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HEY, DIANE!

THIS IS FOR YOU.





PART ONE





 EVERYTHING 

IS 

 DIFFERENT 

NOW

 Morning sunbeams streamed through the window. 

 Tasha closed her eyes and turned away.

“You up?” Her great  uncle  Kevin knocked, then 

opened the bedroom door. “ Awake?”

 Tasha nodded without opening her eyes.

“Time to get up,” said  Kevin. “We’re leaving in 

twenty minutes.”

He closed the door.  Tasha  rolled out of bed and 

got dressed. She kept her back to the window that 

faced the  Captain’s  Quarters next door. If Cap’n  Jackie 

was watching for a morning salute, she’d have to wait 

a long, long time.
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 Tasha passed  Kevin in the hall on the way to the 

bathroom. She did not speak. She refused break-

fast. When he said it was time to go, she picked up 

her heavy backpack and followed him out the door 

of their  second-  fl oor apartment. She trudged down 

the stairs behind him and out the back door of the 

duplex. As they crossed the backyard, she didn’t even 

glance sideways at the leafy tunnel through the hedge 

to Cap’n  Jackie’s.

 Tasha opened the passenger door of  Terkel, 

 Kevin’s battered brown  Tercel. She fl ipped the seat 

forward and  crawled behind it, fastened her seat belt, 

and crossed her arms.

“Bug.”  Kevin leaned into the passenger side door. 

His usually longish hair was buzzed short for his trip, 

leaving his forehead  pale and bare. He hardly even 

looked like  Kevin. “It’s a  seven-  hour drive. You’re not 

really going to backseat it the  whole way, are you?”

 Tasha stared straight ahead. She was nobody’s bug.

“All right, then, have it your way.” He clicked the 

front seat into place and eased the passenger door 

closed.  Rounding  Terkel, he folded his lanky body 

into the driver’s seat. “That means I choose the music 

all day.”
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 Tasha stared straight ahead.

“If you want to apologize to Cap’n  Jackie before we 

go, I’m happy to wait.”  Kevin turned to look at her. “I 

don’t know what all you said last night, but I’m think-

ing it wasn’t good.”

No, it wasn’t good. But even if  Tasha was  sorry —    

 and she wasn’t, well, mostly  not —     Cap’n  Jackie 

wouldn’t change her mind.  Neither of them would.

“That woman loves you with her  whole heart. You 

know we couldn’t get along without her.”

 Tasha thought maybe she could.  Maybe. She’d 

never thought that before, but she thought it now.

“It’s not her fault, you know.”

 Tasha turned away, looking out the passenger 

window.  There was no point in arguing.  Kevin and 

Cap’n  Jackie were teamed up against her, and they 

wouldn’t listen to anything she said.

“Okay.” He turned back around and started the 

car. “Stay mad if you need to. But eventually you’ll do 

the right thing. I know you.”

If he really knew her, he’d forget his stupid selfi sh 

trip to New  Zealand and stay home for a normal sum-

mer. He’d send  Grandfather  McCorry’s money back 

with a big No  Thank You.
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 Instead, he backed out of the driveway and into the 

alley.  Terkel  rolled into the street and headed for the 

freeway.

 Tasha was done talking, but that didn’t stop 

the words from rolling around in her head. They 

 rolled right along with the hum of the tires on the 

highway.

They both suck. Suck suck suck. They don’t care about 

me.  Kevin only cares about stupid New  Zealand. It’s prob-

ably not even a camp he’s taking me to. It’s probably an 

orphanage or a work camp or worse.  Something sinister. A 

friggin’ Croc pit or something.

Even if it is just a stupid camp, they’re still banishing 

me. They think I’ll come home and everything will be the 

same again. Well, you know what? It won’t. It’ll never be 

the same again. Not after throwing the key. And I didn’t 

even mean to.

Why does that stupid key have to be such a big deal, 

anyway? It doesn’t even open anything. I don’t need a fake 

magic key. I just need to stay home with Cap’n  Jackie. So 

what if she can’t cook?

“I can’t feed you for a  whole month. You’d starve.”

“We could have pizza. I’ll make  grilled cheese.”

