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One

A History of Questions

WHEN I WAS FOUR, I ASKED my mom a question. Eight years later I’m still waiting for the answer.

I was sitting on my mom’s lap at our new kitchen table in our new tiny apartment, just the two of us, no Nanny and PopPop. We were sharing a dinner out of cardboard take-out boxes.

“Mom,” I said. “Where’s my dad?”

I felt my mom’s legs stiffen underneath mine. She cleared her throat. “You heard what Nanny said. He passed away.”

“I know,” I said. “But where is he? Nanny said he’s in a graveyard.”

“Yes,” my mom said.

“But where is the graveyard?”

Mom didn’t say anything else. She took a bite of her food. She shifted.

“Did you read any books at school today?” she asked.

“Where is the graveyard?” I said.

“I’ll tell you when you’re older,” Mom said. “Did you read any books at school today?”

“How old?” I asked. “Seven?”

“I don’t know, Alma,” Mom said, her voice getting louder.

“Twelve?” I asked. Back then, twelve seemed very old.

“Alma. Enough. We are changing the subject.”

And she was the grown-up and I was the kid. So when she spoke hard and loud like that, all the thoughts swimming around in my brain stopped mattering. Or at least they seemed not to matter. Or at least they seemed not to matter to anyone else. They were mine, of course, the questions. So they’ve always mattered to me.

When I was six, I tried it a little differently.

We were sitting at our new-new kitchen table in our new-new house all the way out in Pennsylvania, far from Nanny and PopPop in Florida.

I sat across from my mom, rearranging the meatballs on top of my spaghetti.

I didn’t look at her. I thought maybe if I didn’t look at her, I could trick her into answering.

“So is the right graveyard near where we are now? Because now we live close to where you grew up. Or maybe it’s near where Nanny and PopPop live? Because that’s where we lived when I was as a baby.”

Mom coughed as if a piece of meatball were stuck in her throat. I still didn’t look at her.

“Or is it all the way in Portugal?”

I didn’t want to see the way she narrowed her gray eyes when I asked a question. I didn’t want to see the way her bun was wound tight, tight, tighter on the back of her head. I didn’t want to see her perfect posture. All the ways she was better than me.

“The right graveyard?” she finally said, like the words were from some nonsense language. “What do you mean by ‘right graveyard’?”

But I knew she knew what I meant.

I speared a meatball with my fork and to it I said, “The one where my dad—”

“Alma,” Mom interrupted. She sighed. “Not today. I’m tired.”

I bit my lip, embarrassed and angry. But also a little determined. I’d find out where he was, even if she didn’t want me to.

“Be a good girl and stop asking questions,” Mom said.

But if good girls were girls with no questions, I wasn’t a good girl. I couldn’t be.

I was determined to find him so I decided to ask every day. Every day she would say no, she wouldn’t tell me.

She said the same thing for so many days in a row that I finally called Nanny and asked her.

“He’s near you, sweetheart. Of course he’s near where you live now.”

When I tried to ask more questions, Nanny cut me off just like Mom did. “Some answers need to wait until you’re older.”

By the time I was eight, I had found him. But that didn’t chase all the questions away.

“Where did you meet?” I asked Mom one night.

“We met in Lisbon. In Portugal,” she said. “When I was spending my junior year of college abroad. You know that.”

“Yeah,” I said. “But where in Lisbon?”

Mom turned her back to me. She was cooking. I was alone at the kitchen table this time.

“I don’t remember all the details, Alma,” Mom said. She sounded tired. I made her tired.

“You got married, right?” I said.

Mom said nothing. She rearranged pans on the stove, then walked to the counter next to it and put her elbows down so her back was pointing toward me.

“You were in love, right?”

She put her head in her hands right there on the counter.

“What did he say when I was born?” I asked. “Did he look like me?”

Mom rubbed her forehead.

“Did he want me to have his last name?”

“Enough, Alma,” Mom said. She was always sick of the questions. I couldn’t stop them from coming. I didn’t know how. And, sometimes, I didn’t want to anyway.

