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Dedication

For my children,

who have endured

so much these

past few years.

I love you

to the moon and

back . . . to infinity

times infinity. . . .

But this doesn’t mean

you can skip

your morning chores.
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Chapter One

Once upon a time

In a small Japanese village

(Oh no . . .)

There was an old man and woman

Who wanted a child more than anything else in the world.

(Here we go again.)

They prayed and wished and prayed some more

Until one day, a melon came bobbing and floating down the river.

(I’ve heard this so many times. They know I’ve heard this before.)

The old woman brought it home.

(Why are they torturing me like this?)

When she cut it open,

There was a baby inside.

(Please don’t say it. PLEASE.)

And they named her Melony!

(Of course they said it. They always do.

Why did I think this time would be any different?

Don’t roll your eyes. DON’T roll

them. . . .)





Every. Single. Time.

For as long as I could remember, on every momentous occasion, my parents busted out this ridiculous story about how I was born from a melon.

I’d always been able to control my reactions before—I’m not sure why today was different. But my parents acted like they didn’t see the eye roll so massive that it almost pulled me off my chair. They pretended not to hear my sigh so huge it could have blown out all the candles on my birthday cake.

To be fair, it wasn’t just because of my parents and their silly story.

It also was because I had checked the mailbox and my email a total of three times each so far, and there wasn’t anything from my best friend, Louisa Lyons. Nothing from Sophia or Olivia either. No big surprise there, but Louisa . . . we’d been friends since kindergarten. It had already been a month since she and her family had left for their grand, year-long RV adventure across the US that would eventually end at their new home in sunny Arizona. She didn’t send a card—not a message, not even a “HBD” text. But maybe there would have been if I had a real phone. Which I don’t. Not yet, anyway.

“I can’t believe you’re twelve already,” my mom sighed along after me. “Not a little girl anymore.”

“Sure she is!” My dad interrupted my mom’s musings. “Still shorter than me. But anyway, she used to be such a handful. She’s much better now, sou darou?”

My mom brightened at the memories. “Sou ne! Little Uriko was like a storm.”

“Like hail in summer!” my dad laughed.

“Remember when she used to run around and climb trees and chase bees suppadaka—what’s that in English?” my mom asked.

“Stark naked!” Dad responded.

Okay, this is really getting out of hand. Not only did my mom call me by the Japanese name I discarded when I was five, but now she’s learned the phrase “stark naked” and will likely use it any chance she gets.

But I guess she doesn’t go out all that much, so I probably didn’t need to worry.

“I should blow the candles out before they melt.” I directed their focus back to the beautiful cake in front of us. We didn’t have dessert very often, and cake even less, so it was easy getting my parents to stop talking about what a wild kid I used to be and turn their attention back to our celebration.

“That’s right!” My parents gently pushed the cake closer to me and wished me happy birthday in Japanese. “Otanjoubi omedetou!”

I took a deep breath and held it for a moment as I thought about what to wish for. And then let all the air out in a whoosh. The flames flickered and danced, but in the end they were no match for me. Thin wisps of smoke floated up toward our dark-wooden-beamed ceiling.

My mom immediately plucked the candles from the cake and dropped them in a glass of water. Then she carefully fished them out and dried them on a napkin so we could use them for my birthday next year. “So, what did you wish for?”

“She can’t tell you that!” my dad answered for me.

“Why not?”

“Because then it won’t come true.”

“Hmmm . . . is that what Americans believe?”

This skepticism from a woman who still insists I was born from a melon.

My parents didn’t celebrate birthdays with cake when they were little kids in Japan, so my mom improvised. Every year it was the same type of cake for my birthday. Golden sponge cake from the store that she layered with defrosted frozen strawberries because it was impossible to find fresh ones in the fall. She made a syrup from them, too, by mashing up the berries and blending with a little honey. After that, she covered it all in lightly sweetened, vanilla-scented whipped cream and decorated with more fruit on top—usually sliced kiwis and mandarin orange segments, mangoes if there were any ripe ones.

“Are your friends’ cakes like this?” she asked the first time she made it.

I didn’t have much of a filter when I was little, but even then I knew not to say, “Nah, Louisa’s mom and dad get a big cake from Costco, and the person behind the counter writes ‘Happy Birthday!’ in dark blue frosting from a tube.”

Besides, my mom’s improvised cake was pretty tasty, too, with its strawberries that soaked into the tender sponge and the tartness of the fruit mixed with the creamy topping. Even though I knew she added the fruit to make it healthy, I devoured it in no seconds flat.