“You can’t live on cheese.”
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“I’d eat a carrot every  single day. And an  apple. I’d be 

fi ne. We could work on the Home  Alone project and watch 

movies and play  Parcheesi and order  pineapple on our 

pizza.”

“What happens when you pitch your  eighty-  seventh 

rager? And I pitch one back? And there’s no  Kevin to come 

home and separate us?”

“I won’t. I won’t pitch a  single rager.”

“I need my downtime.”

“When you need downtime I’ll go in my room and be 

quiet.”

“You can argue all day and all night, my Kid. The 

decision’s been made.”

“ Unmake it!”

“It’s not mine to unmake. You’re going to do some 

growing up this summer. You’d best get started on it.”

“You just don’t want me.”

“ Nonsense.  Stand up and take it on the chin.”

Okay, so I shouldn’t have thrown the key, and I 

shouldn’t have  called her a crazy old lady or said suck. 

But it’s not fair. None of it’s fair. They think they can push 

me around because I’m a kid. So fi ne. Push me around. 

But you can’t make me be nice about it.

I won’t.
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 Twice for no.

No. No.

“Bug. You awake?”

 Tasha  peeled her sticky eyes open. They were in 

a parking lot. The sun was high and hot. She looked 

out the window and read the sign. KOUNTRY KRITTERS

KAFE.

“No.”

“You have to eat something.”

“I’m not hungry.”

“You need to eat. I can’t drop you off at camp like 

a starving junkyard dog.”

“ Since when do you care? All you care about is 

New  Zealand.”

 Kevin sighed and turned to face the front.

“Look,” he said. “You’re right. I do care about New 

 Zealand. But it’s not just that. I really do think this 

can be good for you. You know that. In your heart of 

hearts, you know it.”

 Tasha  rolled her eyes up to  Terkel’s ceiling. She 

shouldn’t have talked. Now he’d blahblah for hours 

about how great camp was and how great it was when 
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he was a kid and how great it was that  Grandfather 

 McCorry was paying for it all.

 Blahblah. No more talking.

 Kevin made her go into the  Kountry  Kritters Kafe 

(who thought of that name?) and he ordered her a  grilled that name?) and he ordered her a  grilled that

cheese sandwich and fries and a shake that she did not 

touch, although she wanted to, but that would be act-

ing like everything was okay and everything was not

okay.  Kevin ate a burger and blahblahed between bites. 

 Tasha stared at the  red-  and-  white-  checked tablecloth.

The drive to camp took forever, but suddenly they 

were turning off the freeway, under trees, onto a dirt 

road.  Squirmy  little twisters woke up in  Tasha’s stom-

ach. Good thing she hadn’t eaten that lunch or she’d 

be barfi ng all over  Terkel. Then  Kevin would be sorry. 

 Maybe she should have eaten.  Kevin wouldn’t leave a 

barfi ng kid behind, would he?

 Tasha was still thinking about barfi ng when  Kevin 

introduced her to the camp director. She nodded 

hello, but she did not open her mouth. Same with the 

counselor.  Tasha did not speak as  Kevin carried her 

trunk and set it next to a bunk bed.

“ Maddie!” A skinny girl with a  single long braid 
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ran from the other side of the  little cabin and threw 

her arms around another kid who was just coming in. 

“Oh my God, oh my God, we’re in  Hinky  Haven!”

 Screaming laughter.  Jumping up and down.  Kevin 

made  Tasha’s bed, tucked her pajamas under the pil-

low, and led her out the door. They walked away from 

the cabins and the cars and the  people and the noise. 

He stopped under a big tree next to a tennis court.

“ Tasha.”  Kevin dropped to one knee and turned 

her to face him. “ Tasha, look at me.”

She did and then wished she hadn’t.  Behind his 

glasses,  Kevin’s hazel eyes were shiny and swimmy. 

A tear fell out, and he brushed a  knuckle across his 

cheek to catch it.

“You’re making this really hard.”

Good. Why should it be easy for him?

“I love you, my Bug. You’re my best.”

He hugged her and she didn’t hug him back. He 

would change his mind. He would. No way would 

 Kevin leave her.

But he did. He got in  Terkel and he drove away. 