“Enough,” she said again. Even though I had stopped. For now.

Enough. That was the only answer I got.

When I was ten, Mom and Adam were married. I tried to ask him instead.

“Do I have any family still in Portugal?” I asked.

He was driving me to a piano lesson. So I didn’t have to look at him, but also he couldn’t run away.

“You’ll have to ask your mother, Alma,” Adam said.

“Did you know my dad is buried in the graveyard behind the McKinleys’ house?”

Adam raised his eyebrows and looked at me in the rearview mirror. “You’ll have to ask your mother about that,” he said.

“Did he love me?” I asked.

Adam didn’t answer for a minute. He pulled the car over and turned around so he could look at me.

“Alma. Of course he loved you,” Adam whispered. “You’re the most lovable kid in the world.”

“Oh,” I said.

I took that answer and tucked it into a pocket right in the middle of my heart. He loved me. My dad loved me.

The rest of the questions were still humming in my brain, but they quieted a little with that one answer.

He loved me.

Later, I asked my mom that question.

I guess that was a good question for some reason because she actually answered it.

“Of course,” she said. “Of course he loved you.”

But she didn’t look up from her work to say it.

A few weeks ago, when I was newly twelve, I found my mom on the little couch in the living room, surrounded by papers, her glasses pushed up on her head.

Her eyes were red and there was a tissue next to her so I knew she’d been crying, even though she always tries to hide her sadness from me.

Sadness and questions belong in other people’s houses. Not ours.

I asked a question anyway, of course.

I asked a new kind of question.

“Mom,” I said. “Where’s Adam?”

“Alma,” she said like I’d done something wrong. Like I’d thrown a ball through the window or put already-chewed gum under the couch cushions. “I swear, if you don’t ask me another question for a hundred years it’ll be too soon.”

It was like she slapped me.

She slapped me with her words.

So now I have new questions.

A pile of new questions.

A heap of new questions.

And they are piling, heaping on top of the mountain of my old questions.

I used to be a girl but I’m not anymore.

Questions are my bones, my blood, my organs.

I’ve been overtaken by questions.

I can’t ask my mom anymore.

Instead, I find a way to ask my dad.





Two

Where’s Adam?

MY BEST FRIEND, JULIA, DOESN’T KNOW about the No Questions Rule. Julia lives in a normal family with normal rules. Julia is an actual good girl who doesn’t ask the questions she isn’t supposed to.

Julia, Mom, and I are sitting at our kitchen table with cartons of Chinese food open between the three of us. Julia and I have spent almost every minute of this summer before sixth grade together. But she hasn’t been here in weeks. It’s better when we sleep over at her house.

“Hey,” she says.

My heart speeds up. I know what she’s going to say before her mouth opens. She’s going to ask a question.

Not the sort of safe question that Mom allows, like “Can I have more milk?” or “Is there still a TV in the living room so we can watch a movie?”

She’s going to ask a Bad Girl Question. She won’t know it’s a Bad Girl Question because I haven’t told her or anyone what’s been happening in my house.

“Hey,” she says again. “Where’s Uncle hjAdam?”

A piece of stir-fried broccoli lodges in my throat and I cough.

If I were the one asking, Mom would say, “Don’t ask me that right now, Alma.”

Or “The details are not for the children to know.”

Or “Go practice the piano.”

But Mom doesn’t say anything to Julia. She gets up and pours me a glass of water. My face burns as I take a sip.

Finally she says, “That’s actually private family business.”

Julia looks stunned.

I feel stunned. If it’s private family business, I must not be part of the family. No one has explained to me where my stepdad—or maybe ex-stepdad—is now that he’s not here anymore. A few weeks ago I saw him putting a suitcase in his car. “Alma,” he said. “You know my number. You call me when it gets really bad.”

I didn’t know what that meant but he didn’t give me time to ask. He squashed me into a hug, then rushed into his car and drove away.

