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JUBILEE 

ONE TIME, A boy kissed me and I almost died. 

I realize that can easily be dismissed as a melodramatic teenager- 

ism, said in a high-pitched voice bookended by squeals. But I’m not a 

teenager. And I mean it in the most literal sense. The basic sequence of 

events went like this: 

A boy kissed me. 

My lips started tingling. 

My tongue swelled to fill my mouth. 

My throat closed; I couldn’t breathe. 

Everything went black. 

It’s humiliating enough to pass out just after experiencing your first 

kiss, but even more so when you find out that the boy kissed you on a 

dare. A bet. That your lips are so inherently unkissable, it took $50 to 

persuade him to put his mouth on yours. 

And here’s the kicker: I knew it could kill me. At least, in theory. 

When I was six, I was diagnosed with type IV contact dermatitis to 

foreign human skin cells. That’s medical terminology for: I’m allergic to 

other people. Yes, people. And yes, it’s rare, as in: I’m only one of a handful 

of people in the history of the world who has had it. Basically, I explode in 

welts and hives when someone else’s skin touches mine. The doctor who 

fi diagnosed me also theorized that my severe reactions—the anaphy- 

lactic episodes I’d experienced—were either from my body over-reacting 

to prolonged skin contact, or oral contact, like drinking after someone and 
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getting their saliva in my mouth. No more sharing food, drinks. No hugs. 

No touching. No kissing. You could die, he said. But I was a sweaty- 

palmed, weak-kneed seventeen-year-old girl inches away from the lips of 

Donovan Kingsley, and consequences weren’t the fi thing on my 

mind—even if the consequences were deadly. In the moment—the ac- 

tual breathless seconds of his lips on mine—I daresay it almost seemed 

worth it. 

Until I found out about the bet. 

When I got home from the hospital, I went directly to my room. 

And I didn’t come out, even though there were still two weeks left in my 

senior year. My diploma was mailed to me later that summer. 

Three months later, my mom got married to Lenny, a gas-station- 

chain owner from Long Island. She packed exactly one suitcase and left. 

That was nine years ago. And I haven’t left my house since. 
 
 

 
 

I DIDN’ T WAKE up one morning and think: “I’m going to become a re- 

cluse.” I don’t even like the word “recluse.” It reminds me of that deadly 

spider just lying in wait to sink its venom into the next creature that 

crosses its path. 

It’s just that after my fi near-death experience, I—understandably, 

I think—didn’t want to leave my house, for fear of running into anyone from 

school. So I didn’t. I spent that summer in my room, listening to Coldplay 

on repeat and reading. I read a lot. 

Mom used to make fun of me for it. “Your nose is always stuck in a 

book,” she’d say, rolling her eyes. It wasn’t just books, though. I’d read 

magazines, newspapers, pamphlets, anything that was lying around. And 

I’d retain most of the information, without really trying. 

Mom liked that part. She’d have me recite on cue—to friends (which 

she didn’t have many of) and to boyfriends (which she had too many 

of)—weird knowledge that I had collected over time. Like the fact that 

superb fairy wrens are the least faithful species of bird in the world, or 

that the original pronunciation of Dr. Seuss’s name rhymed with “Joyce,” 

or that Leonardo da Vinci invented the first machine gun (which 

shouldn’t really surprise anyone, since he invented thousands of things). 
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Then she’d beam and shrug her shoulders and give a smile and say, 

“I don’t know where she came from.” And I’d always wonder if that 

maybe was a little bit true, because every time I got the nerve to ask 

about my father—like, what his name was, for instance—she’d snap 

and say something like “What’s it matter? He’s not here, is he?” 

Basically, I was a freak show growing up. And not just because I 

didn’t know who my father was or because I could recite random facts. 

I’m pretty sure neither of those are unique characteristics. It was be- 

cause of my condition, which is how people referred to it: a condition. 

