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Changes

In the year and
a
half since he had died, Margaret thought of her father less and less. Before, he had been like his real self hovering over her, making her remember him every single day; now he was just a small shadow that followed her. All of a sudden she would look to the side or behind her and catch a glimpse of him. When this happened, her throat swelled up. She would feel the tears before they came to the surface. But she was crying for him less and less these days. Ms. Dell had said that was a good sign. Margaret disagreed. It was just a sign that there were other things in her life to cry about....


“What works best here is the slice-of-life portrait of Margaret and Maizon's friendship: close, sometimes uneasy or prickly, but ultimately affirming.”

â€”
The Bulletin of the Center for Children's Books
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For my family
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R
ain came the day after Christmasâ€”hard, cold drops that lasted into the night, tapering to a drizzle by next morningâ€”only to start up a crazy torrent again toward the end of the day.

By New Year's Eve, the rain had turned to snow. It started out melting the moment it hit the ground, then little by little began to stick, first in patches, then building into heavy white puffs of hills up and down Madison Street.

Margaret stared out of Ms. Dell's window. Behind her, the New Year's party was in full blast. She must have suffered through a hundred Happy New Year kisses. Now it was a little after midnight.

“May old acquaintance be forgot!” Maizon sang at the top of her lungs, coming up behind Margaret and handing her a glass of sparkling cider. Maizon raised her own glass into the air.

“And never brought to Rome,” Margaret chimed in. They clinked glasses, then gulped the cider and giggled.

They had dressed alike for the party. Margaret pulled at the collar of the black crushed-velvet dress and picked some lint from the black tights she and Maizon had bought to go with the dresses.

“I want to go upstairs and put on something more comfortable,” Margaret said. She had lived five floors up from Ms. Dell for a long time now, but still it was hard to get used to the idea of climbing all those stairs and traipsing back down again for the sake of an outfit.

“No way, JosÃ©,” Maizon said. “Then I'll have to go home and change.” She lived down the street from Margaret in one of the most beautiful brownstones on the block. “I'm not about to go all the way home. Not with the party going strong.”

Before the party, Margaret's baby broher, Liâ€˜l Jay, had cried when he saw Maizon's and Margaret's outfits. “This!”  he insisted, yanking his black sweatsuit from the dresser drawer. Margaret's mother had scowled at the outfit but gave Li'l Jay his way.

“Somebody die?” Ms. Dell teased as she walked past the trio with a plate of tiny sandwiches. Dressed in a black skirt and jacket with a string of pearls around her neck, she looked younger than fifty.

“What's your prediction, Ms. Dell?” Maizon asked, moving in front of her.

“Prediction for what?” Ms. Dell said too innocently, raising her eyebrows. Ms. Dell was clairvoyant. Although both Margaret and Maizon had coveted her gift of sight, they had discovered that Ms. Dell had passed her gift on to Liâ€˜l Jay. Each time the phone rang, Li'l Jay would shout out the name of the person on the other end before anyone answered it. He could tell who was walking up the block without looking out the window. Liâ€˜l Jay knew what Margaret was doing even when they were in different parts of the house. It was starting to drive her a little crazy.

“The future,” Maizon said. “What's going to happen this year? Is everybody going to get rich?”

“We already are rich. Rich in family and friends.”  Ms. Dell took a sandwich from the tray and stuffed it into Maizon's mouth. Margaret giggled, covering her mouth with her hand.

“I predict this year will have three hundred and sixtyfive days in it.” Ms. Dell laughed, pushing Maizon out of the way.

“Some things never change,” Maizon said, after Ms. Dell had gone. She eyed Liâ€˜l Jay. “What a waste. A perfectly good gift of clairvoyance and he gets it.”

Liâ€˜l Jay laughed and hugged Maizon's leg.

“This kid barely talks. What good is being clairvoyant if you can't communicate?”

“He talks enough,” Margaret said. “He's discovered the art of tattling on me in five words or less.”

“Not me.” Liâ€˜l Jay giggled.

“Yes you, liâ€˜l brother.”

“Happy Year!!” Liâ€˜l Jay yelled.

Margaret's mother walked in with Hattie, Ms. Dell's daughter.

