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The day color bled from the world


  T-minus five days.


Five long and torturous days until school was out for the summer. Not a moment too soon either. My math teacher, Ms. Vanderbilt, kept me in after-school tutoring the whole year. She said I was gifted, but to be honest, I had no clue what she was talking about half the time. My brain felt as lumpy as the vanilla pudding they served in the cafeteria on Mondays.

“Practice makes perfect, Maya,” Ms. Vanderbilt chimed at her desk. “Get to work.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I mumbled back as I stared at the chalkboard.

Only the top of her red ’fro poked out from behind the tower of papers. If she didn’t give so many quizzes, she wouldn’t have a stack of tests to grade that stretched from Chicago to LA.

Today she had me working on situational math, and my head hurt just thinking about all the steps needed to solve the problem. She had written a recipe for candy apples and the price of the ingredients. Apples, Popsicle sticks, sugar, food coloring, corn syrup. I had to figure out how much it would cost to make fifty candy apples. This wasn’t really rocket science, but math took time and focus, both of which I was short on.

Ms. Vanderbilt got worked up about fractions and decimals the way my friend Frankie got excited about science projects. Now, Frankie, she was a genius. She had the grades and IQ to prove it. But to me, math was about as interesting as watching paint dry, which was actually a thing I had to do for art class once.

I glanced over my shoulder at the clock on the wall.

Fifteen more minutes, then goodbye, school—hello, weekend.

Papa was due back from his work trip. I bit my lip, wondering what he’d bring me this time. My favorite gift was the red-and-gold sash he swore belonged to the great orisha Oya from my favorite comic book.

Oya wasn’t real. So, of course, the sash wasn’t really hers. Still, it was pretty, and I wore it to school for a week straight.

I dragged the chalk across the board, taking my sweet time. No way was I squeezing in another math problem before four o’clock. As long as Ms. Vanderbilt heard the sound of writing, she would keep her attention on grading papers and not on me.

As I worked out the cost of one candy apple, a shadow fell outside the window. I was trying to concentrate, but something edged at the back of my mind. It was the same feeling I had in gym class the other day when we were stretching on our mats after track. I spotted something wrong with the ceiling—like it was splitting open. But when I blinked, it was gone.

My gaze slid to the window, and my eyes slipped out of focus. My vision faded in and out. The world pulsed like a heartbeat, getting bigger, then smaller, then bigger again. The birds in the oak tree stopped chirping. I couldn’t even hear the hum of cars on the streets anymore. The sound of the ticking clock on the wall vibrated in my ears. Seconds stretched into minutes.

My anemia made me dizzy sometimes, but it usually didn’t last long. I leaned my shoulder against the wall next to the chalkboard and squeezed my eyes shut, waiting for it to pass. At least it wasn’t happening in the middle of something important again. Last week my team lost the kickball tournament when my anemia struck. Most of the kids didn’t blame me, but I still felt horrible.

When the dizziness went away, I opened my eyes again and my jaw dropped. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. The color bled from the world like someone was sucking it away through a straw. The window was gray. So were the trees, the sky, and the school flag. At first, I thought the sun hid behind the clouds, but this was something else. Something was wrong. Black lightning etched across the sky like ripples moving on the surface of a lake.

I snapped my head around to look at Ms. Vanderbilt, my heart thundering against my chest. She was still hunched over her papers, but she was frozen. Not frozen like a Popsicle, but frozen as if time had stopped. I wiped my sweaty hands on my pants. Frankie would say there has to be a reasonable explanation, but nope, there was nothing reasonable about this. This was bad, really bad.

“Ms. Vanderbilt?” I said, my voice shaking.

When she didn’t answer, I blinked twice, unable to think. Then as if someone waved their wand and put everything right, the leaves on the tree changed from ash gray to dull yellow to green. Birdsong poured into the classroom again. Cars droned on the streets. Voices drifted in from the hall.