Out of habit,  Tasha reached in her pocket for the key.

It wasn’t there. It was probably still lying on Cap’n 

 Jackie’s kitchen fl oor.
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July 17

Dear Kid,

Okay, silent treatment is over. But you hurt my 

feelings, you know. I didn’t mind the crazy or old 

so much, but lady?  Crazy old lady? That was just 

mean.

And the key? Like I told you four years ago, if 

you can’t take care of it then you don’t get to keep it.

 Kevin deserves that trip to New  Zealand and you 

know it. Camp for you wasn’t my idea, but it’s not 

the worst idea ever. My  made-  up stories are the best I 

can offer, and I’m afraid a month of that would bore 

you. As you pointed out, you are outgrowing all that 

magic nonsense.

I wish you weren’t in such a big stinkin’ hurry 

to grow up. You’re right, you don’t need a  pretend- 

 magic key. You were breathing magic from that first 

day I saw you hunkered down in my raspberry bush. 

You can ignore it if you want, but the magic is still 

there.
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Just writing this letter is making me less mad.

 Since you’re stuck at camp for a month, you 

might as well enjoy it. Find some friends. If you 

have a rager attack, go throw some rocks (not at 

anyone’s head). Or draw a picture of the  Crocs 

chewing on my guts and send it to me. I’ll put it on 

the fridge.

When you come back, we’ll start  Project Home 

 Alone. It’ll be good. You’ll see.

I love you bigger than any gritty nasty rager 

storm you can ever throw at me. And that’s pretty 

dang big.

Now and  Forever,

 Captain  Jackie
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July 18
Dear Bug,
By the time you get this, you’re probably 

Dear Bug,
By the time you get this, you’re probably 

Dear Bug,

loving camp already. I’m leaving for the airport 
in a few minutes and I’ll drop this in the 
mailbox on the way.
I hope you’ve written to Cap’n  Jackie and 

apologized. If you haven’t, do it soon. Like now. 
And send your grandfather a  thank-  you letter. 
apologized. If you haven’t, do it soon. Like now. 
And send your grandfather a  thank-  you letter. 
apologized. If you haven’t, do it soon. Like now. 

You know I’ll hear about it if you don’t. It 
And send your grandfather a  thank-  you letter. 
You know I’ll hear about it if you don’t. It 
And send your grandfather a  thank-  you letter. 

doesn’t have to be long and you don’t have to 
mean it. Just do it.
doesn’t have to be long and you don’t have to 
mean it. Just do it.
doesn’t have to be long and you don’t have to 

I bet you have a favorite horse.  Maybe 
you’ve been water-skiing. I can’t wait to get my 
first  e-  mail from you. I want to hear all about 
everything.  Every  single thing.
Love,
Your  Great!  Uncle!
aka Your  Kevin
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July 20

Dear  Kevin,

This is so stupid. They won’t let me type 

the  e-  mail myself. They make me write to 

you with a stupid pen so I can be just like 

everyone else and then  SOMEONE ELSE types it. 

As if I’d break the computer by touching the 

 preshisss —     I know that’s not  spelled right but 

I don’t  care —     keyboard. Just so you know. This 

isn’t me writing.  Someone might be changing my 

words that are supposed to be private.

Why can’t I use an envelope like all the 

other kids?  Because my  so-  called “parent 

or guardian” is OUT OF THE  COUNTRY and NOT 

 REACHABLE IN ANY  NORMAL WAY even if I  DROWN or 

GET  KICKED IN THE HEAD BY A  HORSE or GET LOST 

 FOREVER IN THE  WOODS.

So anyway. Dear  Kevin. This place is full 

of mozzies. That’s what my counselor calls 

them. And deerfl ies. The deerfl ies bite really 

hard. I already have 47 bites total. 41 mozzies 

and 5 deerfl y and one I’m not sure.  Probably 

a spider, black widow or something worse. You 

should be worried. It’s a huge bite.

 Tasha

p.s. I am still mad.
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July 21

Dear Kid,

Here are some cookies.  Share them around. They 

have  MAGIC powers.  Hahaha.  Because magic is 

still real whether you believe it or not.  Magic or not, 

cookies will help you make friends.

