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For Kris.
And for our neighbors from around the world  

who make our country a community.





CHAPTER

1

“You look like you need another coat 
of Mod Podge on that, Jeremiah,” Michael said. 
“Here. Like this.” He took the red punching 
balloon from me. It had a doily, one of those lacy 
circles grandmas crochet, stretched over it. He 
demonstrated dabbing the balloon with the gluey 
Mod Podge and smoothing the doily over the red 
surface.

“Alright,” I said. “I got it.” I picked up my 
foam brush, left long strokes of Mod Podge on 
the empty red space, and applied another doily. 
The idea was that you glued all these doilies to 
the punching balloon and let them dry so that 
when you popped the balloon, you had a lacy 
ball. It was kinda like paper-mache. Michael 
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called it, “paper-ma-gay.”
He said the plan was to hang them around 

light bulbs in the reception hall. The pictures he 
showed me online were pretty impressive. 

Dad and Michael were getting married the 
second week of August. Even though this was 
only the beginning of June, Michael was in full 
production mode, making centerpieces, wedding 
favors, and these lace balls.

It was my first day back visiting them for the 
summer, and I was already gluing doilies onto 
balloons. I wondered what that meant for the 
rest of the summer.

I stretched the next doily around the balloon, 
making sure the edges overlapped the last one. 
“Where did you get all these doilies anyway?” 

Michael laughed. “Don’t ask. But really, what 
gay man doesn’t want a million doilies at their 
wedding, right?” He laughed, then stopped and 
looked at me seriously. “Don’t repeat that. It’s a 
nasty stereotype.”

“Okay,” I said. Sometimes it felt like Michael 
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was a collection of quite a few nasty stereotypes. 
But that was okay. It was what made him  
be him.

Michael was droning on about how hard 
it was to find their exact shades of teal and 
chocolate cloth napkins for the caterers to use. 
I’d learned first thing that morning that the 
wedding colors were teal and chocolate, not 
green and brown.

Halfway through my doily ball, he switched 
topics to RSVPs.

“You know the RSVPs were due yesterday, 
we’ve only heard from forty-two of our guests. 
I’m guessing about a week before the wedding 
we’re going to get a rain of letters, people telling 
us they’re coming. Do you know how much 
catering costs per plate?”

I did. He’d told me four times. 
We heard heavy boots outside the apartment 

door. It was Dad stomping away the dirt and 
mud that caked onto his leather boots during 
the workday. He opened the door. His smell 
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could move as fast as he could. Sweat and 
leather and oil. It wasn’t a bad smell, but it  
was strong. 

Dad was a major contrast to Michael. Dad 
was tall and thick. Michael was shorter and thin. 
Dad’s curly brown hair stuck out from under 
the Timberwolves cap that always replaced 
his construction helmet at the end of the day. 
Michael’s hair was straight, bleached blond, and 
styled so that it barely moved, even in the wind. 
While Dad’s skin had tanned dark from his 
days under the sun, Michael was pale. Michael 
had given up tanning beds, or “fake-baking,” 
as his New Year’s resolution. Dad was bisexual. 
Michael was gay.

People said I looked like Dad. That we had 
the same dirt-brown eyes and hair. But, in my 
opinion, that was about where the similarities 
ended. Even though our hair was the same color, 
mine was stick straight like Mom’s. I wasn’t on 
track to be as tall as Dad, but being only 13, I 
hoped that could still turn around. I was starting 
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to get some hair on my upper lip if you stared 
hard enough.

Dad looked from Michael, to me, to the gluey 
balloon. “Well, looks like you found a use for all 
your grandma’s old doilies.”

Michael laughed. “I’m sure this is what she 
imagined when she was crocheting them. Will 
you help?”

“It’s what I’ve been training for my whole 
life,” Dad said. “But first let me scrub off the 
dust.”

“Be quick,” Michael said. “How about you, 
Jeremiah? Are you up for another?”

“Uh...” I tried to look like I was really tempted 
by the offer. “I think I’m going outside.”

“To find Sage?” Dad asked.
“Hopefully,” I said. 
“Oh, that reminds me,” Michael said. He 

stood up, and started rummaging through a pile 
of papers on the hutch. “I know it’s around here 
somewhere. This. No. Aha. Here.” He held an 
envelope out to me. 
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I took it. Three names in calligraphy: Sage, 
Reina, & Lisa. Sage was my best friend from last 
summer. Reina and Lisa were her moms. “I can 
invite them?”