“My goodness, Maya,” Ms. Vanderbilt said suddenly. “I didn’t mean to keep you late.”

I jumped so hard that the chalk fell from my hand and cracked in two on the floor.

Leaning around her papers, my math teacher frowned at me. By the puzzled look on her face, Ms. Vanderbilt hadn’t seen the bleeding gray or the black lightning. She’d been in some kind of trance the whole time. If I told her what happened, she’d laugh and say that I had a vivid imagination. I stared up at the clock again. It was now four fifteen. Thirty minutes had passed in what felt like seconds. Maybe I was daydreaming and it was my imagination.

I pressed my lips together, deciding to keep my mouth shut.

A crash rang in the hallway, and both Ms. Vanderbilt and I turned to the door. My friend Eli pressed his face against the glass, his fist ready to knock again. He smiled, his freckles standing out against his light brown skin. Ms. Vanderbilt shook her head at him.

Before she could dismiss me, I shrugged into my coat and threw my backpack across my shoulder. My math teacher squinted at my unfinished work. “We’ll continue Monday.”

“Yes, Ms. Vanderbilt,” I grumbled, and jetted into the hallway, where Eli was playing with his phone. A few other kids were in the hall too, coming from extracurricular activities or tutoring or, like Eli, detention. He had a knack for getting in trouble.

This morning he put a frog in our English teacher’s desk because she gave him a C-minus on his paper about famous ghosts. She couldn’t prove Eli did it, but he doubled over laughing when she screamed. So he got detention for that.

Eli glanced up from his phone and frowned. “Was tutoring that bad?”

I sucked in a deep breath. “I’ll tell you later.”

Once outside, Eli and I stood with a group of kids waiting to cross the street. But Zane, the crossing guard, and his bloodhound weren’t directing traffic. Instead, he was talking to Principal Ollie, whose gray suit and yellow tie were impeccable. Some parents had trouble remembering Principal Ollie’s pronouns were they and them, not him or her. But everyone I knew got it.

“What’s his malfunction?” an eighth grader whispered to his friend.

I couldn’t tell if he meant Zane or his dog, General, who was howling at the sky. The crossing guard’s hands curled into fists at his sides as he said something too low to hear. I wondered—no I hoped—he’d seen something too. No way was I the only one who saw the world turn gray. If he’d seen something, then that meant I really hadn’t lost my mind. Principal Ollie patted Zane on the shoulder, and he winced and waved for us to cross. The hound stopped howling and wagged his tail.

On the way home, I broke down and told Eli everything. He bounced on his toes the whole time and asked me so many questions that my head spun again.

“Did you feel a cold spot?” Eli asked. “Like when there’s a ghost around.”

I shook my head at his latest question. “I can’t remember.”

“Did you sense a new presence in the room?”

We cut across a vacant lot covered in trampled weeds between two buildings. Some kids from Jackson Middle’s soccer team—the Jaguars—were dribbling and passing a ball between them as they took the same path.

“No,” I answered, still trying to make sense of what I’d seen.

We ducked out of the way of a man speeding down the sidewalk on a sky-blue Divvy bike. He rushed to the rental station next to us and shoved his bike into an open slot. Looking at the row of bikes, I kept expecting to see a smudge of gray, or black lightning. But everything was as it should be.

“You know there’s a bike lane, right?” Eli yelled at the man walking away.

Glancing to my feet, I said, “You think I’m making this up?”

Eli adjusted his backpack straps. “Heck no. Earlier this week Priyanka said she saw two crows talking to each other.”

If something weird happened, people always told Eli. He was the king of weird.

“What do you mean, talking?”

As we crossed Ashland Avenue, cars honked their horns, and traffic stood bumper to bumper. People coming and leaving the shops on both sides of the avenue were as loud and noisy as the traffic.

“The way we’re talking now,” Eli said, a goofy look on his face.

I swallowed the lump in my throat. “What were they saying?”

Eli shrugged. “Priyanka said they spoke in a language she’d never heard before.”