And my condition was the reason my desk in elementary school had to 

be at least eight feet away from the others. And why I had to sit on a 

bench by myself at recess and watch while kids created trains out of 

their bodies on the slide and played red rover and swung effortlessly on 

monkey bars. And why my body was clad in long sleeves and pants and 

mittens—cloth covering every square inch of skin on the off chance 

that the kids I was kept so far away from accidentally broke the bound- 

aries of my personal bubble. And why I used to stare openmouthed at 

mothers who would squeeze their children’s tiny bodies with abandon at 

pickup, trying to remember what that felt like. 

Anyway, combine all the facts—my condition, the boy-kissing-me- 

and-my-almost-dying incident, my mother leaving—and voilà! It’s the 

perfect recipe for becoming a recluse. 

Or maybe it’s none of those things. Maybe I just like being alone. 

Regardless, here we are. 

And now, I fear that I’ve become the Boo Radley of my neighbor- 

hood. I’m not pale or sickly looking, but I’m afraid the kids on the street 

have started to wonder about me. Maybe I stare out the window too 

much when they’re riding their scooters. I ordered blue panel curtains 

and hung them on each window a few months ago, and now I try to 

stand behind them and peek out, but I’m worried that looks even more 

creepy, when I’m spotted. I can’t help it. I like watching them play, 

which I guess does sound creepy when I put it like that. But I enjoy see- 

ing them have fun, bearing witness to a normal childhood. 

Once, a kid looked directly into my eyes and then turned to his 

friend and said something. They both laughed. I couldn’t hear them so I 

pretended he said something like, “Look, Jimmy, it’s that nice, pretty 
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lady again.” But I’m afraid it was more like, “Look, Jimmy, it’s that crazy 

lady who eats cats.” For the record, I don’t. Eat cats. But Boo Radley 

was a nice man, and that’s what everybody said about him. 

 

 
 

THE PHONE IS ringing. I look up from my book and pretend to contem- 

plate not answering it. But I know I will. Even though it means getting 

up from the worn indent of my velvet easy chair and walking the seven- 

teen paces (yes, I’ve counted) into the kitchen to pick up the mustard- 

yellow receiver of my landline, since I don’t own a cell phone. Even 

though it’s probably one of the telemarketers who call on a regular basis 

or my mother, who only calls three or four times a year. Even though I’m 

at the part in my book where the detective and the killer are finally in 

the same church after playing cat and mouse for the last 274 pages. I’ll 

answer it for the same reason I always answer the phone: I like hearing 

someone else’s voice. Or maybe I like hearing my own. 

Riiiiiiiinnnnng! 

Stand up. 

Book down. 

Seventeen paces. 

“Hello?” 

“Jubilee?” 

It’s a man’s voice that I don’t recognize and I wonder what he’s sell- 

ing. A time-share? A new Internet service with eight-times-faster down- 

loads? Or maybe he’s taking a survey. Once I talked to someone for 

forty-five minutes about my favorite ice-cream flavors. 

“Yes?” 

“It’s Lenny.” 

Lenny. My mother’s husband. I only met him once—years ago, in the 

five months he and my mother were dating before she moved out to Long 

Island. The thing I remember most about him: he had a mustache and 

pet it often, as if it were a loyal dog attached to his face. He was also for- 

mal to the point of being awkward. I remember feeling like I should bow 

to him, even though he was short. Like he was royalty or something. 

“OK.” 
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He clears his throat. “How are you?” 

My mind is racing. I’m fairly certain this isn’t a social call since 

Lenny has never called me before. 

“I’m OK.” 

He clears his throat again. “Well, I’m just going to say it. Victoria— 

Vicki—” His voice breaks and he tries to disguise it with a little cough, 

which turns into a full-on fit. I hold the receiver with both hands to my 

ear, listening to him hack. I wonder if he still has a mustache. 

The coughing spell over, Lenny inhales the silence. And then: “Your 

mother died.” 

I let the sentence crawl into my ear and sit there, like a bullet a ma- 

gician has caught with his teeth. I don’t want it to go any farther. 

Still holding the receiver, I put my back against the wallpaper cov- 

ered in cheerful pairs of red cherries and inch my butt down until I’m 

sitting on the cracked and tattered linoleum, and I think about the last 

time I saw my mother. 

She was  wearing  a  two-sizes-too-small  mauve  sweater  set and 

pearls. It was three months after the Boy Kissed Me and I Almost 

Died, and as I mentioned, I had spent the summer mostly in my room. 

But I also spent a considerable amount of time shooting daggers at my 

mother whenever I passed by her in the hallway, seeing as how the 

whole incident would never have happened if she hadn’t moved us 

from Fountain City, Tennessee, to Lincoln, New Jersey, three years 

earlier. 

But honestly, that was the least of her sins as a mother. It was just 

the most recent and most tangible to be angry with her for. 

“It’s the new me,” she said, twirling at the bottom of the stairs. The 

movement caused the cloying scent of her vanilla body spray to waft 

through the air. 

I was sitting in the velvet armchair rereading Northanger Abbey and 

eating Thin Mint cookies from a plastic sleeve. 

“Doesn’t it just scream millionaire’s wife?” 

It didn’t. It screamed slutty June Cleaver. I looked back down at my 

book. 

I heard the familiar crinkling of cellophane as she dug in her back 

pocket for her pack of cigarettes, and the click of the lighter. 
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“I’m leaving in a few hours, you know.” She exhaled and slid onto a 

couch cushion across from me. 

I looked up and she gestured toward the door at the one suitcase 

she had packed. (“That’s all you’re taking?” I had asked that morning. 

“What else would I need?” she said. “Lenny’s got everything.” And then 

she giggled, which was just as strange as her wearing pearls and a 

sweater set and twirling.) 

“I know,” I said. Our eyes met, and I thought of the night before, as 

I lay in bed and heard the door to my room softly creak open. I knew it 

was her, but I remained still, pretending to sleep. She stood there for a 

long time—so long that I think I drifted off before she left. And I didn’t 

know if it was my imagination, or if I really did hear her sniffling. Cry- 

ing. Now I wondered if maybe there was something she was trying to 

muster up the courage to say, some profound mother-daughter mo- 

ment. Or at least an acknowledgment of her poor mothering skills 

where we’d laugh and say something banal like “Well, at least we sur- 

vived, right?” 

But sitting on the couch, she just inhaled her cigarette again and 

said: “So, I’m just saying, you don’t have to be so bitchy.” 

Oh. 

I wasn’t sure how to respond to that, so I took another cookie out of 

the sleeve and put it in my mouth and tried not to think about how 

much I hated my mother. And how hating her made me feel so guilty 

that I hated myself. 

She sighed, blowing out smoke. “Sure you don’t want to come with 

me?” she said, even though she knew the answer. To be fair, she had 

asked multiple times over the past few weeks in different ways. Lenny 

has plenty of space. You could probably have a whole guesthouse to your- 

self. Won’t you be lonely here all by yourself? I laughed at that last one— 

maybe it was some innate biology of being a teenager, but I couldn’t 

wait to be away from my mother. 

“I’m sure,” I said, flipping a page. 

We spent the last hour we’d ever spend together in silence—her 

chain-smoking, me pretending to be lost in my book. And then when 

the doorbell rang, announcing the arrival of her driver, she jumped up, 

patted her hair, and looked at me one last time. “Off I go,” she said. 
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I nodded. I wanted to tell her that she looked nice, but the words 

got caught in my throat. 

She picked up her suitcase and left, the door easing shut behind her. 

And there I sat, a book in my lap and an empty plastic cookie sleeve 

beside me. Half a cigarette was still smoldering in the ashtray on the 

coffee table, and I had a strong urge to pick it up. Put my lips to it— 

even though I knew it could kill me. Inhale my mother one last time. 

But I didn’t. I just watched it burn. 

And now, nine years later, my mother is dead. 

The news isn’t out of nowhere, in the sense that about ten months 

ago, she mentioned that a suspicious scab on her scalp that refused to 

heal had been determined to be melanoma. She laugh-coughed and 

said, “Always thought it would be my lungs that got me.” 

But Mom had a tendency to be overdramatic—like the time she 

got a mosquito bite, became convinced she had West Nile, and lay su- 

pine on the couch for three days—and I couldn’t be certain whether 

her pronouncement in subsequent months that she was dying was an 

actual diagnosis from a doctor or one of her elaborate schemes for at- 

tention. 

Turns out, it was the former. 