Since then, Mom hasn’t told me anything. Nothing. Zilch.

But I’m pretty sure he’s gone forever.

Julia’s looking at her shoes. She’s embarrassed like I am.

Mom is good at that.

Reminding us how small we are.

Reminding us how little we need to know.

Mom comes into my room at ten on the dot. Julia is sprawled out on her sleeping bag on my rug, braiding a friendship bracelet. I’m sitting at my desk, surrounded by scraps of loose-leaf paper. On each I write one sentence.

One question.

What would you have said to me on my birthday this year?

Where did you and my mom like to go to have fun?

How old were you when you died?

As soon as I see my mom, I scramble to gather all the scraps of paper, hiding them in my hands. She can’t know about the questions. They belong to only me. Until I can give them to my dad.

“Lights out, girls,” Mom says.

At Julia’s house we don’t have a Lights-Out time during sleepovers.

“I have to brush my teeth!” Julia says, jumping to her feet. Mom sighs.

I stand to pull back my covers and get into my bed. Mom is staring at me. Her bun is so tight it makes the skin stretch thin on her forehead.

“I already brushed mine,” I say.

“Lights-out is at ten,” Mom says, as if it’s my fault Julia didn’t brush her teeth yet.

Lights-out used to be at ten for me and ten thirty for Mom. But recently I’ve seen the light on under her door late into the night. Mom is forgetting her own rules half the time, but she doesn’t forget mine ever.

Julia comes back and crawls into her sleeping bag.

Mom crosses the room and plants a kiss on my forehead. “I love you, Alma. I do everything I do just for you.”

She says the same thing every night. She likes it when one day looks exactly like the day before. It’s my favorite part of her everyday same things. Hearing that she loved me that day. No matter what Bad Questions I accidentally asked. No matter what I forgot to do or did that I shouldn’t have done. She always tells me she loves me at the end of the day.

I take my big green glasses off and put them on my night table.

“Good night, girls.”

Julia waits until my mom’s footsteps have disappeared down the hallway before asking the Bad Question again into the darkness.

“Alma,” she whispers. “Where was Uncle Adam tonight?”

I bite my lip. Blood oozes out and into my mouth, metallic and gross and a perfect reminder that I didn’t actually brush my teeth.

When I don’t answer, Julia wiggles out of her sleeping bag and sits on the edge of my bed. She’s blurry next to me.

“Is he gone?” she asks.

I look at her. My breath feels like fire.

“Did they break up?” she asks.

I can’t make myself answer. She figures it out though.

“I didn’t know,” she says. “I don’t think he told my dad.”

Julia thinks that matters because her dad is Adam’s brother.

But I was more than that. I was his kid.

He didn’t tell me.

“This is awful,” Julia says. “I get it. It’s awful.”

I scoot away from her. Her parents still hold hands across the dinner table. I see them kiss each other every time one of them enters the room. And her parents are alive. She doesn’t get it at all.

“He was only my stepfather,” I mumble, not looking at her. “I’ll get over it.”

My breath cools, comes in and out of my mouth smooth and easy. Lying makes me feel better.

“Do you want to talk about it?”

Yes, I think. Yes, more than anything.

“I’m fine,” I say.

“OK,” Julia says slowly, like she doesn’t believe me. But she gets off my bed and wiggles into her sleeping bag. It’s only minutes before she’s snoring.

I watch the clock tick slowly. My room somehow gets darker and darker even though the sun was already down before we went to sleep. Or maybe it’s my thoughts getting darker. In the lonely darkness, all I can think about is both of my dads. Both of my missing dads.

At 2:00 a.m. I figure my mom must be asleep.

I get out of bed, put my glasses back on, and slip my flip-flops on. I pull my hoodie on over my pajamas. The right pocket rustles with scraps of questions, the left one is heavy with the tools I need. I tiptoe over Julia’s sleeping body, then down the hallway. My mom’s door is dark. Perfect.