“Of course,” Michael said. “But make sure 
they know to RSVP ASAP.”

“Thanks,” I said, pulling on my sneakers.
“Tell Sage Hi,” Dad said. “Ask her to save you 

from Michael’s Pinterest projects.”
“Ha ha,” Michael said, then started blowing 

up another balloon.
“This summer, maybe the two of you will 

explore the other half of Minneapolis,” Dad 
said.

Michael tied off the balloon. “Or the rest of 
Minnesota.”

“You could start a new community garden.” 
Dad said.

“Or save another old man in need,” Michael 
said.

“Or just save the rest of the neighborhood,” 
Dad said.
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“Or—”
“Geez,” I interrupted them. That’s what life 

was like with Sage. Open. Alive. But I snorted 
and held up the invitation. “I just have to deliver 
this.”

I walked down the three flights of steps and 
out the front door. The sun was bright. The wind 
blew until the trees danced in the park across the 
street. The park is where we always met up last 
year.

And there she was, across the street lying on 
her back on the green grass of the park. Her 
giant curly mass of hair made a pillow under 
and around her head. The light glittered off her 
rainbow sequin sundress as she stared up into 
the sky with those wide green eyes. She had 
often done this last summer, lying back, naming 
the clouds that floated by as if they were a 
family. Same place, same Sage.

Making friends was never easy for me, but 
somehow with Sage our friendship practically 
grew by itself. She had two moms like I was 
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about to have two dads. The Stevens Square 
neighborhood was full of what Dad and Michael 
called “DINKs” (double income, no kids), which 
meant that finding another person my age had 
felt super lucky. She was alone. I was alone. 
Maybe when there aren’t a whole lot of other 
options, it’s easier to be friends with whoever 
comes your way.

Even though she was the only option, I still 
really liked her. I never knew what kind of things 
might happen when she was around, whether 
that was going to be an epic bike ride along 
the Mississippi, or searching for her favorite 
paintings at the art museum.

I smiled as I started across the street. It was 
only then that I noticed someone was lying next 
to Sage. 

Another girl her age. 
She wasn’t alone anymore. 
I was.  



9

CHAPTER 

2
There were many problems with the 
whole staying with Dad for the summer thing. 
I loved it and all but it was also hard to switch 
back and forth between Iowa and the Twin 
Cities. Leaving all my friends for three months 
always made me the outsider when I returned 
in time for school. Sure, I could text them and 
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I did. But mostly, texting them just showed me 
over and over what I was missing with them. 
Three months was just enough time to be out of 
the loop about everything.

And then coming to stay with Dad and 
Michael, I had been away from them for nine 
months and had to catch up. I had to hope that 
whatever friends I’d made the previous summer 
were still going to be my friends this year. Sage 
and I only had last summer together, but still, 
she was my best friend in Minneapolis. 

But now there was this stranger. The girl lying 
next to Sage seemed to share her love of bright 
colors. Her long skirt was hot pink, and her dark 
brown face and shoulders were surrounded by a 
purple head-covering with crystals sewn on. It 
was a hijab. Michael had taught me the word. A 
lot of the women and girls I saw at the library 
wore them. It was a pretty common thing for 
Muslim women to wear.

I thought about turning around, going back 
inside before Sage could notice me. Instead, I 
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took a deep breath and stood on the stoop like I 
had so many mornings last summer. I was trying 
to buy time to decide what to do. 

I looked over the flower beds on either side of 
the apartment steps. Last summer, the garden 
only had a few ratty potentilla fruticosa bushes 
surrounded by landscape rocks. Sage and I spent 
hours clearing away rocks so daylilies could join 
the bushes. Daylilies were Mr. Keeler’s favorite, 
but he was gone now. He had a stroke last July 
and died. Now it was just me and the garden.

I folded Sage’s wedding invitation in half, slid 
it into my back pocket, and turned back towards 
the door. 

“Jeremiah?” It was Sage’s voice: bright and 
light, even though it was yelled across the street.

I turned around. Sage sat up now, and so did 
the other girl.  When Sage saw my face, she 
shrieked. She ran towards me, her arms held 
over her head. She bounded across the street and 
threw her arms around me. We hadn’t hugged 
before, so this was kind of new. Several twigs 
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and leaves stuck out of her bushy black hair, 
probably from lying on the ground. Her green 
eyes were huge and twinkling.

