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Dedication

This book is dedicated to all

the children in the foster care system.

May you find your forever home . . .

This book is also dedicated to

Ethel Greenspan.

Thank you for leading the family

with grace and fortitude.

And most of all, thank you for

the blankets that always made us feel safe.
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Chapter One

A “Grave” Mistake

I WAS JUST STARTING to like being ten years old. And I heard good things about turning eleven. But I might not make it that far. In fact, I’m pretty sure this is my last day on earth. If I had known that this morning, I would have eaten a yummier breakfast. Instead of cheesy grits and eggs, I would have had chocolate chip banana pancakes with extra syrup. My name is Sundae Williams; everybody calls me Sunny. And in about five minutes, I’m a dead girl.

How do I know I only have five minutes left to live? That’s how long before Tessa Graves gets out of band practice and wipes me off the face of the earth! Tessa is taller than the Statue of Liberty, her hands are wider than the Grand Canyon, and she has a glare meaner than any supervillain. I didn’t plan on getting into a fight today, especially not with Tessa Graves. I mean her last name is “Graves,” for crying out loud. But that’s exactly what’s about to happen.

It all started this morning in the schoolyard. I ran into Tessa at top speed and sent her flying to the ground. But it wasn’t my fault. My little brother, Miles, brought his pet hamster to school. His name is Noodle, and he got out of his cage. I had to help catch him. I was so focused on Noodle, I didn’t realize I was about to collide with Tessa. After it happened, I said, “Sorry,” but she wasn’t interested in my apology. She said she wanted to fight. It didn’t take long before the whole school was talking about it.

So now I’m standing in front of the back entrance of the school, waiting for Tessa to come out. I bury my hands into the pockets of my fluffy pink coat to warm them up. It doesn’t work. Right now, nothing in my body is working the way it’s supposed to. My stomach is a pretzel, there’s a desert caught in my throat, and my heart is a Ping-Pong ball, bouncing around in my chest, trying to escape.

It’s the end of September and Chicago doesn’t usually get that cold yet, but today even the buildings are shivering. I thought the weather would make the kids stay away but nope. The kids of Washington Carver Elementary won’t let a good fight go unseen. There are about twenty of them out here, all with Christmas-morning levels of excitement.

“Are you sure about this, Sunny?” my best friend, Folake, whispers in my ear. Folake is a circle—everything about her is round; her head, her big eyes, and her rainbow-frame glasses.

One of the things that I really like about Folake is her hair. Every Monday, she comes to class with it in a different pattern. Sometimes it forms an actual maze! We started hanging out together because we have a lot in common. We’re good dancers, we’re left-handed, and we love to put ketchup on pizza.

The first time I went to a sleepover at Folake’s house, I learned two things: One, she has a lot of siblings. She has six in all. They come in from every direction of the house, always rushing off to go somewhere. Her house is busier than Union Station. But their mom, Mrs. Musa, always makes them come home in time for dinner. That brings me to the second thing I learned: Nigerian food is suuuuuuuper spicy!

One time when I had dinner at her house, her mom made white rice over red chicken stew. The food smelled so good, it made my mouth water. I didn’t know then that the food would be spicy, so I started eating as fast as I could. I exhaled and flames leaped out of my mouth and singed the curtain across the room. So now, whenever I go over there for dinner, they always have a glass of milk waiting for me, so I can smother the fire building up in my belly.

I look at Folake and see my reflection in her glasses. I’ve been wearing my hair in two gigantic, fluffy pigtails. I want to change it, but Nanna made my part so straight, I’m afraid if I undo it, I’ll never get my part that straight again. So I comb out the ends and leave the part where it is.

“Sunny, you still have time to go and hide,” she says.

“I can’t. I have to face Tessa,” I reply. Folake sighs. She thinks agreeing to the fight was a mistake. She might be right.

But sometimes even when you know you should not do something, you do it anyway. Like the time this kid in my class, Benny, bet me five whole dollars that I couldn’t eat an entire jar of mayo. It only took three spoonfuls to know that I had made a big mistake, but I had to see it through.