“The funeral is on Thursday,” Lenny says. “Would you like me to 

send a driver?” 

The funeral. In Long Island. It feels as though a giant fist has 

reached into my chest and started squeezing. Tighter and tighter until 

there’s no air left at all. Is this what the beginning of grief feels like? Am 

I already grieving her? Or is it the thought of leaving the house that 

compresses my vital organs? I don’t know. 

What I do know is that I don’t want to go—that I haven’t wanted to 

go anywhere for nine years—but saying it out loud would make me a ter- 

rible person. Who doesn’t go to their own mother’s funeral? 

I also know it’s possible Mom’s Pontiac that’s been sitting in the 

driveway for nine years wouldn’t make the trip. 

I gulp for air, hoping Lenny can’t hear the effort it’s taking me to 

breathe. 

Finally, I answer: “You don’t need to send a driver,” I say. “I’ll figure 

it out.” 
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There’s a beat of silence. 

“It starts at ten a.m. I’ll e-mail you the address,” Lenny says. And 

then I sense a shift in the air between us—a steeling of his voice, as 

though he’s running a board meeting and not discussing his dead wife 

with the stepdaughter he never claimed. “I know it may be an inap- 

propriate time to discuss this, but I wanted to let you know your 

mother has left you the house, free and clear—I’ve paid off the bal- 

ance of your mortgage and I’ll be transferring the deed—as well as 

her car, if you still have it. But, well, the checks she was sending 

you . . . I thought I should tell you as soon as possible that I won’t be 

continuing that specifi tradition, so you’ll need to make other, ah . . . 

arrangements.” 

My cheeks redden at the mention of my freeloading, and I have the 

urge to hang up the phone. I feel like a loser. Like those thirty-year-old 

men who live in the basement of their parents’ house, their mothers still 

washing their drawers and serving them grilled cheese with the crusts 

cut off. And I guess in a way, I am. 

The first check arrived a week after she left. 

I set it on the kitchen table and stared at it for three days every time 

I passed it. I had every intention of throwing it away. Maybe Mom 

wanted to live off Lenny’s money for the rest of her life, but I wasn’t in- 

terested. 

And then the electricity bill came. And then the water. And then 

the mortgage. 

I cashed the check. 

I was eighteen and jobless and still trying to figure out what I was 

going to do with my life. Surely it involved some sort of employment 

and college education. So I swore to myself this would be the only time. 

That I wouldn’t take any more money. 

When the next check came, three weeks later, I still didn’t have a 

job, but I didn’t feel like leaving the house to cash it, so I thought that 

would be the end of it. But on a break from an intense game of Bejew- 

eled on the computer, I did a quick online search and learned that I 

could just mail the check into the bank and the money would magically 

show up in my account. 

And then, as I returned to clicking on colorful gemstones and 
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watching them satisfyingly disappear, I wondered what else I could do 

without leaving home. 

Turns out, a lot. 

It became sort of a game—a challenge to see what I could accom- 

plish while sitting in my pajamas. 

Groceries? Fresh Direct delivers. 

College? I got an English degree in eighteen months from one of 

those online outfits. I’m not sure how legit it is, but the piece of paper 

they sent me is real enough. I wanted to keep going, get a master’s, 

maybe a PhD, but $400 per credit hour was depleting my already 

stretched budget, so I started taking a handful of the classes Harvard of- 

fers for free online every semester. Free. Makes you wonder why all 

those geniuses are paying hundreds of thousands of dollars for their Ivy 

League education. 

Dentist? Floss regularly and brush after every meal. I haven’t had so 

much as a toothache, and I chalk it up to my good dental habits. And 

I’ve started to think that maybe dentistry is a racket. 

When a neighbor left a note on my door alerting me that my grass 

was reaching unmanageable heights and he would appreciate my main- 

taining my lawn for the “integrity” of the neighborhood? I called a land- 

scaping service to come once a month and left a check under the 

porch mat. 