“What’s your theory?” I asked.

“Sometimes ghosts can inhabit the bodies of the living.” Eli grinned as if he’d been waiting for his moment of glory. “I guess they would’ve wanted to inhabit human bodies, but hey, wandering spirits can’t be choosy. Priyanka showed me the video on her phone. For a second you see the two crows facing each other and then the screen turns gray. Even the sound went out.”

“Gray?” I asked as we passed the corner store. My eyes landed on the empty crate against the barred window. That was Ernest’s spot. He was always around after school, tapping his foot and playing the harmonica tangled in his bushy beard. Not seeing him was one more strange thing to add to an already strange day. Ghosts seemed unlikely, but at this point, they were better than an alien invasion. “Have you heard of anything like this before?”

“No,” he said, his voice hopeful, “but I’ll do some research this weekend.”

We stopped in front of his grandmother’s three-story greystone building. Jayla, his little sister, knocked on the window on the top floor and waved at us. She and Eli shared the same freckled face, light brown skin, and hazel eyes. I waved back, and she poked out her tongue at Eli, who grinned at her and poked out his tongue too.

“Are you going to tell your parents?” Eli asked.

I shrugged. “Maybe later.”

I didn’t want to worry Mama. Besides, maybe none of it was real. After listening to Papa’s stories about his adventures all my life, maybe my imagination was as wild as his. I wouldn’t tell my parents for now.

That was my first mistake of many more to come. Had I known what lurked in the shadows that day, then maybe I would’ve made a different choice.
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It was just a dream, right?

I could trust Eli to keep my secret. He’d seen what went down in fourth grade after I told Tisha Thomas that my father fought a kishi, a creature with a human face on the front side of his head and a hyena on the back side. Tisha had called me a liar and told everyone at our table at lunch. By the end of the day, almost the whole fourth-grade class had made fun of me.

Even though I didn’t believe Papa’s stories anymore, I still didn’t mind them. They were fun but just not something I wanted the entire school to know about. I didn’t need that sort of attention again. I felt the same about the color bleeding from the world.

When I got home, Mama was buzzing around the house like a busy bee as she got ready for work. Soon after I walked in, she kissed the top of my head, and her sweet jasmine perfume whisked up my nose. “How was your day, sweetie?” she asked, which was her codespeak for tell me all about it.

“It was good?” I said, but it came out like a question, so I added, “I got an A on my report on Mae Jemison. I was the only one in class who chose the first African American woman astronaut to go to space.”

“I’m proud of you, Maya,” Mama said as she searched for her car keys, which she found between the sofa cushions. “All that hard work you put into your research paid off.”

I gave Mama a sheepish smile, but I felt bad for not telling her about my dizzy spell and seeing the world turn gray. In social studies, Mr. Kim said that history was biased because people left out things they wanted to hide. I’d asked him if that was the same as lying, but instead of answering, he opened up the discussion to everyone in class. We all had different opinions about it. I couldn’t make up my mind then, but now I thought maybe it wasn’t lying outright, but it wasn’t telling the truth either.

“Mama,” I asked, my stomach twisted in knots, “have you ever heard of the aurora borealis? It’s this thing when electrons collide with the atmosphere and make colorful lights in the sky.”

“Yes.” Mama plucked up her glasses from a shelf in the linen closet. “What about it?”

I cleared my throat and looked everywhere but her face. “I was just wondering if you’d heard of anything like that happening here.”

“I’m pretty sure that only happens around the north and south poles,” Mama said, distracted as she slipped into her shoes.

“Where’s my stethoscope?” she asked, reaching up to touch her neck where it was draped.

It hung next to her badge, which read


CLARISSE ABEOLA, REGISTERED NURSE

JOHN H. STROGER JR. HOSPITAL OF COOK COUNTY



She laughed. “I would misplace my own head if it wasn’t attached to my body.”