A few kids walk out the front door of the school holding their clarinets. It’s official—band practice is over.

“Last chance,” Folake says, sounding worried.

I think about running away, but then I take another look at my hair in Folake’s glasses. I remember something.

Back when I was a kid, like seven or eight, people used to tease me about my hair. They made fun of it because it wasn’t smooth and silky like some of the other kids in my class. But then Nanna explained that my hair had a story. I couldn’t believe it when she said that. I always thought hair was just . . . hair.

“Oh no, child! Although Black hair comes in many different textures, they all tell the same story—a story of triumph and resilience!” Nanna Jo said.

I didn’t know what “resilience” meant back then. I had to look it up. It basically means that my hair won’t be bossed around. So if my hair is strong, maybe I am, too.

“Nope, I’m not running. Let Tessa come,” I tell Folake as I swallow hard and pray that I am right. But what if I am wrong? What if the only strong thing about me is my hair?

I turn away from the entrance and look around the playground. Is there anything here that can help me? I feel a chill on the back of my neck. Chicago is one of the windiest cities in the whole world. Maybe a gust of wind will come our way and blow us all to different corners of the earth?

Okay, that’s probably not going to happen, but maybe a strong breeze could blow Tessa back to her house? I close my eyes and feel the wind on my face. It’s blowing kind of hard but not hard enough to carry anyone away.

I saw a video once on YouTube where a kid was chewing bubble gum and blew a bubble with so much air, it grew to twice the size of his head. What if I could blow a bubble so big, it would trap Tessa and bounce her out of the school? I dig inside my pockets, but there is no gum.

Folake tugs on my coat sleeve. I look at her face; her eyes are as big as a great horned owl. I know all about owls because Miles talks about them all the time, even when I ask him not to.

“What is it?” I ask her.

“Look!” she says. I follow Folake’s stare. Another student has left the building and is coming our way—Tessa.

How did she manage to grow even taller since this morning? I look her over from head to toe. I never noticed her feet—they are huge! She’s going to crush me. She’ll go home, and her mom will say, “Tessa, what is that stuck to the bottom of your shoe?”

Tessa will look and then turn back to her mom and say, “Oh, that’s nothing. Just leftover chunks of Sunny.”

Tessa will then leave her sneakers on the porch, where her dog, Bebe, will chew right through them. I know her dog’s name is Bebe because she talks about her all the time. I’m about to be dog food—literally.

“I didn’t think you’d be dumb enough to actually show up,” Tessa says.

I shrug my shoulders and give her what I hope is a friendly smile. “I heard it’s rude to cancel last minute,” I joke.

She’s not amused.

I swallow hard.

She comes closer.

She wears her meanness on her face; that’s why her lips are so twisted and her eyes so beady. She pounds her fist into her palm. It makes a loud thud, causing ripples on the surface of the puddle a few feet away. Each time her hammy fist smashes into her palm, the earth shakes. I think even aliens, in galaxies far, far away, can feel it.

“Hey, you leave her alone!” someone calls out.

We follow the voice. It’s coming from a swollen, blue-colored blob waddling its way toward us. It’s my kid brother, Miles—or what I can make out of his face. His puffy blue coat swallows up most of his head.

Miles and I have the same big hair, big eyes, and big lips. But his skin is the color of almonds, and he has freckles on his nose. He got them from my mom. She had freckles in the same spot. My skin is the color of a plum. I don’t have freckles, but I do have dimples. I got them from my dad.

“Miles, you’re supposed to be in Homework Help!” I remind him as Folake and I rush over to him.

One look at Folake, and Miles turns to mush. “Hello, my queen,” he says in a dreamy voice. I roll my eyes.

“Hi, Miles,” Folake replies patiently. Miles is looking so hard at Folake that he forgets the rest of us are there. That happens a lot when he’s around her.

“You know, won’t be long until I start shaving . . .” Miles says proudly as he tilts his chin up and raises his left eyebrow. Folake has no idea what to say.