The trash presented a more difficult challenge. I couldn’t figure out 

a way to get it to the curb without actually going outside. It’s not that I 

couldn’t do that, of course, but now I was determined to not have to. To 

figure out this last piece of the puzzle. I’m not proud of it, but I called 

the city garbage service and told them I was disabled. They said if I 

could get my trash into the bin beside my back door, the workers would 

come around and get it every Thursday morning. And I felt a little buzz 

of pride at my deceitful cleverness. 

Six months passed. Then a year. And there were times when I 

would stop and wonder if this was it. If I would live my life out this 

way, never seeing another soul in person again. But mostly, I just 

woke up every morning and lived my life like everyone else does—not 

thinking about the big picture, just doing my work for class, making 

dinner, watching the news, then getting up and doing it all over 
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again. In that way, I didn’t think I was really different from anyone 

else. 

Though my mother called sporadically over the years, to complain 

about the weather, a rude waiter, a bad ending to a TV series, to brag 

about one of the many trips she and Lenny were taking or to invite me 

for a holiday—even though she knew I wouldn’t come—we never dis- 

cussed the money she was sending me. I was ashamed of taking it, but I 

had also convinced myself that I somehow deserved it. That she owed 

me for being kind of a selfish, crappy mother. 

But I never meant for it to go on this long. 

“I know you have your condition,” Lenny said, “but it’s something 

we never quite saw eye t—” 

“I understand,” I say, the humiliation burning brighter with each 

second. But there’s a flare of anger mixed in—anger that my mom didn’t 

leave me any money on top of the house and car (even as I recognize 

how ungrateful that is), although I guess technically it’s Lenny’s money. 

Or maybe I’m angry at myself for becoming so dependent on those 

monthly checks. Or maybe it has nothing to do with the money. Maybe 

I’m mad that I didn’t take her up on her invitation to visit even once. Or 

invite her to visit me. Funny how when someone dies you momentarily 

forget all their faults, like how just talking to her on the phone was so 

emotionally draining, I didn’t ever want to see her in person. But now . . . 

now it’s too late. 

“Well, then,” Lenny says. 

There’s nothing left for us to say, so I wait for his good-bye. But then 

it’s silent for so long I wonder if maybe he already hung up and I some- 

how missed it. 

“Lenny?” I say, at the exact moment he speaks. 

“Jubilee, your mom really . . . ,” he says. His voice falters again. 

“Well, you know.” 

I don’t know. My mom really what? Liked tight blouses? Smoked far 

too many cigarettes? Was impossible to live with? I hold on to the 

phone long after he’s hung up, hoping I’ll hear what he was going to say. 

That it somehow got caught in the ether between us and will material- 

ize at any second. When I accept that it won’t, I let the receiver drop 

onto the floor beside me. 
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Minutes pass. Or maybe hours. But I don’t move—even when a 

staccato of beeps blares from the receiver, the phone insisting on being 

hung up. 

My mother is dead. 

I look around the kitchen, checking for subtle differences—comparing 

the before and after. If I can find one, then it’s evidence that maybe I’ve 

entered some alternate universe. That maybe mom is still alive in the 

other, real one. Or maybe I’ve read 1Q84 too many times. 

I take a deep breath, and tears spring to my eyes. I’m not prone to 

outward displays of emotion, but today I just sit and let them fall. 

 

 
 

THERE ARE UPSIDES to being a recluse. Like, it only takes me six 

minutes to wash the one plate, mug, fork that I use every day. (Yes, I’ve 

timed it.) And I don’t ever have to make small talk. I don’t have to nod 

and smile when someone says “Heard it might rain today,” or mumble 

something inane back like “The grass sure could use it, huh?” Really, I 

don’t have to worry about the weather, period. It’s raining? Who cares? 

I’m not going out in it. 

But there are downsides, too. Like, late at night when I’m lying in 

bed listening to the dead-quiet of the street and wondering if maybe, 

just maybe, I’m the only person left on Earth. Or if there was a civil war 

or a superflu or a zombie apocalypse and nobody remembered to tell 

me, because nobody remembers I’m here. On those nights, I would 

think about my mom. She’d call me. She’d tell me. She’d remember. 

And a wave of comfort would wash over me. 

But now, she’s gone. And I’m lying in bed, listening to the night air 

and wondering: Who’s going to remember me now? 

 

 
 