“Hi, Mama,” Margaret yelled, kissing her on the cheek.

“Hi, Mrs. Tory,” Maizon said. She nodded to Hattie, who winked at both of them.

Last summer Hattie had decided to go back to school to study nursing. Now, at twenty-one, she was already working at a hospital three days a week as part of her training. Margaret couldn't wait until the day when she walked into a doctor's office and it was Hattie who pressed the tongue depressor down her throat. Hattie with her soft warm hands and sad brown eyes. A long time ago, when Hattie was a lot younger, her baby died at birth. Margaret figured this was the reason Hattie was back in school now, learning how to save other people's lives.

“We're finally going to have original art in the house,” Hattie said.

Mrs. Tory hammered a nail into the wall above the kitchen table. “I think this is a nice spot.”

“Perfect,” Hattie said.

“Perfect for what?” Maizon asked, moving closer to the table.

Mrs. Tory took a picture from brown wrapping. It was a small painting, about the size of a notebook.

“That's your painting, Mama,” Margaret said, moving closer to get a better look. The painting was what Mama had called an abstract. There were lots of oranges and reds  and blues moving over the canvas in a way that made Margaret think of a rainbow melting into the night. When she looked closer, she could read the writing at the corner.
Rainbow Melting,
it said in thin black letters. Beside the title Mrs. Tory had signed her name:
Linda Vicky Tory.

“You named it what I told you it reminded me of,” Margaret whispered. Mrs. Tory smiled and nodded. She had braided her hair and woven the braids into a crown around her head. The style made her look younger, more lively.
She looks so beautiful tonight,
Margaret thought, reaching out and hugging her. “Happy New Year, Mama.”

Behind them, Margaret could hear Maizon humming “Auld Lang Syne” off-key, the way they both sang and hummed.

“Hug me,” Liâ€˜l Jay demanded. Mama reached down and joined him in the circle.

“Real art,” Hattie was saying. “Ump. Ump. Ump.”

“This is getting corny,” Maizon said. “I'm going to find my grandma.”

2

M
aizon found Grandma sitting on the couch talking to Bo.
What could they have to talkabout?
Maizon thought. Bo had been at the same elementary school with her and Margaret. Then, in sixth grade, Maizon had gone off to Blue Hill, a boarding school where she had gotten a scholarship. She only stayed a few months, but while she was gone, Bo and Margaret hung out together a lot. Maizon knew Margaret had a crush the size of the hole in the ozone layer on Bo, but when Maizon asked her about it, Margaret made believe she couldn't care less. Now she and Margaret were both in the seventh grade at Pace Academy, a private school. Since Bo still lived in the neighborhood,  they'd ended up hanging with him more than they ever had before.

“Yo, Bo,” Maizon said, taking a seat beside her grandmother on the couch.

“Hey, Maiz.” Bo smiled. “Happy New Year.”

“Happy New Year,” Maizon said. She could definitely understand what Margaret saw in Bo. There was a time when even she had thought he was cute. He had smooth dark skin and the high cheekbones that made girls act silly whenever he smiled. But she had grown out of the giggly phase. When she and Bo talked now, it was about serious stuff like the Knicks' coach or Magic Johnson's HIV diagnosis or the changes in the neighborhood. She didn't get butterflies anymore like she had once a long time ago. It was as if she had grown used to Bo now and could see him as he wasâ€”a possible friend, an equal. Somebody who had some smart things to say and who liked a good slam-dunk every now and then. Once, she and Bo had even gone one-on-one on the basketball court. Bo creamed her. But afterward he spent a good hour showing her how to do lay-ups and hook shots. While they were playing, a crowd of girls had started milling around the court. Maizon knew it  wasn't because they were interested in basketballâ€”they were interested in Bo. One girl even stopped Maizon on her way out of the park. “How do you get him to pay attention to you like that?” the girl had asked. “He's so cute.” Maizon looked at the girl for a moment. She was about Maizon's age but she was wearing lipstick and eyeliner and had about eight holes pierced into one ear. Then Maizon shrugged. “I don't do anything special. I'm justâ€”just myself.” The girl looked puzzled. Maizon felt a little sorry for her.
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