I try to snap my little brother back to earth. “Miles, you’re supposed to be in Homework Help.”

“Mrs. Goldsmith is out sick, so it’s canceled. Good thing because you need my help,” he says in his favorite “hero” voice. Miles is a pretty good little brother when he’s not touching my stuff or asking a million questions. We argue sometimes, but Nanna always tells us, “It’s okay to disagree with family, but when that’s done, you best be closer than you were when it started.”

I whisper, “Miles, I’ll be fine.”

“Shine, I wanna help.” Shine is another nickname. But no one calls me that except my family. “You need me,” he says stubbornly.

“Yes, I need you alive. If Tessa has anything to say about it, you won’t be. So go!”

He looks over at Tessa and shouts, “I know kung fu! I’m not afraid!”

I groan and roll my eyes.

“Oh, you know kung fu, huh?” Tessa snickers. “I was only gonna take care of your sister, but keep it up, little man, and I’ll take care of you, too!”

Miles quotes one of the old movies Nanna Jo has watched over and over again with him. “You have offended my family. You have offended the Shaolin Temple!”

He tries to do a one-legged kung fu pose, loses his balance, and falls over. Folake and I run over and help him up.

Once he’s up, he says, “I meant to do that!”

“Miles, I can handle this,” I promise him.

“Are you sure?” he asks.

“Yes,” I reply.

Miles thinks for a moment and then agrees to go to the basement and wait for me. Just before he walks away, he leans in and whispers, “Just remember the Central American cichlid.”

“What?”

He sighs loudly and puts his face in his palm. “The Central American cichlid fish plays dead to trick its predators. It’s in the book I gave you!”

“You know possums do that, too. You could have said that,” Folake points out.

“There are so many other animals that play dead better than Didelphis marsupials. When will people learn?!” He shakes his head and walks away.

“I’m done waiting!” Tessa says.

“Tess, crush her!” Tessa’s best friend, Leigh, says, standing a few feet away.

“Tess, beat her butt real good!” another girl chimes in.

“Yeah, let’s see a fight!” someone in the crowd yells.

“Fight! Fight! Fight!” The crowd cheers loudly as she marches through them to get to me. My heart finally finds a way to get out of my body and takes off down the block. Shame, I’m gonna miss having a heartbeat.

“Let’s go!” Tessa says, now only a few feet away from me.

From the corner of my eye, I see a dog walker going by with six dogs. She’s struggling to get one of the dogs to let her put its collar on. “Oh, c’mon, Lucy! It’s against the law for you not to have on a leash. It’s not my rule—it’s the city of Chicago!”

That’s it!

I quickly whisper something to Folake, and she nods, although she’s not really sure if what I said makes sense.

“Okay, Tessa, let’s fight! But first I will need to see your battle bracelet,” I inform her.

“What?” Tessa says, confused.

I extend my arm and show her the bracelet I’m wearing. It’s a black plastic chain link with a pink plastic star in the middle. Folake and I made them from a kit Nanna bought us; we each have one.

“Where’s your battle bracelet? You need one to fight,” I tell her.

“No, I don’t!” Tessa shouts back.

“Yes, you do. You are not allowed to fight without one. It’s not my rule. It’s the city of Chicago’s rule,” I reply.

She folds her arms over her chest and furrows her brows. “I have never heard of that. You’re just trying to trick me. I won’t fall for it.”

“It’s true,” I reply, elbowing Folake in her side.

“Ouch,” Folake mumbles under her breath.

“You can ask Folake. She has one, too. So we can fight each other if we want. But we can’t fight someone who doesn’t have a bracelet. It’s a Chicago city rule: no bracelet, no battle.”

Folake shows off her bracelet to Tessa. Tessa thinks about it for a moment and then looks to the crowd and says, “Anyone ever fight without a stupid bracelet?”

Almost everyone raises their hand. I clear my throat and ask the crowd another question. “Anyone ever mysteriously lose something? Like a sock or a favorite toy?” Almost everyone in the crowd raises their hand again.

