8b/23/2818 1b:54 9835932568 . INSTANT COPY PAGE

AzaPace - “Michael”

After dinnc, when the sky was blushing dark bluc in the windows, Michael put on
his uniform for Mama and Dad to admire, Iwas supposcd to ook and akk over him too,
but Tdidn’t. Tastoad, I stood with my arms crossed behind Mama's rocking chair.

Mama smiled at me and said, “Come closer, Phoehe, come sc¢. Doesy’t your
brother look grown up?”

1 just frowned and said, “I can see him.”

Dad was standing a few fcet back from Michael and looking him over like he
would a new car. He nodded appreciatively and da’pped Michael on his manly shoulder,
hitting just above the place where a single chevron had been stitched,

“You'll make our country proud, son,” he said, and Michael nodded once;

Mama was citcling Michael with a big teary smile dimpling her chegks, like my
brother was sorme work of art she had to admire {rom all angles. She ran her fingers over
Michacls crisp sleeves, his starchy collar.

“Aw, dontcha look s'hig and strong,” she said.

Michael smiled at her.

Then she tamed to me ands said, “Docsn’t he, honey?”

Michael looked over at me. He gave his crooked little smile which was just hike
mine, and turned in a circle for me like he was modeling his new self,

I pursed my lips and muttered, “He just looks old is all.”

1 saw Michacls smile fall a little, and 1 felt sott of bad. But Iooked him up and
down again: his cropped hair and straight back, his shiny shoes and shell of a uniform;
and I couldr’t find my brothes in there.

“Phoebe, donicha think I [ook nice?” Michae] said.
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Aza Pace “Michael”

Mama and Dad watched me and waited. Mama was smiling. Dad was just
watching,

I looked at Michacl.

My brother had curly hair, but you couldn’t tell now. He nsed to wear
mismatched socks, but not anymore, He used to always wear this dumb bracelet I'd

" made him at school once, but it wasn’t part of his uniform now.

My brother was cightecn, but now I thought he looked about thiry.

“You just look old," I said again,

Marua started to say, “No, Phocbe, please don’t.”

But Dad interruptcd her to point 2 finger at me and ¢ay, “Your brother’s a brave
man, Phocbe Marie. He's gonna be one of the people that keep you safe at night. You
oughta give him some respect, young lady.”

At the same time, Mama said, “John”, and Michael said, “Dad” like they wanted
him to calm down.

But I could already feel my throat getting real tight and y eyes all burny,

X looked at may dad, and I looked at Michacl, and I just tuxned and ran.

Out the back door and into the strest I ran. I didn’t stop when I heard a voice
call, “Phoebe Marie you get back herel”

Mama called, “Honey please,” but I didn’t stop then either.

I ran under the strectlights with fat tears racing down my cheeks, and then
realized 1 was counting the streetlights as I went, “five, six, seven”, counting instead of
saying goodbyc. I ran until I was out of breath, which was about four blocks from home.
Onuly when I stopped was T able to hear the footsteps chasing after me. I turned around

and saw Michael jog to a gtop just a fow feet away.
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Aza Pace “Michael”

“Phocbe,” he said, opening his arms just 3 little,

I felt my eyes bumning again, and ran to hug my brother. 1 let rayself cey on
Michacl's starchy collar, and he didn’t seem to mind,

“Hey,” he satd gently, “hey, it’s okay.”

“No,” I said roughly, “because you’re going away. And you look old.”

Michael laughed a fittle.

“Well, 'm not old,” he said. “And I'm Jeaving, but not forever. How could you
think I could Jeave you for good? A cutie like you? No chance,”

T smiled up at him.

“C’mon,” he said, “let’s go back home.”

Michael took my hand, and we turmned back toward owr house four blocks or
seven streetlights away.,

“Yeah,” said Michael, “when 1 get there, 'm gonna tell all my new buddies that
Pve got this heautiful git] waiting for me back home.,”

I smiled wp at him again, watching his face against the night sky.

“Yep. I'm govna tell them her name’s Phoebe. And she’s got curly hair and a

crooked smile.”
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