I eased out a frustrated breath. I didn’t know what I expected to find out, but at least I knew that Mama hadn’t seen anything weird with the sky around here. “If you lost your head, Mama,” I said, pushing the thought out of my mind, “I would help you find that too.”

When the grandfather clock in the dining room struck five, Mama groaned and cut her eyes at the front door. She was waiting for Papa to get home before heading to work, but her shift started soon, so she couldn’t wait much longer.

“He’s never this late.” I bit my lip. “He’s always back before you leave.”

Mama worked evenings at Stroger. She hated working at night, but her rotten boss (her words, not mine) loved to give her that shift for that very reason.

“I’m sure your father will be home soon,” Mama said, slipping her phone in her purse.

When she was worried, she got this little crease between her eyebrows, the same as me. If you asked anyone who knew us, they’d tell you that I looked a lot like Mama. We had the same golden-brown skin, broad noses, and narrow faces. But I had Papa’s dark eyes and his dimples.

“I have to get to work,” Mama said. “Don’t go outside, and keep the doors locked.”

“I know the rules, Mama,” I grumbled, my shoulders slumping a little.

After she left, I ate dinner while flipping through the latest volume of Oya: Warrior Goddess. I had a sinking feeling in my stomach like fluttering moth wings. The one I sometimes got when Papa was away too long. Add that to the strange thing that happened at school, and I had a right to be jumpy.

Really good structural engineers got to travel the world, and Papa was the best. Architects drew up plans for buildings, and structural engineers made sure their designs were safe. Papa once checked the cables supporting a bridge three thousand feet above a raging river full of piranhas in Belize. If that kind of structure failed, then you’d become fish bait. Papa’s job was to make sure it didn’t.

Waiting was torture, so after dinner I stomped upstairs to my room and plopped down on the bed with my laptop. I searched for stories of the sky turning gray, black lightning, and people freezing in time. Most of the stuff I found was wacky and straight out of some science fiction magazine.

“I can’t be the only one who’s seen something like this,” I said, slamming the laptop shut.

The curtains ruffled in the breeze at my window. They matched the gold and green headscarf Oya wore in volume 44, when she snuck into the evil Dr. Z’s top-secret lair. After she discovered his army of super soldiers, she whipped off her scarf, revealing hair made of flames that shot out to destroy the bad guys.

“What would she do?” I wondered aloud.

Oya wasn’t like most superheroes. She wasn’t from another planet, and she didn’t have fancy gadgets. She was a spirit goddess, an orisha. She controlled wind, lightning, and storms, and never lost a fight. Dr. Z and his cronies called her that meddling Warrior Goddess. I knew one thing for sure: she would get to the bottom of whatever was going on. I planned to do the same.

Before getting ready for bed, I peeked out the window. Night settled over the city, and the streetlights sparked to life. There was no sign of color bleeding from the world as people parked their cars after getting off work. The cranky Johnston twins, Miss Ida and Miss Lucille, had come out for their evening stroll.

The twins stooped over matching wood canes and wore matching pink bonnets. Both had deep brown skin and eyes the color of new pennies. They fussed at kids so much that their faces were matching scowls, too.

All of a sudden, they looked straight at me like my thoughts had projected into their minds. Light reflected in their coppery, catlike eyes and made my heart leap against my chest. There was something so strange about them that I could never put my finger on. One of them (I think Miss Ida, but it was hard to tell this far away) waved at me, her mouth set in a hard line. Heat rushed to my cheeks as I waved back. I’d been caught red-handed spying on my neighbors.

I drew the curtains shut in a hurry. Disappointed that Papa hadn’t come home, I climbed into bed and stared at the Oya poster on the wall. A tornado circled her body, and instead of flames for hair, she had long black braids that flew in the wind of her storm.

The sinking feeling in my stomach only grew worse. I was too lazy to get up and turn off the light, so I buried my head under my pillow. Right before falling asleep, I grumbled that the light should turn itself off, and it did. At the time, I didn’t think much about it. Maybe Papa had come home and switched it off. Or maybe Eli was right about our whole neighborhood being a hotspot for ghosts.