“See, that’s what happens when you fight without going through proper fight procedure—something of yours mysteriously disappears,” I warn Tessa.

“I don’t care if I lose a sock. Let’s go!” Tessa says, about to charge ahead.

Folake steps in front of me and says, “It might not be just a sock. It could be someone much more important.”

I quickly join in. “Yup! Something like . . . a pet.”

Tessa’s eyes go wide with panic.

“You don’t have any pets do you, Tessa?” Folake asks.

“I have a German shepherd named Bebe,” she says.

“If I had a dog I loved, I would never take the chance that she could disappear. But okay. Let’s fight.” I take my backpack off, put it on the ground, and face Tessa.

Tessa thinks for a second and then growls, “Next time, watch where you’re going, Sunny!” She turns around and stomps away.





Chapter Two

Home

FOLAKE IS WALKING HOME with us today because my nanna said she could come over for a little while. It’s cold out, so there are very few people around. In the summer, everyone on the block is outside. There’s hip-hop music blaring, kids hustling in and out of the corner store, and the basketball court up the street is full. But right now, it’s just too cold for all that. So the block is nearly empty.

I take a handful of Sour Skittles and give the rest to Folake and Miles. I love when Folake hangs out with us, but sometimes it’s just too much excitement for Miles. He gets all giddy and can’t focus on anything but her. That’s why as we walk toward our apartment building, I make sure I stay in between them. I think if Miles had to walk next to her, he’d forget how to use his legs, trip, and fall.

“I can’t believe you messed with Tessa and you’re still alive! I thought you were gone for sure!” Folake says.

“Yeah, me too!” I confess. We both look at each other and burst out laughing. That was a close one. Phew! Now, all I have to do is make sure I never bump into Tessa again. But since we go to the same school, that might be hard.

“So, what are your thoughts on marriage?” Miles asks as we pass the laundromat we go to every Saturday. Folake and I look at each other and try not to laugh at my little brother.

“Marriage? Aren’t you too young to be thinking about that stuff?” Folake asks.

“I may look seven, but inside . . . I’m a man,” he assures her as he tries to make his voice sound deep. He moves his left eyebrow up and down and gives Folake a crooked smile. I roll my eyes and groan.

“Thanks for letting me know, Miles. If I ever feel like getting married, you’re the first person I’ll talk to,” she says, politely squeezing his cheek. Miles blushes.

“Hey, how come you don’t get mad at Folake for pinching your cheek, like you get mad at me?” I ask.

Miles replies in a breathless whisper, “Because there’s only one Folake.”

I shake my head and wonder if I can trade him in for a new brother, one who doesn’t have a big crush on my best friend.

We have just turned the corner when Folake stops walking, even though we still have half a block to go.

“Why’d you stop?” I ask.

“Look!” she says. I follow her eyes; there’s a cop car parked in front of the building. The two of us start running; Miles isn’t far behind. We get to the front, and I take out my keys and open the lobby door. We’re about to run up to Nanna’s apartment, on the third floor. We start up the stairs but freeze when we hear heavy footsteps making their way toward us.

We peek through the bars on the railing and look up to see who’s coming. It’s two police officers. They’re helping someone make their way down the steps, telling the person to be careful and to hold on to the railing.

“It’s okay, ma’am, we got you. Take your time,” one of the officers says.

“Well, all right, I guess. But what about my grandbabies? I got to go see about them. They need a snack. None of that sugar cereal; they need real food, you hear?!” the person says. The three of us look at each other; we all know that voice—Nanna!

Miles bolts toward the sound of Nanna’s voice. I take off after him. I grab on to his coat and pull him back. He looks at me, upset and puzzled. I put my finger to my lips, telling him to be quiet. The footsteps are getting closer. The three of us silently walk back down to the landing. I signal for them to follow me to the small nook under the staircase.

We can’t see them from where we are, but we hear them, coming closer. The officers speak in calm, friendly voices.