 Draphin misses you. Her chin drags on the 

ground and she’s all full of sad eyes. She says I 

shouldn’t have let you go. She says I should have 

kidnapped you and hidden you in the basement 

until  Kevin was on the plane. She can’t believe I let 

you leave without the key. She says you will forget 

her if you don’t have the key.

I told  Draphin that you are living in  REALITY now.

 Reality is not such a bad place to be.  Sometimes

it’s nice.  Mulligan lived here in the real world and 

made it nicer for both of us. So did my  Vanessa. 

 Sometimes real is good.

 Anyway. I’ve been enjoying the key. I squeeze it 



14

tight and take long flights with  Draphin. We go see 

 Vanessa and  Mulligan. That key still has plenty of 

good magic left in it. If you hadn’t thrown it AT MY 

HEAD, you’d know.

Have some  real-  world fun at that  real-  world camp. 

I hope you’re riding horses every day.

Just don’t forget who’s your captain. Or I’ll make 

you walk the plank into a seething mass of  Crocs. 

All different colors of poison pastel. Don’t laugh. 

They are dangerous and you know it.

Love,

 Captain  Jackie

July 22

Dear  Grandfather  McCorry,
 Thank you for paying for camp. Camp is full of 

fresh air. If  Kevin dies in New  Zealand or his plane 
crashes, don’t worry about me. Send a lot of money 
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to our  next-  door neighbor  Jackie  Moscato. She’ll take 
care of me until my dad comes home.

Your granddaughter,
 Natasha K.  McCorry

July 27

Dear Kid,

 Seven years today.  Seven years since I found a 

 rag-  a-  nothin in my raspberries.  Mulligan meowed 

at the kitchen window until I looked out back and 

spotted your  little bare toes sticking out from under 

the  brambles.

Poor  Kevin. He’s a saint, you know. He was 

charging up and down the alley calling you, tears 

running down his face. He just about kissed my 

feet when I turned you over with bandages on your 

 bramble scratches. Said he wasn’t fit to take care of 

a child, losing you the first day. I told him he was. I 
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told him it was  Mulligan’s fault. He tossed his best 

 black-  cat magic into the alley and hooked you and 

 reeled you into our world.

 Nathan  called me that day. Did you know that? 

 Maybe I told you before, I can’t remember. He hadn’t 

 called in months, but there he was on the phone that 

day. He said he woke up thinking about me.

I told him a child just moved in next door. He 

said you were a lucky child. I thought no, I’m a 

lucky captain.  After two years of me and  Mullie 

wandering around the house in our lonelies, you 

came in the nick of time. The past seven years have 

whizzed by like a tornado.

You’ve been at camp almost two weeks now. Time 

enough for my package to get there. Did you eat the 

cookies or not?

 Happy  friend-  a-  versary.

Love,

 Captain  Jackie
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July 27

Dear Cap’n  Jackie,
You know what?  Those cookies weren’t magic. 

They were delischus but not magic. I know that’s 
not how you spell it. You know what I mean.  Happy 
 friend-  a-  versary anyway. Are you having a party 
without me? Camp is better than I thought it would 
be. I’m sorry about the key and stuff. Don’t go in my 
room till I get back, okay? Just keep the door closed.

I have friends here. Gwen is my best friend. She 
is cool. You know what? I told her about my dad and 
her dad is in prison too! She says lots of dads are but 
nobody knows because nobody tells. She lives with her 
mom. I told her I live with  Kevin and she didn’t even 
ask me where my mom was. Gwen says  one-  sillabel 
names are stronger. She calls me Tash. I like that 
better.

And guess what? I’m playing Capt
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July 27

Dear  Kevin,

 Happy  family-  versary. I am  Captain Hook in 

the camp play. Gwen is  Peter Pan. Gwen’s my 

best friend. She lives in  Chicago.

My favorite horse is  Pepper. I fell off of her 

last week. I have a ginormous bruise on my leg. 

If I’d broken it and I was in the hospital nobody 

would come and visit me because you’re on the 

other side of the world and Cap’n  Jackie wouldn’t 

leave her house. Don’t worry. I’ll survive.

