.
She chuckled. “The aunties all say I’m carrying too low and too ugly for it to be anything but a girl.”
“The aunts are wrong. You’re having a boy. And you are not ugly.”
“You may not be mute, but I know you’re blind,” she said.
“You’re having a boy,” I repeated.
“We’d better pick out some boys’ names, then.”
“Maybe Joseph.” I said. “Josey for short.”

That afternoon, Leyla found Julio in the kitchen pantry amid the industrial-sized cans of peaches.
“What are you doing?” she asked.
“Hiding.”
“From what?”
“That Alex kid. Turns out Mr. Kravitz is no longer nonverbal.” He paused as if the fact pained him. “Etta talked to him, and turns out he really did talk to the kid.”
“That’s a good thing, isn’t it?” Leyla asked.
“I guess. But I called that kid a liar and he wasn’t.” He looked stricken.
“There is a solution for that.” Behind her mask, Leyla was smiling. “You could apologize.”
“I’m not very good at apologies.”
Very few people are. Most of them prefer to say sorry for having offended someone rather than being sorry for the offense itself. But Leyla knew that a good apology had to name the wrong and offer some compensation, and she could help with part of it.
Leyla believed food could speak. Her Lebanese father had taught her that. If you were angry when you made fattoush, it would taste bitter. If you prepared a baklava with love, it could do the heavy lifting of an apology. She pulled down a tray of warm baklava, fresh from the oven, and put a slice on a plate and handed it to Julio.
“Start with this,” she said.

Julio found the boy still cleaning banisters. “You did good with the deliveries. I’m sorry Mr. Kravitz kept you so long.” It wasn’t quite the apology Leyla had suggested, but it was a start. Then Julio handed him the plate.
“What’s this?” the boy asked.
“Baklava,” he said. “If you don’t want it now, I’ll put it aside for when you come to the kitchen for your meal.”
The boy was confused again. Why would he come to the kitchen when his baloney sandwich was in his backpack?
“You know Leyla sets aside meals for the staff, don’t you?” Julio asked.
He hadn’t known Leyla set aside meals. He hadn’t known he was considered staff.
Staff. He was part of the staff. He appreciated the apology but not as much as this. He’d done something useful. And now Julio was telling him that he’d like him to continue deliveries, even chat with the residents, including, he said, Mr. Kravitz.
After Julio left, the boy stared at the pastry, unsure how to eat it. It was flaky and bursting with what appeared to be nuts. It looked, to be honest, a little weird. He popped a piece of baklava in his mouth and gasped. He tasted the nectar the bees had collected. He tasted the sunshine the hive had basked in. And he tasted the love.

OBVIOUSLY, I WAS GOING TO have Olka fired! It was one thing to slight me, insult me, stab me with a pin. But another to say that terrible thing about me, and by extension my family. All I had to do was repeat the word to Father and she’d be gone.
But first I needed to prove that she was not just a bigot but a liar. Her claim of being my peer at school was like a pebble in my shoe. I looked up her employee file in the office. Her application listed her name, Oleksandra Wojcik, her age, nineteen, her address in a working-class suburb. Her religion, Catholic. Much of this read like Pani Zuzana’s file might have. Except that there it was, at the bottom: a graduate of the same school that Adek and I had attended.
Well, even if she had gone there—as some sort of pity case, I reasoned—I knew she hadn’t been top student. Unfortunately, proving that required tracking down my least favorite person. Adek and I attended the same university, and I found him outside the library, lecturing to a trio of enthralled young ladies about the dangers facing our neighbor Czechoslovakia now that Germany had annexed Austria. “And anyone who doesn’t see that Czechoslovakia is next and then Poland on the chopping block isn’t paying attention,” he told his rapt crowd as I strode up. Then he pointed to me. “Like Jozef here. I expect he’s not paying attention at all.”
He was trying to bait me, but I wouldn’t swallow. “Adek,” I said, my tone as falsely jovial as his. “Tell me, who was top student in your year?”
“Why do you ask?” he said, his tone painfully casual, like this was all so dull to him.
“Just curious. Was it you?”
He shrugged. “I really don’t remember.”
He didn’t remember? Adek was a braggart, a peacock. If he’d truly been top student, he would have announced it now to his flock of admirers.
“Was it a girl named Oleksandra Wojcik?” I asked.
As if a flying object were hurtling toward his face, he flinched. Only for a moment, but long enough to confirm that Olka had indeed been top student. And for this, I had laughed at her. It didn’t justify or excuse what she’d said. It explained it, though.
But she’d said that awful word. And for that alone she needed to be fired. Her behavior had been inexcusable. Yet a little nagging voice kept asking me if perhaps mine hadn’t also been more than a little despicable.
Days passed, and I did not tell Father or Mother what had happened. More days passed, and then it was the afternoon of my date, so I went down to the tailoring room to collect my suit.
Olka was bent over one of the sewing machines, so focused on her work that I had to touch her shoulder to get her attention.
“Pan Kravitz,” she said, startled. Even if she had not said my name, the crimson in her cheeks suggested that she now had connected me to the other Pan Kravitz, the man who signed her paychecks. “I have been waiting for you.”
“You have?” I felt oddly hopeful, wondering if she’d been thinking about me as much as I’d been trying not to think about her.
She stood and trudged to the rack in the corner of the room and returned with the gray garment bag. “I trust this is to your satisfaction.”
Her manner, as if underwater, frazzled me. All my clever words escaped me. Tongue-tied, I stalled by meticulously inspecting her work, as if I were someone who could judge a good alteration from a bad, when in truth, back then I did not know the difference between a slip stitch and a knot stitch.
As I tried on the jacket, which fit to perfection, she walked to the rack and pulled down a wool coat worn thin at the elbows.
“Please thank your father for giving me this job.” She began buttoning the coat with trembling fingers. I did not know it then, but all week long she had been anticipating being fired. When it did not happen the day after she insulted me, or the day after that, her anxiety had only grown. And the anger with which she had lashed out at me now ricocheted back on herself. How terribly she had behaved, as coarsely as her uncle, whom she loathed. Whom she thought she was better than. But then she’d spoken just the same way he did.
And, oh, how stupid to risk a job that, however much she resented it, was as good as she could hope for. It paid a fair wage and included a benefit she had not fully appreciated before: time to herself.
When her uncle found out she’d been fired, his wrath would be terrible. She could already feel the sting of his slap across her face. “You’re good for nothing,” he would tell her, as he had so many times before. And right then she was inclined to agree.
She seemed to be on the verge of tears. I offered my handkerchief. She hesitated for a moment, as if doubting the gesture, before taking it and dabbing her eyes. She folded the hanky back into a neat square, returned it, then put her hat on her head, securing it with two small pins that she removed from the back of her bun.
“Going somewhere?” I asked.
“Home.”
“It’s not six o’clock.”
“You want me to finish out the day?” She set her pocketbook down. “I have nearly finished my last job. I’ll do that and then I will leave.”
“Why?”
“Because I’m fired.”
“Why would you be fired after you’ve done such a fine job on my suit?” I asked.
At this she frowned.
“You take no pleasure from praise?”
She knew she ought to keep her sharp tongue to herself, but she was so certain she was fired, and deserved to be fired, she didn’t see the point. “Praise my intellect, my resourcefulness, but not my ability to sew a straight seam.”
“And why not? I have intellect, so I’ve been told,” I replied. “But I don’t sew, and you do it well, so why not compliment that?”
She had no answer.
“Perhaps you would prefer I praise your beauty?”
Now she scoffed. “I know what I am, and what I am not.”
“And what are you?”
“Someone who scrabbles her way through life. There’s no beauty in such labor.”
“I see you’re as uncharitable with yourself as you are with others,” I replied.
“Please, stop,” she said, holding out a hand to deflect my words. “Don’t speak of what I said to you. I cannot bear the shame. I would apologize, but words are too meager. There is no excuse for it. Firing me only begins to right the wrong.”
“If you knew it was so bad, why did you say it in the first place?”
“I don’t know. I was angry. And humiliated, and it was the first word that flew to my lips. My uncle…” She looked down. “He says that. Not that it’s an excuse. But it was why I reached for it.”
“Because I’d humiliated you?”
She pressed her chin to her chest. “Yes.”
“So did you mean it?”
“Of course not!”
“And did you mean what you said about me being a ‘spoiled, two-faced brat who speaks out of both sides of his mouth’?”
She looked down. “Do you want candor or flattery?”
“Flattery, always, but you’ve set a trajectory toward candor, so why change course now?”
She looked up now, training her eyes on me, unblinking. “From what I witnessed at school, you are someone who floats through life, buoyed by the current, but who nevertheless believes himself to be swimming.”
“Just because I go with the current and not against it does not mean I am not swimming.”
“That’s my point. You get to choose. To swim or float. To go against the current or with it.”
“And you resent me for it?”
“I don’t resent you. I resent a system that gives the rich the upper hand because of the dumb luck of birth.”
“Dumb luck? My great-grandfather started this business with only the ten fingers on his hands.”
“And what of your fingers?”
“What of them?”
She held out her hands. They were rough, with calluses from sewing, burns from ironing, cuts from slicing potatoes.
As I held out mine, I found myself feeling exposed, much more so than when I’d been half-naked before her. My hands revealed the truth. Soft, tapered, the nails impeccably kept. They were hands meant for turning pages, uncorking champagne bottles. These were hands that privileges were dropped into, not hands that had to grasp for anything. Hands that would inherit a successful business, one that sold clothing, and yet did not even know how to sew.
There were so many things I might have done in that moment. I could have marched upstairs and informed my father that our new seamstress was not only a bigot, but she was also a communist. I might have taken my suit and gone on my date and never seen Olka again. But for some reason I did something else, something that would save my life, over and over.
I asked Olka to teach me to sew.




FREEDOM!
When three days went by and not one resident vomited, the quarantine was lifted.
“I feel so free!” Minna rejoiced that morning at breakfast. “I haven’t felt like this since the war ended.”
“Don’t be so dramatic,” said Vivian, who earlier had told Maya-Jade that she felt as if she’d been paroled from prison.
“When Japan surrendered, we had a block party that went on for a week,” Minna remembered. “Everyone was so happy.”
“I was in Times Square in New York,” Sid bragged. “They took that famous picture of me kissing that nurse.”
“I happen to know that you are the same age as me, and I was only seven when the war ended,” Vivian said.
“Well, if I’d been old enough, it woulda been me doing the kissing,” Sid replied.
“All I remember is how badly I wanted chocolate,” Vivian said. “We all had to wait. It was interminable. The war was over but still we had to ration everything. The opera didn’t return for an entire season!”
“Weren’t you a little young to sing in the opera?” Sid asked.
“My mother played opera on the phonograph for me,” Vivian replied. “She says I was born a diva.”
“I’ll bet you were,” Sid replied.
“I went to my first live opera a few years after the war ended. I was ten.”
“Wow, I didn’t go to the opera until I was forty-five years old,” Minna said. “Steven’s partner had extra tickets and gave them to us.”
“What did you see?” Vivian demanded.
“I don’t remember. It was in German,” Minna said. “And I think it was about a queen who wants her daughter rescued. But the queen was wicked.” She shook her head, the particulars fogging over.
“It doesn’t sound familiar,” Vivian said imperiously.
But it did. “The Magic Flute,” I said.
There was a moment’s pause as my tablemates stared at me, not mute, not brain-damaged, able to recall the name of an opera.
“Yes, that’s the one.” Minna smiled at me as she speared a section of grapefruit. “It’s good to have you back.”
Back, as if I’d been away. But I knew what she meant.
“It’s good to be back,” I told her.

The boy arrived a few hours later, expecting quiet halls and hazmat-looking suits, but instead it was back to normal. Residents chatted in the halls; the receptionist yammered on the phone; nurses and aides bustled about. He’d known that the quarantine would end, and not that he wanted anyone to barf, but he had secretly wished the lockdown would go on a few more days. Because it turned out that he was good at delivering meals, at making sure the diabetics never got the kosher boxes or the vegetarians the meat ones. And as the residents had gotten to know him, they’d asked him to run errands. So he’d fetched stamps for Fred Bocarelli from the little shop off the lobby, and he’d helped Elise Hadley do a FaceTime from her iPad, and of course he’d visited with me. The hours had flown by, and suddenly it would be five o’clock, time for his dinner, a real, Leyla-cooked hot meal, and then all too soon it was six o’clock and he had to leave.
But now all that would end and go back to how it had been before. The proof was in Maya-Jade standing in front of him with her clipboard. “Is it true,” she asked breathlessly, “that Mr. Kravitz spoke to you?”
It had been a while now since he’d seen her, and he had to calculate where things stood between them: First he’d hated her because she’d been bossy to him, and then he’d hated her times two after she put him on bleach duty and times three because she got to eat lasagna with the residents. But then she’d taken him off bleach duty and put him on trivia, and now he got to eat the same delicious food Leyla cooked, not with the residents but on a stool in the kitchen, which was better and made him feel a little superior because he was almost staff. And speaking of superior, he had worked through the contagion, and she had stayed home. The good stuff seemed to cancel out the hating part, but he wasn’t sure because feelings were not math. He was good at math, in spite of what everyone thought. Feelings, not so much.
“It’s true,” he answered her. “He talked to me.”
“That’s so incredible,” she said, her fingers drifting to her elbow. The bandage was off now, in its place a bumpy scab that was starting to flake away. He really wanted to ask her what had happened, but even with all the adding and subtracting he knew that they weren’t friends.
“Nana says Mr. Kravitz is a hundred and seven,” Maya-Jade continued. “I didn’t know people could be that old. But I looked it up in Guinness World Records and the oldest person ever was”—she paused to look at something written on her clipboard—“Jeanne Louise Calment, who lived to a hundred and twenty-two. Women live longer, you know. The oldest man was”—here she consulted the clipboard again—“Jiroemon Kimura, who lived to be a hundred and sixteen. So Mr. Kravitz being a hundred and seven is almost Guinness records territory, and he’s right here.”
She was burbling with excitement as if they were the kind of people who regularly discussed Guinness world records.
“Imagine the history he’s lived through. The stories he has to tell.” She sighed. “I tried to do video interviews with the residents. I thought it would make a good bat mitzvah project.”
What was she talking about? And what was a bat mitzvah project?
“But no one wants to talk to me,” she carried on. “Or if they do, they’re like Ginny and Dickie—sorry, Mrs. Koong and Mr. McGinity—who don’t remember anything, even though as, like, the Romeo and Juliet of Shady Glen, they must have such a good story.” She paused to breathe. “I met Ginny’s—sorry, Mrs. Koong’s—granddaughter Lydia, and she told me that Dickie’s kids—sorry, Mr. McGinity’s family—don’t approve of the romance and have tried to stop it. They’ve complained to Etta—darn, Mrs. Winston—it’s so weird this whole Mr. and Mrs. thing. I go to a private school and we call our teachers by their first names, so I don’t get it.”
Of course she went to a private school, the boy thought. She’d probably been at the same school the whole time and never had to repeat a grade even if she understood all the material.
“Anyhow, Lydia said that Mrs. Winston says that they’re adults and she can’t stop them from fraternizing.” Maya-Jade laughed at that word for some reason. “Lydia thinks it’s racism. That Dickie’s kids don’t approve because he’s white and she’s Korean, and she said that she thinks that Ginny herself wouldn’t have approved of it herself when she was younger, but that maybe that’s how it is when people get older.”
“How what is?”
“Think about it. When we’re babies, we don’t care what race or sexual orientation or gender identity someone is, and then we learn to care, but when we get old, we kind of turn back into babies again—I mean for real, with dolls and soft foods and diapers—and maybe all that dumb stuff we learned melts away.”
“Uh-huh,” the boy said.
“All I’m saying is that these people here have such interesting stories to tell, but they’re locked inside. I was thinking that maybe Mr. Kravitz could talk to me for my bat mitzvah project. He’s Jewish. He would be perfect!”
“How come?” he asked.
“Nana says he’s from Poland, and if he’s a hundred and seven, he lived through the Holocaust. So, what do you think?”
“What do I think about what?” he asked, more than a little confused. Was he supposed to know what a bat mitzvah project was? And why was Maya-Jade talking to him like they were friends when the math definitely did not bear that out?
“About having Mr. Kravitz talk to me for my project.”
What did the boy think? He thought, No way. Even though I had only just begun telling him my story, and even though so far it was mostly about arguing with a girl, the boy understood it was a good story. And he did not want Maya-Jade horning in. First, even if he didn’t hate her, he didn’t like her. She was smug and spoiled and walked around with that clipboard like she owned the place! Second, after five years of not speaking, of all the people in Shady Glen I had picked not Julio or Etta and certainly not Maya Hyphen Jade to speak to, but him.
“He talks about sewing,” the boy told her. It was not a lie. I had talked a bit about sewing.
“Sewing?” Maya-Jade wrinkled her nose. “Really?”
“Really,” he said. He left her in the lobby and went to the kitchen to find Leyla, who often baked a tray of baklava in the morning and would let him take a piece right out of the oven when it was still warm and gooey.
She was there, in her chef’s jacket and headscarf and the funny chef’s hat she called a toque. The past few days of lockdown had made things calmer in the kitchen than usual, Leyla had explained. Boxed-up meals were simpler than the usual three-course affairs she served.
“Alex,” she called breathlessly. “Hi. Back to normal craziness. Julio asked you to stop by his office.”
The boy’s stomach bottomed out. Being sent to the office—be it the principal’s or the physical therapist’s—was never a good sign.
Julio was sitting in the PT room, in a chair amid all the torture equipment, grimacing into the phone like he was the one being tortured. He gestured for the boy to come in as whoever was on the other end of the line talked and talked and talked. Finally, Julio hung up the phone. Pinching his nose, he muttered something in Spanish. The boy did not need to understand Spanish to guess what Julio had meant.
“Are you okay?” the boy asked. It felt strange to ask a grown-up this, but Julio did not look so great.
“Etta had some cramping and went to the hospital. She’s fine, but she’s on bed rest and corporate is sending in some replacement, and she told me not to let them, but I’m just a physical therapist, so what does she expect me to do?”
Was he actually asking the boy this? And if so, how was he supposed to respond? When his mom used to ask questions like, “Well, Alex, the landlord’s raising the rent and this place has rats, what should we do?” he knew she wanted him to say that they should move. But when his aunt asked questions like, “What are we going to do about the state of your hair?” he wasn’t supposed to say anything at all.
“Anyhow,” Julio was saying, “I really need your help now.”
“What can I do?”
“What you’ve been doing. Check in on the residents. See if they need anything. Etta wants us to keep things running smooth, so whatever magic you pulled with Mr. K., I want you to work it with the other residents.”
“Magic?” The boy hadn’t done anything except bang into a wall and dislodge a painting. Was he supposed to go around knocking things off all the other residents’ walls?
“Just talk to them. Like you did Mr. K. It makes them feel good.”
“It does?” Something warm and sticky, not unlike Leyla’s baklava, flared in the boy’s chest. He knew that helping had made him feel good, but he hadn’t considered the other way around.
The phone rang again. Julio grimaced, like there might be a flesh-eating zombie on the line. He sighed loudly, looked at the boy, and said, “Go,” before facing his own monster.

WE STARTED SIMPLE: RUNNING STITCH, basting stitch, slip stitch. If my rows were crooked or unevenly spaced, Olka ripped them out. “Again!” she ordered. As someone who did not have the luxury of making mistakes, she was relentless in a way I had never encountered before.
Olka, it turned out, worked hard on everything. She had a voracious mind, and while I sewed, she interrogated me about my studies. What classes was I taking? What texts were we reading? What essays was I writing? What thesis statement was I making? Was I sure about the logic of that? Was that evidence strong enough to back up my claim? It was as if she were trying to inhale the education that wafted so casually from my pores.
One day I happened to mention that my class in German literature was reading The Sorrows of Young Werther, and her eyebrows spiked. “In German?” she asked, and when I confirmed this, she added, “Ah, I remember your German was good at school.”
If it was, it was not because I was particularly studious. My mother’s family came from Breslau, and she had grown up speaking German, so she insisted I do too, hiring a strict governess named Frau Schmidt to look after me.
“The Sorrows of Young Werther is my favorite book,” Olka said, “but one I am not sure I have truly read.”
By this point I knew better to question whether she’d read the book. Olka could devour a four-hundred-page tome in a night, could remember the details, could untangle the themes. She scarcely needed a professor’s help. She could’ve helped the professor.
“Why is it you feel that way?” I asked.
“I’ve read the novel a dozen times, but in Polish. I can’t feel I’ve truly read it unless I read it in German.”
“I can assure you, it is still the same book. Same story. Charlotte marries Albert. Werther’s life ends just as unhappily.”
“It is not the same,” Olka replied. She shifted her attention to my hands, where I was yanking the thread with such tension that the fabric was puckering. “You’re pulling too hard.”
Here’s a secret: I was a much better seamster than I let on. If my stitches were uneven or my fabric puckered, it was not entirely a matter of faulty technique. The more time I spent with this odd girl, the more I wanted to. This was something I could hardly admit to myself, let alone her, so I intentionally stalled my progress to have a reason to come back.
But now she’d given me a much better excuse. “I could teach you German,” I offered casually, while calculating the months this endeavor would take. “Then you’d be able to read Goethe in German.”
“Those stitches look like an old man’s teeth,” she said, as if she hadn’t even heard my offer. “So uneven.”
“Would you like me to teach you German?” I repeated.
She looked up at me, her expression as pointed as the needle in her hand. “Why in the world would you do that?”
“Because I…” I struggled for words.
“Because you feel sorry for me?” she finished.
“No. Because you taught me to sew. It seems only fair.”
“But I didn’t really teach you to sew,” she said.
“I know I’m a slow learner, but surely I’m not that bad,” I joked.
“That’s not what I meant at all.” She looked up at me and added, “You didn’t do that for yourself; you did that for me.” Her voice was soft, which was more disarming than her bark. “No one has done something like that for me.”
“Like what? Endure your withering criticisms?”
“No, Jozef.” She looked up, her eyes clear and blue and deep. “When you forgave me my transgression and then asked me to teach you to sew, and now when you offer to teach me German…” Her voice faltered for a moment before she cleared her throat. “It’s as if you’ve invited out my better self and, in doing so, invited me to rise to the occasion, rather than sink to it.”
It was such a strange little soliloquy, but I could feel her sincerity, her meaning, her gratitude. So many people had asked so little of Olka’s better self, had expected even less. But I’d let her teach me to sew. And now I offered to teach her German. She said yes to both, altering the trajectory of both our lives.