“It’s okay, no rush. Take your time, ma’am,” one of them says. The three of them get to the landing. I take a chance and quickly peek out. Nanna is with two Black police officers. She looks calm as they gently guide her to the exit. I have to put my hand over my mouth so I don’t shout Nanna’s name and run to her, just like Miles tried to.

Before the three of them can walk out, our neighbor Mr. Wynn opens his door. His apartment is right next to the exit, so he’s always keeping a lookout on who is coming and going. Mr. Wynn has light skin, hazel eyes, and always looks like he’s about to yell at someone. But he just looks grumpy; he’s actually pretty nice.

“What’s going on here? Where you all taking Ms. Williams?” he asks the officers. They look at each other, not sure they want to answer him.

“Please, Officer, we look out for each other around here. Is she okay?”

“We received a call from one of your neighbors,” the shorter of the two officers replies. “They wanted us to do a wellness check on Ms. Williams. She had been seen earlier walking the street, disoriented.”

“Where are you taking her?”

“We’re going to take her to meet some nice folks at the Shady Glen Nursing Center. She needs a social worker who can get her the help she needs.”

My heart sinks. I have thought about this day for a long time, but I didn’t think that day would be today.

Nanna hasn’t been well for a while now. It first started when she let us leave home with ashy elbows. A few weeks later, she oversalted the hot water corn bread. And then the unthinkable: she was doing my hair on washday, and she forgot to comb out my kitchen! I knew then something was very wrong. Things just kept getting worse; sometimes Nanna would forget where she lived.

I saw on TV that when older people start forgetting things, they are taken to a home to live with other old people. But that can’t happen. We need our nanna here with us. I know every kid thinks that their grandma is the best, but mine is actually the best. When Miles was sick and didn’t want to take his medicine, she convinced him to drink it by promising that they would go dinosaur hunting at Lincoln Park once he was better.

Sometimes grown-ups say they’ll do things but then they forget. But not Nanna—she kept her promise. A few days later, she burst into our room wearing a large tan hat with netting and hiking boots.

She said, “Let’s go, baby, dinosaurs wait for no one!”

That’s not all—Nanna knows how much Miles loves insects and bugs, so she lets him bring them into the apartment. It doesn’t matter if the bugs are slimy, wiggly, or stuff oozes out of them. So long as Miles doesn’t let them loose, the bugs can stay.

Last year, I wanted to go to Taste of Chicago. It’s the biggest food festival in the world, and it’s right here in our city! I had a plan; I would go to the festival wearing my favorite blue dress, with my high-top kicks and strawberry-kiwi lip gloss. I’d get to act fancy like one of those famous judges on the cooking shows Nanna and I watch.

The two of us would enter the festival, and everyone would stop and look. We’d get all the attention because we’re famous master chefs. I’d walk up to the table, sample a small bite, and smack my lips as I judge the food. I even worked on my dramatic pause before giving my opinion, just like the judges on TV do.

But the tickets were too expensive, especially for all three of us to go. Miles offered to stay home with a sitter. Nanna offered to buy me a single ticket to go with a friend of hers, but I said no because it wouldn’t be the same.

On the last day of the festival, Nanna said, “Sunny, if you want to try new foods, that’s just what we will do.” She made me get dressed in my blue outfit, and we headed out the door. A few minutes later, we were standing in front of our destination.

“We got all pretty to go to the corner store?” I asked, confused.

“Just because we don’t have money doesn’t mean we can’t have a good time! Now, let’s go in and show out!” she said gleefully as she made her grand entrance.

I followed right behind her, also making a head-turning entrance.

We paraded around the store as if we were superstars on the red carpet. We studied different items on the shelf; Nanna held up a snack and asked the clerk questions.

“Excuse me, young man, what is the name of these orange sticks with the red powder featured on the front of this bag?” she asked.

He looked at her oddly and then slowly replied, “Um . . . that’s Flamin’ Hot Cheetos with Límón.”

“Well, that sounds very exotic! I will try one,” Nanna said as she opened the bag. She put a Cheeto in her mouth, and I put one in mine. Together we smacked our lips, looked up at the ceiling like we were really thinking hard, and then we both took a big, long pause.

