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  To my daughter. Your heart is golden and your spirit strong. Never lose your balance. 
Love, Mom
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  Introduction


[image: image-placeholder]
My name is Afton. Afton King. I love my name because it came from my great grandmother on my Dad’s side. Do you know what else I love? Flowers. Flowers and plants of all kinds. I’m going to be a botanist someday and own my own greenhouse, with a special laboratory in the back for research.   
I have two brothers and a sister. Tyson is my twin, born just a few minutes before me. We are almost seven. He loves to joke and make people laugh. He wants to be a ninja when he grows up, but I think he should go for standup comedy. John is my older brother. He likes math, science, and experiments. He helps me with my botany research occasionally. Alyvia is the baby, and at one year old, she’s as cute as they come, but also a walking tornado.
Mom and Dad are photographers; Mom does families and community events while Dad focuses mostly on nature. Dad’s also an engineer, but he says that’s just his ‘day job’ - whatever that means.
I would say we are your typical family: loud, fun, busy, and sometimes a little crazy. We may not be royalty, but to us family is most important. That’s why John, Tyson, Alyvia and I will forever cherish and claim the title of the King Kids.






  
  Chapter 1


A slight breeze ruffles my hair as I open the front door and walk down the front steps of our house. Spring is my favorite time of year. Not only because it’s my birthday season, but because it’s when all the flowers are in bloom.        
I breath in deeply and zip up the front of my jacket. The door slams shut a moment later as my brothers come out to wait with me. They race to see who can sit on the wooden bench first. John wins; his 9-year-old legs are a bit longer than my twin brother Tyson’s 6-year-old legs. 
We are waiting for my friend Annie’s mom to come pick us up for school, it’s her turn to drive.  Annie and I have been friends since Preschool, we bonded over our names both starting with the letter A.
I don’t see their car yet so I take the chance to walk down the steps and see my flowers along the front of the house - Daffodils, Dew Flowers, Lilies, Mother of Pearl Poppies and a variety of other perennials that Mom and I planted last fall. 
[image: image-placeholder]
There are a few strategically placed bushes as well. I’m already looking forward to watering them when I come home from school. When John was creating his Science Expo project, Robo Ren, a robot that helps out around the house, he programmed him to water my flowers for me. This is great for days I have dance practice or a lot of homework, but most of the time I like doing it myself. 
My mom was the official photographer for the Redbridge Flower Festival last year and I fell in love with everything to do with plants and flowers. I asked so many questions that Mom took me to the library the very next day to check out as many books about flowers and plants as I wanted. Sometimes I don’t know all the words in the books, but John programmed Robo Ren with a dictionary. So, he can help me with pronunciation and definitions.
It’s from those many library books that I learned the word botanist. There are people that grow up, go to school for things like botany, plant science, or plant biology and then work full time studying plants. 
I am going to be a botanist. I’ve already drawn my design for my future greenhouse, complete with an office and research lab. I may even let John use the lab for his experiments when I’m not using it.
[image: image-placeholder]

I’m admiring my flowers and dreaming about my greenhouse when a small honk interrupts my thoughts. I turn and see Annie’s mom waving me over. I must have been really deep into my daydreaming because the boys are already in the car and buckled. I climb in as quickly as I can, pulling my seatbelt across my chest and pressing it into the buckle with a satisfying click. 
“Happy Birthday, Afton!” Annie says.  
“Thanks, but our birthday isn’t until tomorrow,” I smile and glance over at my twin.  Tyson said “tomorrow” at the same time as me. He is very excited for our birthday.
“I know, but I just wanted to be the first one to say it,” Annie replies. I lean over and give her a side hug. 
We are lucky that our birthday falls on a Saturday this year.
“I can’t wait for the bounce house and cupcakes tomorrow!” Annie says. 
“Me either,” says Tyson loudly. 
I laugh and add, “It’ll be a blast. I’m glad you can come!” 
John and I sit and watch out the window contently as Annie and Tyson talk about the details of the party. By the time we arrive at school we all are a little more excited and looking forward to the birthday weekend.






  
  Chapter 2


After school I wait outside the building with my brothers and Annie. It’s Mom’s turn to pick us up. She finally pulls up and greets us with a cheerful, “Happy Weekend!”  She has a strange smile and looks a little frazzled. It must be because of the school pickup line, it can be pretty brutal.                                                                       
“Hey Mom, can Annie play at our house for a little bit since it’s not a school night?” I ask while buckling into the back seat.  
“That’s fine with me, but I’ll need to check with her mom.” She calls using the Bluetooth feature in the car. Annie’s mom says that it’s okay and she’ll come pick her up before their dinner time. Annie and I cheer, looking forward to playing together. 
Mom parks in the driveway, which is unusual, but I’m too eager to get to my after-school snack to think much of it. The boys jump out first, no doubt hungry since it’s been a few hours since lunch. 
“Come on Annie, if we hurry we can get the last two string cheeses!” I say as I get out of the car.
Luck was on our side. John opted for apples dipped in peanut butter. Tyson decided on pretzels.
[image: image-placeholder]
After we finish our snack, I invite Annie to come water my flowers with me. It’s nice having an extra set of hands to drag the heavy hose around from the side of the house. We start at the far corner and work along towards the middle of the house. I love showing off the different kinds of flowers and Annie has great questions.
“Do they all bloom at the same time?”
“Why did you skip watering those ones?”
“Are any of these vegetables?”
“Will these bushes get flowers on them?”
“How did daisies get their name?”
I take a deep breath and start answering.
“The flowers all bloom at different times and some lose their flowers sooner than others. 
“Those are kangaroo paws and they don’t require much water. I’d hate to overwater them, so I only water them every few days. 
“No vegetables in the front of the house. There is a small garden box out back. We will plant tomatoes, zucchini, and carrots there in a few weeks. We set it up with a drip line that turns on automatically so we won’t need to water those by hand like these flowers. 
“Most of the bushes are just green, but that one over there is a hibiscus and it gets pink flowers on it in fall.” I’m about to answer her question about daisies when I look ahead and gasp. 
“What happened to my daffodils?” My neatly planted, perfectly weeded, gorgeous yellow flowers are gone. I hand the hose to Annie so I can move to get a better look. As I look closer, I notice a series of deep footprints in the dirt. My heart sinks. 
Who did this?
[image: image-placeholder]







  
  Chapter 3


I take some deep breaths as I finish watering the rest of the plants and flowers. My mind is spinning. As soon as I’m done Annie helps me put the hose away and I rush inside to find Mom. Annie is right on my heels.                                               
I find Mom singing in the kitchen, the music is turned up. She’s dancing around with a giggling Baby Alyvia on her hip. Mom throws in some extra twists and turns just to make her laugh. The boys are dancing too. John and Robo Ren are doing a matching robot dance and Tyson is doing a combination of ninja and disco moves. Annie jumps right in with her hands in the air, belting out the words to the song. I put my hands over my ears and try to get Mom’s attention. It takes a minute but eventually she sees me, hands Alyvia over to John, and beckons for me to follow her into the office. I guess she wants to leave the music on so the boys and Annie can keep dancing. 
[image: image-placeholder]

Mom holds the office door open and then closes it behind me. When she turns to look at me, she sees the tears in my eyes. She steps toward me and wraps me in a hug. She holds me tightly for a few moments and then holds me at arm’s length to look in my eyes. 
“Afton, what’s wrong sweetie?”
“It’s my daffodils! They're gone. All
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