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			To friends who share the spotlight.

			And those who shine it.

			—B.M.

			…………

			For Bunny.

			—E.G.
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				A Star Is Born

			
			“BUH-GAAA­AAWK! BUH-GAAA­AAWK! BUH-GAA­AAA­AAA­AAWK!”

			I turn over and throw a pillow on top of my head. That’s when my alarm clock, who is also my pet chicken, Extra Spicy, gets even louder. “WAA­AAA­AAA­AK-WAA­AAA­AK-WAAA­AAA­AAAAK!”

			I give him a light pat on the head, which lets him know I hear him and he can stop now. “All right, Extra Spicy. But why so loud? And so early?” I mumble.
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			The smell of French toast suddenly swirls into my nose, and I jump right out of bed. I pick up Extra Spicy and look him in the eyes.

			“Extra…Spicy…” I say slowly. I try to swallow down some of my excitement. “You do know what this means, don’t you?” There’s just one person I think of when I smell French toast fries cooking.

			I lick my hand and rub the three big feathers sticking up at the top of his head. “You can’t look like you just rolled out of bed when she sees you!”

			Lucky for me I’m already dressed for the day. If you didn’t know, today is extra special for two reasons. One: because today is the day I show all of Washington, DC, that I am a star. And two: because the star of our family is in town. Just in time to give me tips before my big audition.

			The key to being a star is being prepared. That’s why I have my lucky outfit on under my pajamas. I take off my pj top and wiggle my bedazzled periwinkle turban onto my head. Then I run my fingers along the big white ostrich feather. This is to make sure it’s sticking up as high as possible. Extra Spicy gives me a look, and I know what he’s thinking. “It’s different, Extra Spicy. The feather on my head is for fashion.”

			“Bawk,” he says, sounding grumpy.

			Next, I give my T-shirt a little tug to try to get the wrinkles out. If you didn’t know, a very famous fashion designer made this shirt for me and one of my best friends for good luck. That best friend’s name is Poppy Anne. The famous designer is her mom. And the lucky T-shirt has a big orange bow made of tutu fabric.

			It goes with my skirt perfectly—denim with sheep, Popsicles, rainbows, microphones, and smiley faces patched on it. Josephine Draper, Mom’s assistant, helped iron them on for me. She helps my mom do lots of important things. In this case, that important thing was ironing on patches that aren’t her idea of fancy. Which is very hard for that lady to do.

			“One last thing.” I slide on my lucky cow-print rain boots.

			I look at myself in the mirror and wink. “She’s a star!”

			I scoop up Extra Spicy, grab my dance bag, and dash out the door.

			There’s an empty box at the top of the stairs, and I hop in for a quick ride down. Which is different from sliding down the stairs on my bum. Josephine Draper asked me to stop doing that. And I’m working really hard to follow more of her directions. Even if some of them are like old toast…stale and boring!

			Before I make it into the kitchen, I hear a sound. And it wraps me up like a warm hug.

			“Doo-wah, doo-wah, doo-wah!” she sings along with the music blaring. Then I hear the clippity-clop of her cowboy boots. I close my eyes and imagine I am running full speed and soar right into her arms. Then I really do start running. Fast. And then faster. Except I forget to open my eyes.

			“MILLICENT MAGNUS MILLER, I do declare!” I open my eyes just in time to trip over Josephine Draper’s old, smelly suitcase and hit the ground with a THUD!

			“Bawk!” says Extra Spicy, flapping his wings and landing right on Josephine Draper’s shoulder.

			She gives him a swat. “Extra Spicy! Millicent Magnus Miller! We have no time for such shenanigans this morning, my goodness!”

			I don’t know what a shenanigan is, but it must be when someone uses your whole name instead of your short one.

			“What’s this thing doing here?” I ask, pointing to the suitcase. It looks about a million years old and smells like mothballs and forgotten lunch.

			“Certainly you recall, Millie Magnus. Mayor Maude and I are catching the train to New York this morning and won’t be back until next Friday. It’s a very important conference and—”

			But I don’t hear the rest. I am too busy thinking about the last thing I did hear. One whole week with Mayor Maude gone, and no fancy-schmancy Josephine Draper, means one whole week…all to myself with Grandma Sookie.

			There’re a few things left that remind me of my dad since he passed away. Like Extra Spicy’s chicken coop. And playing on the playground. There are family pictures with me, Dad, and Mayor Maude. And then there’s Grandma Sookie.

			“HOT DOG!” I shout with a clap, because that’s exactly what Grandma Sookie would do. I dash into the kitchen and melt into her arms.

			
				[image: Drawing of Millie Magnus standing on tiptoe and hugging Grandma Sookie, a stylish older woman with short hair, glasses, earrings, and a scarf, as they smile warmly at each other; Millie wears a polka-dot headscarf tied in front and a simple shirt.]
			

			“Sugar Bear?” Grandma Sookie pulls me away from her to get a better look. She squints her eyes small. “Is that you?”

			I stand up tall. Because I’ve grown since she last saw me.

			“No, this is not my Sugar Bear,” she says, taking off her glasses with the lenses that make her eyes look like they are behind a magnifying glass.

			Suddenly, my stomach drops. Maybe she really can’t tell it’s me.

			Then Grandma Sookie claps and stomps her foot and I know she’s still the same Grandma Sookie.

			“You thought I went off and got old on you, didn’t you, Sugar Bear?” She grabs the broomstick leaning against the wall and pretends to hunch her back.

			“Maude, can you believe it?” Grandma Sookie laughs, holding her belly. “Sugar Bear thought I had lost my marbles!”

			I don’t know about lost marbles, but I was afraid she was losing her eyesight.

			Mayor Maude takes a sip of her coffee and smiles. “Oh, Estella. You haven’t changed one bit.”

			“Somebody’s got to keep shining the light. No wonder Sugar Bear tripped over that big ole suitcase. It’s dark as night in this house.” Grandma Sookie turns on a light in the hallway.

			Mayor Maude places her cup in the dishwasher and looks at the calendar on the refrigerator. “Well, you can do what you like for one whole week, Estella. But let’s go over a few rules.”

			Grandma Sookie gives me a wink and a poke with her elbow. “Yes, Mayor Maude,” she says, trying to cough down a giggle. I give a little giggle, too, because her “Mayor Maude” sounds a lot like mine.

			“First, Millie Magnus must be in bed every night by her bedtime,” my mom says.

			Grandma Sookie nods.

			“Second, Millie Magnus is welcome to have friends over, but no sleepovers while I’m gone.”

			Grandma Sookie sticks her thumb way up in the air.

			“Last,” Mayor Maude says, “let’s be mindful of what is fun and what is actually mischief.”

			Grandma Sookie gives Mayor Maude a salute. Which I

			
			
			
			
			
			
				
				[image: Drawing of a cozy kitchen where three Black family members are getting ready for the day: on the left, Grandma Sookie is striding past the refrigerator with one arm raised and a confident smile, wearing patterned pants, a scarf at her neck, and holding a phone; in the center, Mom stands by the counter with one hand on her hip, watching fondly; on the right, Millie sits at the round table eating French toast fries, a headband tied around her hair, with plates, syrup, and a glass in front of her, while cabinets, a stove, and a window fill the background.]
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
				[image: Drawing showing three people riding in a car, with a fourth person partially visible driving; Millie in the back seat is sitting small and worried between her mom and Grandma Sookie in the front, who are both turning their heads toward her with concerned expressions while their seat belts are crossing their chests.]
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