Then she suddenly clapped. “Bravo! This ‘Cheetos’ thing will be a hit at corner stores all over Chicago!”

“It’s simply divine!” I added.

The clerk looked at us like we were from another world. Nanna and I laughed. We tried out all sorts of chip flavors and snacks. And we washed them down with fancy Lipton Iced Tea. (It was on sale, two for the price of one.) I don’t mean to brag, but that day, we were the best-dressed shoppers at Tom’s Mini Mart.

Nanna Jo loves adventure, and she told us there was no better place to find it than in books, especially fantasy books. We loved reading stories that featured extraordinary creatures, wondrous worlds, and of course magical mayhem. Our favorite tale is The Girl of Fire and Light. We read that one a lot. We read other stories, but we always go back to that one. Nope, they can’t take her away.

“Ms. Williams, you all right?” Mr. Wynn asks.

“Oh, yes! I’m going to see some very nice people. Isn’t that right?” Nanna asks the officers.

“Hold on, let me write down where you’re taking her. Half the building will come and visit. We all love us some Williams,” Mr. Wynn says. He disappears behind the door and comes back quickly with a pen and notepad. The officers tell him the address.

“Now what about her grandchildren, Sunny and Miles?” Mr. Wynn asks.

“Social services came by earlier and picked them up.”

“And took them where?” Mr. Wynn asks. My tummy flips. My heart beats out of control. I know the answer even before the officer replies.

“Emergency foster care.”

We wait until Nanna and the officers are gone and Mr. Wynn goes back inside his apartment. I signal for Miles and Folake to follow me up to Nanna’s apartment. And as soon as I enter, I can tell something has changed.

“There must have been some kind of mix-up! They think someone already came to pick you two up!” Folake says.

“Yes, but soon they’ll see they made a mistake and come back to get us,” I reply sadly as I look around our home. Whenever I enter this apartment, I always feel warm, like I’m being hugged. But right now it feels cold and empty. I think the apartment is sad. I think it knows that she’s gone.

“Sunny, don’t cry,” Folake says.

“I’m not crying,” I lie, turning my face away from her. It’s useless. The harder I try to stop, the more tears overflow. Miles starts to cry, too. Soon, Folake’s eyes are wet!

I see my reflection in the mirror on the wall. I see my hair; Nanna made the straightest part and put my hair up in two puffy pigtails. That was just a few days ago. I remember asking her, the same thing I always ask when she does my hair, “Nanna, why can’t my hair go whoosh and swing around, like some of the kids I see on TV?” And I hear her voice, like she was standing right next to me. “Baby, you got the same hair I got. Same hair your mama had. It won’t bend and sway in the wind like other folks’. Your hair will stand its ground. It’s strong. You’re strong.”

I’m strong like my mom. I’m strong like Nanna . . .

I wipe my face with the back of my hand and tell myself to stop crying. This is no time for tears. We have to find a way to get Nanna back.

“Okay, no more crying. Miles, stop it!” I demand. He’s sniffling, but he’s stopped sobbing.

“We have to get our nanna back!” I announce.

Miles looks over at me, wipes his eyes, and nods. “Yeah! She’s ours!”

“What do we do? How do we help your nanna?” Folake asks.

“Before we figure that out, we have to find a place to hide so they don’t make us go to foster care. I saw videos online of kids who had been in foster care and everyone looked like they would rather be somewhere else. They didn’t get to stay in a real home and be a real family. There were a lot of kids, too many kids. I don’t think any of them were tucked in or read to. And I’m pretty sure they wouldn’t allow Miles to have pets.”

“I don’t want to go!” Miles says, clinging to me. I hold him close and vow that no matter what, we are not going to foster care.

“So, where do we hide you two?” Folake asks.

I look at Folake and smile. “We know a secret hideout.”

She doesn’t get it at first, but soon her face lights up. “The kitty door!”

A few weeks ago, Folake and I were at recess and found a cat in the schoolyard. She had bright white fur and patches of black fur around her eyes. She got in through an opening in the fence. We followed her to the back of the dumpster, where she slid inside a small ground-level window. We squeezed inside and ended up in a small room in the basement. The cat strolled by our feet and took a nap on an old, dusty, empty bookshelf. She would come take a nap the same time every day. We never told anyone; it was our “best friend secret.” And besides, the cat looked really tired. It deserved to nap in peace.

“Okay, we’re gonna hide out in the school basement. Miles, shove some clothes in your backpack, hurry! They’ll be coming for us once they realize no one picked us up. And no animals!” I warn him.

“Awww, c’mon!” he begs.

“We’re on the run! You can’t just take pets on the run!” I point out.

“But Noodle is already in my backpack. Can I at least keep him?”

I want to say no, but then Folake whispers to me, “Maybe he’ll be so busy looking after Noodle, he won’t have time to be sad about Nanna.”

“Okay, but only Noodle. Your other pets will have to stay here,” I reply. Miles looks like I just told him I didn’t love him.

Folake saves me. “Tell you what, Miles. I’ll take them to my house so they are safe. All your bugs are sealed in a cage, right?”

“It’s called a terrarium,” he informs her.

“Okay, great. As long as they can’t get out,” she says, swallowing hard.

“Thanks,” I tell her.

She smiles and goes with Miles to help him get his bugs. In the meantime, I throw a few clothes into my backpack and grab our favorite storybook, toothbrushes, and a picture of Nanna. And then I pack for Miles. When we’re all ready to go, I run into the kitchen and climb the stepladder. I reach for the metal coffee can that Nanna keeps on top of the fridge. It has twenty bucks! I grab it and we run out of the apartment. Folake goes home with all of Miles’s pet bugs. We agree to meet up in the back of the school.

Miles and I know better than to wait for Folake out in the open. We’ve watched enough spy movies to know we have to stay hidden, just in case they come by the school. We go to the corner store and head to the back. We pretend to look over the chips like we don’t know which ones we want. Thankfully Folake soon appears with a bag in her hand.

“I told my mom I was keeping the bugs for Miles because your landlord was coming to spray the apartment. They did that for us a few days ago. She bought it! I also told her that I left a book at your place and had to come get it. So I can’t stay long,” she says.

“Thank you!” I reply, embarrassing her. She hands me a bag with sandwiches, snacks, and water.

“Okay, so you have everything you need?” Folake asks with sad eyes.

“Yup! I’m great!” I reply with a grin. It’s important I show Folake that I am happy, even though I’m really not. I don’t want her to worry. But even though I flash the biggest smile I can, it never fools her. I guess that’s what makes her my best friend and not just a friend.

“Nanna Jo was reading us a story once and it was late, and she said we could not finish the story because it was way past our bedtime. But the people in the story were in really deep trouble, so I begged her to finish it. She told me when things get really bad in a story, it means the story is not over. We just have to have faith and hold on. It’s not easy. But if we have faith and hold on, we’ll get to the end of the story.”

“How do you know when it’s the end?” she asks.

I smile back at her. “When you’re happy.”

She hugs me really, really tight. I blink back tears because, again, they don’t help. “Thank you for the food,” I say as she pulls away.

“So, you know how much I love combining foods to make it something new and awesome?”

Oh no . . .

I recall all the times Folake surprised me with her food “creations.” There was the pickle and peanut butter sandwich, the tuna and banana taco, and the grape jelly and mayo dip. (My stomach still hasn’t forgiven me for that one.)

“What did you combine?” I ask, bracing myself.

“I won’t spoil the surprise. But I’ll tell you what it’s called.” She inhales proudly and announces, “Tonight you and Miles will be dining on my latest invention: Cauliflower Courage.”

“Is there any way that could mean ham and cheese?”

She laughs. “You’re so funny! Like I would ever feed my best friend something so common! Next thing you know you’ll want a grilled cheese!”