That night I dreamt that I was standing in the middle of the street in front of my house. It was a perfect sunny day, except there was a strange man at the end of the block. He wasn’t a man, really; he was a thing of ribbons darker than the darkest night. Sunlight bent around his body, leaving him shrouded in shadows. His skin was the color of the moon, and his pale violet eyes glowed. His ribbons wriggled like a bed of snakes. When they settled around him in waves of black and purple silk, his full body came into view. He was tall, at least ten feet, and I stumbled back a few steps. Besides his appearance, something else was off about him, and he made the hairs stand up on the back of my neck.

The color bled from everything around him. The houses, the trees, the grass, the cars, even the pavement. It all washed away like melting snow. Instead of running down the gutters, it gathered at his feet in a pool and his ribbons drank it. It sounded like someone slurping up noodles but one hundred times worse.

I stood opposite him with my hands balled into fists. My whole body shook. Deep down I wanted to run away, but a fire burned inside me. He was draining the life out of my neighborhood, and I couldn’t let him.

“Stop doing that!” I shouted.

The man tilted his head to one side and wagged his finger at me.

“Come closer, child.” His voice was cold and sent chills down my spine. But even though he scared me, something in the smoothness of his words reminded me of when Papa sang. “Let me get a good look at you.”

“No!” I tried to sound brave. “You don’t belong here.”

When he stepped closer, the space between us stretched so that I was farther away from him. He smiled at this and shook his head with a gleam in his eyes, like he was scheming up something bad. “Some people never learn.”

“Who . . . who are you?” I asked, my voice trembling. “What are you?”

“He can’t hide you forever,” the man said as his ribbons began to wriggle again. “I will find you, and then I will put an end to your miserable little life.”

I bolted up in bed in the middle of the night in a puddle of sweat. My breath came out hard and fast as I switched on the lamp.

“It was just a dream,” I whispered to myself.

But as I sat there shivering in the dark, it felt real.
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Maybe things aren’t really so bad

The next morning the smell of pancakes and warm blueberry marmalade lured me from my deep sleep. My head felt foggy, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was forgetting something important. Something about the lights in my room shutting off, and a man made of shadows. I pushed the thought away as I shoved my feet into my slippers, glad it was finally the weekend.

Pancakes and blueberry marmalade could only mean one thing. I tiptoed out of my room and down the stairs to not wake Mama. A soft whistling filled the hallway. Not the sharp kind that made you wish you had earplugs; this was like sweet birdsong. It stopped when I walked into the kitchen.

Papa stood by the table with a bowl of pancake batter tucked beneath his arm. His locs hung halfway down his back. My hair wasn’t as long as his yet, but it was getting close. I spotted flour on his cheek and forehead and forced back a snicker. He always made such a mess.

I ran across the kitchen and wrapped my arms around him. The sinking feeling in my stomach from last night melted away. Papa laughed as he juggled the bowl to the table.

“I’m the luckiest father in the world to receive such a welcome.” He dropped to one knee, so his face was level with mine. His expression turned serious, but the twinkle in his dark eyes told me that he was about to say something silly. “Did you keep the banshees out of the house while I was away?”

“Papa!” I rolled my eyes. “Banshees aren’t real.”

Usually, I would play along for a little while, but I wasn’t in the mood after yesterday. You won’t believe what happened! I almost said. The world turned gray, my math teacher froze like a Popsicle, then everything went back to normal. In hindsight, that didn’t exactly sound newsworthy or as interesting as any of his stories.

Papa raised an eyebrow. “What’s wrong, Maya?”

“You’re late.” I crossed my arms. “I was worried.”

“Sometimes my work takes longer than I expect,” Papa said.

“Why can’t you find a job in Chicago?” I asked. “Then you wouldn’t have to go away.”