I’m glad New  Zealand is fun.  Really.  Mostly 

really. They print me out your  e-  mails and give 

them to me, but it’s not the same as a letter 

in the mail.

If it wasn’t for Cap’n  Jackie I wouldn’t get 

any mail at all. I have 4 postcards from her 

and two letters and a package with cookies. I 

started a sorry letter to her but then I got 

interrupted and I can’t fi nd it. Gwen gets a 

REAL letter IN AN  ENVELOPE in the mail every 

day. But don’t feel guilty or anything.

Gwen and I are going on a horse campout on 

 Saturday.

 Sincerely,

 TASH —     don’t call me Bug or  Tasha anymore. 

I AM TASH.
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July 31

Dear Kid,

You’ve been gone forever. I thought you’d send me 

a howler or a snarler. But nothing? Not even a lousy 

thank-you for the cookies? Are you giving me the 

silent treatment? It’s lasting too long, and now it 

hurts as much as your key-throwing fit. 

Or . . . maybe it’s not the silent treatment.

The times, they are a changing. I knew it from the 

second  Kevin told me about the summer plan. You 

really are growing up. I will see less and less of you are growing up. I will see less and less of you are

and then you’ll be gone. More gone than  Vanessa 

and  Mullie, because they are both still in this house 

with me. I hear them, and sometimes I see a flash 

of one or the other. Call me  crazy —     I don’t care. 

 Wouldn’t be the first time.

No, you’ll be gone like  Nathan but even more. 

 Because  Nathan was ours. When  Vanessa’s brother 

kicked him out, we were all he had. We wrapped 

him in layers of shiny light and launched him 
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off into the world, and look at him now. New York 

City with his dream job, living the life.

But you, my Kid, are not really my kid. I will 

not be your  teen-  launcher. You have  Kevin for that 

and he loves you more than any parent ever could. 

And your dad will be free someday, and he’ll be your 

dad again. I’ll be the person of your  little childhood, 

your imagination, and you’re leaving me behind. 

 Middle school, friends, camp, sports, a car, dates, 

college . . . no use trying to drag you back on ship. 

You’re on your way out the door already.

It’s more painful than  Nathan’s move to New 

York could ever be. For the next few years, you’ll be 

a stone’s throw and a million light years away, and 

then you’ll be gone.

 Draphin feels it, but as you pointed out,  Draphin 

is MADE UP and there is NO SUCH  THING AS 

A  DOLPHIN-  DRAGON. Or a  dragon-  dolphin. You 

might not believe in  Draphin, but she believes in you 

and she’s not sad. She’s happy for you because she’s 
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magic. Not me. I’ve got green  scales falling like rain.

You’ll never see this letter, my Kid. I will not send 

it.  Never never, twice for no.

Why?

 Because I want you to spread your snarly  little 

wings and fly into the world.

I just wish you didn’t have to leave me so far behind.

I saw what you wrote on the wall. I guess you’re 

right. I’m really not the captain of anything.

 Still. I wish you’d send me a letter from camp.

Just one.

I’m not even mad anymore.

I’m sad. And I’ll never send this letter.

August 1

My Dear  Captain,  Heart of my  Heart,
I did it! I’ve carved out a weekend to come 

and see you. I’ve been a selfi sh brat, I know, 
and it’s been way way way way way too long. 
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 Almost two years! How did I let that happen? 
I feel  terrible. But fi nally, fi nally, my life is 
coming together. The job is amazing, and true 
love is the most amazing of all!

Theo asked me to marry him, and I knocked 
once for yes! We are offi cially engaged!!!! I am 
bringing him home. You’ll adore him. He’s strong 
and steady and wise and kind. And  stable! 
I fell in love with someone  stable!

We are arriving on  Thursday the 4th and 
staying until  Sunday. Don’t worry, 
I rented a place nearby so we won’t get 
in your way. We will bring  piles of groceries 
and cook a big, beautiful dinner  Thursday 
night. I bet you haven’t eaten right since 
 Vanessa left us. I’m bringing her recipe box, and 
I will cook us up a storm.