SOMEONE TO WATCH OVER ME
“How did it change your life? How did it change her life? And when am I gonna find out how sewing saved your life?”
“All in good time,” I said. Because even though I was a man without the luxury of time, there was only so long I could talk to the boy. My wasted voice, my ancient heart, could only handle so much.
“But, but—”
“Go talk to someone else. Try Minna.”
“I just wanna ask one thing!”
I waved him off with a gnarled fist. “She lives across the hall.”
“Please, I need to know. One thing.”
“Fine, one thing.”
“Does everyone get to…” He paused. “Rise to the occasion of their lives?”
“No,” I told him. “Sad to say that plenty of people don’t rise so much as sink.”
Oof. He didn’t like this answer. But rising to the occasion is not like growing taller or shaving, something that just arrives. It’s something that must be worked for.
“How old were you when you rose to the occasion of your life?” he asked.
“No more questions!” My voice was soft but my tone harsh, and the boy slunk away as if he’d done something wrong. He hadn’t. I had. I was 107. I’d had three lifetimes in which to do it. But the truth was, I still wasn’t sure I had risen to the occasion of my life.

The boy recognized Minna as soon as she opened the door. Probably because she was always downstairs, listening to Beethoven in music appreciation, reading in the wing-backed chairs, attending bingo and trivia and the daily news briefings.
“Hi. I’m Alex. I’m volunteering here. I wanted to see if there was anything you needed.”
“No, thank you,” Minna replied. “I’m fine.”
Usually a hummingbird of a woman with fidgety hands and a nervous smile, she seemed dulled somehow. Even the boy, who didn’t know her, could see it.
Earlier that day, when Minna had called her son to say hello, he’d answered with a harried “Mom, what’s wrong?” as if Minna were a problem to be solved, not a person to be loved. And when she’d said, “Nothing’s wrong. I just wanted to hear your voice,” he’d replied, “Can it wait? I’m in a meeting,” and basically hung up.
“Are you sure you don’t need anything?” the boy asked.
“Yes, thank you.” As Minna began to close the door, the boy felt overwhelmed with the same powerlessness he’d had with his mom, whom he could sometimes coax out of her darker moods, but in the end could not. Julio had been wrong about him. He had no magic touch. No magic anything.
Just then, his gaze snagged on one of the framed photographs on Minna’s entry table. It was a house, just a house, three stories, brick with leaded-glass windows, and a sloping lawn out front with two garden gnomes at the head of a brick walkway. In the dictionary of the boy’s imagination, this house would be listed under the entry of real home.
Minna followed the boy’s gaze and picked up the photo. “Some people think it’s strange to have a picture of a house, but I lived there for sixty years, and it feels like part of my family.”
“Sixty years in one house?”
“I know,” Minna replied. “If you’d told me that in the beginning, I’d have laughed at you. I hated it at first. I cried when Steven showed it to me.”
“Why did you cry?” He could not imagine being anything but thrilled at such a house. He bet it had banisters to slide down, hidden closets, quiet nooks for reading.
“Because it was so big. A house meant for a family. But I’d had two miscarriages and was beginning to worry I’d never have children. I told Steven that, and he said that if we couldn’t have children, we’d fill the rooms with cats.” Minna laughed. “He was terribly allergic to cats, you see. But we never did have to get a cat. I raised my three boys in that house. I thought one of them would take it over for their own family, but they all moved away, so I sold it and moved in here.” Her voice trailed off, the self-pity catching back up with her.
“But you got sixty years there,” the boy said. He could scarcely imagine sixty days in a house like that, let alone sixty years.
“That is really good, isn’t it?” Minna replied. Because sixty happy years married to the same man, living in the same house, wasn’t just really good. It was extraordinary. She’d needed someone to remind her of that. And the boy had. Maybe he had a little magic in him after all.
“Are you sure there isn’t anything I can do for you?” he asked.
Minna hesitated. After her son had hurried her off the phone, she’d walked over to Vivian’s room. She and Vivian were friendly, if not friends. They sat together three meals a day, but earlier in the year they had attended a production of The Pirates of Penzance, and sometimes they took the Shady Glen van to Target together.
But when Minna had knocked on her door earlier that morning, Vivian had said she could not talk because she and Maya-Jade were going to the nail salon for a girls’ beauty day. Minna said that sounded fun, and when Vivian only agreed that it did, she asked if she might join them. Vivian had said she did not want any intrusion on her and her granddaughter’s “special time” together, even though the girl volunteered here every day. How much special time did one woman need? But Minna knew she could not say any of that, so she had forced a smile and told her to have fun and wondered how it was she could be nearly ninety and still feel the stinging rejection like a snubbed teenage girl.
“Do you think you could do my nails?” No sooner had she asked the question than she regretted it. Little boys didn’t know how to do nails. Now she was just inviting rejection.
But to her surprise he said yes, and to her greater surprise added, “I used to do my mom’s nails. So I know how to use the emery board and everything.”
He wasn’t exaggerating. After she led him inside, he filled a bowl with warm water and dish soap, and after she’d retrieved her nail file and polish, he’d instructed her to put her hands into the water.
“Oh, isn’t this luxurious!” she cried, twirling her fingers beneath the suds.
When her fingers were softened, he pushed back the cuticles.
“I bite my nails,” Minna said apologetically. “It’s a terrible habit.”
“My mom bit her nails too,” the boy said. “That was why she wore nail polish. To keep from doing it. It was my idea. It didn’t work, though.”
“Still, wasn’t that clever, Alex! Aren’t you something?”
Something. The boy’s cheeks flushed with pleasure.
He shook the nail polish to mix the color and began to apply it to Minna’s nails with what his mother used to call his “surgeon’s hands.” As he did, Minna began to hum a song.
A pleasant feeling buzzed in his chest, like a hive of happy bees that made the honey for Leyla’s baklava. And as he held Minna’s hands in his, painting, she began to sing.
Although he may not be
The man some girls think of as handsome
To my heart, he carries the key
“I like that song,” the boy said. “Did you make it up?”
“Oh, no,” Minna said, laughing, the sadness from before vanished like an early-morning fog. “It’s Gershwin. ‘Someone to Watch Over Me.’ Ella Fitzgerald made it famous. Steven used to play it on the piano every night. It was the song that was playing when we met.”
“How did you meet?” the boy asked, blowing on her nails.
“Oh. It’s a long story. You wouldn’t want to hear.”
“I would.” The boy was not saying this because of any order from Julio to work his magic. He did want to hear her story. He liked the stories. They were interesting. And he liked that Minna, like me, wanted to trust him with her memories.
And so Minna told about going to all these dances after the war, hoping to fall in love. One by one her girlfriends caught a beau, but not her. “ ‘Always a bridesmaid, never a bride,’ they used to joke,” she told the boy. “I was so tired of hoping that I almost didn’t go to that dance, and when I got there, I almost left early. And I might have, had I not seen this man. Terribly tall and skinny and standing awkwardly with a cane. Maybe that’s why all the girls passed by him, but I desperately wanted to dance with him, not because I felt sorry for him but because, my goodness, he looked both handsome and kind, which are not often mates. So finally I gathered my courage and asked him to dance. He hesitated and I nearly cried, but he apologized and said he’d like to, but he wasn’t much of a dancer. ‘I don’t have a left foot,’ he said. He tapped his cane against his left leg; it was wooden!
“ ‘I’ve been told I have two of them,’ I said, and he thought that was about the funniest thing in the world. ‘Maybe we’re a good fit,’ he said, and I said, ‘We won’t know until we dance.’
“And we were a perfect fit. We danced all night. The first song that we danced to was ‘Someone to Watch Over Me.’ Three months later, at our wedding, that was the first song we danced to. When we bought our house, Steven learned to play the piano so he could play it for me every night. And he did.”
“He must’ve loved you a lot,” the boy said.
And as he said it, Minna remembered it. She felt it. She was warmed by the memory of it.
“He did,” she said as she began to sing again.
There’s a somebody I’m longin’ to see
I hope that he turns out to be
Someone who’ll watch over me
The song stayed in the boy’s head all the rest of the day. It was still playing that night when he fell into a warm, dreamless sleep.




THE PERSON FROM CORPORATE
I was using the toilet when there was a knock at my door. This was not unusual. At Shady Glen there were always people knocking on my door. The aides to help me shower or bring me pills. Julio to take me to physical therapy. Before she went on bed rest, Etta to drop off sewing. And, now that I was talking, Minna to invite me to walk with her to trivia. And, of course, the boy.
It took me a moment (or many moments) to finish my business, wash my hands, get myself decent. When I came out of the bathroom, someone had made themselves at home in my easy chair.
“Mr. Kravitz,” the someone said, “I work for Shady Glen’s parent company. Do you mind if I ask you a few questions?”
No niceties. No introductions. And before I could say anything, gestured for me to sit down on my bed. While I did that, she pulled out a folder of papers, saying, “First, I’m going to read you a list of numbers. I’d like you to say them back to me in numerical order. Do you know what that means?”
Did I know what numerical meant? I knew what it meant in three languages.
“Sixteen, forty-nine, eleven, one hundred and two,” she said.
I didn’t answer. Why would I? What a stupid thing to ask.
“Let’s try something else. Can you name these animals?” She held up some large photographs—clearly she hadn’t read the part in my chart about me being legally blind. What a nincompoop! Still, had I been able to see them at the time, I’m sure I could have named them. They were pretty common as animals went: lion, rhino, duck. I could also name some rarer animals: chinchilla, mink, crocodile, ostrich, emu, beaver, leopard. Back before it became unfashionable, I used to procure skins and pelts from such animals for coats, purses, and shoes.
“Can you tell me what a banana and a peach have in common?” she asked.
Bananas, with their mealy consistency, I never cared for—still don’t—which was unfortunate because Leyla was a big fan of the fruit, with its potassium levels and easy chewability, and sliced them into all her fruit salads. Peaches, on the other hand, are delicious. Like sunshine in a fruit.
“Can you tell me what a blouse has in common with a vest?” she asked.
Oof. That depended on so many things: What kind of fabric were you using? What kind of stitching? What kind of finishing? A blouse, by definition blousy, should have a looser fabric: silk, rayon, chiffon. Anything sturdier, a combed cotton or Egyptian linen, was a shirt in my book. Meanwhile, a vest required some internal structure and a fabric to support it—a wool gabardine, say, or a flannel. I didn’t tell her any of this out loud. Because if she didn’t know the difference between a vest and a blouse, she was both a fool and a lousy conversationalist!
“I’m going to read you a series of words, and I want you to repeat after me: leg, cotton, school, tomato, white.”
I didn’t answer. I heard as she scratched something down with her pen and then said, “Thank you, Mr. Kravitz. This has been most helpful.”
Helpful? I failed to see how that was possible, but I was not one to argue. I was just glad to see the end of her.
It might’ve been the end of me at Shady Glen. Except that when she opened the door to leave, the boy was there, about to knock.
“Oh, I didn’t realize Mr. Kravitz had a visitor,” the boy said. “I’ll come back later.”
“No need,” I replied. “My guest was just leaving.”
“You can talk?” the Person from Corporate asked. She did not sound happy about it.
“If I have something worth saying.” I beckoned to the boy. “Do you know the difference between a blouse and a vest?”
“Uh, I think so.”
“Well, I happen to know that there are as many differences between a blouse and a vest as there are between a peach and a banana.”
“What did you say?” the Person from Corporate asked.
“I said what you said: leg, cotton, school, tomato were the words, I think. The animals you showed me I can’t see because I’m legally blind. It says so in my chart. But I’m not mute or brain-dead or any of those things. By the way, the numbers in numerical order are eleven, sixteen, forty-nine, one hundred and two.”
“Eleven, sixteen, forty-nine, a hundred and two?” the boy repeated. “Are you two playing a game?”
“A foolish game,” I said, “that we just finished with.”
“I’m sorry, young man, who are you exactly?” the Person from Corporate asked the boy.
“I’m Alex.”
“Are you related to Mr. Kravitz?”
“No. I’m just listening to him.”
“Listening to him?”
“Yeah,” the boy said. “He’s telling me the story of his life.”
“Not all my life. Just a few pivotal years.” I turned to the woman. “We are up to the summer of 1939, eighty-four years ago if my math is correct,” I added, throwing in an arithmetical flourish that thoroughly dispirited her. “And about to get to the first time I told my beloved that I loved her.”
“Gross!” the boy muttered under his breath. “There better not be kissing.”
“Love is most certainly not gross, and there will be kissing,” I told the boy before turning back to the woman. “You see, my hearing is fine. As is my memory. You have any other questions?”
“No,” she said stiffly. “I’ll move on to the other residents.”
After she left, the boy sat down in the easy chair. “Who was that?”
“I have no idea.” And I didn’t. Not the slightest clue that she was the person corporate had sent to Shady Glen to cover for Etta but also to complete the task Etta had been avoiding, which was to identify two people to move out of Shady Glen and into the Garden. The two names at the top of her list had been the same ones on the top of Etta’s list: mine and Dickie’s.
Those silly questions I had refused to answer were some kind of test to see if my faculties were intact, and I had failed it spectacularly. Had the boy not walked in, she might’ve sent me to the Garden. And without any family to complain, who could have stopped her?
Of course, neither the boy nor I knew what he had just saved me from. Much the way that neither you nor I knew that you teaching me to sew or me teaching you German would save both our lives.
Some things you only know in retrospect.

MY GRANDMOTHER, MY BABCI, WAS what mother diplomatically called eccentric and my father less diplomatically called meshuggeneh. Truth was, she was neither. After my father’s father died, Babci handed complete control of the store to my father and moved into a rustic stone cottage in a small mountain village. “From now on, I only want to be beholden to the morning sun,” she said.
When I was a child, in summer Mother would travel to Paris and Milan to see what the latest fashions were, while Father stayed at work and I went to Babci’s. Though my parents thought the house was too basic, too rustic, too goyish—my father wanted to build her a house in Zakopane, the more fashionable mountain town where Jews summered—I thought Babci’s cottage was heaven on earth. Nestled in a valley of lakes and meadows, surrounded by fruit orchards, the cottage was simple, but it was the only place I ever felt truly free, and that was thanks to Babci. She didn’t care if I ate cake for breakfast or fruit plucked from the orchard for dinner. She let me sleep when I wanted and get as dirty as I wanted. In the country I never had to wear a suit or take a bath, though when I returned home at the end of a summer, Mother would make me soak my hands in water and lye to get the dirt out from under my fingernails.
Those days were over, but I still tried to spend time with Babci each summer. And in the summer of 1939, I convinced Olka to join me.

We set out for Babci’s on a perfect August afternoon, meeting at the train station, me carrying one small bag—the country did not require much of a wardrobe—and Olka bearing a trunk.
“What’s in there?” I asked, hailing a porter. “A body?”
“Books,” she said.
We disembarked in Zakopane and were met by Karl, my grandmother’s caretaker, driver, and sometime model. “Josey,” Karl said, ruffling my hair, “you are looking well.” He cast a glance at Olka and winked at me.
“Josey?” Olka asked.
“My grandmother calls me that.”
“Josey,” she repeated. From that moment on, she never called me anything else.
On the drive to Babci’s cottage, Karl caught us up on all the news: whose mare had just foaled, whose daughters had foaled too soon after marriage. The arrival of the new priest, scandalously young and bringing all the old ladies to mass several times a day. Babci’s latest series of paintings, for which she had asked Karl to model naked, until Karl’s wife, Sylwia, who cleaned and often cooked for Babci when she forgot to feed herself, suggested that perhaps a loincloth would keep all parties more comfortable.
As we wound along the mountain road, Olka cranked her window down, leaned out, and gulped at the air as if to eat it. “I’ve never seen a sky so blue. I’ve never smelled air so fresh.”
In no time, Karl pulled off the road and onto the gravel track leading through Babci’s orchard. He turned the bend by the enormous alder tree, where the swing I’d spent hours in as a child still hung. Babci’s stone cottage was in the clearing beyond.
“We’re already here! I look a mess.” Olka panicked and pulled a compact from her purse. “Why didn’t you tell me? I can’t meet your grandmother looking like a ragamuffin.”
Through the mirror, I could see that Karl was chuckling.
“Oh no. Do I look that bad?” Olka cried.
“You look fine,” I replied.
“Then why is he laughing?”
It was the first, and perhaps last, time I would see Olka look truly scared. It had not been easy convincing her to come with me to the country. We’d had to concoct a lie for her uncle about her going away with a girlfriend for a few days when the store would be closed for the Jewish New Year—never mind that Rosh Hashanah was in September, not August. The harder part was convincing Olka herself. She was worried Babci wouldn’t like her. But I knew my grandmother better. And I knew she would love her.
“You look beautiful,” I reassured her.
Olka frowned. By then I found even her frowns beautiful. I took her by the hand back into Babci’s orchard to give her a moment to calm down. The cherry trees were in full leaf, their fruit long since picked and canned. But the peaches were just starting to blush into ripeness. I pulled two down and offered one to Olka, who shook her head.
Her nervousness gave me the excuse to continue holding her hand as we walked down the gravel path, through Babci’s garden of Alpine thistle, to the front door, the top half of which was open, as it always was on warm days. Babci sat at her kitchen table, wearing one of my grandfather’s old dress shirts, her hair half up and half down, the picture of a ragamuffin.
“Josey!” she cried, jumping up to embrace me. She was a sparrow of a woman with the grip of a falcon. “Let me look at you.” She held me at arm’s length, inventorying every little new freckle, every extra pound.
“What happened to your hands?” she asked, tapping the pinpricks.
“I’m learning to sew.”
“Why would you learn to sew?” Babci asked.
In nearly every other aspect of our relationship, Olka would be the brave one, by a long shot. This was the lone exception. Babci had not yet seen Olka, cowering in the corner of the room. I had told her I was bringing a friend but had not elaborated.
“Why would I learn to sew?” I asked my grandmother while reaching for Olka. “Because of love.”

Babci embraced Olka, calling her bubaleh, a Yiddish term of endearment one would use for a relative. Because that was all it took for my grandmother. If I loved someone, so would she.
We sat around the table and ate warm pear-and-pecan cake while I told Babci how we’d met. Before I had licked up the crumbs from my plate, Babci announced that she needed to paint Olka. Now. She dragged her into the garden to find the perfect place to pose her. I didn’t see her for the rest of the afternoon. By dinner they were talking excitedly about books and art and philosophy and economics, like old friends.
By the second day Olka was spending as much time with Babci as she was with me. Her books went unread. The days flew by in a blur of ease, and before I knew it, it was time to return to Krakow. On our last morning, I arranged for us to take a sunrise hike. But when I went to fetch Olka from her bedroom, it was empty. I found her in the orchard, with Babci.
“I thought we were going for a hike,” I said.
“Sorry.” Olka gestured to my grandmother, who held her paintbrush between her teeth as she scrutinized the canvas. “She insisted.”
“Babci, I told you I had something planned for us this morning.”
“But, Josey,” she replied, putting the paintbrush down. “This light is so perfect.”
“You’ve said that every morning.”
“Well, today it is most perfect. And you’re leaving. It’s my last day with her.”
I looked at Olka beseechingly. She shrugged and smiled, unable to resist my grandmother.
I had planned the morning so well. The meadow we would walk to. The tree we would stand under. The flowers I would pick before I asked her to be my wife. But as I was about to learn, life doesn’t bend to you; you bend to it.
“Fine,” I muttered, and walked up to the stool Olka was perched on.
“Josey, you’re in my way!” Babci said crossly.
I got down on one knee.
Olka gasped.
“Must you do this now?” Babci grumped. “The light is waning and it’s your last day.”
“Exactly. It’s our last day,” I said to my grandmother before turning back to Olka. “But I don’t want it to be. I want every day to be like this, with you. I want to grow old with you and rise to the occasion with you and—”
Behind me came Babci’s heavy sigh. “Well, where’s the ring?” she asked.
“I don’t have one yet.”
“This is not a very well-thought-out proposal,” Babci scolded.
“It was!” I replied. “I packed champagne and apricots. But then you stole Olka.”
Babci twisted a paint-smudged opal ring off her finger. “You can get her a proper one back in Krakow. I’ll send you to Maurice Kaplovitz. He’ll give you a nice deal.”
Babci placed the ring in my palm and I turned back to Olka, taking both her hands in mine. “Will you marry me?” I asked.
Without hesitation, she said yes.




THE WORST THING
“I had a glowing report from Shady Glen,” the social worker told the boy when he arrived for his weekly meeting. “Etta said that Julio said you have made yourself very useful in trying times.”
“I’m kind of like a social coordinator now,” the boy replied, testing out the title. No one had said he was the social assistant, but no one had said he wasn’t. And anyway, if Maya-Jade could call herself the activities coordinator, why couldn’t he call himself the social coordinator?
He couldn’t help feeling a little smug. He’d been at Shady Glen five days a week, all through the barf flu, even. He never begged off for an afternoon beauty date with his grandmother—the fact that he didn’t have a grandmother was beside the point. If the social worker had told him to go on weekends, he would have only pretended to be put out, because weekends, which he spent playing video games and watching TV and eating his aunt’s gross cooking, had become his least favorite part of the week. Maybe he’d get himself a clipboard too. He kind of needed one because residents always wanted something from him—stamps, or batteries for their remote controls, or shoe polish—and it was hard to keep track.
He’d even managed to win over Lois Stein. She’d been muttering about a tough crossword clue. “A common TikTok trend?” she’d asked aloud. “What in the heavens is a TikTok trend?” Overhearing her, the boy had said, “Maybe a dance.” And when dance had worked, Lois was so pleased, she’d hugged him. It was an awkward, bony hug—neither Lois nor the boy was the hugging type—but after that she would ask him to help her with certain “young people clues,” as she called them.
“And I heard that you’re still meeting regularly with that one resident.”
“Josey.” Like you, he would never call me anything else. “You know he didn’t talk to anyone in five years until me?” he bragged to the social worker.
“I did hear. That’s quite an honor.”
The boy puffed with pride. He thought so too.
“And what do you and Josey talk about?” the social worker asked.
“So far, it’s a lot about his life when he was young. A lot to do with this girl. Who is about to become his wife. We’re at the part of the story where he proposed.”
He made a face to show just what he thought of such business. Interestingly, he’d made no such face when I told him the story.
“He has a painting of her, Olka, which is kinda like Polish for Alex, over his bed. It’s like a million years old but she’s pretty, I guess. And at least she was wearing clothes. His grandmother, who made the picture, painted Karl in a loincloth. Gross! Karl’s like the caretaker, by the way.”
“Sounds like a very interesting story.”
“It is. It’s funny because Olka and Josey couldn’t stand each other at first.”
“I see,” the social worker said, his smile twitching up his beard. “It’s interesting how sometimes you can’t stand the people who go on to become so important in your life. It was like that with me and my best friend. When we met, oh goodness, about thirty-five years ago, she did not like me at all.”
“Did she call you a name?”
“Not out loud,” he replied. “Though certainly in her head.”
“Olka called Josey a really bad name. I asked him what it was but he won’t tell me. He says it doesn’t translate to English and also no one should be remembered for the worst thing they’ve done when they’ve done so many best things.”
“Hmm. And what do you think about that?”
“About what?”
“About being judged for the worst thing a person has done when they’ve done—how did you put it—best things?”
“It’s wrong. Like if he’d done that with Olka, he never would’ve fallen in love with her.” This time he forgot to make the face to show his distaste with this romance business. “And she wouldn’t have had a chance to do all the best things.”
“And what do you think the best thing you’ve ever done is?”
“I haven’t done any good things, let alone best things.”
“Oh, Alex.” The social worker sighed. “I disagree.”
“Yeah, it’s your job to disagree.” He thought of his aunt and uncle. Just that morning his uncle had complained to his aunt that he couldn’t get an envelope he needed because it was in the den where the boy was sleeping. His aunt had clucked sympathetically. Like an envelope was more important than him.
“It is part of my job to see the best in people,” the social worker replied. “But I’d already learned to do that. It’s why I chose this job.”
“Yeah, well, there’s no best to see in me.”
“Do you really believe that?” the social worker replied in a quieter voice. “That man, Josey, he picked you to talk to.”
“That’s because he doesn’t know…”
“Know what?”
“You know…,” the boy said. They were always trying to get him to say what he’d done, like saying it out loud would change anything.
“What about with your mother?”
An unpleasant feeling zinged from the boy’s chest up to his head, which throbbed, and back down to his feet, which tingled.
“You took care of her a long time when she was too sick to take care of herself, let alone you,” the social worker said.
He hadn’t even known his mom was sick until that day at school when he was summoned to the principal’s office over the loudspeaker, eliciting an “oooh” from the rest of his classmates, who figured he’d done something bad.
In the principal’s office, he’d been greeted by a social worker. Not the one he had now but a different one, an older lady with frizzy hair named Mrs. Rendel, who’d offered him a Life Saver before she told him that his mother was in the hospital.
“Is she sick?” the boy had cried.
“Not in her body but in her mind,” Mrs. Rendel said. “She needs help to get better so she can take care of you. In the meantime, you’ll live with another nice family for a few weeks.”
The family may have been nice, but they were still strangers and they weren’t his mom. It was the scariest time of the boy’s life, worse even than getting arrested, worse than having a judge yell at him. And then it got worse yet. One afternoon, the social worker visited to tell him that his mom had left the hospital before she was supposed to and now he’d have to stay with the family for more than a few weeks, maybe longer. Later that night he got into a fight with one of the family’s real children. He didn’t even remember it after, but apparently he’d thrown a heavy clock at the boy, who’d ducked. The clock broke and made a dent in the wall. The social worker came and got him the next day. She said he wasn’t in trouble, but he was going to live in another home for a few days. He’d tried to be good, hoping he’d get his mother back, and when Mrs. Rendel reappeared all smiling, he’d thought he had. But no. She was all happy because his aunt had agreed to let him live with her and his uncle. Mrs. Rendel claimed this would provide a “reset” and give the boy a “stable environment.” But it felt like punishment for what he’d done to his mom, one he knew deep down he deserved.
“I didn’t help my mom,” he told the social worker. Heat rose in his neck. “I didn’t help her at all!”
He looked around the office, desperate to be anywhere else, talking about anything else. He stared at the stupid inspirational posters, the little stand with the social worker’s kettle and dumb hot chocolate, the picture of the social worker and his wife and his daughters who got hamburgers and French fries for dinner on just a regular Monday night.
And then his gaze stopped on that one strange picture, the one with the social worker all dressed up in a tuxedo next to that familiar woman. He knew her. He just knew he did. But he couldn’t figure out how. It was driving him crazy, like an itch in the part of your back you can’t scratch by yourself.
“Tell me who’s the lady in the picture!” he demanded, feeling entitled to the information because the social worker had made him think about such unpleasant things when the conversation had started out so good.
“Her name is Bug. She’s the friend I was telling you about before. The one who I didn’t like when we first met. She’s been my best friend since I was about your age.”
“Her name is Bug?” the boy asked.
“That’s what I call her.”
“But who is she really?”
“Who are any of us really?” the social worker asked. And then he smiled one of his maddening smiles and told the boy their time was up.




MASSIVE CATASTROPHE
When he arrived at Shady Glen after the meeting with the social worker, Maya-Jade was standing outside the entrance, waving wildly at him.
“Friend of yours?” his aunt asked.
“Not even close!” he replied.
“Guess she missed the memo,” his aunt said as he unbuckled his seat belt and Maya-Jade sprinted toward the car, hands flapping.
“What?” he said as a greeting. It came out more gruff than he intended, but he was still upset about the social worker’s question and his refusal to tell him who that mystery lady was.
“There’s been a massive catastrophe!” Maya-Jade said, her entire voice sounding like an exclamation point.
“What? Who?” The boy’s heart thudded so hard he thought he might be sick, because all he could think was that something bad had happened to me. His concern was not misguided. At 107, every moment is a potential massive catastrophe.
But Maya-Jade’s catastrophe was of a different flavor. “They separated Ginny and Dickie!”
“Huh?” he asked.
“Ginny and Dickie,” she repeated. “They separated them. It’s a miscarriage of justice. And of love.”
“What are you talking about?” the boy asked. He was relieved nothing bad had happened to me but annoyed at Maya-Jade for making him think it had.
“Nana lives across the hall from Ginny, and a little while ago I came out of her room and found Ginny in the hallway, positively ranting.”
“Ranting?”
“Well, maybe not ranting, but for her it was ranting. She’s always so smiley and happy, but she was whimpering about how they were taking Dickie away. At first I just assumed it was the, you know.” Maya-Jade paused to spin a finger around her temple, the universal sign for cuckoo. “But then I went with her down to Dickie’s room and there were two aides there with a luggage cart and they were packing up his things and that awful woman who’s been nosing around was there too, and Ginny was crying, ‘Don’t take him,’ and Dickie was showing the awful woman the flower book, like he didn’t know what was happening, and she kept saying, ‘If you like flowers, you’ll like the Garden,’ like they were taking him to an actual garden, but Nana says that the Garden is where people go who can’t remember anything anymore and might wander off and the doors are locked so they can’t escape.”
Maya-Jade paused to gulp some air before she carried on. “But I saw what was going on and I said, ‘You can’t separate them,’ and she seemed to think I was Ginny’s granddaughter and in this case I let her. So she was nice at first, saying, ‘It’s for the best, sweetheart. He needs more care.’ And I was like, ‘But he and Ginny are in love. They’re inseparable. They’ll be positively heartbroken to be apart.’ And then she said, ‘They won’t even remember after a week.’ Like they’re goldfish or something and not people. And then she was like, ‘Mr. McGinity’s family okayed the move.’ And then they made Dickie get into a wheelchair, even though he walks just fine, and pushed him away, and Ginny kept crying and crying and so that awful woman called a nurse and made them give her a sedative and now she’s asleep in her room and it’s…” Here Maya-Jade’s chin trembled. “It’s the saddest thing I’ve ever heard.”
The boy stared at her. He’d never heard another kid talk like that, so many words, so fast. Like she was barfing up paragraphs.
“So will you help me?” she asked.
“Help you what?”
“Get them back together?”
“How?”
“I thought maybe you could talk to Julio,” Maya-Jade said.
“What good will that do? He’s not in charge. Mrs. Winston is.”
“But she’s not here and Julio can tell her.”
“She’s supposed to be avoiding stress,” the boy replied. “And anyhow, if you want Julio to help, you ask him.”
Maya-Jade kicked the cement with her sandals. Her toes were painted a sparkly purple, matching the color on her nails. Probably from her beauty date with Vivian, the boy thought ungenerously. “Julio doesn’t like me,” she said.
“Sure he does,” he said. Maya-Jade seemed like exactly the kind of kid adults liked.
“He doesn’t,” Maya-Jade insisted. “I asked if I could eat in the kitchen but he said employees only, but you get to eat in there.”
“Why do you want to eat in the kitchen? You get to eat with your grandmother.”
“Exactly.” She sighed dramatically. “I spend a lot of time with Vivian, and in case you haven’t noticed, she’s kind of a lot.”
He had noticed. But it was funny hearing it from Maya-Jade, who was also kind of a lot.
“The residents don’t like her and maybe that’s why they don’t like me. Maybe that’s why they didn’t want to talk to me for my bat mitzvah project. But they talk to you. You even got Mr. Kravitz to talk!”
The boy stared at Maya-Jade. Was it possible that she was jealous of him? On the one hand, it was flattering, because she was right that I had chosen him. Also, Julio had called him staff and Mrs. Winston had called him “very useful.” But on the other hand, Maya-Jade was rich. She had a grandmother. And she went to private school and had so many things and people in her life. He bet no one ever lectured her about opportunities, because she had everything. And he had nothing.
Well, not nothing. Now he had me. And Minna, too. And a growing list of others.
But still, in the scheme of things she was way ahead, and she was acting all poor-me pitiful, and it got him irritated. And anyhow, they were not even friends, so why should he help her?
“I can’t help you,” he said, adding with a gleeful turn of the knife, “I gotta go. Josey is expecting me.”

BEFORE WE LEFT MY GRANDMOTHER’S house in the country, Olka, Babci, and I made a plan. We would hold off telling Mother and Father about our engagement until Babci made her annual visit for Rosh Hashanah in September. They would undoubtedly object to the marriage, but with Babci on our side, they would relent. We would marry quickly and quietly, and after the deed was done, Olka would tell her uncle. He would disown her for marrying a Jew, but he had never treated her like family in the first place, and soon, after what I hoped would be a brief period of acceptance, my family would become her family.
But life had different plans for us. A week after Olka and I returned from the country, Hitler invaded Poland. Bombs rained down from the late summer sky, transforming the beautiful cities of Warsaw and Katowice into war zones overnight. Krakow fell in six days. When Nazi soldiers breached the gates of the city, our mayor met them, hands held up in surrender. “Feuer einstellen,” he said. “We are defenseless.”
Two weeks after the Nazis invaded from the west, the Soviets invaded from the east. Poland became a pie that had been divvied up to be eaten by giants.

During the first weeks of the Nazi occupation, we scarcely left our apartment, living off the supplies of Mother’s ample pantry. Babci, we assumed, was doing the same. Rosh Hashanah came and went without so much as an apple dipped in honey. There was no sweetness to celebrate. We sat around the radio with our downstairs tenant, Professor Palansky, and listened to the reports of the fighting in Krakow and all over Poland. Sometimes the radio broadcast about the war would suddenly include strange words: Charles, coffee, chocolate. A coded call for Polish soldiers and reservists to flee the city eastward.
I was not a soldier, but Father had been. “Should we go?” Mother asked.
“To the east? To the Soviets?” My father may have been Jewish, but his true religion was business. The Soviets were communists, and that scared him more than Nazis. “That would be suicide.”
“Maybe to France?” Mother asked.
“I’ll send you to Paris when the store reopens,” Father promised.
“Who knows when that will be?” Mother countered. “Maybe we ought to go stay with your mother?” It was the surest sign of her desperation that she wanted to go to Babci’s cottage.
“No. We’ll stay here so that when we are allowed to open the store, we can as soon as possible. And you never know, the war might bring a whole new clientele to serve.”
“What do you think, Professor?” Mother asked, even though Professor Palansky taught philosophy, not politics.
“Some of the greatest intellectuals come from Germany,” the professor replied. “It’s the home of the enlightenment.”
“And I do business in Germany,” Father added. “I have many German associates who will vouch for us.”
“Jozef,” Mother asked. “What do you think?”
Olka was what I thought. All that I thought. Because even though we were engaged, I had no way to find her. The store was closed; I didn’t know where she lived. We’d spent all our time together in the tailoring room or at Babci’s. My only hope was to look up her address in the personnel files in the office. But entering the store—our store—was now forbidden.
A tank rumbled down the street, a mass of menacing metal. The living-room windows rattled. Mother grabbed Father’s hand.
“There, there,” Professor Palansky said. “It will be over soon.”

As the days ticked by, Mother occupied herself by sewing secret linings into her coats to hide her jewelry. When I offered to help, she raised an eyebrow—she had no idea I could sew—but handed me a coat, a diamond choker, a seam ripper, and a needle. With the threaded needle in my hand, I felt a little calmer, in control of something, even if only the tautness of a seam.
One night, Father pulled me aside. “Jozef, I need you to do something,” he whispered. “Go to the store, after dark but before curfew. In my office I keep a cache of money in the safe. There’s also a few cartons of cigarettes. Grab what you can.” He handed me the keys. “And don’t tell your mother.”
Though this would once have been a simple errand, it was now against the law. The store, and all its contents, no longer belonged to our family. It was now the property of the Third Reich, along with our apartment, the jewelry Mother was squirrelling away, every zloty in our bank account. I could be arrested for entering the store. I didn’t care. All I could think of was Olka. Now I could find Olka.
I slipped out at dusk, running through the strangely quiet downtown streets, eluding the clap-clap footsteps of the Nazi patrols. Yellow posters peeled off the walls, broadcasting the already-ancient news: Poles, our perpetual enemy has invaded our borders. Flower petals were ground into the cobblestones. Because when the Nazis arrived, some of our neighbors had greeted the enemy with flowers.
The key turned out to be unnecessary. The store windows had all been smashed, the displays Mother worked so hard to put together ripped apart, clothing torn, mannequins naked and dismembered.
The strange thing was, our store was the only one that had been looted like this. Across the street was another clothing store, a rival of ours, but it had been left untouched. We had heard that in the Jewish neighborhood of Kazimierz, such looting was commonplace. But our store was in the city center, surrounded by gentile-owned businesses. Our clientele were the well-heeled women of Krakow: Jewish, Catholic, and otherwise. We were open on the Sabbath, and on most Jewish holidays. We did not have mezuzahs in the doorways. There was nothing to advertise the fact that the shop was Jewish-owned. But people knew. That was now abundantly clear.
Kicking off the jagged glass still clinging to the front window, I shimmied inside. The racks were all overturned. Clothing torn to bits. A Star of David had been crudely painted on one wall, the word Juden scrawled beneath. The central staircase, marble with brass banisters, decorated with fresh flowers in summer and wreaths in winter, was missing treads. Mirrors had been smashed. A smell of burnt hair hung in the air. People hadn’t come just to loot. They’d come to desecrate.
I sank to my haunches. The store that my great-grandfather had built with only the ten fingers on his hands, the one that Babci and my grandfather had expanded and then my own father had expanded again, the store that was to be my future, was gone. It was all gone.
And then I heard a voice, calling my name: “Josey.”
Olka emerged, holding a small flashlight. She shone it on me and then turned it off, but I could hear her footsteps crunching over glass as she ran toward me “You’ve come,” she said, covering me with kisses. “I feared the worst. But you’re alive. You’re alive.”
“I am now,” I said as I gathered her in my arms.
She allowed me to hold her for barely a moment before she took my hand and tugged. “Come see what I’ve done for us.”
“For us?”
She led me to the service staircase, down past the alteration room, into the boiler room. She opened the shed where we kept the coal and dug around, dirtying her hands, until she excavated a garment bag, then another, then another. Inside were furs: a fox jacket, a mink stole, a floor-length ermine coat.
“They were the most expensive items in the store. I thought maybe you could trade them,” Olka said. “My uncle says there will be shortages of coal—all the miners will be sent to fight; he’s already volunteered for the Polish Security Police—so I thought these would be even more necessary in the coming winter.”
“You did this?”
She nodded.
“But, Olka, it’s too dangerous.”
“I did it for us. For your family.” She paused. “Who will be my family too. That is”—here her voice faltered—“if you still want me.”
I took her hand and kissed it. She was wearing Babci’s ring. “Come,” I told her. “It’s time to meet the rest of your family.”




A BEST THING
The boy was quiet for a long time after I finished speaking. I could hear his legs swinging back and forth, back and forth, scraping against the carpet. I could almost hear the wheels of his mind turning at the thought of Olka’s bravery, risking her life to save some coats.
The social worker’s question came back to him. What was the best thing he’d ever done?
He hadn’t done a best thing. He hadn’t been able to. No one had invited out his better self. Or maybe they had and he hadn’t accepted.
After he left my room, the boy marched to Vivian’s and knocked on the door. Vivian answered with a frown, and the boy remembered how she’d called him a criminal in front of everyone. He fought the urge to run and asked if Maya-Jade was there, making sure to think the hyphen between the two names this time as he spoke.
Maya-Jade emerged from the bathroom. Her eyes were puffy and her nose was red.
“She’s been like this all day,” Vivian told the boy. “So oversensitive.”
The boy saw Maya-Jade blanch at the insult and he felt a pang of sympathy for her. Rich or not, lucky or not, everyone hurt, he guessed.
“What do you want?” Maya-Jade asked. She sounded not so much mad as sad.
“I want to help,” he said. “I want to help you with Ginny and Dickie.”

An hour later, the boy and Maya-Jade sat in the activities room with a sheet of paper in front of them.
It was blank.
They had agreed to work together to help Dickie and Ginny, but after a brainstorming session that had been more like a brain drizzle session, they still had no idea how to do it. Maya-Jade had already asked Vivian for help, but her grandmother had refused, saying that she never meddled in other people’s affairs.
They thought about going to Etta, but she was still at home on bed rest. They thought about going to Julio, but he was too overwhelmed with being sort of in charge during Etta’s absence.
“We could go to the TV news,” Maya-Jade suggested. “Maybe they’ll do a story about it.”
“That’s a great idea,” the boy replied. “Do you know anyone on the TV news?”
“No. Do you?”
“Nope.”
They returned to the blank page.
“Can you ask your parents for help?” the boy asked. This, after all, was the kind of thing regular parents were supposed to help with. And Maya-Jade seemed like the kind of person who had a regular mom and dad who helped with school projects and packed healthy lunches in those fancy boxes with tiny compartments.
She said no, tightly, with no room for discussion.
“We’re going to need some grown-up to help us.” The boy thought for a minute. “Wait, what about the granddaughter?”
Maya-Jade snapped her fingers. “Lydia! That’s such a good idea. Why didn’t I think of it?”
“Um,’cause you’re not the only person in the world with good ideas maybe?” He was kidding and not kidding at the same time.
She seemed to get that, because she looked down. “I know I can be a know-it-all.”
He shrugged. “It’s okay to be a know-it-all if you don’t think everyone else is a know-it-nothing.”
“I didn’t think you were a know-it-nothing, I thought you were…” She clamped a hand over her mouth.
“Just say it.”
“Mean.”
He shrugged again. “Maybe because I was mean.”
“Or maybe I was just oversensitive. My therapist says I’m trying to control things because my life feels out of control.”
“How?” He felt that way too, a lot, but he didn’t think people like Maya-Jade did.
“My mom has breast cancer and I have to spend the summer hanging out with Vivian.”
“Your mom has cancer? Is she in the hospital?”
“She was in the hospital for her lumpectomy but only for the day, and she goes once a week to an infusion center for chemotherapy, but it’s not a hospital, more like a regular doctor’s office. And after that she’ll go somewhere else every day for radiation.”
“Oh,” the boy said. It sounded scary, even if it was just in a regular doctor’s office.
“The cancer is stage 1B,” she continued. “Which means it hasn’t spread, and has a ninety-five percent cure rate and all that.” She spoke like she was giving an oral report at school.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “Is that why you’re volunteering here for the summer?”
“Yeah. I usually spend the summer at sleepaway camp. And I was so excited about this year because the twelve-year-olds get to do a play, but when I got there, I kept having panic attacks. I was convinced my mom had died and no one had told me.”
The boy didn’t know much about panic attacks, and he wondered if they felt like when his feelings were so loud he couldn’t hear anything else. That was how it had been on the day of the Incident.
“It’s stupid. She was fine, just kind of tired and nauseous. Like Nana said, I’m oversensitive. But I fell during one of the panic attacks and split open my elbow.” She tapped where the bandage had been, the scab now a pink scar. “So they sent me home.”
He remembered the bandage. It had been new when she’d put him on bleach duty. So she must’ve only just got sent home from camp. He wished he could go back in time and have this information. He would’ve been nicer to her.
“I’m sorry you got hurt and sent home and that you had panic attacks.”
“Thank you.” She paused. “My therapist says it’s a normal reaction to trauma. I have abandonment issues because my birth mom gave me up, and then I was so worried about losing another mom that I got all triggered and freaked out. But when I got home, I was still kind of being what my mom calls ‘intense,’ ” she said, making finger quotes. “And she was too tired from the chemo and didn’t want me ‘underfoot,’ ” she said, making them again. “So that’s why I got sent to Camp Vivian.” She stuck out her tongue. It was the first time he’d seen her do something that seemed actually kidlike. “Not because I’m a do-gooder but because I’m a big giant wuss who no one wants to have around. So there, now you know.”
She put her hands on her hips, defiantly, as if daring him to agree. But he didn’t think she was a wuss. He thought she was just a person, and maybe even a person he was starting to like.




TALKING POINTS
At this point in the story, the boy does some things that are questionable, if not illegal. And I am maybe a little to blame for that.
And so, Olka, are you.
Having decided to enlist Ginny’s granddaughter, the pair needed to find a way to contact her. “I’ll bet her number is in Ginny’s file,” the boy told Maya-Jade, remembering that this was how I was going to find you. “I’ve seen them in Mrs. Winston’s office. They have one for each resident.”
“Are we allowed to look at the files?” Maya-Jade looked nervous. “I’m on my school’s Honor Committee and we’re supposed to have ‘integrity even when no one is watching us.’ ” She made air quotes again.
He had no idea what an Honor Committee was, and he was pretty sure breaking into the office would be against its rules. But again he thought about you hiding the coats. It wasn’t legal, but it had been right. It had not occurred to him before that those two things might not always be the same.
“Isn’t it, like, honorable, if we’re doing this to help someone?”
Maya-Jade tapped her finger against her chin and then broke into a grin. “Yeah, it is,” she said.
With Etta on bed rest and the Person from Corporate still snooping around for that second person to send to the Garden now that I’d proven my faculties were intact, it was surprisingly easy to steal the files. While Maya-Jade stood lookout, the boy walked into Etta’s office and opened the cabinet and found Ginny’s file under KOONG, right between JENKINS and KRAVITZ. Lydia Koong’s number was on the first page.
After Maya-Jade and the boy called Lydia, who had had no idea that Dickie had been moved, Lydia called Ginny. When she got no answer, she called the front desk and asked an aide to visit Ginny’s room and have her call Lydia. But even then Ginny was barely speaking. So Lydia immediately called Etta, but Etta was at home on bed rest, so she was transferred to the Person from Corporate. Lydia demanded an explanation, and when the one given didn’t meet her standards, she threatened to pull Ginny from Shady Glen if the Person from Corporate didn’t arrange a meeting with the two families. This put the Person from Corporate in quite a pickle. Whatever points she had won by moving Dickie to the Garden so quickly would be undone if she lost a longtime resident in a deluxe suite. But she also had no desire to allow a family conference. To placate Lydia, she agreed to ask Dickie’s family for a meeting, banking on the fact that Dickie’s son, Jimmy, would refuse. Jimmy had been happy to move his father to the Garden, partly because he believed the relationship with Ginny was, in his words, “plain wrong.”
But the Person from Corporate hadn’t banked on Jimmy’s wife answering the phone, and she agreed to the meeting.
Now the Person from Corporate was in a worse pickle, so she passed that pickle to Julio. “You fix this,” she said, and when Julio responded that he was just a physical therapist and this had nothing to do with him, she said, “Well, it does now.”
Julio in turn summoned the boy and Maya-Jade to the kitchen for a little meeting. Tempers were high, so Leyla served larger-than-normal slices of baklava.
“This has your fingerprints all over it,” Julio said, pointing at them with his own fingers, sticky with honey.
The boy kept his mouth shut. But not Maya-Jade. She confessed, “Yes, it was, and it was the right thing to do.”
The boy shot her a look. In his experience, admitting to something generally led to more trouble, but it was too late. Julio was already demanding that they come to the meeting tomorrow and explain how they had accidentally caused this mess.
“It wasn’t an accident and we did nothing wrong,” Maya-Jade said. “The people who moved Dickie did. We just reported it.”
“I’m not going to even ask you how you got ahold of Mrs. Koong’s granddaughter, but the meeting is tomorrow morning and I expect you two to be there and say you made a stupid mistake all by yourself and that’ll be the end of that. Comprende?”
The boy nodded solemnly, hoping none of this would get back to the social worker, or Mrs. Winston, who didn’t believe in third chances, and would certainly see this as his third strike. They’d tried. What more could they do? “Comprende,” the boy replied.
But Maya-Jade did not comprende. “It’s perfect,” she whispered excitedly as they hurried out of the kitchen. “If we’re at the meeting, we can make our case about why Dickie and Ginny should be together.”
“You want us to talk to the adults?”
“Not talk to them. Debate them.” Maya-Jade grinned. “I was champion of my debate team.”
Of course you were, he thought but had the sense not to say. For better or worse, they were in this together, and he was relieved that she seemed to know what to do.
“We can prepare our argument after work. Can I come to dinner at your house?” Maya-Jade asked.
The boy thought of asking his aunt to make another portion of rubber chicken so he and Maya-Jade could cause more trouble. He shook his head. “Can we go to yours?”
“I’m not supposed to have people over because my mom is immunocompromised.”
In the end they decided to stay late at Shady Glen. Leyla made them each a plate and let them sit on stools in the kitchen. “I think what you’re doing is sweet,” she said, giving them an extra helping of chocolate cake and telling them they could have all the ice cream they wanted.
Maya-Jade had an iPad with her and she logged onto the Wi-Fi, explaining that they had to find “reputable sources.”
“What are those?”
“Like research papers from actual scientific journals. Statistics from government agencies. Stuff that’s true.”
“How do you know what’s true?”
“Like you have to look between the lines, see who’s saying what. Like, pretend there’s a study that says that eating chocolate chip cookies for every meal is good for your health.”
“I’d agree with that,” he said.
“But what if the study was paid for by Chips Ahoy? Or Mrs. Fields or some other company that makes chocolate chip cookies? They’re like bending the truth, and then it becomes like propaganda.”
“Oh,” he said. Maybe Maya-Jade acted like a know-it-all because she did know it all.
“Oh my God,” Maya-Jade said, giggling. “Here’s a study about romantic relationships in assisted-living facilities.” She scanned the screen. “Ew!”
“What?”
She tilted the screen toward the boy and read aloud: “ ‘Intimate relationships among senior citizens can improve physical and mental health.’ ” She paused. “Old people. Doing it!”
“Gross!” the boy cried, and they cracked up.
After they calmed down, they got back to work. The time flew by, and the boy remembered how much he had once loved school, back when new ideas seemed to flicker on in his brain like a row of lights until everything was bright and colorful. Back when he had completed homework and extra credit and teachers had stapled handwritten appendages to his report cards that said things like Alex is one of the brightest and most curious students I’ve had the pleasure of teaching.
But switching schools midyear, as he often did, made it hard to keep up. In one school they’d be doing fractions, which he’d already done, but in another they’d be halfway through a unit on geometry that was totally new to him. He began to fall behind. And then one of the schools made him repeat fifth grade, which was embarrassing because he didn’t need to repeat, but they insisted he hadn’t completed enough days to advance to sixth grade.
After that, he had started to hate school. Half the time he was bored and checked out. The other half he was lost and checked out. The repeated year meant that he was bigger than a lot of the other students, and now teachers regarded him like he was a threat because he’d started puberty. And even the nice ones, who weren’t scared of him, looked at him not like he was a kid to be taught but—similar to how Minna felt with her children—a problem to be solved. Or, in his case, passed off like a hot potato to the next school.
But tonight he didn’t feel like a problem. He felt like a fixer. A smart kid. He had to admit, he liked meeting this version of himself. He knew it wouldn’t last. Nothing in his life had. But still, he liked it.




THE ROMEO AND JULIET OF SHADY GLEN
“I’m not happy about this meeting,” Dickie’s son, Jimmy, announced when they’d all sat down at one of the tables in the empty dining room. “I had to take the morning off work for something that doesn’t concern me because Marlene”—he jutted a thumb at his wife—“forced me to.”
“I didn’t force,” Marlene replied. “I strongly encouraged.”
“Well, either way, let’s get it over with,” Jimmy said. “I have a job.”
“You think you’re the only one?” Ginny’s granddaughter Lydia said. “I have to be in court tomorrow.”
“Oh, you have to be in court tomorrow?” Jimmy said, mimicking Lydia in a way that surprised the boy.
The Person from Corporate hustled in, smiling brightly with white teeth and sweating a bit through her blouse. She eyed the boy and Maya-Jade and then through her teeth hissed a singsong “What are they doing here?” to Julio.
“They volunteer here, and—” Julio began, but was interrupted by Jimmy asking if they could just get on with things.
“Well, yes,” the Person from Corporate began, measuring her words. The policy at corporate was the Customer Is Always Right, though the customer was not usually the resident but the relatives who controlled the purse strings. She needed to keep Jimmy and Lydia happy.
“I want to thank you so much for coming in and for giving us the chance to reassure you that the health and welfare of our residents is of the utmost importance,” she began.
“Then why did you separate Ginny and Dickie?” Maya-Jade blurted. Her cheeks were pink with emotion. The boy kicked her under the table. This was not one of their talking points. “What I meant to say,” she corrected, looking at her clipboard, “is that Mr. McGinity and Mrs. Koong should not be separated. They make each other happy, and studies have shown relationships in facilities like—”
“With all due respect”—Jimmy interrupted in a tone that had very little respect—“your grandmother is not my concern.”
“She’s my grandmother!” Lydia said, exchanging an eye roll with Maya-Jade.
“Then who is this one?” Jimmy asked, pointing at Maya-Jade.
“These are the two volunteers who contacted Mrs. Koong’s granddaughter,” Julio said. He’d thought the two kids would apologize and that would be that. He had not counted on talking points.
“Yeah,” Lydia said. “Says a lot about this place that I heard about it not from anyone on staff but from a couple of kid volunteers.”
“We don’t need your permission to make a decision for my father,” Jimmy countered.
“They’ve been in a relationship for more than three years. Don’t you think this impacts her, too?”
“I don’t want them to be in a relationship! I tried to stop it, but that other one, the Black lady who’s usually in charge, she always had some excuse about them being consenting adults.”
Lydia, Maya-Jade, and Julio all exchanged a look the boy didn’t fully understand.
“Wait a minute,” Jimmy’s wife, Marlene, said. “You claimed you moved your father because of dementia. Not because of his girlfriend.”
“Why can’t it be both? Kill two birds with one stone,” Jimmy said.
At this, Lydia and Marlene both gasped. “Birds?” Lydia said. “These are people.”
“People who don’t know what they’re doing,” Jimmy replied. “Trust me, if my dad had his wits about him, he wouldn’t be with your grandmother.”
“Because she’s Asian?” Lydia fumed.
“I didn’t say that!” Jimmy said. “But c’mon. Your grandmother carries a freaking baby doll.”
“And your father can’t remember his own name,” Lydia shot back.
“Studies have shown that dementia patients are only a danger to themselves if they wander, and Mr. McGinity does not have a history of…” Maya-Jade trailed off when it became clear no one was listening.
The adults were all bickering about Dickie’s inability to remember names and Ginny’s baby doll. Acting like kids. All of them were, the boy thought with a growing sense of frustration, completely missing the point.
“Balderdash!” the boy exclaimed.
Balderdash was not only a fun word to say but an effective one. The arguing quieted. All eyes turned to the boy.
“You shouldn’t separate them, because they love each other,” he continued in a halting voice. He thought of Ginny and her doll, both of which had given him the willies when he arrived, but now he kind of understood why she had that doll. She needed someplace to put her love. So many people in Shady Glen had lost the people they loved, because their spouses had died or their children had moved away. When the people you loved left, that love remained, floating around, desperate for a place to go. And if it didn’t find a place to go… bad things happened. Love turned into anger, fear, hate. This was something the boy at twelve knew all too well. How did the grown-ups not see this?
“It’s the worst thing in the world to have someone you love taken away from you,” he continued.
Even though this was decidedly not in their talking points, Maya-Jade gave him a supporting nod and mouthed, Go on.
“When a person you love goes away, you don’t stop loving them. You just have this…” The boy stopped, trying to find the words to explain it. “This hole. It’s the empty space where that person was. And it’s the loneliest feeling in the world. So why would you take two people who aren’t lonely and make them lonely? Why would you do that?”
After that, nobody spoke for a moment.
“Well, that’s a lovely sentiment,” the Person from Corporate began, but she was interrupted by Jimmy.
“Is… is my pop lonely?” he asked, his voice soft and a little bit husky, like he’d come down with a cold in the last thirty seconds.
“All of our residents have a fully active social—” the Person from Corporate began. But she was interrupted by Marlene.
“You remember how it was after your mom died,” she reminded Jimmy. “Your dad was lost without her. And he’s been so happy with Ginny. So what if they have their cognitive issues? The boy’s right. They’re happy together.”
“And if your dad is anything like Ginny,” Maya-Jade said, “he’s not happy now either.”
“Then we’ll go see if he’s okay,” Jimmy said.
“Oh, I really don’t think that’s a good idea,” the Person from Corporate said. “There’s always an adjustment period.”
But Julio was already standing up. It was like he’d been infected by the boy’s bravery. “I can take you now,” he said.

“And they did! They actually went to see him!” the boy told me later that afternoon, the words spilling out like a shaken bottle of champagne. “Me and Maya-Jade weren’t allowed to go but Julio did, and he said that that Dickie was lying in bed, miserable, holding that flower book that he and Ginny read to each other. His son saw his dad like that and demanded they move him back. And they’re doing it right now. Dickie and Ginny are together in the lobby for bingo while his son fills out paperwork and the aides move his stuff. And that lady, the one who was asking you all the questions about goats and stuff, she was so mad! But Dickie and Ginny were so happy and even their families seemed happy.”
“That was very brave, what you did,” I said.
And I could feel how happy the compliment made him. It lit up the room with joy. It lit up the room with love.

I LIKE TO THINK THAT even without the benefit of Hitler’s interference, Mother and Olka would’ve eventually grown close. But stripped of the luxury of snobbery, the two became thick as the thieves they now were, at least according to the Third Reich. Olka relocated the stolen furs from our store to the coal cellar in her uncle’s building where she was still living, a dangerous decision given her uncle was in full support of the Nazi government and would’ve surely turned in his niece if he found out she was helping not just a Jew but a Jew she was engaged to. “I’ll just tell him I looted the store,” Olka reassured me when I worried for her safety. “He might even respect me for it.”
When you are the frog in the pot, you sometimes congratulate yourself for surviving the heat, failing to notice the temperature increasing. But Olka noticed: First the Jewish schools were shut down; then Jews were barred from secular schools, including the one Olka and I had attended. A curfew was imposed. Jews were no longer permitted to ride the trams. We were ordered to wear a blue Star of David affixed to our clothing any time we ventured outside.
Olka knew they would take our home next, which was why, after the furs were sold, she convinced Mother to sell our furniture, jewelry, clothes, Mother’s sterling silver tea set, the gold-inlaid cuckoo clock, transforming any belonging of value into cash.
“If you keep selling our plates, we’ll be eating off the floors,” Father complained when Olka carted off Mother’s twelve-serving Limoges china set. What he thought was a hyperbolic exaggeration would come true all too soon.
“What good are plates without a table?” Mother shot back. “What good is a table if they take our home?”
“They wouldn’t take our home,” Father declared.
“And why not?” Mother snapped back at him. “Did they not take our store?”
“A business is one thing, but a home is…” Father trailed off.
“Evictions have already begun, Pan Kravitz,” Olka replied. “People are leaving the city altogether or being moved to Kazimierz.”
Mother wrinkled her nose in distaste. Kazimierz was a lively if cramped neighborhood where Krakow’s less wealthy and less assimilated Jews lived, the type of people who didn’t sport the latest fashions from Paris but wore black hats and long peasant skirts, the type of people who didn’t speak Polish let alone French or German, but Yiddish, which Mother called a “peasant tongue.”
“I’d rather move into the professor’s flat,” Mother replied. “It’s small, but it’s just sitting there.”
The flat had been empty for months, ever since the professor had gone back to work. One morning he’d knocked on our door and jubilantly shown the invitation from the new occupation government ordering him to return to the university. “You see, I told you everything would go back to normal,” he told Mother. “Soon you will be back in school,” he told me, “and you back in your store,” he told Father.
Not long after, he left for the university. He never returned. Father said he must have gone to the country to finish his latest book, an act of fabrication that was a stretch even for a dressmaker. But sometimes it’s easier to believe a pretty lie over a hideous truth. And the truth was that the professor was either imprisoned or dead. The Nazis had called all the professors—not just the Jewish ones but the gentiles like Professor Palansky, too—to a meeting as a trick. Once assembled, the intellectuals were arrested, deported, or killed.

We were unable to move to the professor’s flat, and we stayed in our home until we were turned out and landed in Kazimierz. Though our new two-room flat was a downgrade from our luxurious apartment on Lipowa Street, we were—thanks to small bribes from the money Olka had helped us obtain—better off than many families who had to crowd three times as many people into half the space.
But the bribes could not save us from the mandate that all able-bodied Jews work, not for payment but for the privilege of staying alive. Mother was sent to work in a munitions factory while I cleaned latrines at the railroad station. Father had grown too frail for labor, so he joined the Jewish Council, a puppet organization meant to placate the Jews into thinking we had some modicum of control, even as the Nazis seized control of all aspects of our lives, our property, our businesses, our livelihoods, our dignity.
We saw less of Olka then. A gentile was more conspicuous in Kazimierz than in the central part of the city we had lived in. And whenever she did manage to stop in, the visits were contentious because she was lobbying for us to leave Poland. But none of us wanted to. Father still feared the Soviets more than the Nazis. Mother was still clinging to the hope of moving to Paris, though France was about to fall to Hitler. And me, I didn’t want to leave Olka.
“You’re being foolish,” Olka told me more than once.
“I’m being patient,” I replied. “My father lived through the last war. He says that this is the nature of wars: they ebb and they flow, like the tide.”
“Unless they swallow you up like the stormy sea,” Olka replied.
We had the same fight every time we saw each other, Olka wasting our valuable time together by begging me to leave. The more I refused, the more frustrated she grew.
“I can’t keep having this conversation with you,” she said to me after one such argument. “Maybe we should end things. That way maybe you will leave.”
“Maybe that’s what you really want,” I replied, my pride, my vanity wounded.
“You think that?” she asked, her eyes burning. “You think that’s what I want?”
I did and I didn’t. I knew she loved me, but I also knew that our lives had flipped. Olka now had a job, a paying job, working as a bookkeeper. She had a purpose, helping Mother and now other families in the area sell their valuables on the black market. And, in an unexpected twist, war had turned Olka, a woman who once had no patience for fashion, glamorous. Mother had given Olka several fine suits and dresses she had no use for in our current life. She showed Olka how to style her hair in waves and how to wear makeup. Now Olka was never without a tube of red lipstick. Not out of vanity, she assured me, but because with a red lip, a dash of charm, and her now-fluent German, it was easier to dazzle the German soldiers into thinking she was, if not one of them, close enough.
“Maybe it is what you want,” I replied.
She twisted the ring on her finger. Babci’s ring, which was meant to be temporary until I got her a fine diamond.
“Maybe you should sell that, too.” I gestured to the ring. “Though it’s probably as worthless as I am.”
She held the ring to her heart. “It is precious to me. Just like you are.”
“Please. Don’t coddle me! I was hardly worth the trouble before, but at least then I did something with my life. I was somebody. Now I do nothing but clean excrement. I have nothing to offer you.”
“You think I loved you because you had something to offer me?”
I shrugged. “I was rich. You were not. It had to be part of the appeal.”
Mother, who had been eavesdropping from the other room, hissed, “Jozef! Stop this provocation. You love each other.”
“You would’ve looked down on her were it not for the war.” When Olka flinched, I tasted bitter victory. “Now you just need her,” I told Mother before returning my spiteful attention to Olka. “But need is not the same as love, is it, Olka?”
She was quiet for a long moment. Then she turned to me and said, “No, Josey, it is not.”
She left. I was sure she wouldn’t be back. I was miserable about it, but also reveled in it. Why would she come back? I was nothing.

I didn’t hear from Olka for three torturous nights. I alternately hated myself for ruining the one good thing I had and hated Olka for making it so easy to ruin. When there was a knock at the door late on the fourth night, I sprinted, desperate for it to be her.
But whoever had knocked was already gone. They’d left a large wooden crate. I brought it inside and pried it open. Inside was an old-fashioned sewing machine, the kind operated by a foot pedal. I knew it was from Olka. What I didn’t know was that it was the second time sewing would save my life.




NOTHING
Nothing. I had called myself nothing. The word rattled in the boy’s brain; it shook in his heart. He knew a thing or two about feeling like nothing, about having other people treat you like nothing.
Which was maybe why at age twelve, the boy understood something that at age twenty-five, I had not. Why Olka had left the sewing machine. It was to give me something to do, to make me feel useful. Like the boy felt useful helping the residents of Shady Glen.
Maybe it’s a small thing, sewing a hem, helping someone with a crossword puzzle. But stitch one small thing to another small thing and another, and eventually you have a tapestry as big as the world.

After the boy left me, he went to Minna’s room across the hall. She was on her way out the door to bingo. “Walk me there, Alex?” she asked him. And he did.
Maya-Jade was calling bingo, and when she saw the boy, she waved him over and in her rushed way of speaking said, “Do you want to come for dinner? I called home and they say it’s okay as long as we stay in the living room. We can order pizza and watch movies.”
He found he did want to go to Maya-Jade’s, but he wasn’t sure if he could. He left Shady Glen at six, and by the time he got to Maya-Jade’s and they watched a movie, it would probably be past eight o’clock. He didn’t know which bus went from her house to his aunt’s house or when the buses stopped running. He tried to imagine asking his aunt or uncle for a ride home. He could see his aunt clucking her tongue and sighing heavily and his uncle giving one of his looks.
As if she could read his thoughts, Maya-Jade added, “And Mim said we can drive you home if your parents can’t get you.”
He called his aunt to tell her he was invited to a friend’s house for dinner and would be getting a ride home after. His aunt didn’t ask who the friend was, or say she was glad he’d made a friend, or ask to talk to the parents. She just grunted her assent and said not to make a racket when he came home.
At six he and Maya-Jade went to the circular driveway. At 6:05 a car pulled up; its doors opened like wings. The boy gawked. “It’s like something out of Fornax Force,” he told Maya-Jade.
“Ohmygod. You’re a Force-ster, too? I love those books,” she replied. “I even write fan fiction.”
“What’s that?”
“I write my own stories. I love doing stuff as Commander Calvados. She’s my favorite. I went as her for Halloween last year and it took like a week for the green paint to come off but it was so worth it to be able to go around saying, ‘It’s not Officer Calvados; it’s—’ ”
“Commander Calvados,” the boy said in unison with Maya-Jade. Everyone loved that line. It was famous. “I haven’t read all the books,” he said, “but I’ve seen most of the movies.”
“Ohmygod! We have them all. We could watch one tonight. Better yet, we should have a marathon and watch all seven of them before the new one comes out at the end of the summer. I mean, not tonight but in time for the new one. It comes out September seventh.”
As they climbed into the back seat of the spaceship car, the boy thought about that. September seventh. Six days after his hearing. Though it was only weeks away now, he couldn’t really see past September first. Or maybe he didn’t want to.
The spaceship doors closed with a satisfying whirr.
“Mim, this is Alex,” Maya-Jade said. “Alex, this is Mim.”
The boy was confused. Wasn’t the mom with cancer supposed to be home, in isolation, immunocompromised? But here she was, driving, looking fine.
“So nice to meet you, Alex,” Mim said. “Maya-Jade’s been so glad to have a friend this summer. She wasn’t super thrilled when we insisted she spend the summer at an old-age home.”
“Did you already get the pizza?” Maya-Jade asked.
“Pepperoni with extra garlic.”
“Is that okay with you?” Maya-Jade asked. “I forgot to ask.”
In response, his stomach offered a gurgle of approval.
The car was so quiet as they drove, like the Fornax ship in hyperdrive. It would’ve been silent, save for Maya-Jade’s burbling excitement as she filled Mim in on the reunion of Ginny and Dickie.
“Well done, you two,” Mim said as they turned off the road and onto a long winding driveway that led up a steep hill into the woods. She pulled into the garage next to another car, this one a brand-new Volvo.
Maya-Jade led the boy through the garage and into a gleaming white kitchen that opened into a soaring living room with glass walls and a partially glass ceiling, so the trees in the surrounding woods looked like they were inside. He had never seen a house like this.
“Cool, huh?” Maya-Jade said. “Mim designed it. She’s an architect.”
Mim dropped the key into a turquoise-colored bowl before washing her hands in the sink. “I’m going to see your mom. Come say hi in a few. She’s tired but having a pretty good day.” She dried her hands and walked toward the wooden staircase. “Pizza should be here in ten.”
“She’s nice,” the boy said after she’d gone. “Does she live with you?”
“Of course she lives with me. She’s my mom.”
“But your mom has cancer.”
“That’s my other mom. Laura I call Mom. And Miriam I call Mim. It’s a little confusing, I know.”
“You have two moms?” he asked.
“Technically, if you include my birth mother, I have three.” She opened the refrigerator, a gallery of fruits and vegetables and cheeses and yogurts, with a whole shelf full of drinks. She grabbed two sodas and turned back to the boy. “Is that a problem?”
Maya-Jade lived in this house? With two moms? A part of him, a familiar part, wanted to say that yes, it was a problem. A huge problem! Why should she get two—three!—moms when he had none? Why should pizzas be on the way when she already had a refrigerator bursting with food and the boy had gone to school so many days with his stomach rumbling, his head aching? He’d gotten so skinny that the gym teacher had sent him to the school nurse, who had sent him to the guidance counselor, who had asked why he’d lost so much weight. And he’d been hungry. So hungry that he’d told her.
Why did Maya-Jade get one life and he another? It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t right. A few months ago, the boy might have given in to this anger. It was a comfort to him, a fire that kept him warm. That part he knew. But he hadn’t really thought about how other people got burned by his fire, people like Toby Crawford.
The Toby flame was still too hot for him to touch, but he could allow himself to think about me and about you. How angry we both had been, you at me when we first met, me at you before you gave me the sewing machine. What might have happened if we had stayed angry at each other.
Maya-Jade was looking at him, holding two sweating cans of soda in her hand, waiting for his answer, her expression wavering between hurt and hope. He could choose to be angry, and he could choose not to be.
He chose the latter. “Not a problem at all,” he told her.

Later that night, after he and Maya-Jade had watched one and a half Fornax Force movies and eaten one pepperoni pizza and a pint of chocolate ice cream (him) and strawberry (her), Mim and Maya-Jade took the boy home.
“Let’s do this again,” Maya-Jade said in between yawns. “Maybe we can knock off the end of part two and get through part three next time.”
“I’d like that,” he said.
Outside his aunt’s condo complex, Mim activated the door to the car, and as it whirred open, Maya-Jade bundled the boy into a hug, scrunching his face into her ponytail.
At first he didn’t know what to do. He hadn’t been hugged by anyone in a while. And she was a girl. What if she had, you know… boobs? By the time he thought to put his arms around her, it was over.
“Hey,” he said as he stepped out of the car. “I was thinking of asking Josey if you could come when he tells me his story. Maybe you could use it for your bat project.”
“Bat mitzvah,” she corrected.
“Yeah, that,” he said. “Anyhow, it’s a lot about Jewish stuff and it’s really interesting and also sad. I’m learning a lot.”
“I thought you said he only talked to you about sewing,” Maya-Jade replied.
“He does talk a lot about sewing,” the boy replied. “But it’s not sewing sewing. It’s like lifesaving sewing.”
“Lifesaving sewing?” Maya-Jade asked. “This I gotta hear.”

AS BAD AS THINGS MIGHT be, they can always be worse. This Mother discovered a year and a half after the initial invasion, when the Jews remaining in Krakow were given hours to leave their homes and move to what the Nazis were calling “the Jewish quarter,” a square of blocks surrounded by a tall barbed-wire fence. It wasn’t a Jewish quarter; it was a Jewish ghetto. The flat we now shared with four other families made our spartan apartment in Kazimierz seem like a palace. Mother, Father, and I had one small room, with one small window, which was bricked up. We were given rations of four ounces of bread a day, a pound of fat or sugar per month.
As bad as things might be, they can also be better, too. For once we moved to the ghetto, I could see my Olka! Jews were not permitted to leave the ghetto unless it was for forced labor, but my much-improved sewing skills meant that I went from cleaning latrines to sewing German army uniforms at the Madritsch textile plant outside the ghetto walls. And though Poles like Olka (Jews were no longer considered Poles) were barred from entering the ghetto—except on the streetcars that cut across the walled-off area but did not stop—a handful could obtain special permits if they had work in the ghetto. And Olka had managed to get herself a job as a courier at the Eagle Pharmacy, the sole Polish-owned business that was permitted to stay open within the ghetto walls.
And so, here, with the walls slowly closing in, Olka and I were as free to be together as we ever had been. By day the Eagle was a bustling pharmacy, with Jews coming in not just for medications but to read the foreign and underground newspapers stocked by the sympathetic owner. By night the twenty-four-hour pharmacy became something of a salon, with people gathering and trading news, musicians playing. Under the cover of her job, Olka was able to come and go easily, and we spent many a night sipping fiery homemade slivovitz, listening to a violinist play Mahler, sometimes even dancing. It felt like courting. A patch of normalcy in the midst of misery, the way a flower can grow in cracked asphalt.
If the ghetto reunited me with Olka, it also returned to me a less-welcome presence: my old nemesis, Adek, who had gotten himself a job at the Madritsch factory even though he did not know how to sew. I watched him on the factory floor, never working, always hiding in corners talking to one person or another. I remembered Olka’s initial description of me as someone who floated through life and thought myself to be swimming. That was Adek to a T.
So you can imagine how I felt when I began to see Adek with Olka. At the factory once. At the Eagle a few times.
“I didn’t realize you and Adek were friends,” I said to her one night after I saw them whispering in a corner together.
“We were in the same year together at school. You know that.”
“That doesn’t mean you were friends.” I paused. “What were you talking about?”
“Oh, gossip,” she replied casually.
“Gossip?” Olka was not one to gossip. “With Adek? Who lied about being the top student when it was you?”
“Oh, Josey,” she said with an almost maternal sigh. “That was a lifetime ago. None of that counts anymore.”

It seems obscene to say that I was happy amid so much suffering. But I was with Olka. So when she began making noises again about our family escaping to the Soviet Union, I made more excuses. Though she’d been right before when she’d predicted things would get worse, I lacked the imagination to see how they could be worse than this. Besides, even if I had wanted to flee, Father had become so frail in body and mind that he could not have endured such a journey. Olka said she was willing to take that risk.
“And if Father dies, do you want his blood on your hands?” I asked her.
“Better mine in love than theirs in hate,” she said. “Will you think about it? Talk to your mother? I know people who can help us.”
I promised I would, and I did, but only half-heartedly. Olka and I, you see, were operating by different clocks. Hers ticked with the urgency of the moment. Deportations from the ghetto were increasing. On any given day, soldiers might pound on your door, holding a registry of names. If yours was on the list, you had an hour to gather your belongings before you were marched along with all the other unlucky souls to the train station for “relocation,” Nazi officials said, to less-crowded environs on account of the typhus outbreaks. The deportees were never heard from again.
Me, I was going by a clock of the heart. Maybe even then I knew that Olka’s and my days together would be numbered, and I wanted to slow time down, to draw out every last minute with her.
I was young and stupid and selfish. So very selfish. Because one early summer day, while I was at the factory, Nazi soldiers knocked on the door. They had a list of people to be deported. Father’s name was on it.




OPERATION RISE
“Deported? Why? Where did they take him?” the boy cried, interrupting my story. He hadn’t seen this coming, though if he’d been paying attention, he would have, just as if I’d been paying attention, I would have.
“To the gas chamber,” Maya-Jade replied matter-of-factly.
“The what chamber?”
“To Auschwitz.” Maya-Jade turned to me. “Is that what happened? It happened to a bunch of Mim’s relatives.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” the boy cried. He felt all churned up inside because he didn’t like stories where parents disappeared just like that. And he didn’t like stories that other people understood and he didn’t, especially since he was supposed to be the one catching Maya-Jade up on the parts she’d missed, not the other way around. He was beginning to regret inviting know-it-all Maya-Jade with her technically three mothers to hear my story in the first place.
“We’re talking about the Holocaust, Alex,” Maya-Jade said gently.
“The hall of cost?” the boy asked.
“The Ho-lo-caust,” Maya-Jade repeated, enunciating each syllable like a kindergarten teacher. “In World War II, Hitler murdered six million Jews. He built these horrible gas chambers where they would shove a bunch of people in—babies, even—and turn on poisonous gas until—” Maya-Jade cranked her head to the side and stuck out her tongue to, I suppose, mimic being dead.
“Not just Jews,” I added. “Clergy, communists, Romani, intellectuals like poor Professor Palansky… all of them were killed.”
“Also gay people and disabled people,” Maya-Jade chimed in.
“And your father?” The boy’s voice broke. There had been nearly seventy years between my father’s death and his birth, but he felt the loss as if it were his own.
“And my father,” I agreed.
The boy stood up and did something he’d never done before. He left my room before the story was over.

The boy was outside in the courtyard, violently yanking out chunks of sod, when Maya-Jade found him. She had two cups of ice cream she’d gotten from Leyla: one chocolate, the boy’s favorite, and the other strawberry, hers.
“Hey,” she said, squatting down next to him as he hurled a hunk of grass. “What did that lawn ever do to you?”
He didn’t answer. Just ripped another chunk and threw it.
“Well, Mom always says if you can’t beat’em, join’em.” Maya-Jade grabbed a handful of grass and tossed it. “Wow. That is really satisfying.” She grabbed another. “Mim’s always trying to get me to garden. Says weeding is therapeutic. And I was like, ‘Yeah, sure,’ but I think she might be right. Though don’t tell her I said so.”
“Hmph,” the boy said. He looked at the bald spot he’d made in the lawn, an ugly eyesore, and stood up to retrieve the sod patches and pat them back down. When he was finished, it looked wonky, but better. And with Maya-Jade’s quiet company beside him, that was a good description of how he felt.
“I’m sorry about before,” Maya-Jade said. “Like, part of being Jewish is learning about the Holocaust, and because I don’t really know anything about my Chinese relatives…” Here she tapped herself on the chest. She was wearing a T-shirt emblazoned with SMASH THE PATRIARCHY. “I kind of went overboard in learning Mim’s. Anyhow, I know a lot of kids don’t know about it. It seems like ancient history, but for Mim, it was her grandmother’s stories. And for Josey, it’s his story.”
The ice cream cups came with little wooden spoons, and she unwrapped them both and handed the boy one. He scooped out a sliver and let it melt on his tongue. The ice cream was cold and so sweet. In that moment, with so much bitterness thrumming inside him, he needed this sweetness.
“It’s amazing that Josey has this story in him, and that he can remember it so well.” Maya-Jade swirled her spoon around the ice cream.
“I know,” the boy said. “His story and Olka’s, too.” He felt it was important to say that aloud. To say your name. You, Olka, who started all this.
“It makes you wonder how many residents have stories to tell.”
“Lots of them,” the boy replied. “Nelson Lippincott dropped out of college for two years to help run his family’s farm when his father died. And Mozelle Davidson opened her own restaurant when everyone in her family told her it was stupid, and it went on to become a chain.”
“How do you know all of this?”
“I dunno. People tell me stuff when I visit them.”
“That’s because people here like you.” Maya-Jade’s voice was tight.
“People here like you, too.”
“No, Alex, they don’t.” She paused. “You didn’t.”
“You didn’t like me, either.”
“Only after you didn’t like me. I was really excited that another kid was volunteering here for the summer. I thought we might be friends.” She paused to take another bite of ice cream. “Are we?” Her voice sounded like a kitten’s, so tender and vulnerable. It made the boy’s insides ache, but in a strangely nice way, like how it felt to hold a kitten.
“I think so,” he said. “Yeah.”
“Good!” Maya-Jade’s voice returned to its normal confident chirp.
“I wonder—” The boy stopped abruptly. “Never mind.”
“No, tell me.”
“I wonder if we interviewed people together if they might talk to both of us.”
“Ohmygod! That would be amazing!”
“Would you still get credit for your”—he paused to remember the words—“bat mitzvah project if we did it together?”
“I don’t see why not. I mean, most films have a director and a producer. The director is like the one who coaches the actors and stuff—that could be you—and the producer is the one who sets stuff up behind the scenes. That could be me.”
He liked the idea of coaching the actors, or the residents. He felt like he’d be good at it.
“And I’ll bet you could get credit for it at school,” Maya-Jade added.
“Uh, yeah,” he managed. The truth was he was not officially in school at the moment. After the Incident, he’d been expelled from his middle school. If the judge decided to send him to a special home, he would go to school there. If he didn’t, he’d have to go to a different school here. Neither prospect sounded very appealing. School was not something he wanted to think about. So he changed the subject.
“Who should we interview first?” he asked.

Vivian agreed to be filmed on camera but told them they had to come back when she was in “full hair and makeup.”
When they arrived for the shoot, she was wearing a sequined gown, her black hair up in a bun, her lips painted the same red as her dress.
As Maya-Jade set up the tripod, Vivian began rolling her shoulders and then puffing out her lips. Then came the trilling. “Me, me, me, me, me,” she sang.
“Nana, what are you doing?” Maya-Jade asked.
“My warm-ups,” Vivian replied as if it were obvious.
“But you’re not singing. It’s just an interview.”
“Don’t interfere with my process,” Vivian scolded.
Ten minutes later Vivian sat down in a chair, adjusted her bracelets, and said, “I’m ready for my close-up.”
Oh brother, the boy thought, and he could tell Maya-Jade was trying hard not to laugh.
“Okay,” the boy began. He was experienced now at asking the residents about their lives, but Vivian was still intimidating. “Do you have any interesting stories to—”
“It was the fall of 1957 and I was nineteen years old,” Vivian said, interrupting. “I’d been performing with the Cincinnati Opera, but only as a member of the company and the understudy to the understudy to the star soprano, whose name was, I kid you not, Felicity Roses. A ridiculous stage name, but she was everyone’s darling. Utterly beloved. If you ask me, she was a bit past her prime, but she was a hometown girl, and the audience ate out of her hand.
“She had become famous singing Violetta in La Traviata, but that had been decades before, mind you. When she was getting close to retiring, the opera decided to reprise her role one last time. And, oh, it was all anyone could talk about: Felicity Roses singing Violetta. The entire run sold out in days.
“Opening night arrived. Everyone who was anyone in Cincinnati society was coming, and wouldn’t you know it, Felicity got sick. Completely lost her voice. So the role went to the primary understudy, but she refused to go on. ‘They’re all coming for Felicity,’ she cried. ‘They’ll boo me offstage.’ She wasn’t wrong. And then, as if to prove her point, she vomited. Stage right. I can still see the chunks.”
At this, Maya-Jade and the boy exchanged a gagging gesture.
“It was a disaster! The director wanted to cancel the opening; it was one thing to lose Felicity, but to lose her understudy? He couldn’t possibly put me on. But the producers said it was too late now and something about the insurance and the show needing to go on.
“So there I was. New to the company, a lowly understudy to an understudy. Nobody wanted to see me onstage. All of Cincinnati had come out to hear Felicity Roses, not little old me.
“But I knew that I was every bit as good as Felicity, and I was going to show them. When people filed in and saw the notice of the understudy in their programs, many of them left, so by the time the orchestra played the first notes of ‘Libiamo ne’ lieti calici’—that’s the opening duet—the theater was half-empty. If I didn’t wow them, the theater would be completely empty after intermission, and my opera career would’ve ended before it began.
“Well, let me tell you,” Vivian continued, her posture growing more erect as she recounted the story, “by the time I finished Violetta’s aria at the end of act one, you would have thought I was Maria Callas.”
She cleared her throat and stood up and began to sing:
Nasca il giorno, o il giorno muoia,
Sempre lieta ne’ ritrovi
A diletti sempre nuovi
Dee volare il mio pensier.
When she finished, the boy and Maya-Jade applauded. Vivian bowed. “I got three standing ovations that night,” she said. “And the newspapers ran stories about the little upstart diva who stole the show. And that launched my career.”
“Nana, that was amazing. How come you’ve never told me that story before?” Maya-Jade asked.
Vivian shrugged. “I have. You just never listened.”

Outside in the hallway, they replayed the interview. Vivian’s singing sounded really good.
“You know,” the boy began, “in a way Vivian’s story is about being better than people thought. Like Olka’s in a way.”
“Oh, Alex, you’re so right,” Maya-Jade said.
“What if we asked the other residents about a time in their lives when they did something like that? Beat the odds. Accomplished something they didn’t think they could. When they”—and here, finally, he began to understand what this phrase meant—“rose to the occasion of their own lives. We could even call it something like, I dunno, Operation Rise. Unless you think that’s stupid.”
There was a moment of silence, and he thought Maya-Jade was going to say it was stupid or suggest a better name. But she did neither. She threw her arms around the boy and hugged him. This time, he didn’t worry about boobs or cooties or anything. He just let himself be hugged.

AFTER FATHER WAS TAKEN, OLKA no longer asked me to consider escaping. She demanded it. She had already arranged it with a network of trusted people who would help us, transporting us via a series of safe houses to the eastern front and into Russia. I no longer argued. I could not let my selfish stupidity cost me Mother now that we’d lost Father.
But now it was Mother who refused to leave. She didn’t share Father’s fear of the communists or hold out hope that we might escape to France (now under Nazi rule) or England (which, even if it did not suffer the same fate as France, still had strict quotas for how many Jews it would take in). Mother was now clinging to the belief that Father would come back.
A few weeks after he was deported, another group of ghetto residents was rounded up and marched to the train depot. This was no longer unusual at all, but what was unusual was that days later, many of them returned. They told us how they’d ridden in crowded cattle cars for several days but then, suddenly, SS soldiers swung open the doors and forced everyone out, ordering them to disperse to the nearby settlements. They warned them that they would be killed if they returned to Krakow, but when you live with the threat of death all day every day, it loses its potency. Which is perhaps why so many came back. Back to the prison of the ghetto. Back to the danger of the SS soldiers who patrolled it. Back to their loved ones.
You see, I was not the only person who did foolish things for love.
We never learned why the Nazis opened that train car. It was not an act of mercy; there was no mercy for us. And it was the kiss of death for Mother. Because if those people had come back, who was to say that Father wouldn’t? She insisted we stay.
“Just wait a few weeks,” I told Olka. “Once he doesn’t return, she’ll accept it and agree to go.”
But she did not. She sank further into denial, losing her grip on reality. She began having long conversations with Father in Yiddish, speaking a language she had once despised to a man who no longer existed.
After two months passed, when I pointed out that Father had been gone much longer than the Jews who had returned, she said that he’d probably gone to see Babci. But Babci was dead. We’d had word from Karl that she had been taken by pneumonia, a better fate than so many others. I reminded Mother of that.
“No,” she told me. “Your father is with her. And soon they will come back here together. We must be here. Otherwise how will they ever find us?”

The noose tightened. The deportations continued and the ghetto began to seem like a ghost town. It felt like a miracle that I had not been deported to a work camp, though I later learned that Julius Madritsch, the owner of the factory where I worked, intentionally made workers stay late when there was word of a new deportation. Yet another example of how sewing saved my life.
Death became commonplace, whether from the rat-a-tat sound of gunfire signaling another execution or the disease that swept through the squalid ghetto like wildfire. No one was spared. Adek lost his parents and his two sisters within the space of a month. I wish I could say my pity dissolved my hatred of him, but it did not. I needed to hate him. It was too dangerous to hate the Nazis. If they so much as smelled insolence, they would beat you, or worse. But Adek? What could he do?
“You must leave!” Olka implored. “If you leave now, only your mother dies. If you leave later, you both do.” Maybe this sounds heartless, but it wasn’t. Olka loved Mother like she was her own. But if I didn’t leave, Olka would lose us both. If I went, she would lose only Mother. Either way, she would lose. We all would.
“I cannot leave her,” I said.
“I know you can’t,” she replied.
“I love you,” I said.
“I know you do,” she replied.
“I’m sorry,” I said.
“I know you are,” she replied.
Two months later, the Nazis deported all remaining Jews from the ghetto. At the final selection, I, along with all the other able-bodied souls, was shunted to one side, headed for the newly built Plaszow forced-labor camp. Mother was sent to the other side. She was smiling, believing at last she would be reunited with Father and Babci.
She was not wrong.




NOT ENOUGH
The boy usually had a dozen questions stored up when I finished speaking, but just like the day before, he left my room without a word. I could feel his anger, not with the Nazis or with unfairness but with me. With Father, he hadn’t seen it coming. But with Mother, he had. And if a twelve-year-old boy had, shouldn’t I have? Shouldn’t I have done more to help her?
Maya-Jade had invited him to come over again and watch another Fornax Force and eat pizza, but he begged off and went home to his aunt and his uncle.
And there, as he pushed the rubber chicken and rice around his plate, he asked his aunt where his mother was.
His aunt and uncle looked at each other, surprised, for this was the first time in months he’d mentioned her.
“I don’t know,” his aunt said.
“Yeah you do! You must. You’re just not telling me.”
His aunt frowned at his tone and replied, “When Allie doesn’t want to be found, she finds a way not to be found.” She looked at him and away again. “She’s been like this her whole life. You of all people should know that.” Her words were gruff but her tone was almost gentle.
“How should I of all people know that?”
“Really?” His aunt’s sigh was somewhere between exasperated and tender, the most motherly sound she’d ever made to him. “Tell me, Alex, how many times did you move? How many times did she make you change schools?”
“I dunno,” he said, even though he knew precisely. They’d moved fourteen times that he could remember. He’d gone to twelve different schools. But saying that out loud always made the grown-ups look at him like he was defective, and like his mom was a bad mom. He’d betrayed her, by accident, but still. He now understood that he had not done enough to protect her. He would not make that mistake again.




NO!
As the summer wore on, the boy had begun, if not to enjoy his weekly conversations with the social worker, at least not to dread them. Especially now that they had Operation Rise to talk about. The social worker loved hearing about the residents. When the boy had told him about Lois Stein—who, as a young student at a recently-turned-coed college, had had her “butt pinched so many times each day you’d think I was a rump roast,” as she put it, and had gone on to become a university president where she instituted policies that banned any kind of harassment—the social worker had excitedly typed her name into his computer. Then he’d shown the boy a newspaper article about how Lois’s groundbreaking policies had been implemented by dozens of other schools. “How about that!” he’d said.
And when the boy had told him about Fred Bocarelli, who had fallen in love with another seaman when he was in the Navy at a time when this kind of love was not remotely acceptable, and had gone on to marry and divorce a woman only to find his first love again fifty years later, the social worker had had to wipe his eyes with a hanky.
On this particular morning the social worker was in an especially good mood. Etta was off bed rest and back at Shady Glen, he said, and she’d called to tell the social worker how much the residents loved talking to the boy.
“She also told me about what you did for Mr. McGinity and Mrs. Koong,” the social worker said. “I was surprised you didn’t mention it to me before.”
“I thought I might get in trouble.”
“Possibly. But, Alex, you’re putting yourself out there to help other people. You’re making a difference. With Mr. McGinity and Mrs. Koong, certainly. And all the other lives you’re touching. It’s important to acknowledge that. I’m proud of you. I hope you’re proud of yourself.”
The boy had to stop and think about this. Was he proud of himself? He knew that Operation Rise was making the residents happy, not to mention Maya-Jade, but he wasn’t doing anything special. He wasn’t risking his life or anything. He was just asking some old people some questions.
“I’m so impressed with the work you’re doing that with your permission, I’d like to show it to the judge at your hearing,” the social worker continued.
If the social worker had been trying to make him feel good, he ruined it by inserting words like judge and hearing into the conversation.
“I was also thinking,” the social worker added, “that in addition to submitting the recordings of residents’ stories, we might ask a few of them to write letters on your behalf.”
“What for?” the boy asked.
“To submit to the judge. Under ordinary circumstances I would say that your summer of volunteering and your job review would be enough, but as you know, this particular judge…”
Yes, the boy had heard. This judge was tough. This judge liked “setting examples” almost as much as he disliked “wasted opportunities.”
“I think if this judge could hear from Josey in particular, it would carry a lot of weight.”
“How come?”
“You mean aside from the fact that he broke his silence to speak to you? That he’s entrusting his story to you?”
If there were a moment the boy might’ve felt pride, it was now. Because there must have been something a little bit special about him if I had chosen him. But that was why he couldn’t risk it.
“No!” he said.
“No what?” the social worker asked.
“No to asking Josey to write to the judge.”
“Might I ask why?”
The boy sighed. Sometimes grown-ups were so stupid. The social worker had promised up and down that he could not tell anyone what the boy had done, that it was against the rules for him to tell anyone. The boy hadn’t trusted him at first—social workers, in his experience, said all kinds of things—but had grown to believe him. If the social worker had told, there was no way that Minna or Nelson or Lois would’ve been nice to him, or let him do their nails or fetch their stamps or help with their crosswords.
As for me? The boy imagined me sitting in my bed, under the portrait of you, and him trying to tell both of us what he’d done to Toby Crawford.
“No!” he said, putting his hands in front of his eyes, trying to unsee Toby, trying to erase what he’d done—oh, how he wished he could—but there was no erasing it, no undoing it, no time machine to let him travel back and stop himself.
“Why don’t you give it some thought?” the social worker said.
But the boy didn’t need to think. He knew.
“No!” He shouted it this time. “No! No! No!”
“Alex, I understand why this is so scary, but you are doing a good thing. You are helping these people. Why not give them the opportunity to help you?”
Oof, was this the wrong thing to say.
“Opportunity!” the boy scoffed. “I hate opportunities!”
“You hate opportunities?” The normally unruffled social worker was baffled by this. Opportunities, in his experience, were a good thing. He’d had more than a few when he was younger that had changed his life. “Why?”
“Because I’m not stupid. I know what grown-ups really mean when they say things are an opportunity. It just means more trouble!”
“I’m not sure I understand.”
“Then you’re just dumb!”
“My daughters tell me that all the time,” he said, with that maddening smile in his voice. “I rely on them to clue me in. So I really would like to know why you feel this way.”
“I’ll tell you why!” The words felt like a rocket countdown. Ten, nine, eight… “Because everyone who has promised me an opportunity has just made things worse. When I told the people at my old school about me and my mom, they all congratulated me on doing the right thing. Because now they had an opportunity to get us some help. I thought they meant food.” His voice began to crack, but the rocket was lifting off now, and there was no turning back. “But you know what they did? They made me go live with strangers and dragged my mom to a hospital and told her she’d have to get better if she wanted to be my mom. But if you know my mom like I do, you know she can’t stand to be stuck in one place. It’s why she moved so much. It’s why during the lockdown she got so much worse.”
His throat was closing up with shame and sadness about what had happened with his mom, indistinguishable from the shame and sadness about what he’d done to Toby.
“And now no one knows where she is and I’m stuck living with my aunt and uncle, who don’t want me at all. No one has ever wanted me, except for Josey and my mom. And I ruined it with her by telling, and I won’t ruin it with him.”
“Alex, what happened to your mom is not your fault,” the social worker said.
“Balderdash!” he shouted, only this time the word brought him no relief. Because it was his fault. And now she was gone. There was no way he was going to risk losing me or the rest of Shady Glen when we found out what he’d done.
So he said no.
Of course, we found out anyway.

THE PLASZOW CAMP WAS BUILT atop the site of two old Jewish cemeteries. A place of death, built on death.
In the center of the camp stood a gallows, where prisoners were frequently hanged for the slightest infraction. Beyond the gallows was a large mass grave where they would dump the bodies that piled up each day as the soldiers used prisoners for target practice, or as the men died of “natural causes,” if you could call starvation and deprivation natural causes.
The mass grave was the one mouth in the camp that never went hungry, and part of me longed to be fed into its maw. My parents were dead. My grandmother was dead. And Olka… dead or alive, she existed in a different world from me, one that was impossible for me to reach. Life in the camp obliterated any vision of a future, any memory of a past. It was the equivalent of being dead while still drawing breath.
And so I went to work each day in the quarry, a bone-breaking job that killed heartier men than me, and waited to die. Other prisoners ate every drop of the meager portions we were given and hustled and traded whatever they could for more; I did not finish mine. Already lean before the war, I’d grown skinny in the ghetto. In Plaszow, I became a skeleton, a breathing version of the corpse I soon hoped to become. And would’ve become. Were it not for Adek.
Yes, Adek, my old enemy, was also in the camp. Whatever energy I had, I poured into hating him. It was the only shred of my old life left to cling to. One morning he sidled up next to me after roll call and tucked a hunk of bread into my hand, imploring, “Eat. You’re wasting away.” I told him to go to hell and dropped the bread in the mud, where four other men lunged for it.
“Too late, I’m already in hell,” he replied. “If you don’t gain some weight, you’ll be picked for the next selection.”
That was my hope. At least I would share the same fate as my parents.
“Leave me be,” I said.
“I’d like nothing more,” he replied. “But, Josey.” He paused. “I cannot.”
Josey! Only two people called me Josey: Babci and Olka. One was dead and the other might have well been for all I knew.
“Why did you call me that?” I hissed.
He stared at me with those dark eyes of his, which somehow, even in this hell, bore some of his smug arrogance.
“Because that’s what Olka calls you.”
Anger rushed through me, quickening in my veins. How dare he speak her name! “What do you know of her?”
“I know she’s alive. And I know it’s her greatest wish that you stay that way too.”
“How do you know this?”
“Josey,” he said, tsking. Had we not been surrounded by soldiers and already risking our lives by speaking, I might’ve punched him. “You do miss the obvious, don’t you?” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “We work with Zegota. She and I. We have for some time now.”
Zegota. The name of the underground resistance movement. For Adek even to say the name aloud in the camp was tremendously foolish. Which was how I knew he was telling the truth.
Suddenly I saw the two of them huddled together at the factory or speaking urgently in the back room of the Eagle. Olka with her satchel always full of papers. Olka with her bright, watchful eyes.
Olka was a spy for the resistance.
It seemed both unthinkable and at the same time obvious. Wasn’t it a hop, skip, and a jump from selling Mother’s goods on the black market to ferrying around documents on her bicycle, to couriering medicines, to smuggling out people?
But Adek, who was more spoiled, more entitled than me, he was working for the resistance? I don’t think I’d ever hated a person more than I did Adek in that moment.
Except perhaps myself.
Even Adek was rising to the occasion of his life, while I’d squandered the opportunity to save my parents, to save myself. I’d done nothing but stay alive, and even that I no longer wanted.
“Arbeiten!” the guards shouted. “To work!” And Adek disappeared into the crowd.
Finding out that Olka was alive, that some invisible thread still connected us, ought to have made me feel better. But it made everything so much worse. The most dangerous thing in the camp was not the guards, the selections, the commandant’s bullets, the disease. It was hope. There is a certain comfort to giving in. But with Olka alive, I could not give in, no matter how badly I wanted to.
A few nights later, Adek slipped into my barracks. Tucked into the waistband of his trousers was a garment. I could tell by the color that it belonged to one of the guards. He handed me a spool of thread and a needle. “Fix it,” he ordered.
It was a thick needle, a gauge meant for leather, not cloth, but as soon as it was in my hand, I felt instantly better.

After that, Adek brought me more small sewing jobs for the lower-ranking soldiers. As I completed them, I began to notice that my heels of bread grew larger; my ration of watery soup contained a stringy piece of vegetable, or sometimes a hunk of rancid meat. The guards in charge of the quarry beat me less often. Two selections went by, and though I ran among the slowest, I was not sorted to the side of the weaker men who would be loaded onto trains and sent to Bergen-Belsen or Auschwitz.
One morning at roll call Adek was waiting at my usual spot, though it was dangerous for him to be out of his formation. He nudged me, and I looked down at the dirt, where he had drawn a crude map of the perimeter of the camp, an X marked in the southeast corner, farthest from the guard tower. He looked at it and at me, and I understood I was to memorize the location. I nodded. He erased the map and whispered, “Tonight.”
That night I made myself stay awake, watching the sky for its darkest hour before the dawn, when the sleepy guards were most likely to be dozing. I made my way to the approximate spot on Adek’s map. Nothing was there, just dirt. I was about to turn away when I saw a small constellation of rocks, stacked as if on a gravestone. Whatever I was supposed to find, it was here.
I began to dig. And there, six inches underground, I found a hefty box. I opened it. Inside were fabrics, sewing shears, a pincushion of needles, and several spools of thread.
I did not yet know what the material was or how it would be used. All I knew was that it was from her, and that I was meant to do the thing I’d asked her to teach me to do, the thing that had started all of this, that had kept me alive, and would continue to keep me alive.
I was meant to sew.




A START
“Who’s Adek?” Maya-Jade asked the boy after they left my room. “I didn’t want to interrupt the story, but he sounded important.”
“Adek Dworkowicz,” the boy replied, getting close enough to pronouncing the name right that even Adek would’ve been impressed. “He went to the same school as Josey and Olka. He lied and said he was the top student but really it was Olka. It was one of the things Olka and Josey fought about when they first met and hated each other.” He told the story with confidence, as if it were his own, too. Which, in a way, it was becoming. “I think he was always a little jealous of Adek,” he added.
Maya-Jade had taken to wearing a pencil behind her ear to take notes, and now she took it out and scratched something down before tapping the pencil against her chin. “How come?”
“I guess he felt like Adek was better than him.” An image of Toby flashed before the boy’s eyes. “And now that Adek was a spy with Olka, it was even worse.”
“Why?”
“Because I guess they were both doing something brave and he was just feeling sorry for himself.”
“Well, you can hardly blame him, can you?”
She was talking about me, but it might as well have been about the boy. He’d thought as much himself, hadn’t he? He’d had his mom taken away and been forced to go live with his aunt and uncle. He had every right to feel sorry for himself.
But the thing was, feeling sorry for yourself is a lot like using anger as a blanket. At the end of the day, it leaves you exposed and cold.
“What do you think happens to Olka?” Maya-Jade asked.
“We’re not at that part of the story yet!” He said it firmly, deflecting the same way I put him off when he made such a query. For the same reason, too.
We both knew what happened to you and we wanted to ignore that reality as long as possible.

The boy had gone to Maya-Jade’s house three times, often enough that Mim now knew how much he admired the car and let him sit up front and play with the controls and ordered his favorite kind of pizza—barbecue chicken. But he had not yet met Laura, Maya-Jade’s other mother. On his next visit, he did.
“It’s so nice to finally meet you, Alex,” she said when she came into the kitchen to greet them. “Maya-Jade has spoken about nothing but you all summer long.”
“Mom!” Maya-Jade said, embarrassed. “Not nothing but him.”
“You and your project,” Laura clarified. “She won’t let us see the footage, but the stories sound incredible.”
“Yeah, the residents are full of surprises,” he said.
She smiled. “Maybe you’ll tell me more at the fair next weekend?”
The fair was the county fair, which Maya-Jade and Mim had invited him to a while back.
“You can’t go to the fair!” Maya-Jade said in that scolding adult voice that had made the boy so angry when they first met.
“I’m done with the chemo,” Laura replied. “I’m not as immunocompromised.”
“You’re having radiation. Your immune system is still weak. And all those people there. All those germs. What if you get a cold and it turns into pneumonia and you wind up in the hospital?”
“Honey,” Laura began, “we can’t live in fear like that.” She looked at the boy for confirmation, and though part of him really wanted to nod, out of loyalty to Maya-Jade he did not.
“If you go to the fair, I won’t have fun. I’ll be too worried about you and it’ll ruin it for me,” Maya-Jade said.
Laura’s face fell and she looked suddenly a different kind of tired than she had before. “Okay,” she said. “I’ll stay home.”

Maya-Jade was quiet as they took their pizza and drinks onto the big L-shaped couch in the den and pulled up the movie on the TV. They were on the fifth one, Fornax Force: The Superstellar Invaders.
Usually, she talked so much during the movie the boy sometimes had to politely shush her, but she barely spoke, barely ate her pizza.
“Are you okay?” he asked her.
Maya-Jade shook her head. “No. I am not okay. I am the world’s biggest jerk.”
“You always have to be the best at everything,” he teased, and when that failed to make her smile, he added, “I’m kidding. You’re not a jerk at all.”
Maya-Jade swiveled toward him. Her brown eyes were blazing. “Do you know why my mom still has her hair?”
“Uh…,” the boy began.
“She wore this special ice pack on her head during the chemo because I was freaking about her going bald. She had to stay at the infusion center an extra two hours, and she hated it there, but she did it for me.”
“That doesn’t sound so bad,” he said.
“But it was. It’s okay for her to worry about me in normal times, but not when she’s sick. She was supposed to do things for herself. Not for me.”
When Maya-Jade said that, the boy thought of his mother. Had she worried about him in normal times? Had there ever been normal times? Both social workers had told him that his mother was sick, but how was he supposed to have known that? He hadn’t had a Mim or a Vivian to tell him, or to help her. And unlike Laura, who’d had surgery and chemo and now radiation to get better, his mom hadn’t even stayed in the hospital even though she would lose him if she left.
For the first time, he began to see what the social worker had been trying to tell him. That he had deserved more. That everyone deserved more. And maybe the reason he could see it now was that he had more.
“I wish I could be brave,” Maya-Jade said. “Like Olka.”
“Me too,” the boy said.
“I dunno. You seem pretty brave to me. Volunteering at Shady Glen even though you didn’t know anyone there. Speaking out at the meeting with Ginny’s and Dickie’s families. Getting all the residents to talk to you.”
The brave thing to do would’ve been to tell Maya-Jade the truth: not just about why he had “volunteered” at Shady Glen but about his mother, his aunt and uncle. And Toby.
“I’m not brave,” he said. “But I’m working on it.”
She patted him on the shoulder three times in quick succession. “I’m going to work on it too. Starting now.” She paused the movie. “Can you hang on a sec?”
“What are you gonna do?”
“I’m gonna tell Mom to come with us to the fair,” she replied. “It’s not like being a spy for the resistance, but it’s a start.”
“It is a start,” the boy agreed. And, as had become almost a reflex for him, he thought once again of you, Olka. Going from this frightened angry person to being a spy, a hero. If you could do it, maybe Maya-Jade could. Maybe he could. Maybe anyone could.

IN MY YEARS AS A garment maker, I dressed movie stars like Elizabeth Taylor and political wives like Lady Bird Johnson, but the uniform I sewed from the scraps of fabric buried for me in Plaszow remained the best work of my life. I soon came to realize I was fabricating a Nazi officer’s uniform. Olka knew that I had sewn many of these in the Madritsch plant and could sew one from memory.
In the factory, where we had machines, shears, measuring sticks, and ample light, such a suit would’ve taken many hands a week. Here I cut trousers, pieced together a shirt, emblazoned the jacket with the gold-and-silver braid of an Oberst epaulet, using nothing but a needle and thread and the ten fingers on my hands—because, as I told you before, you don’t sew with your eyes, you sew with your hands—over a period of six weeks. When I finished one piece, I buried it and waited for Adek to give me a signal. Then I would dig in the same area to find new material replacing my finished piece. In this way I sewed trousers, a shirt, and finally, a military jacket. When the last epaulet was sewn onto the sleeve, I buried the jacket, and I waited.
For what? I didn’t know. But by then I had grown a little wiser, wise enough to trust Olka’s invisible hand, and Adek’s, too.

It was in the dead of night when Adek shook me awake. By the tears in his eyes, I recognized two things: It was time for me to leave. And Adek loved me, just as I loved him. Another regrettably late discovery, because when we said goodbye, I was certain this was the end of our acquaintance.

I found my way to the spot, sank to my knees, and began to dig. But before I could more get dirt under my nails, I heard her calling to me as she had done four years ago, hiding in my family’s store, risking her life, even then, for us.
I went to embrace her. “No!” she hissed. She was no longer dressed in Mother’s glamorous castoffs. She wore the striped skirt and tunic of Plaszow’s female prisoners.
I was confused. Was she a prisoner now too?
She thrust at me the uniform I had fabricated, now pressed like new, along with a pair of regulation shoes.
I stared at her, trying to reconcile the fact that Olka, my Olka, was standing right there, but was a prisoner and was holding an Oberführer’s uniform.
“You’re going to march me out of the camp,” she said.
And that was when I understood that she had disguised herself as a prisoner to sneak into the camp—this was the equivalent of the chicken walking into the fox’s den—so that I could impersonate a Nazi officer and escape.
“Get dressed,” she ordered, just as she had that first day we met, when I was a half-naked, smug young fool.
I dressed. She handed me a transfer request, stamped by the Third Reich, and a riding crop. “Tell them my transfer is on orders of Commandant Goth.”
“But they’ll know… I’m a Jew.”
“How? Your German is perfect. Your uniform is perfect. Call me the terrible name I once called you. Bully anyone who questions you. Beat me with the crop. You have the rank of Oberführer. Act the part.”
“But… what if it gets us both killed?”
She turned to look at me, and I saw in her eyes how much she loved me, undeserving as I might be. How much she wanted a future, any future, with me.
“Then we go down together,” she said.

My knees shook so badly as we walked through the camp, I felt sure anyone could see through my pathetic pantomime. But I kept walking, steeled only by the strength from Olka’s elbow, which I was grasping, less as the part demanded than as a crutch I needed.
It was early in the morning, before the prisoners were roused. Up on the hill, household servants were beginning the day. A pair of soldiers, stumbling drunkenly through the muddy roads, straightened up with a “Sieg heil!” when they saw me. They believed that I was their superior!
We reached the entrance to the camp. With shaking hands, I passed the guard the transfer papers.
“A transfer at this hour?” he asked.
And for a moment I nearly folded. My tongue was tied, my stomach churning. Olka stumbled and cried out in pain as if I had hurt her, though I had not adjusted my grip on her. I looked at the young man, a boy, really, younger than me, and of a far lower rank than the soldier I was so poorly impersonating.
“Those—those are orders,” I stammered.
He leafed through a clipboard, frowning. “I see no orders.” He picked up his telephone, about to make the call. Once he did, it would be over. For both of us.
“You want to bother the commandant at this hour? Before his coffee and morning crap?”
He hesitated, the phone stilling in his hand.
This time I spoke louder, my voice sharper. “And you question an officer! An Oberführer!” I whipped the crop against the dusty ground, feeling the power it bestowed. “Shall we ask Commandant Goth why he issued the order? Shall we find out which soldier failed to put it in the log?” I snapped the crop again, and this time the young man flinched as if I’d struck him.
“I am only following orders,” he said in a quiet voice.
“You are insubordinate is what you are,” I said, raising my voice along with the crop. “And you are wasting valuable time. What is your name?”
I reached into my breast pocket for a pen and paper I did not possess.
“I am sorry, sir.” He hung up the phone.
“Name!” I ordered again.
“Please…” His voice broke in fear, and I understood that he was, in his own way, as trapped as I was. We were both prisoners here.
The soldier hurried to lift the gate, his demeanor that of a dog who had just been beaten, trying to please the master who had beaten it.
“H-heil Hitler,” he stuttered, opening the gate.
“Heil Hitler,” I replied, and marched my beloved and myself out of the camp.




COMMANDER CALVADOS
The Friday night before the fair, the boy went over to Maya-Jade’s. Instead of pizza, however, he found a table laid with fancy plates, candlesticks, and a yummy-looking braided loaf of bread.
“It’s Shabbat,” Maya-Jade explained.
“What’s Shabbat?” he asked.
“It’s the most important Jewish holiday there is, and it happens every week from sundown Friday night to sundown Saturday. It’s supposed to be a day of rest, but really it’s a night for roast chicken and challah.”
“Challah?” the boy repeated, testing out the phlegmy-sounding ch pronunciation.
“Yeah. We don’t always do it, but Mom is feeling so much better, so we thought we would, and also, I’ve kind of been telling them Josey’s story.” She paused. “I hope that’s okay.”
“Why wouldn’t it be?” he asked.
Maya-Jade nibbled on her thumbnail. “It sort of feels like your story. I don’t know why, but it does.”
The boy was neither Jewish nor a hero, but I had chosen him, and this made it his story too. It made him feel good to hear Maya-Jade say so. It made him feel generous. So he said, “It’s your story also.” And though they had agreed not to show anyone the footage until it was edited together, he added, “We can even show them his latest chapter, if you want.”
Maya-Jade’s eyes grew moist with emotion, like he had given her a gift. But it was funny, because he felt like he was the one who’d been given something precious.

“Wow,” Mim said after Maya-Jade clicked off the video. “That is incredible.”
Laura wiped a tear from her face with her used-up napkin. “Truly.”
Maya-Jade and the boy caught each other’s eye over the candlelit table. The chicken and potatoes and challah were among the most delicious things he had ever eaten, up there with lasagna and baklava, even. It was funny, because he had chicken almost every night, but it was never yummy like this. Maybe the difference was the spices, the candles? Or maybe it was the love.
“Josey sounds like a truly exceptional man,” Mim said.
“He is for sure,” Maya-Jade said.
“Lots of residents have amazing stories,” the boy added. “Even if they’re not as, you know, dramatic.” He thought of Nelson Lippincott and Lois Stein and Minna Waxman. All these people he had written off as zombies when he’d met them. How many people had he done that to? How many people had done that to him?
“I think we should say the Shehecheyanu,” Mim suggested.
“The what?” the boy said.
“It’s a prayer to celebrate special moments,” Maya-Jade said. “You can repeat after me.” She began the blessing the same way she had done when they’d lit the candles and drunk the wine (which was really grape juice) and eaten the challah, but then she got to a fun rhyming part: “shehecheyanu, v’kiy’manu, v’higiyanu laz’man hazeh.”
The boy did his best to repeat the unfamiliar words. “What does it mean?”
Mim answered: “Blessed are you, Eternal Spirit, who has given us life, sustained us, and allowed us to reach this occasion.”
It was such a small thing to pray for, arrival in this moment, but to the boy it felt like everything.

As they were doing dishes, Laura suggested the boy stay the night. “There’s no sense driving you home if we’re all going to the fair tomorrow. I can call your parents and introduce myself, if you like.”
“Uh…” The boy hesitated.
“Think about it,” Laura said diplomatically, and left the kitchen.
“You can sleep on the couch,” Maya-Jade said. “I’ll sleep in my room if you want. It doesn’t have to be weird.”
By this point they had fallen asleep on the couch together enough times that proximity was not the point. The point was that he had not been honest with Maya-Jade. Not even a little.
“It’s not that,” he said. “It’s just, I live with my aunt Lisa and my uncle Morris.”
“Oh.” Maya-Jade sounded mildly perplexed but not overly concerned. He could’ve stopped there. But that wouldn’t make it brave.
“I used to live with my mom,” he went on. “It was just the two of us for a really long time. But she’s sick. Here.” He tapped his temple. And then he looked at Maya-Jade, wondering if she’d be weirded out by his mentally ill mother. But she was just staring at him with her warm brown eyes. “Anyhow, a while ago things got really bad, and I got taken away from her and put into a foster home and she got put in a hospital. She was supposed to stay there thirty days and then there’d be a hearing to see if she could have me back.” His throat was closing with hot tears, but he pushed on. “But she left before the time was up and I got sent to live with my aunt and uncle.” He took a big breath in, hoping the air would iron out the shakes in his voice. “So you can’t call my parents for permission to sleep over. You have to call my aunt and uncle.”
Maya-Jade reached for him and hugged him so hard he could hardly breathe. But it felt good, like she was squeezing the sad out of him. “I’m sorry you also lost your mother,” she said.
It was the also that did it. Made him realize that in some horrible way, he was not special. Maya-Jade may have had two mothers, but she’d also lost one. Just like you, Olka, lost your mother. Just like I lost mine. The world was full of people with missing mothers, broken families. But that didn’t mean that the people were broken.
And so instead of just allowing himself to be hugged, this time the boy wrapped his arms around Maya-Jade and squeezed her back.

After they’d called his aunt Lisa and secured permission for a sleepover, he and Maya-Jade made a nest of blankets on the L-shaped sofa and began their latest Fornax Force. It was the sixth movie, opening with the arrival of Commander Calvados, who was replacing the beloved General Massimo, who had been killed by space pirates at the end of episode five. As soon as the commander strode onto the ship’s deck, greeted by the surly crew as Officer Calvados, to which she haughtily replied, in her now-famous catchphrase, “It’s Commander Calvados,” the boy struck his palm against his forehead.
“It’s her!” he cried. “It’s Commander Calvados!”
“Yes, it’s Commander Calvados,” Maya-Jade said as if he were making the famous joke.
“Not that,” the boy replied. “Commander Calvados, or the lady who plays her, she’s friends with Mr. Johnson, my uh…” He paused. Social worker would give too much away. “Therapist.”
“Shut up! Your therapist is friends with Bea Contreras?”
“Who’s Bea Contreras?”
“The actress who plays Commander Calvados!” Maya-Jade replied with a hint of duh in her voice. “I’m obsessed with her. I have like three posters of her in my room.”
The boy hadn’t known that, because he hadn’t been in Maya-Jade’s room, because it was next to Laura’s room and they were supposed to keep that area germ-free.
“I can’t believe you know someone who knows her!” Maya-Jade squealed.
“Maybe I got it wrong,” he said. But then he looked at the frozen screen, where Commander Calvados, even with her face made up green, was so obviously the woman in the picture, not to mention the woman on the side of the bus shelter he’d been sitting in nearly every day this summer. “Only he didn’t call her Bea,” he said. “He called her Bug.”
“Bug could be short for Beatrice, I guess,” Maya-Jade replied. “Let’s google. What’s the name of your therapist?”
“Mr. Johnson.”
“His first name!” Maya-Jade said.
He tried to remember what Etta had called him, and it came back to him. “Frank!”
Maya Jade typed in Bea Contreras and Frank Johnson. “Is this him?” She tilted the screen toward the boy, and there it was, that picture from the social worker’s office, with the caption Fornax Force scene-stealer Bea Contreras steps out onto the red carpet with her friend Frank Johnson.
“Yes! He has that same picture in his office.”
“Ohmygod, Alex!” Her voice pitched high and her breathing sharpened. If he didn’t know Maya-Jade, he would’ve thought something was wrong instead of right. “Do you think he’ll introduce her to us?”
He stopped to ponder this, which meant thinking about a future beyond his court date. At the beginning of the summer, he hadn’t wanted to, or been able to, see that far. The hearing with the judge was like a heavy black curtain, no light getting through. But now there was a crack through which he could glimpse pinpricks of light, a future that included maybe not meeting a movie star but possibly going to the next Fornax Force movie with Maya-Jade.
He thought about the social worker wanting me to testify on the boy’s behalf. He’d said no because he’d been too scared to sacrifice his present for a future he couldn’t see. But now he could see it. It was a future he wanted, and maybe that meant he’d have to take the risk, show people who he was, which included who he had been. If I could see all of you, Olka, then maybe people could see all of him. Maybe they wouldn’t judge him by the worst things he’d done but by the better things he was trying to do.
But that was for later. There’d been enough bravery for one day, and Maya-Jade was clicking on the movie. They snuggled together, and before the scene where Commander Calvados wins over the respect of the crew by piloting the ship through a black hole, they’d both fallen asleep.




FAIR
He woke up to a gentle nudge and a delicious smell. “Rise and shine, sleepyheads. I made pancakes,” someone said.
He blinked and wiped the crust from his eyes. Laura was setting down two plates on the coffee table, each one laden with chocolate chip pancakes, a bowl of strawberries, and a floof of whipped cream.
He had seen this kind of thing on television shows, kids woken up by happy parents with plates of yummy food, and he’d known vaguely that some kids at his schools over the years had lives like this, which he had resented as not fair.
When Laura left, Maya-Jade started to cry.
“What’s wrong?” the boy asked.
“Nothing’s wrong. Something’s right.” She put some whipped cream on her finger and licked it off. “Mom hasn’t cooked breakfast since she got sick.”
The boy was right. It wasn’t fair that some children like Maya-Jade had homemade pancakes with whipped cream served to them and others didn’t. There was nothing fair about which child landed in a happy, loving, supportive home like mine, and which one landed in a bitter, angry home like yours, Olka. Or which family was uprooted by war and hatred and which was not. Or who got sick and who did not. Or who got better and who did not.
He was beginning to see that. “I’m glad she’s better,” he said.
“So am I,” Maya-Jade said. And then she dabbed some whipped cream on the tip of the boy’s nose, and he did the same to her, and they laughed and gobbled everything up.

Even though Laura was better, Maya-Jade was still Maya-Jade. Before they left for the fair, she quizzed her mother on whether she had enough layers of clothes in case she got too cold or hot, if she had ample masks and hand sanitizer, what her plan was if she got tired. She didn’t have a clipboard in her hand, but she might as well have.
After she was reasonably assured that Laura had brought enough clothing and other items and would take an Uber home if she needed a nap, they all piled into the spaceship car. As they drove, Laura and Mim held hands, and Maya-Jade smiled, and even though he wasn’t really, the boy felt like a part of the family.
A small voice warned him that it wouldn’t last. The same little voice that had warned him that no matter how many times his mother had said that this apartment/town/school/job was what they’d been looking for all along, it wouldn’t last either. But he shut it out. If things were going to end, he’d worry about that later. And maybe, this time, they wouldn’t end.

They would end. Everything does.

At the fair, Mim bought a special pass allowing them access to all the rides and exhibitions. Maya-Jade was practically shaking with excitement. “What do you want to do first? Ferris wheel? Tilt-A-Whirl? Jack Rabbit? Tractor pull? Petting zoo? Or we could get funnel cakes,” she said in a breathless whoosh.
“Yes,” the boy said, laughing.
It was a perfect day. Not a cloud in the sky. The lines moved quickly. The French fries were crispy. The view from the Ferris wheel stretched all the way to Shady Glen. They giggled about how the residents would act here. Sid would flirt with all the ride attendants, Minna would fret about the safety of even the tamest ride, Lois would just sit and do her crossword puzzle, and me, well, they thought I might like the quilting competition on account of the quilts being sewn and sewing having saved my life so many times.
“Next year, maybe we can organize a field trip,” Maya-Jade said. “Take the Shady Glen van. We could get more volunteers, and each one could accompany one of the residents. I bet they’d love it.”
In spite of the fact that very soon the boy would have a hearing to determine if he could stay living with his aunt and uncle, in spite of the fact that the odds of Minna or Sid or me being alive in another year were slim, the boy nodded vigorously, embracing this version of a future.
“Yes,” he said. “That is a fantastic idea!”

Laura went home for a nap and came back as the sun was setting, to watch the fireworks. “My moms never stay for the fireworks,” Maya-Jade whispered. “Not even before Mom got sick.” She looked at the boy. “You should come with us every year.”
And there it was again. A future he wanted. A lump lodged itself in his throat and tears gathered at the back of his eyes. But not because he was feeling sad but because he was feeling happy.
“Should we get ice cream before the fireworks?” Maya-Jade asked.
They had eaten funnel cakes and candy apples and jawbreakers but had not yet sampled the ice cream.
“Sure!” the boy replied.
The line at the ice cream stand was shorter than it had been all day, so they got their cones quickly, Maya-Jade ordering the strawberry and chocolate without even asking his preference. Before, his mother had been the only person in the world who knew his favorite ice cream flavor. And now Maya-Jade did too. As did Leyla, who had begun ordering more chocolate and strawberry cups to compensate for the ones the two of them ate.
The first firework illuminated the sky, leaving a waterfall of spangled light. “Come on!” Maya-Jade said, and they wound their way toward the bleachers to watch. At the edge of the field a bunch of kids their age were watching. One of them waved at Maya-Jade.
“That’s Emma Henderson. Do you know her? She goes to my school.”
He didn’t know her, and more important, if she went to Maya-Jade’s private school, she wouldn’t know him.
“She’s good friends with that kid Toby,” Maya-Jade continued. “The one who got beaten up in a hate crime at school.”
The insertion of Toby into such a perfect day was so jarring that it took the boy a moment to catch up with himself, to remember who he was, what he’d done.
“I—I—” he stammered.
It wasn’t the perfect time for the boy to confess, but it was the right time. He had to do it. Now. But before he even had a chance to try to explain himself, a familiar figure was emerging from behind Emma. His hair was short all over, but in the flashes of light, the boy could see the stitches above his left ear where the baseball bat had connected with his skull.
His own head throbbed, as if he’d been the one to sustain the injury. He touched his hand there, expecting blood, almost wishing for it.
He wanted to pay a price for his actions.
He’d done a lot of bad things, but this, this was the worst.




THE WORST THING
I’ve tried to tell you this story in order, but now I’m going to have to take a detour to tell you about the terrible thing the boy did that landed him at Shady Glen. And to do that, I need to back up and tell you a story about the boy that occurred several months before we met.
He had just recently been sent to live with his aunt and uncle after his mother had left the hospital too soon and not come back. He was starting yet another school, sitting across from yet another guidance counselor, who was pursing their lips as they read the boy’s transcripts. The guidance counselor told the boy that he would be getting a math tutor.
“I don’t want a tutor!” the boy protested. “I’m good at math.”
“I understand,” the counselor replied. “But you’ve missed quite a bit of school, and math is scaffolded. This is something we do for many of our students. We find they benefit from the extra help.”
“I don’t need extra help!”
“Everyone needs extra help,” they said.
The boy had some issues with this statement. Did Aaron Judge need extra help playing baseball? Did Albert Einstein need extra help with physics? No! They did not. And he did not need extra help with fractions!
“Our school has an excellent peer-tutoring program,” the counselor bragged. “I think you’ll soon see it’s an opportunity to excel.”
By this point, I think you understand how the boy felt about that word, about people in authority promising to do things for his own good. The boy felt as if he were on one side of a seesaw while on the other side was someone much bigger than him, a force that could send him flying or thudding at will, and there was not a thing he could do about it.
Two days later he met his tutor. Toby Crawford was a year younger than the boy but a grade ahead. He wore rainbow suspenders over shirts emblazoned with slogans like QUEER4LIFE. He was fond of math puns. “Parallel lines have so much in common; it’s a shame they’ll never meet,” he told the boy at their first session.
The boy had been to enough schools to know that certain rules were universal and that kids like Toby occupied lower rungs of the social ladder.
But the rules didn’t seem to apply to Toby. He was immensely popular, receiving so many fist bumps as they walked down the halls it was a wonder his knuckles didn’t bleed. “Hey, Toblerone,” people called out to him. Even his nickname was sweet.
The boy hated Toby from the start, for reasons not unlike those that caused you to hate me when we first met in the alteration room. The boy had nothing. Toby seemed to have everything. To make matters worse, the boy was better at math than Toby. Toby had put parentheses after exponents when explaining PEMDAS, even though the order was literally parentheses, exponents, multiplication, division, addition, subtraction.
In the beginning, Toby didn’t seem to notice or care that the boy hated him. He just told his dumb jokes and dutifully showed him how to do pre-algebra.
The boy refused to do the problems. It was his way of protesting.
He didn’t tell Toby that, obviously, so Toby assumed it was because the boy didn’t understand the material, and he came back with even easier assignments. Long division and multiplication of negative numbers. As if the boy were some kind of idiot!
To further protest, the boy stopped turning in math assignments altogether. The guidance counselor increased the frequency of the boy’s tutoring sessions to three times a week, which, mathematically speaking, cubed the boy’s anger.
It went on like this all winter and into the spring, and as the boy’s anger grew, it became impossible for Toby to write it off as a case of the bad-at-math grumpies. The boy, Toby was realizing, didn’t hate math. He hated Toby.
Toby went to the guidance counselor and asked if he could be assigned to another student. “He’s not getting any better. And he obviously doesn’t like me.”
“I’m sure he likes you,” they replied, because everyone liked Toby. “He’s just had a rough go of it.”
Toby wasn’t so sure. A few nights earlier, he’d discussed this with his friend Emma, who had said that the boy was clearly homophobic.
“You think?” Toby hadn’t been sure. Silent glowering was not how other kids had tended to display their antipathy—because yes, even popular Toby had been mocked with limp wrists and lisps and the occasional slur. But the boy hated him so much and all he’d done was try to help him, so maybe Emma was right.
“I think he might be homophobic,” Toby told the guidance counselor now.
This got the counselor’s attention. “Oh, that’s very serious, Toby,” they said, writing it down. “I’ll assign someone else to him next week.”
This was a Thursday, and Toby assumed this meant he would see the boy one more time, on Friday after school.
That Friday turned out to be a warm late-spring day, the trees heavy with the promise of summer. Instead of working in the library, Toby suggested that they work outside. He had a worksheet on binomials that the boy ignored. This time Toby didn’t push. Instead his attention wandered to a softball game being played on the nearby diamond.
The boy noticed that Toby had checked out. “You’re supposed to be tutoring me,” he said with venom in his voice.
“I’m not tutoring you anymore,” Toby replied. “Today’s my last day, so do whatever you want.”
The boy might have said, “Good, I don’t need a tutor!” But instead he asked, “Why?”
“Because,” Toby began, tired of this weird kid and his malevolent presence. He had worked so hard to make people like him, and it got exhausting. “You don’t work, you don’t care. So why should I? You’re nothing to me.”
One of the softball players trotted over, carrying a bat. “Hey, Toblerone, we need a sixth. Wanna jump in?”
“You know I kind of suck at batting,” Toby said, shrugging like it was not a big deal.
The kid holding the bat was captain of the soccer team, the type of kid who should have cared that Toby couldn’t bat. But he chuckled in a friendly way. “Yeah, I know. Doesn’t matter. C’mon.”
As Toby stood up, a gust of wind scattered the worksheets, and the softball player set down the bat to help Toby gather them up. And then the two of them jogged off back toward the baseball diamond, leaving the bat behind them. Leaving the boy behind them too.
And why wouldn’t they? He was nothing. Everyone thought so. The teachers, the guidance counselors, his aunt and uncle, his mother, even the boy himself. And now Toby, too.
And that’s when it happened. Everything just went hot and blank, like it had when he’d thrown the clock at the kid in his foster family. He didn’t even remember doing it, only heard about it after from all the people who’d seen him run after Toby, holding a baseball bat and screaming, “I am not nothing!”




THE WRONG RIGHT THING
There were certain images that burned in the boy’s mind. His mother, toward the end of the pandemic, crying and crying and saying, “I can’t do this anymore,” not to him but through him.
The blood pooling on the pavement after he hit Toby. Seeing the bat in his hand. Realizing what he’d done.
The expression on Maya-Jade’s expression at the fair after Emma had protectively shoved Toby behind her and yelled at the boy to go away. At first Maya-Jade had blinked in confusion, like she just couldn’t understand what Emma was saying.
And then she could. He saw the awful truth of it dawning on her. She didn’t cry or yell or spew out a dozen sentences in one second. She just stared at him, something zippering her expression closed, hiding away all that Maya-Jadeness, all that love.
He left the fairgrounds, the exuberant fireworks exploding behind him, Maya-Jade’s disgusted expression in front of him. Hurting Maya-Jade was maybe not the worst thing that he’d done.
But it was close.

Hate crime.
That was what they charged him with. It carried punishments that were different from those for other crimes, explained the judge assigned to his case, a judge who loathed squandered opportunities. Which was why, in addition to being expelled from school and not being allowed to be within five hundred feet of Toby Crawford, the judge was considering sending the boy to a special locked facility for violent young offenders.
The defense attorney had objected to the harsh penalty for a twelve-year-old’s first offense and requested a stay, which is the legal term for stalling. The judge agreed to delay the hearing until the end of summer.
Hate crime.
They weren’t wrong. The boy had attacked Toby because he hated him. Not for the reasons the police or the judge or even his defense attorney seemed to think, especially after they had talked to Toby and the guidance counselor and seen the notation in their records that the boy was homophobic. But hate was hate. What difference did it make where it came from?

“I want you to know that I wouldn’t have placed him with you if I thought he was a danger,” the social worker told Etta after she called him that Monday after work to tell him what she knew, what everyone at Shady Glen now knew.
“I believe you, Frank,” Etta said. She had known the social worker since he’d brought his own father to Shady Glen a decade before, and though he hadn’t told her everything about the boy’s background, she trusted the social worker and whatever instinct had told him the boy needed to be here. And he’d been right, hadn’t he? The boy had transformed Shady Glen that summer.
“But he can’t come back,” Etta gently told Frank over the phone. “You know that, right?”
Of course he’d known this in his mind, but that didn’t mean he’d felt it in his heart. When he hung up the phone, he put his head in his hands and cried.
Frank’s wife knew that sometimes his cases got to him because of what he’d been through. She wrapped her arms around him and said, “I love you.” Soon his daughters were there too, all hugging him.
Encircled in his family’s embrace, Frank thought of the boy. Some of the cases he worked with were children neglected and unloved from the start, and that was a tragedy. But other times, the children had known love and lost it, and as the boy himself had attested, that hole where love had once lived was immense.
Why were some children lucky and loved wholly and constantly and others left to scramble for shards of affection? It had never seemed right to him. Never seemed fair. But Colleen, his friend’s mother, used to say: Life is not fair. The most you can hope for is that it’s just. It had been the guiding principle of the social worker’s life.
He hugged his family and promised, silently, that he would envelop them in love his entire life. Then he took his car keys and drove to the boy’s apartment to tell him what he suspected he already knew. That he was no longer welcome at Shady Glen.

“He’s sick,” his aunt Lisa announced when she answered the door. This was the excuse the boy had given that morning for not going to Shady Glen that day, and though she’d known there was nothing physically wrong with the boy, she’d never seen him like this.
“Of course,” the social worker said, playing along with the charade. “I just needed to go over a few things with him. For the hearing.”
“Right. That’s coming up.” She sighed. “I guess I have to take another day off.”
“I’m afraid so,” the social worker said, trying to keep his voice level. The hearing was serious. A judge was going to determine whether the boy had to go to a reformatory home or could stay put, with relatives who didn’t particularly want him. This bruised a mostly healed wound in the social worker, who knew what it was like to be rejected by family.
Even though, at the end of the day, he had been one of the lucky ones. It was difficult at times—his father hadn’t spoken to him for fifteen years; one of his brothers still didn’t—but he’d had so much love to fill in the gaps: Uncle Phillip and Colleen and Daniel and of course his best friend of more than thirty-five years, Bug. Their ferocious love had surrounded him like a force field. Many people weren’t as fortunate. It was his job to lessen that imbalance, to help make the world if not more fair, then more just.
But the boy, whose mother had left, whose aunt resented him. Did he have anyone to love him?
Did anyone love this child?
The question answered itself.
We loved this child.
I loved him.
Minna loved him.
Julio and Leyla loved him.
The social worker felt that love, understood that the boy had opened himself up to us and we had responded in kind. Some of us, like Vivian and Lois, would never forgive him, but others? There was grace in this world. The social worker knew that.
And that was why, instead of doing what he’d planned, which was to tell the boy he was fired, he ordered him to get dressed. “You’re going to Shady Glen.”
Fat, silent tears slid down the boy’s cheeks. “I can’t go back there,” he said. “Everyone will hate me.”
It was after six. Etta would be gone for the day. The social worker would supervise the visit, and tomorrow he would ask Etta’s forgiveness for not seeking permission. The social worker knew what you knew, Olka. Sometimes you had to do the wrong thing to do the right thing.




THE BOY’S STORY
And this was how the boy found himself standing outside room 206 for the last time. He did not want to be here. He hadn’t wanted to be here that first day. Just like you hadn’t wanted to be in the alteration room of my family’s store all those years ago.
But sometimes you wind up where you need to just the same.
He felt sick. His heart seemed to pound not just in his chest but his whole body. Bravery was now a distant shore across a dark and stormy sea. He wasn’t sure he could get back there, if he’d ever been there in the first place.
He knocked lightly on my door. And for some strange reason, even though you’d been dead for some eighty years, I thought it was you.
“Come to me,” I called with what little voice I had left in me.
It was him. But it was you, too. I saw you there. I was too overcome to speak, but it didn’t matter, because he was the one with the story this time.
“It’s a terrible story,” he warned. “About a terrible thing.” He paused again. “A terrible thing I did.” His voice shook. He did not think he could say it. All this time, all the talk of judges and lawyers, and he had not said aloud what he’d done.
He needed to say it aloud. To me. To you. Maybe he felt you in that room too. Maybe he had all along.
“Tell me your story,” I croaked.
The boy had not cried before. Not when the gym teacher had noticed his worrisome low weight and sent him to the guidance counselor, who’d asked him what was happening at home and then commended him for telling the truth and promised things would get better. He had not cried when that other social worker had called him to the principal’s office and told him his mother was in the hospital. Or when that social worker had escorted him to his empty apartment to pack up a small bag of things, upending his life as yours had been upended, as mine had too. He had not cried when he was sent to live with strangers, or when he learned his mother had fled the hospital and by extension him, when he’d thrown the clock and dented the wall. Or when he was told of the great new opportunity to live with an aunt and uncle he scarcely knew, who, he could tell from that tight smile on his aunt’s face, did not want him. Or when he’d started another new school where the teachers looked at his record and made unfair assumptions about him and assigned him a tutor in math, his best subject.
He had not cried after he saw Toby bleeding on the blacktop, or when all the kids at the baseball diamond had run over shouting, “Toby!” and “Get help!” or when he’d run all the way home, or when the police had come for him in a squad car. He had not cried through his hearings, his meetings with the social worker, through his initial days of bleach duty at Shady Glen or when Julio called him a liar or when Maya-Jade ran away from him, crying herself.
But when he finished his story, the tears were flowing down his face. His loss, my loss. My loss, his loss. Our stories, separated by generations, now inextricably connected.
And so, when he was finished, I took a breath into my failing lungs and, with the last of my strength, finished my story.

I WALKED YOU OUT OF Plaszow, Olka. You walked me out of death. We walked each other out of one future and into another. We walked silently by night, and during the day we slept in trenches we dug in the soil, shallow graves to keep us from deeper ones.
For three days we walked through the nights, stopping at daybreak to dig a new hiding spot to sleep away the day. We were headed south, up into the foothills of the Tatras. On the fourth day, I noticed something about the terrain. The familiar cleft of a cliffside. An alpine lake I had once swum in.
It was then I understood. “We’re going to Babci’s?”
You nodded. “You’ll be safe there. Karl and Sylwia will hide you.”
In spite of everything, I felt happy. We were going to Babci’s cottage, the place I had imagined a different sort of life with you. We would not have that life—we had lost too much—but we would be together.
I grabbed your hand. “Let’s get married,” I said.
“As soon as we can,” you said.
“No, now.”
You looked confused. “We have no rabbi. No courthouse. No witnesses,” you said. “And it’s against the law.”
“Our law is God’s law,” I said. “Let the mountain be our rabbi. The birds will be our witnesses,” I told her. “In God’s eyes, is that not enough?”
You pulled a silver strand out from deep in your clothes. On it was Babci’s ring. You took it off and handed it to me, and there, in the presence of the moon and the stars, and, I like to think, Mother and Father and Babci, we were married.

We arrived at the cottage the following day. From the outside, the small barn Babci had used as a studio appeared derelict, boarded up, but you pried off the wood and inside was a small pallet, a jug of water, an entire loaf of bread, and the cherry jam Babci had jarred with the ten fingers on her hands. The portrait of you sat dusty on its easel. Babci had spent the last days of peacetime she would ever know finishing it.
I fell to my knees and allowed myself to weep for all that was lost: Babci, Father, Mother. Poland. My past.
You held me as I wept, loving me as I loved you.
We spent that night together as husband and wife. The next morning, I woke to see you in a fresh smock dress, wearing an apron, looking right at home as a farm girl.
“Off to milk a cow?” I joked, so drunk on love that I once again missed what was before me.
And then you started to cry.
I went to embrace you. “It’s okay. We’re safe. We’re together.”
You continued to weep. I thought it was relief or joy. And it was. But it was also regret. “I can’t stay,” you said. “You know that, right? I need to help Adek. And so many others. There are so many others.”
“Haven’t you done enough? Haven’t we been through enough?” I implored you. “Don’t we deserve to be happy?”
“Everyone deserves to be happy, Josey,” you answered. “We are not special.”
It was true. None of us was special. Except for you, Olka. You had been invited to rise to the occasion of your life, and you had accepted and accepted and accepted and you would not stop now.
As for me, what had I done? I had learned to sew. I had taught you German. Not much. Nearly nothing. The least I could do was let you go with a full and open heart, but I couldn’t even manage that.
When we parted a few hours later, I didn’t tell you that I loved you, would always love you, didn’t tell you that asking you to teach me to sew was the best thing I’d ever done in my life, didn’t tell you how fully you had saved me.
But, my love, I am telling you now.




THREE THINGS
And then we wept together.
Me and Alex. For the ones who went away and didn’t come back. For whatever part we may or may not have played.
“What happened to her?” he asked once our sobs quieted.
“I never found out for sure.”
When the war ended, I looked for you in Krakow. I knocked on your uncle’s door, but he spat in my face and said you were dead. Adek had heard rumors that you’d been stopped by a Gestapo guard who caught you with forged documents and shot you on the spot, but he also heard rumors you had escaped to the Soviet Union. I looked and looked and looked for years and never found you.
“But Adek lived?” Alex asked.
“Oh, did Adek live,” I said, smiling at the memory of my dear friend.
He and I reunited in a displaced-persons camp, brothers now, family now, vowing never to part. And we didn’t. We moved to America together. We started a business together. He married and had four children, who gave him thirteen grandchildren. A beautiful family that became my family, because how could I ever love any other woman as I had you? Adek lived to be one hundred. When he died, I moved to Shady Glen, and stopped talking, and waited to die.
“And then I met you,” I rasped to Alex.
“Why did you choose me?”
I looked at the portrait of you. I could see it, see you. “I didn’t. Olka did.”
I could feel him looking at you. You looking at us.
And suddenly, so close to you, so close to the end, I saw it all. I understood what needed to be done.
“Alex,” I said. My voice was a whisper now. Worn out by all that talking, by all that remembering, by the story I’d kept inside me all these decades, unloosed by this boy who so needed to hear it. By this boy who, by my inviting him to rise to the occasion of his life, had finally let me rise to mine.
“I need you to do three things. Can you do that?”
He was looking at your portrait as he answered me. “Yes. Yes, I can.”




NOT NOTHING
It is the first of September, the day our lives changed in 1939 and the day the boy’s life will change one way or another. It is the day of his hearing.
He is standing on the courthouse steps, flanked by his aunt and his uncle, trying so very hard to be brave. He figures that if you could sneak into a concentration camp to help me (and countless others) escape, if Maya-Jade could be brave about having a mom with cancer, he can be brave about this.
Maya-Jade has been on his mind constantly since the fair. He wrote her an apology. This was the first of the three things I asked him to do: Make right to the people you’ve hurt.
So he wrote Maya-Jade a letter apologizing for what he’d done to Toby and for not telling her the truth about it. He wrote one to his aunt, apologizing for causing her so much trouble and costing her so much money. His aunt had replied with a gruff “Balderdash!” and turned away so Alex wouldn’t see the tears in her eyes.
He also wrote a letter to Toby. But he understood that for Toby a letter was possibly too little. It might be that nothing in the world will make it right with Toby. And Alex will have to learn to live with that, to use that pain to do better in the future.
Because he will do better. He already has.
At the top of the courthouse steps, Frank joins Alex. In his hand is the boy’s file, inside of which is the letter I dictated to Etta.
That was the second thing I asked him to do: Go find Etta and tell her to come to me immediately.
Alex had called Etta on Frank’s phone. “Josey said you need to come immediately.”
It was Monday evening, so Etta had been home watching TV, but she hauled herself upright, and without asking how the boy would know this or why he was calling from Frank’s phone, she got in her car and came to me. She didn’t need to be told that my time was running out. Of all people, Etta knew.
I asked her if she would write a letter that I would dictate. There was so much I wanted to say, about this troubled boy who landed in my room, who brought me back to you, but I was running out of breath, of time, of life, so I kept it brief. I told the judge all the good the boy had done since arriving here. All the love he had found here, in the Antechamber of Death, of all places. What the boy might do if only he had the—and I’m sorry to use the word because I know how much he hates it—opportunity.
When I was finished dictating, I asked Etta to let the boy stay on at Shady Glen.
“But,” she began, “you know what he did.”
“Yes,” I replied. “But more important, I know what he will do. If he has the chance.”
“I’m not sure I can,” she said.
“I know, but you can try. It’s the most any of us can do.”
She paused. And I added the obvious. “Consider it my dying wish.”
Tears filled her eyes. She kissed me on the forehead. And then, even though it was Monday night and she was supposed to be taking it easy, she sat by my bed and held my hand so I would not be alone.
But I was not alone. You were there in the room with me. Not the painting, but you. The painting was now with Alex. That was the third thing I asked him to do: Take Olka home with you.
He didn’t want to. “But she’s yours,” he said.
“She’s ours now,” I replied.
The rest I did not say. That you had watched over me all these years, but soon we would be together again and I wouldn’t need a painting. So I wanted the boy to have you when I was gone, for him to remember that people can and do change, for him to have someone to watch over him, to inspire him.
He seemed to understand. Because he gathered my frail body in his and hugged me until Frank told him it was time to go.
And it was. For both of us.
When you are truly ready, things move fast. I died an hour after I dictated my letter to Etta. She contacted the undertaker and called Adek’s children, who were my next of kin, and then called Frank to tell him the news. “He wrote a letter of support for Alex before he went, and”—she paused here, feeling her baby kick with what felt like urgency—“if Maya-Jade and her family allow it, he can come back to work.”
Three things never failed to shock the social worker: people’s capacity for cruelty, their capacity for kindness, and their capacity for change. “Thank you,” he said.
Etta said she would call Maya-Jade’s parents and, with their permission, would put Frank in touch with Maya-Jade.

“Hi, Maya-Jade,” the social worker said over the phone a few days later, after he’d spoken to Mim and Laura, who in turn had discussed it with Maya-Jade, who’d agreed to the phone call. “I don’t think we’ve met, but I’m Frank. I’m a friend of Alex’s.”
At the boy’s name, Maya-Jade’s eyes filled with tears. Of course, they’d been full of tears nearly constantly since the fair, first because she’d found out her best friend was a terrible person and then because she’d found out that I’d died.
“I don’t want to talk about him,” she said.
“I completely understand. But if it’s okay with you, I’d like to tell you a story about me.”
“Whatever,” she said.
“I’m not sure if you know this about me, because I don’t advertise it, but I’m a trans man,” he began. And then he told her about being a child in rural Ohio nearly half a century ago, when the world was different and also not different. He recounted some of the terrible things people had said and done to him, perhaps no one worse than his own father, who’d kicked him out of the house when he was sixteen and did not speak to him for fifteen years. Until one day out of the blue his father wrote him a letter, saying that he wanted to be better, promising that if Frank could forgive him, he’d spend the rest of his life making amends.
“And he did,” Frank told Maya-Jade. “He called me every week and visited when my wife had each of our daughters. After my mom died, he moved closer so he could be around the girls, and after his first stroke, I moved him to Shady Glen. Right before he died, I asked him the question I’d wondered about since he’d reentered my life: ‘What changed?’ He stayed quiet for so long I thought he was sleeping. But then he said, ‘I think you changed me. Sometimes a person just needs a reason is all.’ ”
“Why are you telling me this?” Maya-Jade asked.
“I think Alex needed a reason to change. And you, and the people he met at Shady Glen, gave him that.”
The tears that fell down Maya-Jade’s already tearstained face were a different flavor from the previous ones. Those had been tears of anger (justified) and self-pity (ditto) and mourning (I was 107, totally unnecessary). These tears were the cleansing kind, the sort that pave the way for fresh starts, second chances, that allow a person to see ugly in the world and not look away, but to see beauty, too, the potential for love. The way I saw both in you when we first met. The way you saw both in me when we first met.
Not long after she hung up with Frank, the mail carrier arrived. Amid the bundle of catalogs and credit-card offers was Alex’s apology.

And so now, on the first of September, Alex waits on the steps with his aunt Lisa and uncle Morris and Frank, trying to be brave. Maya-Jade, riding to the courthouse in the Shady Glen van alongside Julio, Leyla, Minna, and Sid, is also trying to be brave, though it’s hard. She’s tired—having stayed up half the night to edit the Operation Rise interviews to show the judge—and nervous. Her sweaty palms wet the speech in support of Alex that she plans to read to the judge—and to Alex.
The judge will watch the video. He will listen to Maya-Jade’s trembling appeal, note the tears in her eyes and Alex’s eyes as they look at each other. He will read another letter from Etta declaring that Alex can continue to do community service at Shady Glen and another from the boy’s aunt and uncle, petitioning to remain his guardians. He will see Minna and Sid and Leyla and Julio sitting behind Alex, along with his aunt and uncle. He will read my letter, asking for Alex to be judged not for the worst thing he’s done but for the better things he’s done this summer, the best things he might yet do.
The judge will rule against sending Alex to a reform school. Instead he will continue living with his aunt Lisa and uncle Morris, who will, only a little begrudgingly, trade in the lumpy couch for a bed, over which your portrait will hang.
He will order Alex to do two more years of community service, which can be continued at Shady Glen. Maybe the judge thinks this is a punishment, but Alex recognizes it for what it is: an opportunity. And he will stay much longer than the two years, as he and Maya-Jade continue Operation Rise.
He’s only twelve. He has so much time. It took me 107 years to rise to the occasion of my life by helping Alex rise to his. Maybe compared to what you did, Olka, it’s not that much. But you know what, my love? It’s not nothing.




AUTHOR’S NOTE
Not Nothing took me seven years to write. Also fifty-three. It is the intersection of so many parts of my life, so many of the things that I hold dear.
I’ll start in the middle. My grandparents all died before I was seventeen, so by the time I could truly appreciate their presence, they were gone. Maybe this was why in my twenties I began visiting an older woman named Oly at her assisted-living facility. In addition to playing bingo and trivia with Oly, and eating endless stale cookies she kept for me, I heard some of her history. As a Hungarian Jew, she had been saved from Nazi death camps by Raoul Wallenberg, a Swedish businessman who sheltered thousands of Hungarian Jews before disappearing in 1945, months before the end of the war. I was (am) Jewish, the granddaughter of German Jews who escaped Hitler in 1938, and yet I knew nothing about Wallenberg, let alone the countless other brave resistance fighters who risked their own lives to save others. Some days I would look around the lobby or dining room of Oly’s old-age home and wonder how many other residents had such stories to tell.
More than twenty years later, I read about the star-crossed love story of Jerzy Bielecki and Cyla Cybulska, a young interfaith couple—he was Catholic and she was Jewish—who fell in love while both were prisoners at the Auschwitz concentration camp. They survived, thanks to a daring escape in which Jerzy, wearing an SS uniform, marched Cyla out of the camp. They were separated after the war, each assuming the other dead, only to find out that the other was alive decades later.
Something in the story stuck with me. Perhaps this was because at that time, there’d been a resurgence of anti-Semitic attacks (as well as anti-Muslim attacks, anti-Asian attacks, and more) in the United States, reigniting—among other things—questions of good and evil and hatred and bigotry. I found myself drawn to stories of people who’d gotten involved in, and left, hate groups to become activists. I was curious about what had sparked their hatred, and their turnaround.
The two ideas fused together, and a seed of this book was born. That was seven years ago!
By then my sister had become a nurse and was working at an assisted-living facility in Seattle. I spent a week there, falling in love with the residents, in particular Sam, a ninety-eight-year-old Austrian Jew whose intelligence, humor, warmth—not to mention his sharp memory—formed the basis for Josey. Sam escaped Hitler before the war, immigrating to America, but returned as a US soldier and, in one harrowing moment toward the end of the war, bullied Nazi soldiers into submission by yelling at them in German and cracking a whip because he knew the Nazis, so conditioned to cow to authority, would do anything a man speaking with authority and snapping a riding crop ordered them to.
I didn’t set out to tell a Holocaust story, though as the last generation who lived through World War II dies out, I think it’s imperative these stories are told so that we don’t repeat the grave mistakes of the past. Nor did I set out to tell my family’s story, though the high-end department store Josey’s family owns is similar to the store my grandmother’s family owned in Frankfurt before Hitler stripped Jews of their businesses and property. Rather, I wanted to tell a contemporary story about someone who had done a bad thing and who may well have become a bad person had something in life not radically altered that trajectory.
The sad truth is that “most evil is done by people who never made up their minds to be or do either good or evil,” wrote the philosopher and historian Hannah Arendt. Lots of great minds have grappled with how and why a person winds up on the path to evil. Is it circumstantial? Learned? Is it a choice passively made? I found that I wanted to explore less what prompts a “good person” to become “evil” than what prompts a not-so-good person to become good, or even heroic. What happens when we don’t judge someone solely for the worst thing that they’ve done but give the space and grace and yes, opportunity, to do a better thing, even a best thing?
What Alex did was terrible. There is no escaping that. What Alex, like Olka before him, might do, however, is a different story. I wanted to invite Alex to rise to the occasion of his life. I want to invite anyone reading this to do the same.
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