“If we shun our responsibilities, who will make sure that the work gets done?” Papa answered, coming to his feet. “You’re still too young to understand, Maya, but I have a very important job that no one else can do.”

“Papa, I’m twelve,” I said. “I’m not too young to understand.”

“You’re like a hatchling, so new to the world.” He ruffled my hair. “Are you hungry?”

I let out a frustrated sigh because (a) he didn’t take my question seriously and (b) he compared me to a hatchling. Who called their kid a hatchling? But the pancakes were, in fact, calling my name. My stomach growled as I plopped down at the table.

Papa set a plate of pancakes smothered in blueberry marmalade in front of me. As I started to dig in, he put another batch on the griddle and winked. “For Mama when she gets up.” He wiped his forehead with the back of his hand, smearing more flour on his dark skin, and I laughed. I couldn’t be mad at him for long. “I have a surprise for you.”

When he said surprise, my heart rate doubled. He reached in the front pocket of his apron and handed me two pieces of paper. I stared down at them, not believing my eyes.

“Comic-Con tickets?” I almost yelped but lowered my voice to not wake Mama.

“It’s about time I take you,” Papa said, beaming. “You’re old enough now.”

I didn’t have the heart to tell him that kids younger than me went to cons all the time.

“Thank you, Papa.” I bounced on my chair. I begged him for tickets last year, but he said that he would take me when I was older. I thought he meant much older, not a year later older. “Why did you change your mind?”

“It wasn’t an easy decision,” he said, his face a little sad. “But you’re growing up fast, and you’re not going to stay my little girl forever.”

Papa ruffled my hair again as I stuffed pancakes into my mouth. I wondered which of my Oya costumes I would wear to Comic-Con. The black one with the gold studs down the sleeves, or the red one with the matching cape? Or I could get a new one. I had almost a month to decide. “How was your trip?” I asked.

“I could have done without mosquitos the size of bats in South America.” Papa shuddered. “You have to sleep under a net in the jungle and wear repellent made from the slime of a Peruvian slug to ward them off.”

I frowned. “Why were you in the jungle?”

Papa shrugged, sticking out his lips. “I was patching up an old dam.”

“In the jungle?” I laced my voice with sarcasm. “Are there dams in the middle of nowhere?”

“A jungle isn’t the middle of nowhere,” Papa retorted. “Besides, I soon found out that the mosquitos were the least of my worries.” He put Mama’s pancakes in the microwave for later, then sat down across from me. His face looked tired, and he had dark circles under his eyes. “I was minding my own business, setting up my tent for the night, when I heard a sound on the wind.”

“Is this another story about the impundulu?” I said through a mouthful of pancakes. They were magical giant birds that had sharp spikes like fishbones on their bellies. They hardly ever flew, but when they did, their wings sounded like helicopter blades.

He shook his head. “That’s another story for another time.”

Papa loved telling stories. Impundulu, kishi, were­hyenas, the time he beat LeBron James one-on-one. Or when he paraglided over Mont Blanc in France and ended up at Buckingham Palace in England. No twelve-year-old believed stories like that—not with the internet to debunk them. His stories were no more real than the Loch Ness monster or Bigfoot, but they always made me want to see more of the world.

I swallowed down my pancakes, then asked, “What sort of sound did you hear?”

“Bells like the sweet melodies from my youth.” Papa got a dreamy look before he cleared his throat. “But these bells lulled me into a deep trance, and before I knew it, I was walking from camp barefooted. I tumbled through the bush, cringing at the howls of dangerous creatures in the night. All I could think about was those little bells.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Where did they come from?”

Papa stared into space, his face blank. He always did that when telling a story, and no matter how many times he did, my heart sped up waiting for his next words. I was such a sucker.

His voice dropped low, and a shiver crawled down my spine. “I got this creepy feeling that I was being watched, but it was too dark to see anything. All I knew was that the bells had bewitched me and, no matter how much I fought, I couldn’t break their spell.”