I go out the back door in the kitchen. It’s as easy as it always is. Julia never wakes up. Mom never suspects anything. If I didn’t spend so many nights at Julia’s, I could do this every night.

The moon is full, lighting up our backyard and glinting, silver, off our wet grass. It feels like it just stopped raining. The world smells fresh and new and, with the trees at the back of our yard spread out before me and the moon round above me, I feel like I’m the only one in it. It’s the perfect night for what I’m about to do. I dart through our yard and weave my way through the trees until I’m in the McKinleys’ yard. I run around their pool, around their house, and across the gravel road in front of it. I run up the little hill at the other side, jump over the train tracks, run down the little hill. Then I feel along the green wire fence until I find the crack in it, right where it always is. I squeeze through and take a deep breath, exhilarated and calm all at once.

My dad tugs on my heart. My heart had been solidly in place but then it feels like he hooks a finger right in the spot where all four quadrants meet and he yanks it toward him. “Hi,” I whisper into the mist around me.

The graveyard is beautiful in the moonlight, the white headstones seeming to grow out of the blackness around them. The wet grass tickles the sides of my feet.

I walk the ten feet or so until I find his grave.

His headstone is simple. Gray. About the size of four bricks pushed together. Long grass grows on all the sides, covering up all but the surface of it. His initials are carved into the top of it: JFC.

Jorge Francisco Costa.

I think he must have wanted such a simple headstone. I think he must have been humble and reserved.

I think that also must be why he said it was OK for me to have my mom’s last name. He was humble. He was a feminist. He was a perfect dad. Or he would have been.

I imagine him sick in a hospital bed, telling my mom what he would want after he was gone. She’d have to lean over her big belly, pregnant with me inside, to listen as he told her in a dying voice what he wants in a tombstone and a funeral. I’d be listening too, inside layers of flesh and amniotic fluid, and I’d hear her tell him, “Yes, OK. Whatever you want, babe.”

Because my dad must have made my mom better. Softer. Easier to love.

My dad must have been very loving. Because even with all the Bad Questions, even with all the times I break the rules, he still loves me. Even across the abyss of death, he still loves me.

That’s about the only thing Mom has ever told me about him.

That’s the one thing I’ve never questioned.

That’s my speck of truth.

He loves me.

I sit to the right of his headstone, next to where his body is under the earth. I reach a hand out and put it on the grass beside me, as if he is lying there sick and I can hold his hand.

We don’t talk. We never do. But that’s only because he’s dead. I know if he were alive he would talk to me constantly.

I sit still long enough that my pajama pants start to get damp from the wet grass. My shoulder starts to ache from reaching my hand out to him. I start to yawn.

I should stay longer. I always think that if I could just make myself stay here a little longer, he would come to me. He would bring me answers. But I’m weak and I get uncomfortable and tired.

I slip the garden spade out of my pocket and make a new hole. The grass in front of his tombstone is pockmarked with little holes where I’ve left questions in the past. Then I dig in my other pocket. I choose the most important scrap of paper and straighten it out. I open the earth on top of my dad’s grave and plant my question above him for him to answer. Then I cover it up using my garden spade. I always try to put the earth and the grass back exactly as I found them so you have to look closely to see the little marks I’ve left behind. But if you do, you’ll know. I don’t bring my dead dad flowers and Christmas wreaths like a normal girl.

I bring him questions. I bring him the Bad Questions.

I imagine him reaching his skeleton hand up toward the scrap of paper. I imagine him hooking the bones of what used to be his index finger around it and bringing it down into his casket.

I know he’s frustrated.

I know he’s crying for me.

I know he would give me the answers if he could.

This one might be the worst question ever. Even worse than Julia’s question at dinner.

Did Adam stop loving me?

“Answer this one,” I beg him. “Please find a way.”

Of course he doesn’t say anything. He never does. He can’t.

I sit and stare at the spot where I left the question. Then he says my name.

“Alma!”

It’s clear as a church bell ringing on a silent Sunday morning. I jump three feet in the air.

“Alma!”

Then I turn. It’s not my dad.