Because the sooner I was finished, the sooner I could open my presents.

It didn’t matter, though, because my parents chose to “savor” the cake instead. Mom made sure to give me a slice that was twice as large as theirs, but they still took three times as long to finish.

“It’s like eating a cloud mixed with sunshine,” my dad complimented my mom.

“Pssh,” Mom responded. She isn’t comfortable with compliments. That’s probably why she doesn’t give out many herself.

When they finally finished and my dad had cleared the table (usually my chore, but not on my birthday!), my mom brought out a box from the garage. It was wrapped in paper I recognized from last year. And, like last year, I made sure not to rip it when I opened it.

Underneath the wrapping paper was a shoebox.

I anxiously lifted the lid. Inside there were three items. A small container marked “FRAGILE,” an envelope, and a flat, rectangular box.

I began with the fragile one because I already knew what it was.

It was a potato chip set on top of a couple tissues.

“So.” My dad’s eyes twinkled. “What is it?”

Dad worked in an artisanal potato chip factory. According to him, “artisanal” meant their stuff tastes better because they don’t rely on machines as much. “The old-fashioned way,” he’d say with pride. To me, “artisanal” meant “doing a lot of stuff by hand that machines could do.” It also meant “expensive.” We would never spend that much money on a bag of chips!

The company isn’t very big, so my dad has a lot of different responsibilities, including creating new flavors and sorting the good chips from the bad. For every birthday, he brought me the most interesting discarded chip of the year. Then we played this game where I tried to guess what (or who!) the chip resembled.

I didn’t have the heart to tell him that it felt like a little kid’s game to me now.

I took the chip out of the box and held it up in front of me. It was kind of shriveled, and it seemed like it had . . . a beak?

“Is it a duck?”

“Not a duck!” My dad smiled.

I flipped it over. Maybe it wasn’t a beak, but a wheel. “A tractor?”

“No!”

I rotated it ninety degrees and suddenly it looked less like a beak than a nose. And it had an expression on what definitely seemed like the face of . . . “The president?”

“Pin pon pin pon!” Dad made the sound they use on Japanese game shows for correct answers.

I smiled back at him. The reason I continued to humor my dad was because he usually looked like he’d been run over by a truck called life. Just this past year I noticed the area under his eyes looking darker and the skin sagging too. But not on my birthday. Not when we play this guessing game. His eyes crinkle and light up, and he looks a few years younger, even with his graying and thinning hair.

He carefully set the president potato chip in a square display case where he kept all the other ones he’d collected over the years. He opened the glass lid with a creeeaaak and placed it next to one that he calls Jun.

“Looks just like an old friend of mine,” Dad explained when he’d brought that particular chip home years ago. It wasn’t for my birthday or any special occasion, which was unusual for him. I took the chip from him and turned it this way and that. When I finally saw what he saw, I almost dropped it. Because the face in that chip looked trapped and frightened. Tormented, even.

“Yikes!” I squeaked. “Why would you keep this, Daddy? It’s creepy!”

“The real Jun wasn’t always like this,” Dad told me. “Only toward the end.” Then his eyes turned sad, and he looked out the window distractedly. Like he wasn’t seeing the full moon that lit up our sky.

But then my mom burst into the room and announced, “The rabbit in the moon is quite bright tonight!”

To which I answered, “You mean the ‘man in the moon’?”

My mom sighed loudly. “You really can’t see the rabbit in the moon? In Japan, we see a rabbit, not a man!”

“Well, maybe things are different here,” I retorted.

“Yes, they certainly are!” My dad jumped in before my mom could scold me for my “attitude.” He glanced over at my mom’s skeptical face and added in a sunshiny-bright tone, “Exactly like we hoped they would be.”

“Not exactly. . . .” My mom’s response was more like a dark storm cloud gathering on the horizon. Even though I was only seven then, I knew there were a lot of things about “American” life that she didn’t care for.

“Well, at least there’s no Amanjaku.” My dad crossed his arms.

My mom made a loud and sharp “Ch!” sound, like lightning striking the ground. That stopped Dad from saying anything more. “She’s too young,” she added.

Sure, I was little, but she didn’t need to talk about me like I wasn’t even there.

Aman-what? I wanted to ask my dad more. More about why he wanted things to be different. What were things like in Japan for him?

“Uriko.” My mom pulled me from my memories by using the name I had shed years ago. She shook my next present at me. “Don’t you want to open the rest? Because I can take this one back if you don’t.”