“I’ve been waiting for a million years for 
you to finally get back. When did you get here? 
You never texted me when you’d get here. Wait. 
Maybe you did, and I just forgot.”

I couldn’t help but smile. I was being stupid. 
Worrying about nothing. “Last night,” I said.

“Okay,” Sage said, grabbing my hand. “Come 
on. Come on.”

She pulled me towards the park where the 
other girl sat up, watching us with a big smile. 
She didn’t seem surprised to see me. She adjusted 
her hijab and bounded over to us. The new girl 
was taller than Sage.

“Jeremiah, I would like you to meet the 
exuberant, benevolent, and magnificent Asha!” 

Asha giggled. “You forgot harmonious.”
Sage’s voice deepened and she put on an 

intense expression like she was an announcer 
at a sports event. “Let’s give it up for the 
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exuberant, benevolent, magnificent, and nearly 
always harmonious, Asha!” 

Asha bowed. I clapped a few times because it 
seemed like what they were going for. This was 
a bit much. Sage was a lot to handle, even when 
she was on her own. Apparently, she was a lot 
more with Asha.

“She’s pretty much my other half now,” Sage 
said, swinging her arm around Asha. “Twins.”

“Twins?” I said. 
Sage laughed. “We do everything together.”
Everything? I hadn’t considered that I could 

have been replaced.
“Sage talks about you a lot,” Asha said, which 

made me feel just a little bit better. “I’ll bet I 
know what’s coming next.”

Sage looked at her. “A bike ride?” She looked 
at me. “I told her it’s kinda our thing,” Sage 
mumbled.

Our thing. That was something. I nodded, 
making myself smile. “I’ll go upstairs and get my 
helmet.” 
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Our thing. I was getting worried over nothing. 
Sage hadn’t replaced me. It was going to be fine.

When I told Michael where I was off to, he 
smiled. “Reconnecting with your bestie,” he said. 

“Have fun,” Dad said.
Michael pointed at me. “And watch out—”
“For potholes,” Dad and I finished for him.
I didn’t mention Asha. 
I went to the cool, dimly lit basement where 

everyone in the building locked their bikes. I 
wiped nine months of dust off my bike, pumped 
the tires, and hauled it outside. 

Sage and Asha waited in front of my building 
with their bikes. Sage’s bike was magenta. Asha’s 
was pale pink.

Asha hiked up her skirt and I saw that she was 
wearing skinny jeans underneath it. She got onto 
her bike. “I had to reclaim it from my brother,” 
she said. “Even though it’s mine, I’ve been 
sharing. His was stolen.” 

“See?” said Sage. “I told you she was 
benevolent.”
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When I sat on my bike, I noticed it was too 
small for me. I grew a lot since last summer.  I 
probably looked ridiculous.

I kicked up the kickstand. “Where should we 
go?”

“Let’s go to—” Sage started.
“Thomas Lowry.” Asha finished.
“Totally,” Sage said. She turned to me. “We 

found a new park by the sculpture gardens. It 
has a river through it. Just a fake one, but still.”

“Sure,” I said, and we were off.
As we pedaled, I found that there was never 

enough room for three cyclists to ride side by 
side. I was always trailing behind as Sage and 
Asha pedaled forward. I watched them, turning 
their heads towards each other, exchanging 
words I was too far back to hear. The only sound 
I could understand from them was their laughter. 

I was relieved when we pulled off the sidewalk 
towards the sound of rushing water and towards 
the shade of a big oak tree. Thomas Lowry Park 
was kind of cool if you could get past the fact 
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that the water feature taking up the whole park 
was artificial. Sage and Asha ripped off their 
shoes and waded into the water. I sat in the 
grass, not quite sure if I was ready to jump in 
with both feet. 

I stared up at the sky. Cumulonimbus clouds 
towered in the blue. “Hey Sage,” I called over the 
sound of the running water. “What do you think 
about that one?”

“That what?” Sage asked. 
“The cloud. What’s its name?”
“Oh yeah,” Sage said with a laugh. “I used to 

name clouds. I kinda forgot.”
“You’re so fabulous,” Asha said.
I watched as they started kicking water at each 

other, laughing and shrieking. 
I could tell right then that everything was 

going to be different this summer. When they 
started kicking water at me, I told them to stop. 
I got up and moved further away to where their 
laughter wouldn’t be able to splash over me. 





ONE ELM
B O O K S

ONE ELM

ONE ELM

B O O K S

ONE ELM
B O O K S

ONE ELM
B O O K S