We’ll leave your freezer stocked with enough 
to last until the next time we visit. We plan 
to visit a LOT, so you’d better get used to 
it. Yes, yes, I’ll call before we come.  Thursday 
afternoon.
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I can’t wait to see you. It’s been too long. I 
know, that’s my fault. I just couldn’t seem to 
get myself together. But now I am.together. But now I am.together

With all of my love,
and then some more,
 Nathan

 August 1

Dear Cap’n  Jackie,
 Thank you for the cookies.
I haven’t had a letter or postcard from you in a 

 while. Are you mad again? I wrote you a letter last 
week but the bell rang in the  middle and then I lost it 
so now I’m starting over.

I’m sorry I threw the key. I’m sorry I said you suck. 
I didn’t mean any of it. Don’t go in my room, okay? 
If you already did and you saw what I wrote, I don’t 
mean that either.
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I’m  Captain Hook in the camp play. I know most 
of my lines. My best friend Gwen is  Peter Pan. We 
have a sword fight. You’d like the sword fight. Good 
thing you taught me how to do it and how to walk 
with a cane.

Gwen is tough. She stays by herself after school 
for two hours every day before her mom gets home. 
 Being here at camp is not helping me on the Home 
 Alone plan because I’m never alone. When I get 
home, will you still help me? Why do I have to be such 
a chicken? I want to be tough and brave like Gwen.

I hope you’re having a relaxing summer with lots 
of downtime. I hope you’re not too lonely. If I had to 
stay alone all summer, I’d go crazy.

I’m sorry I  called you a crazy old lady. I was a 
 little stinker. You can call me that right out loud when 
I get home. I deserve it.

Love,
Tash
I am Tash now. Not Kid. Not Bug. Not  Tasha.
Tash.



 DREAMING

Cap’n  Jackie’s house was wrapped in hush. The air 

lay thick, hot, and humid, but all was quiet like the 

morning after a snow.  Quiet like the morning after 

 Mullie died. Tash’s feet made no sound on the fl oor.

 Where was Cap’n  Jackie?  Upstairs?  Downstairs? 

No sounds anywhere. If Tash hurried, she could 

paint over the writing on the wall before Cap’n  Jackie 

saw it. It was hard to hurry, though. The dense air 

wrapped around her legs, slowing her down. It was 

like running through water. Tash fi nally reached the 

door to her room and threw it open.

The wall was gone. Not just the words. The  whole 

wall was open to the world, a different world with 

black mountains inked against a deep purpling sky.
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 Suddenly a huge black shadow swooped through 

the twilight, and Tash jumped back, her heart pound-

ing. What was that? She crept up close to the  wall —    

 but it wasn’t a wall anymore. It was glass. She pressed 

her nose against it, searching for the thing that had 

made the shadow.

 There!  There it was, soaring high. It crossed the 

silvery  half-  moon.  Dragon head, broad wings, long 

fl uked tail.  Draphin! The enormous creature dove 

from moon height, spiraling down.  Firefl ies sur-

rounded her, weaving, lighting her shape, buzzing 

around her head in a glowing crown.

As  Draphin  circled closer, a fi gure took form 

between her wings. It was Cap’n  Jackie. She stood 

taller than tall on two feet, no cane, arms out, sway-

ing in balance with  Draphin’s movements. They fl ew 

through the moonlight, a gliding dance and spin, per-

fect grace and motion, closer and closer.

Tash waved with both arms.  Draphin swept close 

to the window again, casting a shadow that dashed 

across the room. Tash met one enormous indigo eye 

for a split second, and it saw her, but there was no 

recognition. Cap’n  Jackie didn’t even look her way.
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Tash knocked on the glass.

“Cap’n  Jackie!” She tried to yell, but nothing came 

out. “ Draphin! Wait for me!”

She banged on the window with both fi sts.

“I didn’t mean it!” Why wouldn’t her lips move? 

Why didn’t her voice work? “I’m sorry! I didn’t 

mean it!”

Tash jerked awake, sitting up sharp. The camp 

bed squeaked. She blinked in the early gray light and 

looked across to the next bunk. Gwen was wrapped 

around her pillow, sound asleep. In the bottom bunk, 

Maya snored softly.

Tash lay back and closed her eyes. She hoped 

Cap’n  Jackie had the sorry letter by now. She wished 

she’d sent it sooner.