It’s Julia.





Three

Where Are You?

JULIA IS JUST INSIDE THE GRAVEYARD fence, walking toward me. She found the crack in it. She must have followed me.

I shove the garden spade into my pocket. How much did she see? How much did the darkness protect me?

Julia tells me everything about her life. And she tells me that she tells me everything. I know all about how lucky she feels to have been adopted from Korea, even if she sometimes doesn’t like sticking out in her white family. She tells me all the good and bad things. She says we’re best friends and best friends know everything about each other. But I can’t even start to think about telling Julia everything about me. There’s too much about me that I don’t even know.

“Who were you talking to?” Julia asks when she reaches my side.

I’m still sitting in the grass.

“What are you doing here?” I say, looking up at her.

She raises her eyebrows above her square black glasses. “I’m here because you are. What are you doing here?”

I bite my lip again. It’s still sore in the spot I made bleed earlier.

“I noticed the last time I slept over that you left in the middle of the night. But you didn’t tell me about it in the morning. So this time I followed you. What are you doing?”

I bite down harder.

“Please, Alma? Tell me. I’m your best friend.”

And she is. Any other friend would run away from someone as weird as me.

“It’s my dad,” I say. I point to his headstone.

My face is burning and I’m sure it’s red but she can’t see it in the darkness. I don’t want her to ask me how I know. I don’t want to have to tell her that I went out here and searched all the graves when I was eight years old, that I read them all over and over again until I found the right one. I don’t want her to know that no one ever told me he was here. I don’t want her to know how little my family tells me, how little they think of me.

Julia’s eyebrows fall. She kneels next to me. “Oh,” she says, hushed. “This is his grave?”

“Yes,” I say.

She looks at it. “JFC?” she says.

“Jorge Francisco Costa,” I say. “That was his name. This must be his grave.”

As soon as I say it, I want to eat the words.

“What do you mean, it must be?” she asks.

I shrug.

“Did your mom tell you this is where he’s buried?”

“She told me he was close by,” I say quickly. “Well, Nanny told me that. My grandmother. And this is the closest graveyard to my house.”

Julia stands up and looks at the headstone. She squats next to it and squints. She starts brushing the high grass around the headstone. She’s looking so closely I’m a little worried she’ll notice all the indentations in the grass.

But she doesn’t. She turns back to me with her mouth open and a look on her face that only means she feels sorry for me.

“Alma,” she says.

I stand. “No. Don’t say what you’re going to say. It’s his grave. I know it is. It has to be.”

“Alma,” she says again. “I don’t think—”

I cut her off. “Do you know how many nights I’ve spent out here? This is my dad. It has to be. I feel him here. He squeezes my heart the minute I sneak through the fence. He sits with me here and he tries to answer . . .” I stop. I’ve said way too much.

Julia deserves a best friend who is fun. Who loves sleepovers in the living room with late-night snacks and movies. I try hard to be that for her. I try hard not to show her the girl who loves to be in graveyards more than anywhere else in the world.

Julia is shaking her head.

“What?” I ask. “Just say it, OK?”

She points to his headstone. “Did you read the rest of this?” she asks. She moves the grass in the front of the headstone to the side.

“The rest of what?” I demand. “It just says JFC. Jorge Francisco Costa.”

I’m talking too loudly. So loudly maybe the McKinleys will wake up and hear me and call my mom. I can’t help it. My heart is sinking. My knees are weak.

Julia hasn’t even explained anything yet and I already know she’s right.

But she can’t be right.

This has to be him.

“There are dates,” she says. “Under the initials. See them? There are dates on the headstone.”

“Dates?”

A picture dances in my brain. My dad and my softer mother leaning close across a candlelit table.

“Like the dates he lived. Or she. Whoever this is. JFC.”

“He,” I say. But quieter. My voice is shaking like the rest of me.

“It says 1901 to 1973,” she whispers.

“But . . . but I wasn’t born in 1973,” I say.

“You weren’t even close to born in 1973,” she says.