I am about to protest, but she just looks so pleased with herself, I don’t want to make her sad. Also she’s doing me a favor by coming here with supplies, so I guess I shouldn’t complain. We send Folake out first, and she tells us that the coast is clear. We quickly go to the schoolyard and enter through the hole in the fence. The two of us cram ourselves behind the dumpster and wiggle inside the window. We wave goodbye to Folake. We take a look at the room; it’s full of dusty shelves, broken chairs, and gym mats.

Well, I guess we’re home . . .





Chapter Three

Ruined!

I CAN TELL BY the look on Miles’s face he’s not too happy about our new home. I try to cheer him up by telling him we’re on an adventure. But that doesn’t work. So I try a different way.

“Oh, man, I hope there aren’t any bugs around here. There can’t be bugs in a basement, right?” I ask.

His face lights up. “Bugs! There might be!”

“Okay, why don’t you look around the room and see if you find any. I have to go upstairs to the bathroom. When I come back, we can have dinner,” I reply, trying to make it sound like it’s a normal day.

“Folake’s sandwich?” he says, sounding a little grossed out.

“Well, let’s at least try it and see. If not, maybe we can sneak over to the corner store and get something. Deal?” I reply.

“Deal!” he says, turning his focus to bug hunting.

The basement smells like moldy socks and tuna. There’s dust everywhere. I make my way down the hall and up the stairs. I keep seeing Nanna being taken away. The flashback makes my chest hurt and my stomach queasy. I hated watching her go, but if I had come out, they would have taken us away, too.

I miss her so much, I start to cry again. Suddenly questions pop into my head that won’t go away. Was it the right thing to do? Will Nanna be mad at us? Is Nanna okay? Will anything ever be okay again?

Stop that, Sunny! You got this! You’re strong, remember? You can save your family. You must!

I get upstairs, and even though I know the school is closed, I still peek around the corner to make sure no one is out in the hallway. When I am sure it’s all clear, I go down the hallway. The squares on the floor are painted blue and gray, the school colors. They are shiny and reflect the lights overhead. The school feels creepy when no one else is here. I use the girls’ bathroom, then take a deep breath and wipe my eyes. I don’t want Miles to see me like this. I wash my face and make sure there’s no sign that I have been crying. I head back to the basement and enter our little room.

“Miles, I’m back!”

Silence.

“Hey, Noodle. Have you seen Miles?” I ask the hamster eating inside his little bubble cage. Noodle is no help.

Something outside the window above Noodle’s cage catches my eye. I look closer, and across the street, I see a man in a suit lift Miles high above his head by his hoodie. They are both wet and dirty. I squeeze myself out of the basement window and run to my little brother.

“Who does this belong to?” the man asks, holding Miles up like a dirty diaper.

“Put him down!” I shout. “Who are you and why do you have my brother?”

He drops Miles to the ground, and I help him up.

“I’m Darrious Evens. I’m sure you’ve heard of me,” he says with a smug smile as he clears his throat. Miles and I exchange a confused look. The stranger’s face slides to the ground. “You don’t know who I am?”

Miles and I reply in unison, “No.”

The man’s jaw drops.

“I’m Darrious Evens. Grammy Award–winning choir director . . . My records sold millions . . . I’m a member of the National Endowments for the Arts . . . Darrious Evens!” he insists. We look back at him blankly. This guy is so weird.

He snorts. “It’s obvious you two are philistines.”

“Philip? No, my name is Miles. And that’s my sister, Sunny.”

The man rolls his eyes and shakes his head in disbelief. “Never mind. Just call me Mr. Evens. I’m the new music teacher. I’m also directing the chorus.”

Mr. Evens is a black pencil; everything about him is straight and perfectly aligned. He takes a handkerchief from his pocket and frantically tries to wipe the mud from his dark suit.

“What happened?” I ask Miles.

“I was looking out the window, and I spotted something unbelievable—Phyllocrania paradoxa! I ran outside and climbed the tree so I could get a better look,” Miles says.

Mr. Evens says, “What happened is I went to get some stuff out
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