“I want to!” I responded, a bit louder than I meant to, and snatched the envelope from her hand.

Then her left eyebrow shot up, which was usually the signal that I was about to get a talking-to. But it was my birthday, so I could tell she was wavering about whether or not she should say anything.

Taking advantage of her hesitation, I rushed to open my card, even though I knew exactly what it would be.

“Twenty-four dollars! Double your age,” my mom pointed out. “I can even take you shopping soon, if you like.”

I nodded, relieved to see her eyebrow had settled back down. Twenty-four dollars could actually buy me a couple outfits at the Red, White, and Blue Thrift Store. But I might need to save it in case the final present wasn’t what I wished for when I blew out the candles.

The box was the right size. I turned it this way and that. I rested it in my palm, trying to figure out if it was heavy enough to be the item I wanted more than anything. It was light, maybe too much so. The new ones were like that, though, right? I had to know for sure. I meant to be careful, but I couldn’t help it—I ripped right through the wrapping paper to open this last one.

Only to find several scrunchies, each one a different color and pattern. I definitely needed them for my wild, hard-to-control hair, but . . .

It was not a phone. A phone like everyone at school had. A phone with a nice camera. A phone that wasn’t embarrassing, like the one my parents gave me two years ago so they could reach me no matter where I was, but they controlled who I could call or text. A phone that would open up the world a little more for me.

“Do you like your presents?” My mom’s question interrupted the daydream of what it would have been like to have my wish come true.

My parents’ hopeful faces waited for my response.

“Thank you very much,” I told them, like the good girl they expected me to be. Like the good girl I want to be, I thought as I tried to feel grateful instead of disappointed. A delicious, sort-of-homemade cake, some money, a funny gift from my dad, and pretty scrunchies were a lot more than some kids received for their birthday, I know. But it was hard not to compare myself to the kids at school who got even more. Kids who didn’t celebrate their birthdays in a quiet, old house with no friends or siblings, just their two old parents on a Tuesday evening.

Since my birthday wish didn’t come true, I wondered if I could change it. Not that I really believed in those types of things any more than I believed that I was born from a melon.

And just like that, my birthday was over. I knew it was when my mom asked me in her sweetest voice, “Melony-chan, are you sure you don’t want to practice your piccolo?”

A good girl would have thought, Look at the effort my parents put into my birthday! A good girl would have responded, “Of course, Mom! Thanks for the reminder.”

But instead I thought, It’s my birthday. Who makes their kid practice their music on their birthday? So, I answered (also in my sweetest voice), “I thought we agreed I could skip on my birthday and Christmas.”

I almost regretted my response when disappointment flashed across my mom’s face. But then she nodded. “Sou datta ne.”

My dad agreed. “That’s right! And you can just do more tomorrow, right?”

Something simmered and growled deep inside me then. Not the cake in my stomach. I’m not exactly sure what it was. But it poked, gurgled, grew louder, and it sounded a lot like “No!”

I squashed it, though—whatever it was—and just said, “Sure.”

Late that night after both parents had gone to bed and I could hear their rumbling snores, I tiptoed down the hall. The bright moon cast an unearthly glow into our living room, directly onto my father’s potato chip display. Perhaps it was a trick of the lighting, but the chip that resembled my father’s friend almost seemed to . . . watch me. I stepped forward to inspect it and prove to myself how silly I was being but almost jumped out of my skin when an owl hooted loudly outside. “Whoo! Whoo, whoo, who?” as if demanding to know who was intruding in its night domain.

I quickly made my way into the kitchen and rummaged through the drawer where we kept the matches and lit one.

It flared up and brightened the small corner near the sink where I stood.

What should I wish for? As the flame grew and traveled down the matchstick, I realized I should have thought this through before lighting it.

Something different, I thought. Adventure. The light—and heat—danced closer to my fingers.

Freedom.

At that moment the wind picked up and whistled through the trees. At what cost? What cossst? it seemed to whisper.

Any, I answered in my mind. Impulsively, without really considering what that meant.

At this last wish, I blew out the match.

Little did I know that my wish would come true—or that it would endanger everything and everyone I held dear.

But more on that later.
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Chapter Two

“Eur . . . Eureka . . . Eureka Yoshimura?” The substitute band teacher, unsurprisingly, botched my name the next day during fifth period.

“Urine Girl,” snickered Hunter, a boy I’d known for years.

“Pssssss.” His buddy Jay made the sound of pee.