“What happened?” I asked, on the edge of my seat.

“I saw the elokos in a clearing,” Papa said, his voice dropping even lower.

“What are elokos?” I frowned.

“They’re dangerous forest folk with an appetite for human flesh,” Papa said.

I squinted at him. “What do these elokos look like?”

“Hmm, they’re about this tall.” He motioned his hand to the height of a fourth grader. “And they have razor-sharp teeth, pointy ears, and scaly green skin. They communicate with each other through thoughts.”

“Like telepaths?” I had learned the word in school.

Papa nodded. “I didn’t come out of my trance until they stopped ringing their bells, but by then, they had strung me up between two trees and lit a fire. They were preparing to cook me with my clothes and all. No matter how much I pleaded, they wouldn’t let me go. Knowing that I was going to die, I decided to sing. I needed something to keep my mind off the fire about to roast me alive.”

I put my fork aside, waiting for him to tell me it was all a joke. But then Papa started to sing at the table. His usual deep voice dropped into a familiar lullaby.


From the morning’s glow to the evening’s low

There’s much work to do and many places to go

But no matter how far I travel or the people I see

There’s nowhere in the whole world I’d rather be

For though I must fight to hold the beasts at bay

No mountain or storm or foe will keep me away

For I’ll cross raging rivers and bend hyperspace

Just to see a smile on my sweet baby girl’s face



I couldn’t hold back my smile. If I thought Papa’s voice was magical when he told stories, it was mesmerizing when he sang.

“The elokos stopped what they were doing and stood like statues,” Papa said. “My song had hypnotized them the same as their bells had done to me. The fire still hadn’t reached my backside, so I wiggled my way free. All through my singing, the elokos didn’t move a muscle. I knew if I stopped, my spell over them would break and I’d be in big trouble again. So I ran back to camp and kept singing the whole way. Thankfully, my voice lasted until morning and by then the elokos had disappeared.”

“Papa.” I glanced down at the smear of marmalade left on my empty plate. “I know there aren’t really any elokos and you’re just making up this story.”

“Oh, is that so?” His eyebrows shot up like he was surprised. “How do you know?”

I took a deep breath. He’d been telling such wild stories for so long that even seeing the color bleed from the world seemed ordinary. I really should have told him about what happened at school, but as silly as it sounded, it felt good to have a secret of my own. “Maybe some of it is true,” I said. “Like maybe you really were in the jungle.”

Papa shifted in his chair, his face turning serious. “I admit that I may embellish my stories a little, but I tell them for a reason, Maya. The world isn’t always what it seems. You understand that, don’t you?”

I sat a little straighter and looked him square in the eyes. “Yes, Papa, I understand,” I said, even though I really didn’t.




Four


  [image: ]

When shadows turn
into writhing snakes

I stood across from Papa with my staff ready to strike. Our neighbors’ dog, Lucky, poked his nose through the fence separating our backyards. His tail wagged as he looked back and forth between Papa and me. With all the treats I’d given him, Lucky should have been on my side. But ever since Papa brought him that peanut butter and jelly bone, he’d defected.

“Traitor,” I hissed at him.

The golden retriever stuck out his tongue, leaving no doubt whose side he was on.

Narrowing my eyes, I turned my attention back to the match. Papa circled my position. Maybe other kids liked to spend their Saturday afternoons hanging out with their friends or playing video games, but this was my favorite time with Papa. We’d been practicing staff play since fourth grade, and I’d gotten a lot better at figuring out his next move. He always got a twinkle in his eyes when he was about to try some fancy footwork. When he went for a straightforward strike, he usually had a silly grin like now.

I shifted the staff so that it was alongside my body with my arm tucked in close. It was almost as long as I was tall and made of smooth oak, with knots where the tree limbs had once been. The wood was reddish-brown and polished, and easy to handle. Papa’s staff was a head taller than me and as black as night, with white writing painted
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