I sink back to my knees and hold the headstone in each of my hands. I see the numbers, carved so small underneath the JFC: 1901–1973. How could I never have noticed that before? How could I be so stupid?

So many things fall away. The idea that my dad is humble and reserved because he only wanted his initials on his headstone. The image of him holding hands with my mom while I listened to his voice through her belly.

All the questions I’ve ever asked.

No wonder he hasn’t given me answers. I’ve been asking the wrong person.

I look up at Julia. Her eyes are red, almost like she’s the one who just lost her dad.

“I’m sorry, Alma,” she says. She crouches next to me and puts her arm around me. I let her.

I adjust my glasses and look into her eyes.

“Where is he?” I ask it as if she’ll give me an answer. I ask it as if she has all the information my mom has but with the attitude my dad would have if he were still alive.

“You have to ask your mom,” she says.

I take a shaky breath. I have to tell her the truth. “I can’t,” I say. “She won’t tell me.”

“Oh,” Julia says. “OK. I get that.”

I hate when she says that. She gets it. She doesn’t. She couldn’t. Her mom tells her everything.

She takes a deep breath and says, “Then we’ll have to find him ourselves.”

I forgive her immediately.

“We?” I say.

She nods.

“You’ll help?” I ask.

Julia looks around. “I don’t like graveyards,” she says. “Especially not at night . . . But for you, yes. I’d help you do anything.”

I jump and wrap my arms around her. “Thank you! Thank you!” I say.

“Just like you’d help me, right?” she says.

“Right!” I say. “Promise!”

It’s an easy promise to make. Julia’s parents don’t die. Julia’s parents don’t keep secrets. She’s the better friend because she has to be. I need her more.

We link arms and start the walk back.

“Tomorrow night, let’s sleep over at my house,” Julia says.

I slept at her house two nights ago. And two nights before that. Ever since Adam left at the beginning of summer, Mom has been letting me sleep over there more and more.

It’s a relief, usually, to be away from my heartbroken mom who forgets all her rules and comes down extra hard on mine.

But after being at Julia’s more than I’m at my own home for weeks, I’m starting to feel a little weird about it. I’m sick of being a guest so much of the time. And I bet Julia’s parents are sick of having a guest all the time.

“I bet there’s a graveyard near me somewhere that we can search. I’ll Google it.”

And suddenly I don’t care if her parents want me there or not.

When Julia leaves the next morning, I sit down at the piano that’s pushed against the wall of our dining room.

This is the most peaceful spot in our house for me. It’s the only place I can be myself without hiding. Mom loves that I love the piano. Of course she has a whole list of rules about how much I must practice and which pieces I should learn to expand my talent. But I never mind these rules.

I play a few scales, my fingers dancing up and down the keys while I think about what song I want to play first.

My mom appears behind me like she always does when I start to play.

“Oh, good,” she says. She starts the timer. She doesn’t need to, though. I know I’m going to play long past my required time. I can already tell it is that kind of morning. A piano morning.

I have to get in all the playing I can before I go to Julia’s to sleep over tonight. Julia’s house doesn’t have a piano. It’s the only way my house is better than hers.

Mom sits on the tiny couch in the living room adjacent to the room I’m in. She shuts her eyes, which means she’s going to sit there and listen to me play today.

She doesn’t know it, but I choose what to play based on how I’m feeling.

When I’m happy I play this great mashup of Disney songs. The big, boisterous showstoppers like “Under the Sea” and “Be Our Guest” and “Do You Want to Build a Snowman?” I learned all the songs with my piano teacher, but I put them all together myself, figuring out how to weave one into the other and then back again so it fills you with all the happy dancing cartoon characters you’ve ever seen until it’s impossible to sit still.

When I’m angry I play Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony of course, banging my fingers against the keys for each satisfying dun in all the dun dun dun duns.

When I’m sad, it’s harder. Sometimes I play a Broadway ballad like “On My Own” or “Light My Candle.”

