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      Our front door was kicked in when we arrived home from Granddad’s funeral.

      “Colt!” Mom jerked her arm out in front of me like she does when the car makes a sudden stop.  “Don’t go in.”

      I kicked the snow off my boots, leaving thick dirty clumps on the front mat, and dodged under Mom’s hand. “I’ll check it out.” Granddad used to be the man in the family. It was up to me now.

      Mom grabbed the back of my shirt. “Stop! The burglar could still be inside.”

      My older sister, Melissa, pulled out her cell phone. She tapped her red-painted fingernail into the screen. Her brown, piercing eyes, which looked just like mine, darted between Mom and me. “I’ll call the police.”

      I twisted away from Mom. “I can take care of things.” I pretended to be a cop and strutted into the kitchen. I wasn’t afraid.  We didn’t have anything anyone would want, anyway. I bet the burglar didn’t stick around long.

      In the kitchen, Granddad’s old basset hound chewed happily on a hunk of raw meat. He lay underneath a dirty white wall where a calendar with a picture of the Rochester falls running in a steady stream cascaded through the month of March. We never gave Mr. Pooch raw food because he had a small diarrhea problem, and he ruined the carpets with his doggie stains. Mom said we were never going to get the deposit back on the apartment. I didn’t mention that the apartment manager didn’t even know we'd inherited Granddad’s dog. “Dog has a piece of raw meat!” I hollered.

      “What?” Mom scurried into the kitchen toward Mr. Pooch. “Give me that!” She stuck out her hand.

      I doubted Mr. Pooch was going to hand Mom his meat.

      “Stay here!” I said in my deepest voice. “I’ll scope out the rest of the apartment.”

      I stalked into the living room. The heavy, black curtains were still closed, blocking out the Rochester City recycling center. The curtains never did a good job keeping out the sound of the crunching glass and flattening cardboard machines. I grabbed the remote control and clicked on the buttons. We didn’t have a flat-screen TV. We had one of the old-style big-box TVs. It worked most of the time.

      “Everything looks good,” I said. “The TV is still here and working.”  I couldn’t really see robbers hauling away a TV that weighed more than my bed anyway.

      “Don’t touch anything!” Mom yanked the control out of my hands. “We want to get the crooks’ fingerprints.” She peered around the room and lowered her voice. “They might even still be here.”

      I shook my head and shrugged. “I doubt it.” Mom had a flair for the melodramatic. Granddad tried to keep a lid on her drama by not encouraging her fear. I hoped to be like him, but at twelve I hadn’t learned how to censor myself too well, something which my teachers and school counselor said caused trouble for me.

      “The police are on their way.” Melissa peered around the room. A strand of thin blond hair slipped out of her barrette and dropped into her eye.  She pushed it out of the way. We shared the same type of hair, thin and scraggly. But Melissa tried to change hers with color treatments, straightening and curling. None of it worked, and the hair ended up in big gobs in our bathtub sink.

      I turned and headed into my dining-room "bedroom." A few weeks ago, Melissa quit her job at the ski resort and moved home, but she didn’t tell us why she left. After a heated discussion, Mom gave Melissa my room and I moved to the dining room.  I stared at the empty place at the end of my bed.

      “Mom!” I hollered. “Granddad’s trunk is missing.” A small, angry cloud rose inside me. The cloud promised to erupt into a storm. The storm threatened to grow so big it would rise up and out of the house and take over the entire block, the entire city, the entire state. Granddad gave the trunk to me before he died. It was the last thing he gave me, and now someone else had it. I blinked. I squinted. I rubbed my eyes. It didn’t matter. The trunk with Granddad’s antique toys was gone.

      “The police are here,” Melissa said, as she followed a tall, dark-haired man into the dining room.

      “That was fast.” Mom whirled around.

      “I was around the corner. Your daughter said there's been a robbery?”

      “Someone stole Granddad’s trunk.” I walked up to the officer and looked him in the eye. “You have to find it.” I read the small, gold name tag on his blue vest. "Officer Tim.”

      Mom wiped her eyes with a balled-up tissue. “I’m sorry. We’re a little upset. We were at my dad’s funeral and now his trunk is missing.”

      "I'm sorry for your loss." Officer Tim pulled out a small notebook and pen from his pocket. “This sounds like an obit robbery.”

      “Who?” I tried to see what Officer Tim was writing, but he moved the notebook away from me. I crossed my hands across my chest and leaned back, studying Officer Tim as if he was a specimen in my science lab.

      “Obit robberies,” Officer Tim said. “Robbers find out when a funeral is held. They rob the family during the funeral. Did many people know your grandfather?”

      “Everyone knew him! He invented the Springy Jig.” Every year, Granddad’s toy was voted the best summer toy by the Rochester toy shops. The waterfront shop always placed a big poster in their window. In the summer, Granddad brought a bag filled with his toys to the lake. He walked up and down the lakeshore beach and showed everyone how to toss it into the air so the springs released and it floated to the ground in a gentle swirl before landing with a slight plop, only to pop back up again and dance in the air like a kite.  I loved helping Granddad. We picked out just the right kids to receive a toy for free. It was like playing Santa Claus in the middle of summer.

      “Sorry.”  Officer Tim shook his head. “I haven’t heard of him.”

      I scowled. “Maybe you know his house. At Christmas, Granddad set up Santa’s workshop. He had the best light display on his street. I helped him string the lights.” I swallowed the lump in my throat. Who would set up Granddad’s Santa workshop this year?

      Officer Tim shook his head. “I don’t know that house.”

      I kicked a piece of the shaggy carpet. Who was this police officer and why didn’t he know anything about Granddad? Everyone knew Granddad. Everyone!

      “Can’t you find these obit robbers?” Melissa asked. Her voice tilted upward in that polite tone she used for adults to get what she wanted. She perfected it in high school and easily won the contest for collecting the most donations every year in the canned-food drive. Even when I stood with her outside the grocery stores and handed out flyers printed with a list of items the food bank needed, I never could get anyone to pay attention to me, not like Melissa. