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for the growing good of the world is partly dependent on unhistoric acts; and that 

things are not so ill with you and me as they might have been, is half owing to the 

number who lived faithfully a hidden life, and rest in unvisited tombs.  

-- George Eliot 

 

  

 

 

Outside of basketball, I really love to bowl. 

     -- Marcus Smart 

  



Schnauck 3 

 

I.  

In the small, misty town of Northfield, everyone who grew up there and had the poor sense to 

stay had their own specific set of reservations and prejudices about what changes had been the 

greatest insult to the integrity of the town. In the woods behind Spring Street, the gentle pooling 

water that amazed so many small hands in their growing used to feel like snowmelt all year 

round, and now the hands that found it quickly bored of its tepid gurgling and briefly found other 

entertainments before returning indoors. So often we ignore the present while waiting for things 

to be different. Mr. Claudio, who lived on Walnut Street in the brown house with a faded town 

election sign stuck in his lawn, thought that the closing of the Irish pub and pool hall was this 

town’s death knell. “Once we forget where we came from, we’re done for,” he groaned to the 

cashiers at the Shop & Save, rubbing his white stubble. The cashiers, often unsympathetic 

teenagers working after school, nodded impatiently and scanned his six-packs of Guinness, 

which he mostly bought to prove his point. “More expensive every year, mind you.” More of the 

town forest was being mapped for trail-cutting and signs being erected to point out local points 

of interest – where historical figures had paused to drink from the springs on their way to fight in 

the Revolution, swimming spots on the marshy river where no one would have thought to wade 

out on their own – in an effort to increase summer visitors. The town’s website had been updated 

with new photos and even a slogan which had been chosen at town meeting. There had been 

plenty of clamoring for “Northfield: Come to Stay”, but the selectmen ended up choosing 

“Northfield: Better Every Year!” much to the chagrin of the residents with nothing better to do 

on the first Mondays of the month.  

Northfield was small enough that when twelve-year-old Melanie Gable got sick in May, 

most everyone knew. She wasn’t in school by that point, and so her diagnosis changed wildly 
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depending on who you asked, but it was most commonly reported as a brain tumor or lymphoma. 

Leukemia was among the speculative offerings, but quickly misremembered as something that 

didn’t sound so tragic. The Gables were never as involved in the town as most of its residents: 

they’d moved in a few years ago and traveled a lot, leaving Melanie uninvolved in weekend 

community programs.  

And yet, Lynn Hawkins, who had a son in Melanie’s grade, set up a fundraising page to 

help cover medical costs a week after hearing the news. She didn’t know the Gables, but driving 

to the big hospital took at least forty-five minutes without traffic, and what with gas prices being 

what they were, she figured it couldn’t hurt. It felt like what she was supposed to do, and if she, 

God forbid, were put in the same situation, would want someone from the community to step up 

and show support. And besides, what was the harm in doing something kind publicly? With the 

help of her son, Danny, she posted the link on her social media: “Please consider helping out a 

beloved part of the Northfield community: The Gable Family. Let’s show them our love and 

support during their difficult time! We love you, Melanie!” Florence Gable had emailed Lynn 

and sent her a gracious note thanking her for her charity but seemed displeased with the posts, 

which puzzled Lynn: “More than anything, we want to keep Mel’s life as normal as possible, and 

inviting the town to gossip about the health of our child is the last thing John and I want.” Lynn, 

flattered by their thanks, left the posts up and wrote back: “It was no trouble at all. We just want 

to help out! Melanie is such a great kid.” 

Just as the specter of autumn lingers over all of August, that summer was haunted by the 

Northfield community looking forward. It is easy to waste a day in June waiting for the weather 

in July, and so on. Summer visitors came and went, delighting in Northfield’s quaint charms but 

looking over the edge of their calendars until they returned home. Without the gossip network 
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that the school year provided, Northfield’s residents seemed to hold their breath in anticipation 

of what might come next. Without news of our neighbors, we retreat into adolescent feelings of 

self-importance; eventually, when we are confronted with others’ tragedy, it becomes 

inconveniently apparent that others are just as complicated as we are and are perhaps deserving 

of our sympathies and attention. 

Melanie’s obituary was published on the last Friday of August, two weeks before the start 

of school. One of the benefits of public tragedy is it gives us something to fill shared empty air 

with. The lines at the post office were made easy with sad smiles. The Sunday Mass at St. Peter’s 

included a special prayer for families undergoing “unimaginable difficulties,” as Father 

MacIntyre conspicuously wiped his eye with his sleeve. (It occurred to Mrs. Kosakowski, who 

owned the dry cleaner, that she’d never cleaned a vestment, never mind Father MacIntyre’s. 

Then she remembered poor Melanie and bowed her head in prayer.) The funeral was private, 

which was disappointing, as many families felt they should express their sympathies directly to 

the Gables. Michaela Scheaffer, who was the president of the Parent-Teacher Association 

(“POPTA”, she said, with an air of false modesty), called for a meeting to draft a bulletin to all 

Northfield Middle parents with a list of helpful online resources for talking to children about 

death.  

At the meeting, Lynn, perched beside Michaela and clad in black (though her husband 

had advised her to nix the pillbox hat), seconded the idea heartily, saying it was the least they 

could do for the community and suggesting they run a fundraiser for curing pediatric cancers. Of 

course, Lynn had already explained death to Danny when Lynn’s father had died, but that was 

entirely different. Grief on the behalf of others has a certain degree of performance that some 

people just didn’t understand. At her father’s funeral – which was terrible for the obvious reasons 
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but also because Lynn really didn’t care for her father – she had noticed with disdain which 

families from town showed up wearing off-black instead of black or too much makeup or heels 

that made noise on the stone floor of St. Peter’s. Some people could be so crass.  
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II.  

The night after the obituary was published was an especially humid August evening. It was too 

hot to play basketball in the driveway, so Matthew Moore was sitting on the couch watching 

Jeopardy. His mom got home from work at the hair salon and kind of fell onto the couch next to 

him and squeezed Matthew so tight and made these awful howling noises like the neighbor’s 

dog. Matthew stared at the blue and yellow tiles on the screen. The name of this paper-thin 

French pancake comes from the Latin for "curled". “Crepe,” Matthew whispered excitedly, 

because he never knew the answers, and his mom stopped sobbing and looked up at him with 

scrunched-up eyebrows. “The… show,” he said.  

“Did you know her, sweetie?” his mom sniffled. 

Matthew considered lying, just to be nice and to help his mom feel better, but he didn’t. 

“Not really. She was in orchestra with me, but she was really quiet.” The obituary, which his 

mom had left on the coffee table earlier, said that Melanie was a “beloved classmate” and a 

“friend to all”. “All” definitely didn’t mean him. Not that Melanie wasn’t nice. She probably 

was. But either the obituary was exaggerating how awesome Melanie was just because she was 

dead, or even a dead girl didn’t want to be friends with him. If he was better at basketball, he 

probably would have made more friends at basketball camp this summer. Shane Jones liked him 

okay, but Shane was already best friends with Danny Hawkins. There was that one night where 

he came downstairs after dinner and he heard his mom on the phone, talking to his grandma, say 

“I’m just worried that he doesn’t have any friends, Ma.” His mom was probably right. He 

probably should have had a best friend by now.  

A distinction must be made here. It is important to note that by the time the obituary was 

published, an intangible change had taken place. In death, our fellow human beings are 
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inevitably reduced to memory and thus lose their complexity. It was not Melanie Gable that the 

town mourned, but the mirage of a vibrant and spirited young girl, a friend to the world, whose 

smile brightened every room she entered (and other truisms, paraphrased from the obituary page 

of every county newspaper). Matthew, with an honesty that we lose in adolescence, might wish 

that Melanie might’ve been someone else – someone more remarkable, someone who truly was 

beloved by the community. Reader, I do not mean to make light of death or seem insensitive to 

the Gable family, whose genuine loss is not our concern. We are observing the response of this 

community and not death itself – which, I might add, is senseless: It is we, the uninvolved, who 

assign meaning to loss and assume a moral responsibility to perform our grief and examine 

ourselves in response.  

Alex Trebek was telling Belinda the answer was actually Les Misérables, not West Side 

Story. Belinda should’ve known better. 

“You must be feeling really scared, sweetie.” His mom brushed his bangs off his face and 

wiped her nose with the back of her wrinkly hand. “She was really sick. That happens 

sometimes, but it won’t happen to you.”  

Matthew smiled at her to be nice, but he felt his heart speed up. He hadn’t even 

considered that he could get sick like Melanie. That was not something that was supposed to 

happen to a kid like him. (By his own logic, we might wonder if Matthew believed he was too 

unremarkable to be subject to tragedy. Until it makes a close approach, death is something that 

only happens to others.)  He knew he was supposed to get good grades and then get really good 

at viola and basketball and go to college and then probably play in the NBA, not die. Right now, 

he couldn’t move his feet fast enough in one-on-one drills and always got dizzy when he tried to 

do a pick-and-roll. There was this time at basketball camp that he spun around and then took off 
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dribbling the ball in the wrong direction and it was so embarrassing that sometimes when he 

couldn’t sleep, he just thought about that over and over. How did NBA players not get dizzy?  

She kissed his forehead and looked at him, smiling, with her big brown eyes. Matthew 

always thought her eyes looked kind of like horse eyes, and her hair was a nice brown mane. His 

crazy horse-mom. She curled up next to him, her head too big to fit on his shoulder, and he 

breathed in the smell of her hairspray.  

A biosphere reserve in Michoacan is named for these creatures that turn the forests 

orange & black every November.  

“Monarch butterflies,” his mom sniffled. 
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III. 

That same humid evening, Sammie Peterson glided down the street on hot pink roller skates that 

sparkled under the amber streetlights. When she went roller skating, she went by Matthew’s 

house on purpose and looked in his windows – not in a creepy way. She had, maybe two years 

ago, come to terms with the fact that someday she and Matthew would get married and raise their 

kids in her house right here in Northfield and everything would be perfect. She wasn’t sure 

where her mom and dad were going to live, but she had the rest of her life to work that out. The 

only problem was that currently Matthew was not included in the roster of boys in the seventh 

grade who were acceptable for girls to like. Nolan Cruz, Shane Jones, and even Bobby Perkins 

were acceptable/expected crushes for a girl like her. But Matthew was too quiet and was in the 

orchestra, which marked him as a confusing model of Boy unsuitable to be the topic of slumber 

party gossip. When Sammie was asked who she had a crush on, which was unavoidable, she 

picked any acceptable boy at random and went on and on about how cute he was, though she had 

no real feelings about what made a boy cute or not. What was the point? She wasn’t the kind of 

girl who could have a capital-B Boyfriend anytime soon – she wasn’t even allowed to wear black 

mascara to school.  

Anyway, on that August evening she was roller-skating around the block because she was 

thinking about Melanie and how it sucked that she died. Since Sammie had heard, she had this 

weird feeling in the bottom of her stomach, like guilt, which totally didn’t make sense because 

it’s not like she was ever actually mean to Melanie. Sammie wanted to believe she was a good 

person. She was, she thought, decently smart and didn’t mind reading aloud in class or asking 

questions, even when it made girls like Molly Warner snicker at her like she was doing 

something completely wrong/stupid. Sammie’s mom had once said that girls like Molly are mean 
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because they have no thoughts of their own and have to rely on everybody else’s opinions. 

Sammie was immensely comforted by this and developed a rule for herself that made things 

simple: nice/smart people were good and mean/dumb people were bad. (Sammie could go on 

thinking this way for a great portion of her life, comforted by the knowledge that she was 

intrinsically just better than some people, even if she herself was not fully convinced of her 

goodness.) 

There was this one time, though. In fifth grade, Melanie Gable had had a sleepover for 

her birthday and invited all thirteen girls in Mr. O’Leary’s class. She’d sent out these pretty 

invitations on pink construction paper with Sammie’s name drawn in bubble letters on the front: 

“Sammie, Your Invited!” She felt proud for a minute for knowing it was the wrong ‘your’. Then 

she felt terror in her belly about wearing the right pajamas and the possibility of snoring next to 

someone from class, and she spent nearly two hours choosing what to bring in her floral duffle 

bag.  

When she got to Melanie’s house, Katie Sheehan opened the door instead of Melanie and 

led her by the wrist up to Melanie’s room. On the way to the stairs, Sammie saw Mr. and Mrs. 

Gable leaning on the kitchen island and talking softly. She had her arm around his waist, and he 

said something that made her laugh. Seeing a classmate’s parents so obviously in love with each 

other made Sammie blush. They both turned to see Katie pulling Sammie upstairs, and Sammie 

smiled gratefully at the two of them and said, “Thank you for having me,” like her mom told her 

to.  

Katie pushed open the door to Melanie’s room, and twelve pairs of eyes pierced Sammie 

all at once before turning back to the circle they’d formed on the shaggy pink rug, cross-legged 

in their pajamas already. There were big plastic bowls of popcorn and tortilla chips being passed 
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around and girls cracking each other up, mouths full of kernels. Sammie eyed Molly Warner, 

who was in the middle of unpacking an enormous purple plastic makeup case. Sammie knew that 

Molly had an older sister who was sixteen and perfect and taught Molly how to shave her legs 

and contour her nose and do her eyeliner, which felt so unfair. It was weird, though. Molly 

seemed honestly excited to teach everybody about Girl Stuff, even the girls who she wasn’t 

really friends with. It meant that it felt like it was kind of a competition about who could be 

Molly’s friend and who there wasn’t really room for. Molly was mean/dumb just because of how 

everybody treated her, not even because she was never nice. It was confusing, but it wasn’t 

something that you could just change. Besides, Sammie didn’t have an older sister or girl-cousin 

to teach her everything, and so she had to take every chance she had to figure out how to do it all 

right, even if it meant trying to be friends with mean Molly Warner. 

The girls in the circle were all squealing about who would get to use the flavored lip 

glosses first and bickering over how many of them could have blue eyeshadow and who had to 

have pink. Wasn’t it so fun? Sammie sat there, smiling, because she knew she should love this, 

acting like they were all going to start wearing makeup to school and acting like teenagers. There 

was pop music that she was pretending to recognize playing from a speaker somewhere under all 

the chatter, and the bridge started to play. Someone behind her was singing along in a voice that 

was surprisingly deep and smooth, and Sammie saw Melanie sitting outside of the circle and 

stroking the arm of a little stuffed brown bunny. Melanie gave Sammie a shy look and stopped 

singing, her cheeks burning red.  

“Who’s next?” Molly called out, frantic to attend to everyone as quickly as possible. 

Lilly DiAngelo, who was sitting beside Sammie and always smelled like celery, gave 

Sammie a little shove. “Sammie is.” 



Schnauck 13 

 

Sammie remembered the pink construction paper invitation she had received in the mail 

last week, with its hand-drawn balloons in felt-tip marker. She thought of how nice Melanie had 

always been, even if she was kind of weird. There was the time in music class during the square-

dancing unit where Melanie had nobody to dance with, and she didn’t care that she had to have 

Mr. Higgins as her partner, and she looked like she was having so much fun and when she 

tripped and fell onto the nubby blue rug everyone turned to look and some even laughed at her. 

On Valentine’s Day she always brought in heart-shaped cookies for everyone in class and made 

paper cards with pretty lace doilies, which made Sammie feel guilty for bringing in SweeTARTS 

every year and not even writing anyone’s name on the paper packages. Melanie was good, and 

for some reason nobody liked her for it.  

She looked over her shoulder at Melanie, all by herself at her own birthday party and 

petting that ugly brown bunny and felt her belly fill with something hot and angry at Melanie for 

being so stupid. Why couldn’t she just sit with everyone and be normal? Why did Sammie have 

to try to take care of her and tell her how to fit in? 

But Sammie wanted her turn, just like everyone else. 

And though she knew it was wrong, though she knew she should invite Melanie to take 

her turn, to sit in this noisy circle, to be included, she crawled over to sit in front of Molly. She 

felt Molly’s soft hands on her face, patting blush on her cheeks, smoothing cherry-pink gloss 

over her lips, painting a thick line above her eyelashes with a wet little brush.  

“Your eyelashes are so nice, Sammie,” Molly said softly. “They’re wicked long.” 

(These decisions are so much easier to make for others than they are for ourselves. It is so 

easy to expect others to do what is uncomfortable and correct over what is simple and painless.) 
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By the time Sammie’s makeup was finished, Melanie’s mom had come upstairs and 

knocked to tell everyone to come downstairs for pizza and birthday cake. Mr. Gable turned off 

the kitchen lights and brought in the cake, and Sammie watched Melanie smile in the candlelight 

as they all sang to her. Melanie was the only one left with the unpainted face of a little girl, 

smiling shamelessly over the tiny flames of eleven candles. 
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IV.  

By the time school had started, Matthew figured things were back to normal. On the first day of 

class, Mr. Diamond, the middle school principal, had held a moment of silence on the morning 

announcements after the Pledge of Allegiance. In Ms. Mudge’s sixth-grade homeroom, Bobby 

Perkins made a fart sound with his hands during the moment of silence and Ms. Mudge stormed 

out into the hallway with her nails digging into his shoulder and hissed at him about the meaning 

of respect – right outside the door, too, where everybody could see. Of course Bobby shouldn’t 

have made a fart sound during the moment of silence, but Matthew also didn’t really get what the 

big deal was. It was sad that Melanie died, but even Matthew knew that she was in orchestra and 

sat in the back, which meant that she wasn’t popular or good at viola. Even Matthew sat in front 

of her, which didn’t make any sense, because he was terrible.  

In the first few weeks of orchestra class, he noticed that everyone seemed to unpack their 

cases in little clusters, talking like they hadn’t seen each other in years, which wasn’t true, 

because they had orchestra every other day in third period. The sixth graders all squashed right 

near the heavy fire door and laid their cases out on the floor next to their huge backpacks, only 

talking to each other or peering out at the rest of the room. The eighth graders and seventh 

graders were more mixed-up but still settled into groups in one way or another: the artsy popular 

girls left their cases by Mrs. Ridarelli’s desk, while the sporty popular girls were set up at the 

back of the room. You could tell which bags belonged to them because they all had matching 

green water bottles for soccer practice after school. Matthew guessed he knew about all of the 

separate clusters but realized that he’d always just rosined his bow and unfolded his shoulder rest 

while squatting along the middle of the left wall, kind of on his own. It had never bothered him 
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before. It’s not like nobody liked him. In fact, just last week, he and Shane almost hung out after 

school. 

 Shane slid into his seat in Earth Sciences, two minutes after the bell, which was long 

enough to make Shane aloof but not late enough to actually get in trouble, and nodded hello to 

Matthew. “’Sup?” 

 “Yeah, ‘sup.” Matthew said, drawing cubes beside the date in the margin of his spiral-

bound notebook. (Matthew prided himself on his excellent notetaking capabilities. If his 

classmates were sick, they always asked to copy from his notebook when they got back.) 

 “Do you wanna come over after school? I just got Vindication 3. It has multiplayer.” 

 “Yeah,” Matthew blurted out, accidentally intoning it like of course, Shane, I’ve been 

waiting for a billion years for you to ask. “I mean, I have to call my mom and make sure. But I 

probably could. So.” 

 Shane twirled a pencil between his fingers – a skill that was so unbelievably, effortlessly 

cool to Matthew – and nodded. “Cool. The graphics are, like, so sick.” 

 “Yeah. Totally.” Matthew said, like he had any idea what Vindication 3 might be.  

 At the end of class, Shane packed up his stuff and Matthew half-watched in horror how 

he stuffed papers loose into his backpack with a series of crunches. “Let me know what your 

mom says.” 

 “Yeah, totally, awesome.” Matthew tucked his homework into his blue plastic folder – on 

the left side, where his current assignments lived – and shouldered his bag. “See you later, 

Shane!” 

In eighth period, he felt his heart beating like he’d won a radio contest and got free 

concert tickets. Maybe he would go to basketball camp with Shane next summer and they could 
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bunk together and totally hang out. Shane already called him ‘Matty’ sometimes, which usually 

he hated but it was okay when Shane did it, and so they were getting to be good friends already, 

and maybe they could eventually be best friends. He couldn’t wait to tell his mom.  

Matthew was getting his coat out of his locker at the end of the day when he saw Shane 

coming down the crowded hallway, laughing with Bobby Perkins. “Hey, Shane!”  

Shane looked over at him like he only half-recognized Matthew and didn’t stop walking. 

“Oh, hey. I’m going to Bobby’s after school, so you can’t come over anymore. Okay?” 

“Oh!” Matthew said. His throat felt weird. “Okay! Well, I’ll see you tomorrow! Like, in 

school!” 

Danny’s locker was right next to his, and Matthew noticed how he was staring at the 

ground, shoving his coat into his backpack before shouldering it and stalking off toward the 

buses, cutting in front of Shane.  

Shane nodded over his shoulder as he passed. “Right on.” (This was something Shane 

had started saying recently; Matthew thought it made him sound like a surfer.) 

“Right on,” Matthew repeated, but the words felt wrong in his mouth. 
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V.  

When Danny dropped his backpack on the mudroom floor, Lynn looked up from the desktop 

computer, surprised to see him home, still in her powder blue sweatpants from her jog earlier that 

day. Danny spent every Tuesday afternoon at Shane’s, though God knows what they got up to. 

Danny always walked home in the evenings grinning and with dirt behind his ears but with not a 

spot of homework done. Danny had gushed to Lynn before about how awesome Shane’s mom, 

Velda, was, how she never wore shoes, only in winter, and had a trampoline in her backyard. The 

boys had been playing basketball at the Y together since the second grade, and Lynn knew that 

she should be friends with Velda, but there was something that held her back. Maybe it was that 

Velda had always let Shane shave his head, which Lynn thought made him look like a punk. 

“Danny, hon, what’s going on? It’s Tuesday,” Lynn called, wheeling back and rising 

from her squeaking desk chair. 

“It’s because we’re not friends anymore, Mom,” Danny sniffled, taking off each one of 

his shoes and pelting it at the ground.  

“You’re what?” 

“He said we’re not best friends anymore. He said he wants to hang out the popular kids 

instead.” He swallowed hard and looked up at Lynn, and she felt herself go soft inside. For a tiny 

moment, he was not an irritable and mystifyingly complicated thirteen-year-old, he was four 

years old and smelled like a baby behind the ears and he needed her more than he needed 

anything in the world. Danny rubbed his nose with a wet-looking sleeve. “And plus, I have to do 

my piano homework.” He broke into tears and crumpled into her.  

Lynn held Danny stiffly as he cried. It hadn’t always been like this, she reminded herself, 

rubbing Danny’s back. There was a time when he was so small, smaller than any baby ever, she 
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figured, marveling over the ridiculous nature of his fingernails – what kind of God gives 

fingernails to a baby? – and she knew everything there was to know about him, everything he ate 

and said and smiled at. It was so hard to recognize her baby in this boy, who made his own 

decisions about what other boys to befriend. “You’re okay, buddy.” 

Her poor Danny! Growing up was hard enough without the nightmare of middle school 

politics. All these kids were still young enough to just be friends with each other without any 

complications. There were just no rules for these kids, no guidelines. It struck her then. There 

could be a better sense of community at the middle school if only Michaela Schaeffer weren’t the 

president of the PTA. Michaela Schaeffer, it occurred to Lynn, was a madwoman who couldn’t 

run a bake sale to save her life. The Hawkins family received a Christmas card from the 

Schaeffers every year – wearing matching sweaters and laughing not at the camera but at each 

other, actually facing towards each other. It was borderline obscene, if you asked Lynn. Her 

daughter, a year older than Danny, looked like she was sixteen and wore heels to the academic 

awards night last spring, which was distasteful beyond words. Michaela Schaeffer didn’t care 

about the day-to-day lives of the students at Northfield Middle; no, she only wanted the 

ridiculous social clout of mass emails with her name at the bottom! If Lynn was president, she 

could make sure that Danny was getting what he needed. With a better sense of community, 

these kids would better be able to rely on each other and not get left in the dust for the possibility 

of shiny new friends like her poor Danny. 

We can all recall a time in our lives when our powerlessness in life comes into focus, and 

we are struck with an ardent desire that angles itself towards nothing, the spinning needle of a 

compass, and there is nothing to do but desperately cling to the first course of action that comes 

to us. These solutions come to us wholly formed, entirely unavoidable and masquerading as 
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truth. It is only when they have run their course that we are able to pass judgement on them. In 

Lynn’s case, we can only suspend our hope that she will be pleased with the outcome that 

approaches, tireless.  

Detangling herself from Danny, who was still sniffling, she gave him a kiss on his pile of 

floppy wheat-brown hair. “You’ll be okay, baby. Mommy will take care of you.” She patted him 

on the back twice firmly. “Why don’t you go play piano for twenty minutes? I have a couple 

emails to write.” 

Lynn spent the evening reading Michaela Schaeffer’s old self-congratulatory Facebook 

posts and the town’s webpage on the PTA. (“Northfield: Better Every Year!” the page beamed. 

Lynn rolled her eyes.) Luckily, there was an election in late December, just before the winter 

break. If she attended the November town meeting, she could figure out the best way to 

campaign. Thinking about her new project filled her with energy. When Danny came down the 

stairs the following morning, she was making his lunch and singing along to an Elly Larsen hit 

blaring from the big gray radio on the kitchen counter. He rolled his eyes at her as she deposited 

a brown paper bag into his backpack, and they grinned at each other. Despite everything, Lynn 

figured that Danny was at a pretty great age, where he knew she wasn’t perfect but still wasn’t 

embarrassed to see her dancing in the kitchen. What else could she ask for from him? 
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VI. 

Matthew was sitting in homeroom and looking over his history notes, trying to convince himself 

that he cared deeply about farming in ancient Mesopotamia. He tried to imagine himself wearing 

a drapey brown piece of fabric instead of pants and carrying a huge basket of some yellow 

floppy grass. It wasn’t working.  

There was a little commotion and Matthew looked up to see Shane crashing into the seat 

next to him. That was weird. Shane always sat in the back next to Danny. 

 “Hey, Matty,” Shane said, rubbing his buzz cut. “Can I borrow a pencil?” 

 Matthew, suddenly on high alert, dug through his bag and handed Shane a thick 

mechanical pencil with a clear barrel and a blue jelly grip: his favorite. “You can keep it,” 

Matthew said, too quickly. 

 Danny ducked into the classroom, looked Matthew in the eyes and made a face like he 

was remembering a bad dream, then folded into his usual seat in the back row.  

 Shane looked back at Matthew and nodded. “Right on.” 

  Matthew nodded back, unsure of what to say. Shane and Danny had been best friends 

forever, but it seemed like they weren’t anymore. Not that that couldn’t change. He figured there 

was no way that the two of them wouldn’t just get to talking and make up and everything would 

be fine again, and Matthew would sit alone in the front row like usual. He shouldn’t get his 

hopes up. They weren’t friends right now, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t go back to being 

friends next week, or even sooner. But it was kind of exciting for Matthew, thinking that maybe 

Shane was looking for a new best friend, and that’s why he was sitting next to him. He usually 

sat alone in the front, so it was actually kind of nice of Shane. 
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He watched as Shane started writing with his favorite pencil in a beat-up notebook. It was 

just a pencil. That’s what friends were for. It wasn’t actually a big deal, because he had others, 

and plus his dad would buy him more if he asked nicely. He considered asking for Shane to give 

him the pencil back in Earth Sciences, which he and Shane had together in seventh period, but 

what if Shane needed a pencil in eighth period? What if the school had started doing aptitude 

tests like in The Invincibles, Matthew’s favorite dystopian saga, and Shane had to take his test in 

eighth period, and without that pencil, Shane would never know he was an Invincible and would 

never be invited to join the revolutionaries and save everyone from the Council? Don’t be stupid, 

Matthew, he thought. Shane would totally be an Enforcer, not an Invincible. Ask him something 

cool. 

 Before Matthew could ask if Shane had read The Invincibles – which he probably hadn’t 

– Ms. Mudge stood from her desk and cleared her throat.  
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VII.  

Being a middle school social studies teacher didn’t appear on the real aptitude test that Carolyn 

Mudge had taken in her own adolescence, and yet, here she was: forgetting to submit her 

attendance forms in her thirty-third year at Northfield Middle. It certainly wasn’t as though there 

was no pleasure in her work, it was just that this generation of children seemed to have no 

interest whatsoever in the multitude of ways in which the Constitution – that majestic living 

thing! – impacted and would continue to impact their very lives. No, more and more every year, 

she struggled with keeping their attention, with befriending them. In her early years of teaching – 

just out of college, mind you – the children adored her! They hung back after the bell and asked 

her about herself, asking if she had a boyfriend, to which she kissed her teeth and smiled shyly at 

them. (“Go on, now. Don’t go looking for trouble.”) In the quiet of the classroom, she was 

lonely, and she counted the three minutes between classes, checking the clock between erasing 

the board and sifting through papers, and the children would show up early and greet her and ask 

her how her weekend was. (“Just fine, and how was yours?”) She was amazed at the children’s 

curiosity, and how they would ask questions that she herself felt confounded by, and they would 

excitedly ask her to call the librarian and ask or otherwise find information for them in the 

clothbound behemoth encyclopedia she kept in her desk. Children, she firmly believed, were so 

much brighter than adults gave them credit for, when paid the right degree of attention. “If I treat 

you like adults,” she always said on the first day of class, to nearly thirty nervous faces, feigning 

sternness, “you must promise that you won’t become boring. I want you to think like adults and 

play like children. Is that understood?” And she would watch as they warmed to her, and some 

nodded.  
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 Of course, the school’s new curriculums were stricter, leaving her less room to deviate 

from the schedule lest she leave the children unprepared for state assessments. She felt like she 

couldn’t keep up with how quickly her students were changing in front of her; each year they 

seemed to be older, and in her own aging, she lost patience with trying to keep up. It grew harder 

for her to love her students as she used to, as if she were at capacity, and she was aware of her 

present reputation as crotchety and overly serious. She loved her job as she remembered it ten 

years ago, but it grew more difficult every year. That was, she supposed, how a career ends. 

 “Attention, please, everyone.” Ms. Mudge rasped. “I’ve been instructed – Bobby, sit 

down, please – I’ve been instructed by Mr. Diamond to tell you all about a fund-raising effort put 

on by the PTA. In memory of our dear friend Melanie, the PTA will be selling these,” she held 

up a butter-yellow rubber wristband, “wristbands to raise money for pediatric cancers. They are 

two dollars apiece, and I encourage all of you to buy one to aid in the cause.” 

 Sammie, who sat in the third row, scowled at Molly Warner doodling a series of swirling 

flowers in her notebook. It was rude that Molly never paid attention to Ms. Mudge, who Sammie 

had always liked, in a sad sort of way. Ms. Mudge was like Sammie’s cousin’s cat, who was 

really old, but you could tell was really nice once, when its tail was all fluffy and it didn’t get 

gross wet eyes. Ms. Mudge had gone back to thumbing through quizzes at her desk and peering 

into her computer monitor, and Sammie decided that she should be nicer than Molly. 

 “Excuse me, Ms. Mudge,” Sammie said, standing close enough that she could be heard 

but not close enough where Ms. Mudge’s thick flowery perfume couldn’t make her eyes water. 

“I was wondering if I could help sell the bracelets. For Melanie. Like, maybe I could sit at a table 

in the big lobby and sell them before school or during lunch, maybe?” 
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 Ms. Mudge smiled at her, sliding her red glasses down her nose. “Oh, Samantha, that 

would be wonderful. Was Melanie a friend of yours?” 

 Sammie hesitated. “Not really. But she was really nice. Just kind of quiet.” 

 “I never had her as a student, but I’ve heard similar things from those who knew her.” 

Ms. Mudge smiled at her again, and Sammie shifted on the soles of her sneakers. 

 “So, can I sell the wristbands?” 

 “I’ll talk to Mr. Diamond and the office and see what I can do. Thank you, honey.” 

 And by the next week it all came together like she wanted: every morning, Sammie 

speed-walked off her bus and straight to Ms. Mudge’s room, where she picked up a heavy gray 

cash box and a box of butter-yellow wristbands, then back to the bus lobby where she sat and 

smiled at her classmates and sold the wristbands – which read “Let’s Cure Childhood Cancer!” 

in white paint that flaked off the first time you washed your hands – and raised money for 

Melanie.  

Sammie sat at the table every morning and felt terrified/thrilled that Matthew would walk 

by the table and not say anything to her, or worse, that he would say something. Most days, her 

feelings for him annoyed her. She had better things to do than think about him. For example, last 

Tuesday, he left their English Language Arts class, and he looked back at her as he went out the 

door, which definitely didn’t mean anything, except maybe what if it did? She prided herself on 

being smarter than most girls, and so she couldn’t waste her time thinking about him. It was 

pointless. She sometimes thought about the version of herself that she should be: someone who 

everyone knew was nice and smart and someone who could have a boyfriend that would walk 

her to class and hold her hand but not try to kiss her or anything because he respected her too 

much. It all felt impossible, but she still spent hours thinking about it, writing in her diary 
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pretending to be someone who she wasn’t, at least not yet, or daydreaming about what she 

should be doing or what life was like for that perfect version of herself. 

 To Sammie’s surprise, everyone seemed to care about who would and wouldn’t give $2 

to support a cause. In her second day of sales, crowds of her peers bustled around the table, 

clamoring and handing her fistfuls of dollar bills. Sammie, with a great deal of confidence, 

became practiced at saying, “They’re $2. Only one each. Cash only.” She liked feeling helpful 

and shone under the way kids from her classes said, “Hi, Sammie,” before shoving money at her. 

She had never felt popular in her life. This must be how girls like Molly always felt. Best of all, 

she was getting popular for doing something good.  

Katie Sheehan, one morning, edged her way behind the table and set her backpack on the 

lobby floor.  

 “What are you doing?” Sammie hissed, horrified, as she dropped a handful of quarters 

into the cash box. 

 “There’s a lot of people and homeroom is in three minutes,” Katie frowned. “I thought 

we could do it together.” 

 Sammie huffed. “Well, sorry. Ms. Mudge said only I could. You could ask her if you can 

help, but I don’t want to get in trouble.” She flipped her hair over her shoulder, like she’d seen 

Molly do so many times before. “I can help who’s next? They’re $2.” 

 Katie scoffed and shrugged her backpack back onto her shoulder.  

No matter what the philosophers say, doing a good deed, even for selfish reasons, ensures 

that a good deed is done. Certainly, Sammie may have been drawn to raise money so everyone 

might see how good she was, how much she cared about charitable causes, or so that she might 

feel better about never being particularly kind to Melanie. Though we may draw our judgements 
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on the absolute value of Sammie’s goodness, we must factor in the ways we mindlessly hurt one 

another in the pursuit of becoming what we should be, neglecting that imperfect self that exists 

in the present. Regardless, the money was raised. 
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VIII.  

On days when the sun was out and it wasn’t cold enough to take the bus home and he had 

nothing better to do, Matthew walked to his mom’s work, a hair salon on the corner of Maple 

Avenue and Main Street. Matthew slid through the glass door, and felt his cheeks start to thaw. 

The air was thick and warm with the smell of hairspray and the sound of Prince. (His mom had a 

huge collection of CDs at home, but at work she refused to listen to anything but the stack of 

fifteen Prince albums that lived, rattling, next to an ancient black stereo.) Four of the six salon 

seats were filled, all but one black-caped lady accompanied by an aproned sidekick. As always, 

Matthew heard his mother before he saw her. 

“I would! Die for! You!” she sang from the back room. “Hey, Anne, did I say the 20 or 

30 volume?” 

 Anne was flicking through a battered copy of People, her hair coiled in wet ringlets on 

the polyester cape. “I don’t know. You used the twenty last time and we had to do it twice.” 

Anne looked over her shoulder at Matthew, who raised his hand in a tiny wave. “Grace, your kid 

is here! Hi, sweetie. My God, you’re getting so big. How was school?” 

 “It was good.” Matthew flopped into one of the chairs in the waiting area, where there 

were knee-high stacks of precariously piled magazines, the bottom ones yellowed and 

compressed from years of neglect. The plants, which miraculously survived Grace’s infrequent 

waterings, towered over the vinyl chairs, name placards tucked into the soil of each pot. (When 

he was really young, Matthew used to imagine that the front of the salon was a jungle and his 

mom was an intrepid explorer, armed only with four pairs of scissors tucked into her apron.) 

Matthew delicately moved a long leafy vine belonging to a plant labelled Winston from the arm 
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of the chair. Grace emerged from the back room, her hips switching in time to the music and 

mixing a paste in a little black bowl. 

 “My boy!” She exclaimed, waggling an elbow in his direction. “How was school?” 

 “Anne already asked me. It was good.” Matthew pulled the fourth volume of The 

Invincibles from his backpack and spread it across his lap. 

 “Well, Mother-of-the-Year Award goes to Anne.” Grace started spreading the paste onto 

Anne’s hair. “So, go on. You said that he said something about leaving?” Grace shot a knowing 

look over to Matthew, eyes wide. He knew that she loved hearing client stories and would relay 

them to him when she got home from work. As much as he pretended not to care about the 

problems of middle-aged women, he loved the stories his mom told him. (Though we’re loath to 

admit it, there is little better than hearing a good story whose outcome will not impact us.) 

Matthew pretended to keep reading. 

 Anne sighed. “Well, he didn’t say it like he was gonna leave me. But he says he’s not 

looking for romance right now, which we’ve all heard before. But I know that if he wanted to, 

we could be together! You know?” 

 Grace hummed. “Don’t I know it, lady.” 

 “And, y’know, I’ve been happier in other relationships, but I think he could really love 

me if he wanted to. Well, that’s – that’s a bad way of saying it,” Anne laughed sheepishly. “But 

what I mean is that, y’know, I’m no spring chicken. If he wants to be with me in any form, I 

mean—”  

 “Anne!” Grace gasped theatrically. She stuck her gloved hands on her aproned hips. 

“That is not my client who I know and love. What, you’ll just take whatever he’s dishing out like 

your life is a lunch line? I mean, honey, you’ve been in love before. Remember David?” 
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 Anne laughed. “Oh, I remember David.” The way she said it made Matthew blush, and 

he acted like something interesting was happening in his book. 

 “You’re not some – teenager. No offense, Matt.” 

 Matthew looked up as if he hadn’t been listening. “What?” 

 Grace stuck her tongue out at him and returned to rubbing paste into Anne’s hair. 

“Anyway, David really loved you! You said you felt like you were in a movie! Anne, honey, if 

someone is treating you like a second-class citizen and hanging around and pretending they 

could love you just to keep you – girl, you can do better. What’s this guy’s name, anyway?” 

 “Gordon.” 

 “Gordon?” Grace guffawed. “You’re losing sleep over a man named Gordon?” 

 “Oh, baby, I’m a star, woo!” Prince called out from the stereo.  

 Anne shifted under her cape. “I know. I deserve better.” 

 “Of course you do,” Grace said, massaging bleach into Anne’s scalp. “This is going to lift 

so much better than last time.” 

 Matthew looked back down at his book. Old ladies were so weird. If they’d asked his 

opinion, which grown-ups never did, he would ask Anne what was so wrong with being alone. 

His mom had never had a problem with not having a boyfriend, and Matthew didn’t care about 

girls. It annoyed him, sometimes, that all music was about love and how awesome or terrible it 

was to be in love. He wanted more songs about friendship that weren’t just old country songs 

about cowboys. Sometimes his stomach hurt thinking about how he wanted to have an old-

fashioned phone in his kitchen so he could call someone who would not only pick up the phone 

but also want to come over to Matthew’s house and play cards or shoot hoops in the driveway or 

just sit around talking. Once he and his mom were on the couch and watching Grease and he 
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found himself crying looking at Danny Zuko and all the greasers with their matching jackets and 

nicknames and so badly wanted to feel a part of something. The world sometimes just felt so big 

and like he was a puzzle piece that was an edge on all sides. He felt a little guilty, like he wasn’t 

supposed to feel that way. 
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IX. 

Accompanied by a glass of orange/mango/guava juice and the cheddar corn puffs her dad always 

bought, Sammie was working on a presentation for her English Language Arts class, which was 

usually so boring but this week they were talking about persuasive language and so they were 

getting to make up a new invention and then give a persuasive presentation about it to try to sell 

it to the rest of the class. She was glad to finally be learning something useful – she’d been trying 

to employ more pathos in her wristband sales, which sometimes involved a little bit of lying 

about how she was really good friends with Melanie and sometimes hung out at the Gables’ 

house because Mrs. Gable liked her so much. It sounded bad when you said it like that.  

 Anyway, she was leaning over the kitchen table on her forearms and writing 

HOMEWORKOMATIC in big block letters across the trifold posterboard that her dad had 

bought for her yesterday. She was proud of herself for remembering to ask for it a few days in 

advance – there was a time in sixth grade where she totally forgot she needed a posterboard and 

her dad had to go to the office supply store at, like, eight o’clock at night and Sammie felt really 

bad. She got an A on the project, though.  

“Hi, Sammie-bear,” her dad called, the side door slamming shut. She saw a peek of his 

curly yellow hair, like hers, through the hallway as he kicked his shoes off. 

“Hi, Dad.” He worked in Northfield somewhere doing something with computers, which 

was cool because it meant he came home for lunch at 2:30, right after Sammie walked home 

from the bus stop. He ambled into the kitchen and slung his bulky computer bag onto the counter 

next to her posterboard, kissing the top of her head. 

“How’s the project? ‘Homeworkomatic’?” 
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Sammie nodded. “It’s my persuasive language project, so I have to sell the machine my 

group invented.” 

Her dad poked around in the fridge and emerged with brown mustard, shredded cheese, 

and a Carb-Smart tortilla. “Sweet. You’re a salesman, just like your old man. Y’want a 

sandwich?” 

Sammie wrinkled her nose at him. “Those tortillas taste like cardboard.” 

He slapped a tortilla onto the counter and squeezed a huge dollop of mustard onto it. “I 

don’t think they’re that bad. How’s your bracelet thing going? I was just talking to Aunt Ruth 

about it. It’s nice of you, kiddo.” He rolled up his sorry excuse for a sandwich and bit into it. 

Some mustard landed on the counter with a plop. 

Sammie smiled. “It’s really good. Almost everyone in the grade has them now. It’s, like, 

becoming cool to have one.” She went back to lining her block letters in purple glitter glue, 

resting her chin in her hand. “Plus, this project is, like, perfect because I’m learning how to sell 

them better. Ethos-pathos-logos and stuff.” She was kind of showing off, but she didn’t care. 

Her dad chewed thoughtfully. “They’re for charity, right? For the Melanie girl?” 

“Dad, don’t say ‘the Melanie girl.’ She was my friend.” 

“Really?” He frowned. “I don’t think she ever came to the house. Did you always go over 

to hers?” 

“Well, no,” she said, moving on to the W. The glitter glue started pooling in all the 

corners, but it was too late to stop. “But, like, she was everyone’s friend. Y’know? Like, some 

people don’t have any friends ‘cuz they’re just nice and friendly with everyone.” 

“She didn’t have any friends? I thought you just said she was your friend.” Her dad sat 

down in a chair next to her, licking some mustard off of his thumb. 
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“Dad, don’t do that. That’s gross.” She felt her hands getting sweaty. 

“Sorry. I’m just trying to understand here – was she not popular or something?” 

“Well, yeah, but, like – I’m not popular either. I think – people know me, and probably 

more people know me now that I’m selling the wristbands and stuff, but I think people know me 

because I’m nice. People knew Melanie, but, like, in a bad way, kind of, because she was weird.” 

She stopped. “Well, not – like, I don’t mean – she wasn’t weird-weird, but–” 

“Well, what do you mean, honey?” Her dad leaned back in the chair and watched her 

glitter-gluing. 

“Like, there was this time that she had to do square dancing with Mr. Higgins, and she 

didn’t even realize she was being weird. She was laughing and talking to him like he was a kid 

and stuff. And plus – I did go over her house one time, for a sleepover for her birthday in fifth 

grade because she invited the whole class and she just, like, didn’t talk to anyone the whole time 

and it was just—” she sighed, exasperated. “She was the kind of girl who, like, you feel like you 

always had to make sure she was acting the way she should instead of her just knowing – never 

mind. She was just weird, okay?” The W looked pretty bad – the corners were all rounded and it 

kind of looked like a giant U. 

“Sammie.” Her dad said quietly. “It sounds like you weren’t very nice to her. Remember 

how we talked that one time about doing the right thing and doing the easy thing?” 

Sammie shook her head and moved onto the O, then the R. “This isn’t like that. You 

sound like we, like, bullied her. I wasn’t – you don’t get it.” 

Her dad laughed, in a weird way. “Oh, I definitely get it. This is a pretty universal 

experience, kiddo. Sometimes we can all be pretty mean. Have you ever read Carrie? Stephen 
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King?” Her dad loved that guy, Stephen King. “I guess you’re a little young for Carrie. What are 

you, eleven?” 

“I’m thirteen, Dad.” She put down the bottle of glitter glue and her throat got really 

scratchy. “Dad,” she said. “What if I was mean to her?” 

“What do you mean, ‘what if,’ honey?” 

She looked at him, her eyes filling up with tears. She crunched up her hands in her lap. 

“Like, I can’t – I can’t say sorry to her. I just have to be – it means I’m just mean. Like, she died 

thinking I was–” Sammie burst into tears. “Am I mean, Dad?” 

“Oh, Sammie-bear.” He got up from his chair, and she felt his arms, big like tree trunks, 

wrap around her. He smelled so nice, like shaving cream, and his cheek was warm on top of her 

head. He was still in his work shirt, which was blue with little swirls, and Sammie felt bad 

getting it all wet. She did a big sniff and sat back in her chair, wiping her nose on her arm, which 

was kind of gross. It was kind of embarrassing to cry in front of your dad. 

“The truth is, Sammie,” her dad said, getting up to get her a paper towel from beside the 

sink, “that people aren’t nice or mean. You can do nice things that are actually mean, or mean 

things that are actually nice. It’s not black and white like it feels.” He handed her the paper 

towel, which was rough on her nose. (She wished her mom were here. She would have got 

Sammie a tissue from the bathroom instead.) “It took me – well, it takes everyone a long time to 

figure it out, but I’ll tell you now. You’re gonna do things in life that are mean, and then you try 

to make it up, and sometimes you can, and sometimes you can’t.” 

“I know, Dad. That’s, like, the whole problem,” Sammie sniffled miserably. “I can’t 

make it up to her. I’m, like, the worst person in the whole world, probably.” 

“No, you aren’t.” 
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“Yeah, I am. I’m like Molly Warner.” 

“Who’s that?” 

Sammie rolled her eyes. “She’s the most popular girl in my grade, Dad. She’s always so 

mean. Like, she does whatever she wants all the time.” 

“That doesn’t sound like being mean.” He obviously didn’t understand what Molly was 

like. He took her hand in his. “Look, Sammie, all you can do now to make it up to Melanie is to 

try to be nicer to everyone. Right? I bet Melanie wasn’t the only weird kid at your school. 

Usually the kids who we think are weird just have – y’know, something going on, right? Or 

they’re doing something that everyone else is afraid to do? They’re just being who they are.” 

Sammie thought about Eli Palmer, who sat behind her in Spanish class and always 

mumbled to himself. She never said hi to him when she came into class and she usually avoided 

looking right at him so that he wouldn’t say hi to her. Already she felt a little embarrassed at the 

idea – Katie Sheehan sat next to her in that class too, and maybe if Katie saw her say hi to Eli, 

Katie would think that she liked Eli and then tell everyone. But good people probably didn’t 

worry about being nice – they just did it. She rubbed at her eyes and picked up the glitter glue 

again. 

Her dad jerked his thumb over his shoulder and tilted his head like a dog. “Are you sure 

you don’t want a sandwich?” 

She whacked him on the arm. “Dad, you’re crazy. That’s, like, the worst sandwich ever. 

It’s not even a sandwich.” 

He shrugged. “Suit yourself. You’re the crazy one, crazy.” 
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X. 

On the first Mondays of the month, an amalgamation of Northfield residents accumulated in the 

high school gym, their sneakers and loafers and work-boots squeaking on the shiny parquet, 

much to the chagrin of Mr. Marks, the head custodian, who ostentatiously leaned on his mop and 

sighed as the seats slowly filled. Some who came were families, bringing squirming children 

who bickered quietly over games of Cat’s Cradle or slept curled up on the white folding chairs. 

Most were the old folks from town, who used the meetings as opportunities to socialize and 

commiserate about the changes being proposed to town, the kind of local politics that make for 

good pub gossip. (It was a custom, after all, for those in the know to meet at Rafferty’s, the 

grungy carpeted bar on Main Street, after the meeting to drink pints of draft beer and complain 

about the town leadership, the PTA, the selectmen.) There were always a few straggling high 

school students in attendance for extra credit in their history classes, as well as the bespectacled 

Ava Dentz, a junior who had been enthusiastically running minutes for three years.  

 Neither Lynn nor her husband, Walt, were frequent attendees. All throughout October, 

Walt had nodded good-naturedly as Lynn ranted about Michaela Schaeffer’s failures as POPTA. 

She’d circled the first Monday of November on the paper calendar in their kitchen and counted 

down the days until she could make her bid for the December election. Walt reminded her gently 

that she was already on the PTA and that Michaela Schaeffer didn’t have that much more power 

than Lynn did at present. 

 “It’s all voted on anyway, honey,” he said, setting his copy of SAIL magazine down 

beside him on the couch. “If you want to send more emails, why don’t you ask her if you can 

send them out?” 
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 “It’s not about the emails, Walt.” Lynn tossed the magazine aside and sat next to him on 

the couch, putting her legs over his lap. “It’s like she doesn’t know what’s best for our kids. She 

doesn’t come to her own events. She didn’t even make Emma participate in the Jog-a-Thon last 

spring! Isn’t that terrible?” 

 “Didn’t Emma have a broken ankle, honey?” 

 “She was on crutches! She could have at least done one lap around the track. It was for 

charity, for God’s sake.” Lynn rested her head on his shoulder, and he felt his heartbeat quicken. 

Nearing the fifteenth year of their marriage, it had become more difficult to work declarations of 

his love for her into their casual conversations, more difficult to take her hand and twirl her into 

a dip like he might’ve done when they met back at college, to kiss her giggling mouth. Marriage, 

Walt was discovering, acted as shorthand for all the frills of courtship, leaving Lynn puzzled 

when he tried to do something sweet for her.  “And besides, Emma is her youngest and going to 

high school next year. What will Michaela care about the middle school when her kids don’t go 

there?” 

 Walt kissed Lynn’s hair. “If that’s how you see it.”  

 “It is how I see it.” 

 Walt checked his watch. “The meeting’s at seven? You’d better get going.” He certainly 

wasn’t unhappy, but there were times when he felt like Lynn’s roommate, or worse, like he 

didn’t recognize her. In recent years she had become obsessed with the Northfield social scene. 

At dinner, she would sit with a little crease above her eyebrows, deep in thought, and say 

something like, “Don’t you think we should join the country club?”   

 Lynn stood up and sighed. “Just think. Soon you’ll be the First Gentleman of Northfield 

Middle School.” She tossed the magazine back into his lap. 
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 He smiled at her, this silly birdlike woman whom he loved. “I hope the role comes with a 

sash. Have fun.” 

 And that November night, Lynn walked into town meeting, took her turn to squeak across 

the shining yellow floor, and sat beside Michaela Schaeffer in the cluster of PTA attendees.  

 Michaela looked up from her cell phone. “Oh, Lynn! Hi! I wasn’t expecting you here.” 

 Lynn smiled broadly. “Well, here I am.” She rifled through her enormous cream-colored 

leather purse and extracted a brown suede notebook and pen. If Michaela wasn’t going to take 

notes, Lynn would do it herself. “You know, I think I’m looking to take a more active role in the 

PTA this year.” 

 Michaela beamed. “Is that right! Oh, Lynn, I’m so happy to hear that. I’ve just been up to 

my neck in preparation for the winter fundraisers, and the wristbands have been selling like 

crazy, which is great, but it’s trip after trip to do the deposits before we can actually make the 

donations, and –” She eyed Lynn sheepishly. “Gosh, I’m rambling. All that to say, I’m glad 

you’re interested.” 

 Lynn felt a thrill of triumph. “It seems like a lot for you to handle,” she said carefully. 

“And what with Emma moving onto the high school next year, it must start to feel a little 

different.” 

 Michaela nodded. “Well, sure. Between you and me,” she lowered her voice 

conspiratorially, “she’s getting recruited to the performing arts high school in Bourne.” 

 “Is that right!” 

 “I know! And it’s not all official, and we’re still working on some final audition tapes, 

but her acceptance letter could come any day.” Michaela’s eyes shone. “And you know, even if it 
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doesn’t work out, of course the high school is great here. I just wish the drama department was 

better funded for Em’s sake.” 

 Lynn chuckled. “Isn’t that the truth!” She really had no interest in the high school’s 

drama department. She and Walt had once attended a performance of Hairspray with Danny and 

Lynn was underwhelmed. “Now, would you ever consider stepping down from being president?” 

 Michaela blinked. “I’m sorry?” 

 “It just seems like a lot for you right now, what with Emma going to a private school and 

the fundraisers and all that. I mean, the minutes for the last PTA meeting were sent out nearly a 

week late.” Lynn smiled sympathetically. 

 Michaela looked bemused. “That’s Brenda’s responsibility as secretary.” 

 “Well,” Lynn said, opening her notebook in her lap, “maybe new leadership would 

revitalize the team. I would just love the opportunity while my Danny is still at NMS. Who 

knows?” she laughed. “Maybe I’ll get on the PTA when he moves to the high school, too. I’ve 

always thought that the public school here is, you know, good enough for him.” 

 Michaela paled. “Oh, Lynn, I didn’t mean –” 

 “Oh, look! The meeting’s starting.” And Lynn turned to the front, where Mr. Claudio was 

tapping on a silver microphone.  

 “I call this meeting t’ order.” His voice was scratchy through the microphone, and he 

fidgeted with a button on his flannel shirt. “Miss Dentz, you all set with minutes?” 

 Ava Dentz looked up from her laptop and nodded ardently. “Please proceed, Mr. Chair.” 

 Mr. Claudio looked affectionately at her, as he always did. “Well, good evening, 

Northfield. Today’s Novemba’ third, it’s 7:03, and I’m your chairman, Paul Claudio. We’ve got 

a long agenda tonight, so let’s get on it.” 
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 If one were out for a walk on that damp November evening and took shelter under the 

awnings of the gym and peered through the warm amber windows, they would be charmed by 

the many warm faces turned towards the white folding tables where the selectmen sat in their 

cardigans and wax-cotton coats, the soft buzzing of the fluorescent lights, the gentle scuff of the 

folding chairs shifting under the weight of a community trying to better itself. They would notice 

Anthony Cruz rubbing his daughter’s back as she slept in his lap, and they would just catch Mrs. 

Kosakowski gently pick up and return Diane Miller’s copy of the meeting agenda that had 

slipped under her seat. They would be endeared by the unlikely friendship of Ava Dentz and Mr. 

Claudio, and the way he paused wordlessly a few times throughout the night to be certain that 

she was caught up. Later in the evening, perhaps this observer could hear the heightened 

discourse of open forum, where Robert Perkins barked, red-faced, into a microphone stand, 

about increasing the fluoride supplement in the town water, or the ripples of soft laughter when 

Mr. Claudio went to stand and found his jeans stuck in his folding chair. It was no wonder that 

visiting  in-laws and cousins were so charmed by the smallness and occasionally picturesque 

qualities of Northfield, puzzled by its aspirational residents’ desire to build it into something it 

should be. This was a community whose charms were invisible to those who belonged to it. 

Perhaps Ava Dentz was right in her devotion to the civic duty of taking minutes for something as 

humble as Northfield’s town meeting, this small and simple communion of neighbors in a gym, 

together for the evening. There is something so sacred about the joining of unlike people who 

share as little as the third line of a mailing address. No other town events – not bingo at the 

VFW, teen dances at the YMCA, nor reading groups at the Memorial Library – could draw 

together the community predicated solely on their belonging in this town. Here is our town, in all 
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its disagreements and imperfections exposed under buzzing fluorescent lights, and we have the 

privilege of imagining our place in it. 
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XI.  

The meeting had ended unceremoniously, and Lynn snapped her notebook shut and tucked it into 

her bag. Honestly, the PTA mostly came to these meetings for optics, so the town looked more 

favorably on using budget money to help them run events, but it all seemed like a waste of time 

to Lynn. She was tired and disappointed that she had wasted her evening making no progress. 

Just as she stood up to find her car and drive home, Michaela stopped her and asked if she would 

come to Rafferty’s. 

 “It’s cold out, so it won’t be crazy in there. Just a glass of wine.” Michaela looked 

hopeful, and Lynn stiffened. Was it some kind of trick? She wouldn’t put it past Michaela. She 

reasoned it could be beneficial to try to convince her in a more casual location to step down so 

Lynn could run unopposed, but it was already late, and the folding chair had hurt her back. She 

was too tired to campaign tonight. But the way Michaela was smiling at her was almost sad, and 

the rest of the PTA had already filtered out of the gym. 

 “Sure,” Lynn said, before she could think better of it. “Let’s go.” 

Rafferty’s was dingy, the kind of place Lynn might have loved before she had Danny. 

Some old country song was playing – something that her dad might’ve played in the garage 

when Lynn was in high school. That night, Michaela was right and it was sparsely populated 

with exactly who Lynn would have expected to be regulars: there was a booth crowded with 

middle-aged mechanics playing cards and accompanied by fingerprinted pint glasses, a couple in 

their thirties whispering tensely over a half-eaten spinach and bacon pizza, and an elderly woman 

hunched over the end of the bar fingering the stem of a cloudy martini. Michaela looked 

unusually at home, Lynn thought, her Chelsea boots making their way across the black carpeted 
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floor, the neon beer signs on the wall reflecting off her glossy black hair. Michaela nodded at the 

bartender warmly as she perched on a barstool. 

 “Have you – been here before?” Lynn asked, glancing at the old men sitting in booths, 

who scrutinized the two of them. 

 Michaela laughed. “I’m pretty fond of it here. I used to come with my dad, and we’d eat 

pizzas at the bar. I know it’s,” she gestured with both hands, “casual, but I think it’s charming. 

Anyway, what’ll it be?” 

 “A red?” 

 Michaela smiled at her, overly friendly. “You’re speaking my language, girlfriend!” She 

waved over the bartender, who was polishing a pint glass with a white towel. “Two house reds, 

Earl.” 

 Earl dipped his head at her. 

 “So, Lynn, how are you? How are the kids?” Michaela’s voice was strange, earnest, like 

she really wanted to know. Lynn cleared her throat. 

 “Well, good, you know,” she said. Earl set the two glasses in front of them, and Michaela 

handed him a credit card. “Danny is, well, you know how thirteen-year-old boys can be.” 

 Michaela took a sip and shook her head. “Oh, don’t I know it. When Anthony was 

thirteen I felt like somebody replaced him. Like, who is this kid? Since when do you care about 

girls?” 

 “Oh, Danny’s not – I mean, not yet, anyway. But I feel like I don’t recognize him 

sometimes! He’s having some – social issues. Friend stuff. Kids can be so mean. I feel like I 

should know how to help him.” 
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 “God, I know exactly what you mean. All the books and my mother and everything seem 

to know exactly what I should be saying and doing and, just, being this perfect mom, which is 

just not something I know how to do.” She swirled her glass bashfully. “To be honest – it’s 

funny to hear it from you, Lynn. I’ve always thought you’ve done such a good job with Danny. 

He’s such a sweet kid.” 

 Lynn sat up straight. Was that a joke? What was Michaela getting at? “I’m sorry?” 

 Michaela looked at her, wide-eyed. “Oh, I meant it as a compliment – I’m sorry, that was 

bold of me. Just – you always seem like you know what everyone should be doing. Like, in the 

PTA meetings, you make suggestions that I’d never think of, and I’m always kicking myself 

about it. I mean – the wristbands, for example. I just feel so guilty that it didn’t even occur to me 

to help out in that way, y’know, like, fundraising for a charity – for Melanie! – like that instead 

of the school itself.”  

 “Oh, my God.” Lynn blushed and waved a hand at Michaela. “It’s just doing what’s 

right. Don’t even—” 

 “It’s just – Melanie was a friend of Emma’s,” Michaela continued, swirling her glass. 

Lynn straightened. “Really?” 

“I mean, not her best friend, but they were friends. Florence and I used to play tennis 

together – I mean, not often, you know how the Gables are. I haven’t seen Florence in, like, two 

months. They’ve been staying with her mom.” She cleared her throat and shifted in her seat. 

“But Melanie was around. She was a really good kid. I think she and Emma both felt a little 

isolated at school, you know? And so, you know, that I didn’t even think to try to raise money in 

her name or anything is – I feel really awful about it.” 
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“Michaela, it’s not—” Lynn watched as Michaela wiped under her eyes with her ring 

fingers. How was this the same woman Lynn had spent a month fantasizing about defeating in an 

election? “Look, if I can be honest with you, I only – I didn’t know the Gables. I didn’t know 

Melanie. God knows there’s just so much right now I can’t do anything about – I mean, Danny, 

like we were just saying – and so it just seems like the right thing to do. If I can just figure out 

how I should be and I can be that Lynn instead of, well—” she gestured down at herself, her 

taupe sweater folding over itself, her white leather sneakers on the rung of the barstool, 

“whoever I am right now, isn’t that what I should be doing?”  

A couple of old men walked into the bar and were boisterously greeted by three more in a 

booth. 

“I think,” Michaela said, “we’ve just gotta stop it. This mom stuff is hard. I mean, 

anything could happen at any point. Melanie wasn’t sick for very long before she passed away. 

She was a really healthy kid. I don’t mean to be corny or anything, but we’ve just gotta be what 

we are. You know? All this time I’ve been wishing I was more like you, Lynn, and you’ve been 

trying to be, what, Lynn 2.0?”  

Lynn laughed despite herself. “It sure seems that way.” 

“Look, who knows the right way to do anything? Right?” 

“I guess,” Lynn said, sipping her wine. 

Michaela sighed. “Look, Lynn, earlier it seemed you wanted to be the president of the 

PTA. Is that really what you want?” 

“I – yes.” 

“Why?” 
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She hesitated. She was tempted to say it was because Michaela didn’t do a good job, or 

because it would help her feel closer to Danny. Maybe because it just seemed like the right thing 

to do. What’s the use in doing something just to do it? God knows it wouldn’t make Danny any 

younger, wouldn’t make the world any less unforgiving for him. Lynn had been hoping that 

Michaela was some villain, but here she was, patiently sitting beside Lynn, earnestly wanting to 

know, and so Lynn hesitated.  

There are times in our lives when a plan that once was crystalline, impervious to our 

doubts or logic, reveals itself as a convenient escape from our complex desires and 

interconnected worries and nothing more. We fall into ease instead of confronting ourselves, 

conjuring outrageous dreams as they allow us to avoid the realities we must face. All of us must 

have regrets. There is no avoiding it – the realization that a dream, however long held, is not a 

vocation, ordained by some force greater than ourselves. It is the longing for resolution that a 

dream provides – the possibility of refuge, and not the realization of the desire itself – that makes 

these flimsy goals so appealing. 

Lynn sighed. “I don’t know. I don’t know what it would really change, in principle.” 

Michaela nodded. “Honestly, it doesn’t mean much to me. It’s a title and some emails. I 

would step down if you wanted it.” 

“Another glass for you, ladies?” Earl leaned on the bar across from them. Lynn noticed a 

silver tooth glinting in the back of his mouth. 

“No, thank you,” she said. “I think we could get the check.” Michaela looked a little 

deflated. Earl nodded and sauntered off.  

Michaela cleared her throat again. “I’m sorry this got so – personal. I know—” she 

laughed. “I can be a little – intense. I didn’t mean to pry or anything.” 
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“It’s all right.” Lynn wrung her hands in her lap. She needed a manicure. “Michaela, you 

shouldn’t resign. I’m happy to keep contributing as a general member. Besides,” she said, 

swallowing the dregs of her glass, “imagine how embarrassing it would be for Danny to have his 

mother be the president of the PTA.” 

And after waving goodbye across the rainy parking lot, Lynn drove home in the dark, 

singing shamelessly off-key to the radio, the streetlights and storefronts being replaced with pine 

trees as she got closer to home. She remembered driving that road as a teenager, singing as she 

was now, and she smiled in self-recognition. As she passed Mr. Barker’s house, she thought 

about how, if he had stood outside in his yard every few nights for the last thirty years, he would 

have heard Lynn singing through her open windows every time she drove by. She found herself 

at home almost automatically, having driven the route from Main Street so many times in her life 

that it seemed like it was part of her, and she smiled at how good it felt to be from somewhere 

and turned the car off. 

Lynn set her keys down and peered through the dark living room to find Danny asleep on 

the sofa, his feet dangling off the end of it, one sneaker on and the other lying beside the sofa on 

the floor. His fists were tucked under his chin, snoring softly, his face scrunched up against the 

arm of the sofa. He really shouldn’t be sleeping on the sofa, what with puberty and all that, 

needing all the sleep he can get. She reached down to touch his shoulder, then paused, peering at 

his face in the moonlight. There he is, she thought, my baby. 
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XII.   

Often it is our focus on goals – not unattainable but perhaps impervious to reason – that keep us 

from noticing the possibilities for immediate joy that surround us. So many of the days that 

change our lives are not recorded in diaries; it is impossible to recognize the genesis of 

something until after it develops; then, we struggle to remember the details, the serendipitous 

moments that led to our eventual success, recalling only its gorgeous outcome. This is how we 

spend our lives, after all. 

On Wednesday morning, Matthew hung his coat up in his locker and noticed, half 

annoyed and half embarrassed, that nobody in the hallway was even wearing green. He always 

thought spirit days could be fun if everyone would take them more seriously – he always wore 

his Marcus Smart jersey to school when Mr. Diamond announced that they were all supposed to 

wear green to support the Celtics, even though only half the grade ever did. The days he chose 

never made a lot of sense, either – November wasn’t that important in terms of the team’s overall 

success in the playoffs or anything, but Matthew was excited for the chance to even think about 

his favorite team and favorite players and he always hoped that someone might ask him about 

Marcus Smart and they could talk about the trajectory of his career for Boston. But no one ever 

did. Everyone always acted like they were too cool to do fun stuff, like try hard in gym class or 

dress up for holidays and stuff. Halloween was over a weekend this year, but nobody dressed up 

on the Friday before. Matthew dressed up as Alex Trebek in a blazer and a red tie and some old 

glasses he found in the junk drawer but took it all off before homeroom and left it in his locker 

because nobody else was dressed up. It turned out fine, but he had to wear the stupid dress pants 

all day and he totally looked like an accountant or something. It was like everyone was trying to 
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act older than they were, like high schoolers or something. Everyone was always trying to be 

different than they were. It was so annoying. 

 “Dude!” Matthew whirled around to see Danny opening the locker beside him. “Sweet 

jersey!” 

 “Thanks, Danny.” Matthew pulled his history textbook out of the bottom of his locker, 

accidentally elbowing Lilly DiAngelo, whose locker was on the other side. “Sorry.” She rolled 

her eyes at him. 

 “Wait, Matthew, look,” Danny said, breathless, unzipping his coat to reveal a huge 36 

across his belly. “Smart is my favorite player. My dad took me to see a game last spring. Against 

the Knicks. It was so awesome.” 

 Matthew felt his jaw drop. “No way!” 

 Danny jammed his coat into his locker. “This isn’t a real jersey, though. My mom got it 

off eBay. So, it’s kind of falling apart, so I only wear it sometimes. See?” Danny showed 

Matthew where the 6 was peeling off of the back. Danny looked down the hallway. “Man, no 

one is even wearing green.” 

 Matthew smiled even wider. So Danny noticed, too! “I know. Imagine how cool it would 

be if everyone, like, actually wore jerseys and even our classes could be about, like, the physics 

of basketball and we could play in gym, and stuff.” 

 Matthew saw Shane coming down the hallway – Bobby Perkins at his side, neither of 

them wearing green – and waved. “Hi, Shane!” 

 Shane glanced at Matthew and raised his eyebrows at him, but didn’t say hi. 

 Danny slammed his locker shut. “Ugh! He’s such a dick!” 

 “Danny!” Matthew gasped, checking the hallway for teachers. 
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 “Well, he is!” Danny’s locker clanged shut. “We used to be best friends, you know.” 

 Matthew nodded cautiously. “Yeah, I know. Ever since you guys were little.” Matthew 

hugged his notebooks to his chest and the two of them headed down the hall – remarkably un-

green, which was so lame – toward homeroom.  

 Danny leaned towards Matthew and made his voice all quiet like a spy. “That’s the 

reason he ditched me. He said that it was babyish to still have the same friends from elementary 

school and that he wants to be friends with the popular kids now.” 

 “That’s so mean!” 

 “I know. It’s so weird not being friends with him anymore.” 

 Matthew shook his head in disbelief. It was funny how kids like Shane were just cool 

because everyone thought they were, and he didn’t earn it by being nice or anything. Even when 

he talked to Matthew, it always seemed like he wanted to be somewhere else. After every 

conversation they had, Matthew always regretted all the weird things he had said. Being friends 

with Shane felt like he had to apologize all the time for just being the way he was. Matthew 

hoped Shane never made Danny feel like that. Matthew knew Danny was nice, and he was sure 

because he always found himself smiling when they said goodbye to each other. Danny made 

him feel like he was really easy to be friends with – like being Matthew’s friend was something 

he was excited about. (If he was a better singer, Matthew thought, he’d write a song about that 

feeling, and it would have a harmonica solo.) 

 “Hey, Danny?” Matthew said quietly. “D’you wanna come over after school? I have a 

basketball hoop in my driveway.” 
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 Danny smiled at him, and Matthew felt his stomach do a kickflip. “Yeah, except today’s 

Wednesday,” Danny lowered his voice, “and I have piano lessons on Wednesdays. So probably 

tomorrow but I have to ask my parents.” 

 “You play piano?” 

 “I know. It’s so dorky. I’ve been doing it for, like, a really long time.” He gave Matthew 

a little sideways smile. “I’m really good, though.” 

 Matthew smiled to himself as they ducked into homeroom. Shane was already sitting next 

to Matthew’s normal seat in the front, digging in his backpack for something. Probably my 

favorite pencil, Matthew thought, which you probably already lost. 

 “Danny, can I sit with you?” 

 Danny looked surprised. “Yeah!” He sat down and nodded toward the desk next to his. 

“Wait, I didn’t even ask. Did you watch the game last night? Against the Knicks?” 

 “Yes! Jayson Tatum had, like, ten threes!” 

 Matthew looked past Shane’s buzzed head toward the board, where Ms. Mudge was 

writing something, wearing a sweater that was dull and maybe could have been gray, but 

Matthew decided it was definitely green.  
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XIII. 

Sammie walked to her second-period Spanish class so quickly that when she sat down at her 

desk, she was out of breath and almost sweaty, which made her grateful that nobody else was 

there yet to see her looking gross. Back in sixth grade, she had gym class right before Spanish 

and so she always came to class actually sweaty. Not like anyone was looking at her in sixth 

grade, because nobody really knew who she was back then. Anyway, today she was wearing her 

favorite sweater, pink with these little yellow cats knitted around the hem, which her aunt got 

her, and she sat at her desk in the middle of the classroom and watched as everyone started 

showing up. She’d planned it out pretty well, but there was always the chance that things 

wouldn’t go exactly according to plan. She would look at Eli, right in the face, and say, “Hi, Eli. 

How was your weekend?” and she didn’t even have to really talk to him, she just had to try. As 

long as Eli showed up before Katie, she could prove to herself that she was a nice/smart person 

and come home and tell her dad that she made a new friend with a weird kid, so there. It was 

kind of babyish when she thought about it like that. 

 One by one, everyone started showing up, mumbling “Hola,” to Sr. Harvey and Sammie 

got more and more nervous. It’s not like her dad would understand, anyway. He had never met 

Eli and probably never would. Eli always wore the same t-shirt that had some reference to a 

video game printed on it – which Sammie would rather die than admit she understood – and one 

time someone had drawn the shirt on a sticky note and put it on his locker and it was like, the 

funniest thing ever. Well, Sammie didn’t actually see it, or really get the joke, but she overheard 

Bobby Perkins tell Molly Warner about it in the hallway, and they seemed to think it was funny.  

 She heard a familiar “hola” and looked up, her eyes wide, to see Katie Sheehan coming 

into class, heading straight toward her seat next to Sammie.  
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 “Hi, Sammie,” Katie chirped, adjusting her red plastic headband and sitting down. 

“Y’have a good weekend?” 

 Sammie felt her heart sinking into her stomach. “Hey. Yeah, it was okay,” She trained 

her eyes back on the door, where Eli was coming in, because of course he was. 

 “Buenas tarde, Señor Harvey!” Eli said, too loudly, and Sr. Harvey gave him a high five. 

Sammie felt like she was going to throw up right then and there. She couldn’t talk to him now 

that Katie was here. She could try tomorrow, but the whole point was that she was nice and 

didn’t care about how she looked, and so she had to do it today if she was going to do it at all. Eli 

crossed the room in front of all the desks just as Katie leaned in toward Sammie. 

 “Oh, my God, I forgot to tell you. I heard in Earth Sciences from Mary R. that Nolan 

Cruz is having a birthday party, and his mom is letting him invite girls, but only three.” Her eyes 

gleamed. Sammie looked over her shoulder at Eli coming down the aisle, mumbling to himself. 

This was her chance. All she had to do was turn around and say, “Hi, Eli.” This was it.  

 But she just couldn’t. “Wow. Who do you think he’ll pick?” Sammie said, her voice 

weird and flat, and she tried not to listen to Eli getting his notebook out in the seat behind her, 

tried to focus on Katie and her shiny red headband and this party that she didn’t care about. Sr. 

Harvey was writing on the board, and Katie was saying something about Nolan inviting some 

eighth grade girl who played volleyball and Sammie didn’t care, she was listening to Eli’s pen 

scratching at the top of his paper, and she felt tears welling up in her eyes and she thought of 

Melanie and how this proved it, finally, that Sammie was not nice and was mean/dumb, and she 

hated this sweater with its ugly cats and she hated her curly blonde hair that she couldn’t even 

wear a headband with, and she raised her hand. 

 “Puedo el baño?”  
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 Sr. Harvey looked surprised. “Puedo ir al baño, Sammie. The bell hasn’t rung yet. Go 

ahead.” 

 And Sammie practically ran to the bathroom, not even realizing she was crying until she 

saw her face in the mirror, red and streaked with shiny little trails on her cheeks. She was so 

embarrassed about it all, wondering where she went so wrong, how she turned out so mean. The 

bathroom was colder than the hallway and smelled like lemon and bleach. She turned on the tap 

and ran her hands under the cold water, then put her cold hands on her neck. Leaning forward, 

she looked at her eyes, big and blue and red in the bathroom light. She had her mom’s eyes, her 

dad always said. It was so hard being thirteen. She was so worried all the time, and it was so 

scary to think that this is what the rest of her life would feel like. 

 Of course, this is what it feels like to endure hardship. It is so easy to forget the times in 

our lives when things came easily to us, when love was abundant and easy to receive, and 

imagine that the rest of our lives will feel as hopeless as a solitary day. The world is so small at 

thirteen, and it is easy to laugh at its seemingly simple complications. Reader, we are no wiser 

than Sammie! Are her struggles not ours? Do we not find ourselves in her, recall our own 

experiences in hers? Imagine being thirteen, when the rules of the world were infinite, your 

emotions more easily accessible than at any other age, and you are certain that this is how it will 

all feel forever.  

 The bell rang, and Sammie used a paper towel to wipe off her face, which was so red. 

She looked at herself in the mirror and tugged on the hem of her sweater. She felt bad for 

thinking it was ugly. It wasn’t ugly. She was just upset. She kind of petted one of the cats on the 

bottom, and it made her smile a little. 

 On her way out of the bathroom, she wiped her eyes one more time. 
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 “Hey, Sammie!” 

 She whirled around and stopped short, her sneakers squeaking on the linoleum floor. 

 Matthew smiled at her. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you. Um, are you still selling 

wristbands? For Melanie?” 

 She nodded, dumbstruck. He remembered that she was the one selling the wristbands. 

 He did a tiny fist pump. Sammie felt her cheeks get even redder. “Sweet! I was going to 

buy one today, but I had a doctor’s appointment and so I missed first period. Now I can do it 

tomorrow.” He smiled at her, and Sammie stared at the floor. “Did the bell already ring?” 

 “Yeah, it just did.” Her voice cracked and she sounded totally stupid. 

 “Oh, okay. I have to go to Math. See you!” And he smiled and waved at her and walked 

away, both hands on his backpack straps. 

 Maybe it wasn’t all as bad as she thought. Matthew just talked to her, and he wouldn’t 

talk to her if she were mean. She walked back through the hall to Spanish, where she crossed the 

front of the classroom still in a haze, and before she sat down, she half-nodded at Eli, who 

looked surprised, then smiled. She pulled out her notebook and peeked over at Katie, who was 

too busy copying conjugations into her notebook to notice how nice Sammie was. Somehow, 

Sammie didn’t even care. 
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XIV.  

And in this way, Northfield carried on; the springs cooled with the seasons and the woods were 

deep and quiet, the leaves turning crisp and fading to brown as winter approached. The mornings 

were cold, and their silence was interrupted by the scraping of ice off windshields, the dripping 

of icicles in their early forms from gutters. The rural counties to the west and south of Northfield 

had cleared their fields, and a visitor to Northfield might pass through miles of striated brown 

stretches of land and wonder what might be lying dormant there, what might germinate come 

spring, as if one ever really knows. Coming into Northfield proper, they would find Ava Dentz 

and the Student Government Committee fulfilling volunteer hours for the VFW by hanging 

white lights in the trees along Main Street, and that Monday night they would find Mr. Claudio, 

as always, facilitating changes to this town while knowing that it was perfect, all of it, exactly as 

it was and in every form it had ever been. It was the kind of place, he reasoned, that no one need 

pay very much attention to. What was there to say?  

After that fall, the Gables moved away. By the time all the wristbands had sold out, Mr. 

Diamond had established Melanie’s Day on an arbitrary Thursday, December 4th, at Northfield 

Middle, and he instructed everyone to wear yellow in memory of their classmate. Other than a 

spirited seventh grader who comes to mind, who is to say if students participated? It is not our 

place to imagine the future with any certainty about what should come to pass; we can only look 

back and consider the ways in which we have found ourselves changed. Certainly, we can 

speculate on the happenings of this community, with all its unhistoric acts and unremarkable 

characters. Some Sunday, for example, Mrs. Kosakowski might gather the courage to ask how 

one washes vestments, and Father MacIntyre’s laughter might echo through the empty church, 

out to where Sammie Peterson could be roller skating by, deep in thought, more herself than she 
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was last winter, and she might end up going by Matthew Moore’s house. He could be down at 

the salon with his mother or dribbling around the legs of his new friend Danny Hawkins, who 

might invite Shane Jones if they look past themselves and see what matters, but more likely it 

will be the two of them, hopeful about each other. Lynn Hawkins might watch from the kitchen 

window, ecstatic to see her son so happy again.  

Enough! Reader, if there is anything to be gained from observing these small lives, I 

argue that it is to stop looking for who we might become if it means ignoring what we are in the 

present. It is our selves – these fleeting, youngest versions of ourselves that disappear into us 

with each passing moment – that are deserving of our attention, and not the ones we project onto 

ourselves based on the wishes of others. As we – like Sammie, like Matthew, like Lynn – inch 

closer to who we are destined to become, I urge us to attend to the imperfect present that 

surrounds us, to take ourselves seriously, to account for every small moment of our lives. 

  When the sun sets on the nature preserve in the northwest corner of town in December, 

it is useless to imagine how it would be better in May, how the humidity might turn the sky 

vermillion as the sun sinks behind the forest. Why not look around, this very minute, and see 

what we have while we are here?  
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