But today I’m not feeling any of those things. I think about exactly how I’m feeling as my fingers take me through the warm-up. I’m a little sad that the JFC buried behind the McKinleys’ house wasn’t my dad. But there’s something else I’m feeling too. Something bigger.

Because Julia and I are going to find my dad.

We are.

I take my hands off the piano and shake them out. I know just what to play.

I take a deep breath as my fingers find the first few tingling notes to the introduction, and then, even though my mom is sitting behind me, the music overtakes me. My fingers dance up and down the keys to Bach’s “Solfeggietto” faster and faster until I cannot think about anything else but the next perfect note in each series of sixteen notes.

The piece is too short. I play it again, making it more perfect than the first time.

Again.

Again.

There’s only one feeling that fits Bach’s “Solfeggietto.”

Determination.





Four

What’s Wrong with My Mom?

LATER THAT AFTERNOON, I GO TO Julia’s house and we start the search for my dad’s grave. It lasts the rest of summer.

The graveyard closest to Julia’s house, which is also the graveyard second closest to my house, doesn’t have any Jorges or Costas or JFCs or even Franciscos.

“It’s OK,” Julia says. “We’ll keep looking.”

I can see how she hates walking into graveyards. I can feel her heart racing with fear whenever we lean over a headstone to read it properly.

We spend the long days of August riding our bikes all over our Pittsburgh suburb searching graveyards. We run out and start to ride into neighboring towns. All of this happens because I spend more and more and more time at Julia’s house.

My mom is acting stranger and stranger. She’s always worked from home, but now she never leaves. She’s spending all day every day by herself and can’t seem to find room for anything—even me—in our house. She says she’ll tell me what she’s working on, some big, exciting project, soon enough. But I can’t count on that, because she never tells me anything. Instead she keeps dropping me off at Julia’s house.

Looking for my dad keeps me from thinking about how weird it is that Julia’s mom has started to pretend I’m also her daughter when we’re out in public somewhere. And it keeps me from thinking about my mom and Adam and all his promises that went away as soon as he did.

On the few nights when I am home, I stay tucked into my room, out of my mom’s way. I don’t want to see the way her hair is loose after years of tight buns. I don’t want to notice when she misses some part of our daily routine. I don’t want to see her coming apart. Instead, I sit at my desk and I write. I fill up one scrap of paper and then another. I cannot keep up with all the questions in my head. Paper questions fill my desk drawers and the corner of my underwear drawer. They pile up under my pillow and mattress. They fill the pockets of my school bag. They take over my room the way they’ve taken over me.

I start burying questions in some of the random graveyards, even when we don’t find my dad.

In each new graveyard I manage to sneak away from Julia for a few minutes and bury a new question.

Where are you?

Where is Adam?

What’s happening to Mom?

What happens when you die if your loved ones can’t find you?

Why did YOU have to be the one who died?

He’s under the earth somewhere. Maybe whoever I’m asking can pass the question to him so he can answer them all when I finally find him.

The days get shorter and summer starts winding to a close. Julia gets her sixth grade letter telling her she’s in Mr. Hendricks’s class for next year, our last year before middle school. I don’t get mine for days because I don’t go home and when I do unearth it from a pile of mail on the little coffee table in our living room. I shove it into my pocket, unopened. I’m scared I’ll get another teacher. Julia and I have been in the same class the past two years. I’m sure this year I won’t be as lucky. I’m too scared to imagine sixth grade without Julia.

Julia starts to complain that we aren’t doing anything fun and we run out of graveyards to search, so I try to pretend to be a regular girl. For the last few weeks of summer, we go to the pool and the mall and the ice cream shop. I pretend to be having fun, but I keep thinking about my dad under the ground somewhere. Waiting for me.

In the last week of summer, I spend two full days at home, and then I’m back on Julia’s doorstep.

I should be standing with my own mother. Instead, Julia and I flank her mother inside her front door while mine stands on the stoop outside.

“Thank you so much for taking her again,” my mom is saying. The
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