These boys have been thorns in my side since kindergarten. I call them “Miasma” and “Scat” because “miasma” is a poisonous cloud that lingers in the air—like after someone farts—and “scat” is just a fancy word for wild animal poo, and these terms describe them perfectly. Plus, Hunter and Jay don’t know what the words mean, and they can’t be bothered to look them up. Technically, they’re not bad words, either, so I can’t get in trouble for using them.

My real name, the Japanese one my parents gave me, is Uriko, and it’s the one that appears on the attendance sheet. Teachers almost always seem relieved at the beginning of each year when I tell them to call me Melony instead, even though Uriko is pretty easy to pronounce—“oo-ree-ko.”

My name means “child of an uri.” But early on, a girl named Ashleigh figured out that it also started with the same three letters as the word “urine.” I had barely started school at the time, but I still knew that a nickname of Pee-Pee Girl would make life real hard for me, so I threw a fit and told my parents I wouldn’t return unless they let me change my name.

“But Uriko is who you are!” they insisted. So they sent me back to school, but I got into “accidents” with whoever teased me.

First, I “accidentally” knocked a carton of milk into Hunter’s lap.

Then I “mistakenly” kicked Jay’s shin instead of the soccer ball during recess. “Oops,” I told him. “I slipped.”

But when I pulled out Ashleigh’s big red hair bow and stomped on it, it was kinda difficult to convince anyone that I didn’t actually mean to do that (plus, there were witnesses). My kindergarten teacher called my parents to school to have a meeting that the principal attended too.

Even though I explained exactly why I acted the way I did, everyone in charge made it crystal clear that I was going to have to change my behavior.

“Think of how Ashleigh must feel,” the principal said.

Think of how it feels to be called Pee-Pee Girl, I thought. But I couldn’t say that because they’d just turn it around on me.

But my mom and dad looked shaken and pale after that meeting—so much so that I did feel sorry. Not for the kids I got into scuffles with, but for disappointing my parents, which made me feel like a shriveled-up raisin left under a sofa collecting dust. So I promised them that I would behave from now on as long as no one teased me. And I convinced them that if I wasn’t Uriko anymore, then no one would.

My parents wanted me to keep my new name as close to my real one as possible, though. Something about “not losing sight of where you come from.” So we looked at names like Ursula and Oona, even Eureka. But I didn’t like any of them.

“Why does it have to sound like Uriko?” I remember asking at the time.

“Maybe we can translate it instead?” Mom suggested as she brought out our very large, well-used Japanese-English dictionary and looked it up. “Uri” had two definitions: melon and gourd.

“You would rather be Melon Child instead of Uriko?” my mom asked.

“You could also be Gourd Kid,” my dad pointed out.

Of course I didn’t want my new name to be Melon Child or Gourd Kid.

“I know that Gordon is a name,” my father mused. “And I’ve heard the name Melanie before, so why not Melony? You know, like ‘melon’ with a Y?”

“I like Gordon!” was my mom’s response to Dad’s suggestion.

“Isn’t that a boy’s name?” I asked.

“Well then, how about Gordanna? Or Gordy? Gordita?” my dad brainstormed.

I was pretty sure that a “gordita” was something sold at the Mexican food restaurant nearby. Not that my parents ever took me there, but I saw it on TV once.

“I like Melony,” I decided.

“That’s . . . fine,” my parents agreed, although they didn’t sound too thrilled about it. “But Melony must be a good girl, do you understand?”

I nodded. And at the time, I fully intended to try my best!

“Eureka?” the teacher called out again.

I didn’t answer. I knew she meant “Uriko,” but something inside me refused to respond to her today. Nobody pointed out who I was, either. Miasma and Scat were sitting in the wrong seats and had switched instruments with each other. Typical behavior for a lot of my classmates when our band instructor, Ms. Delgado, was absent, although I didn’t really mind because it meant Miasma wouldn’t be in the piccolo section with me. Even though he played better than I did, I was glad to be relieved of his super-annoying presence.

Ppppbltltlt. Miasma honked on Scat’s tuba as his sidekick cackled alongside him.

With a few clicks on the keyboard, the sub sent the attendance report to the front office.

“Okay, class, uh . . .” The teacher read the instructions that Ms. Delgado had left for her as she handed out packets of paper. “Apparently there’s going to be a three-day, two-night band trip this spring to the Sunshine Fun Center and Amusement Park in which the whole band will be invited to play in their spring break concert. The cost is quite reasonable and there will be several fundraising opportunities to help out. Tryouts will also be held a few months ahead of time for a smaller, exclusive ensemble that will compete with other selected groups. Plus, if you make that group, you’ll go for free!”

Technically, our school had an “away for the day” cell phone policy, but since our regular teacher was also away, lots of kids brought their devices out of their pockets to play. Games, funny videos, pictures of cute pets—everyone had a window to the outside world . . . except me. So, I actually paid attention. A trip? A three-day overnight trip?

“Ms. Delgado will discuss this more when she returns. But for right now, she’d like you to talk about it with your parents. There will be an informational session in a few weeks. . . .”

I scanned through the handout. A flight to California. Time to enjoy the amusement park, free time at the beach.

There was no way my mom and dad would agree to this, but . . .

I tucked the forms into my binder.

My next class was also intriguing but decidedly more productive. For one, our English teacher, Mr. Sutton, made it that way. His hair and neatly trimmed beard were all white, and he wore a dress shirt and tie every day. He didn’t put up with kids who goofed off, and he always challenged us with our writing. We knew a first draft was never the last one, and we groaned when we saw all his corrections and comments—all made with his fancy fountain pen that he kept in a special case when he wasn’t using it.

I know he doesn’t sound like a typical favorite teacher, but he was mine.

Mr. Sutton wasn’t the only reason I liked this class. Another reason was because the most velvety floppy-eared bunny I’d ever held lived there. He was named the Dread Pirate R because he was white with black spots, mostly on his right side, and one big patch over his left eye. Plus, R stood for “rabbit,” and we also named him on Talk Like a Pirate Day (which happens to be September 19, if you’d like to mark it on your calendar). So, it was extra fun to be able to say his name like “the Dread Pirate Arrrrrrrrrrr!”

Whenever class became boring (which wasn’t that often, but even Mr. Sutton had his off days), I’d just watch the Dread Pirate R take two hops across his cage, sip from his water bottle, and then—hop, hop—back to the other side again. There were pets in several of my elementary school classes, but Mr. Sutton was the only middle school teacher who had one. Apparently, he inherited Sir Fluffy-Floppy-Cutie-Patootie from Mrs. Morris, the science teacher who retired last year. I liked that he didn’t try to get rid of him and that he let us give him a much more dignified name. Even though Hunter—I mean, Miasma—had snorted, “Bunnies are for babies!” on the first day of school, I saw him and his buddy Scat watching the Dread Pirate R just as much as I did.

But Mr. Sutton and the Dread Pirate R weren’t the reasons why class was different today. It was different because there was a new girl.

And she looked like me. Well, kind of.

We were about the same height, but she was pale and nervous. She stood next to Mr. Sutton playing with the ends of her stick-straight hair. My hair was thick and wavy and kinked every which way when I didn’t have it pulled back in a braid. But hers was the same deep black as mine, and her eyes were also a dark, warm brown.

“Attention, everyone!” Mr. Sutton raised his hand and gazed sternly at everyone through his gold-rimmed glasses. The room quieted at once.

“Chloë Yoshida will be joining our class. She just moved here from California, so I’d like you all to be as helpful and kind as I know you are.”

Yoshida? Even our last names were similar.

“Melony?” Mr. Sutton pointed Chloë toward the empty desk next to mine. It was where my best friend, Louisa, used to sit. That is—before she left. “I’d like you to help Chloë this week, all right? You have pretty much the same schedule.”

Really? She wasn’t in any of my classes this morning. Chloë shuffled as quickly as she could toward her new seat.

“My mom let me sleep in,” she whispered, as if she heard what I was thinking. “I wish she hadn’t. Now I’ll still be the new kid tomorrow morning too.”

“All right, everyone use the next ten minutes to gather the materials for your research report.” Mr. Sutton sure didn’t waste any class time.

“Okay, well, you should get your notebook out. . . .” I mumbled to the new girl as I scrambled to fish mine out from my backpack. My locker was on a different floor from all my classes, so I had to stuff my bag full with everything I needed for the day. It was as heavy as a boulder!

Turns out Chloë was already on the ball. She opened a notebook and wrote “Research Report” at the top with a sharp new pencil and “Chloë Yoshida” in clear, neat letters underneath.

I couldn’t help but notice her perfect handwriting and the slow, deliberate way she circled in the two dots over the E in her name.

“It’s an umlaut,” Chloë told me without looking up.

“Huh.” I couldn’t tell if I was annoyed she answered a question that I didn’t ask or impressed she knew what I was thinking.

Mr. Sutton walked by and handed Chloë the directions for the report. He had written her name on the sheet already, complete with the two dots over the E. Chloë nodded approvingly.

“There are two types of people,” Chloë said to me as she read the paper. “Those who respect the umlaut and those who don’t.”

“Oh yeah?” This new kid was kinda weird, but I was intrigued by where our conversation was going. “What if they don’t use it and just write a regular E?”

“Then we couldn’t be friends,” she responded matter-of-factly.

I nodded. There were those who spelled my name “Melony” and those who spelled it “Melanie” and continued to do so even after I’d corrected them. I totally got where Chloë was coming from.

“So, we can write about anything?” Chloë’s brow furrowed when she finished reading the directions for the report.

“Pretty much.” I shrugged. “But you have to get your topic approved first. I’m writing mine on owls,” I offered.

“Owls, huh?” Chloë looked thoughtful. “Interesting. Have you ever seen a nutria? I saw one for the first time and I thought it was—”

“Melony Yoshimura?” A voice from the door to the classroom interrupted Chloë before she could complete her thought. It was Ms. Jain, a woman from the front office, and . . . my mom.

Mom’s eyes looked wild as she scanned the classroom. When she spotted me, she rushed over, Japanese words tumbling from her mouth.

“The office called me and said you weren’t in your last class. You scared me half to death!”

I squirmed in my seat. “Mama, shinpai shinakutemo ii yo. Zuutto koko ni itan da yo!” But then I felt all my classmates’ eyes on me.

“Naruto arigato!” I heard Jay (aka Scat) whisper the only Japanese words he knew to Hunter.

“Sukiyaki ichiro konichiwa,” Hunter (aka Miasma) responded in garbled Japanese, but not in a whisper. Everyone giggled. Everyone except for Chloë and Mr. Sutton, who silenced them with a piercing look.

I switched to English. “Don’t worry—I’ve been here the whole time, Mom.”

I don’t know why I felt the need to translate for the kids who were listening in. But I did it anyway.

Ms. Jain nodded to Mr. Sutton. “I’m sure it was just the sub’s mistake with the attendance form from last period. Melony’s not the type to skip out.”

“No, she definitely isn’t.” Mr. Sutton nodded.

Then Ms. Jain opened the door, but my mom stayed glued next to me.

“Mom,” I muttered. “I’m in class.”

Mom nodded, her panic seeming to subside. But she wouldn’t move.

My mom didn’t look like my classmates’ moms. When other moms needed to stop by the school, they were either easy and breezy like they had just stepped out of a salon or frazzled in pajama bottoms or sweatpants with some sort of stain on their shirts. My mom was neither. She was always neat, but not flashy, with her gray hair trimmed short over the ears. She looked so much older, as old as Mr. Sutton, in fact. It wasn’t that I was embarrassed by my mother, but I also didn’t like how everyone was staring at her. At us.

Mr. Sutton approached. “If you like, you’re welcome to take her home early. It’s last period. We’re just working on some writing for the rest of the class, and Melony knows what to do.”

My mom nodded again, relieved. I wish my parents would just let me ride the bus home like all the other kids, but no.

“Nothing good happens on the bus,” they told me when I started school many years ago. And so, without fail, either my mom or dad had picked me up or dropped me off to and from school every single day.

My cheeks burned as I stuffed everything in my backpack, and I felt Chloë’s eyes on us when we walked out the door.
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Chapter Three

I dropped everything off in my room after we arrived home from school. Then I went to the bathroom and splashed cold water on my face, like I could wash off the embarrassment of my mom busting into Mr. Sutton’s class. Or was it anger that I felt bubbling up inside me? I pushed it down. After all, if I blew up, there was no way she’d consider letting me go on that overnight band trip.

Mom means well, I also told myself. She was just worried.

But why? Our little town was voted the second safest place to live in Oregon. The number one place literally has twenty-three people living there, so that’s the only reason we’re number two. There are barely any robberies or break-ins, so people call the police to complain about dogs barking too loudly or the weeds growing too tall behind the local grocery store. Nothing happens here. Nothing.

By the time I came out to grab a snack, Mom was at the dining room table, working on her quilt like nothing out of the ordinary had happened today. I recognized some of the patterns that she must have used to make my birthday scrunchies.

Like I often did when Mom was engrossed in her quilting, I began preparing her a cup of tea. First, I found her favorite teacup—ivory, with splashes of teal—scooped barely a teaspoon of green tea leaves into a small orange clay teapot, and then
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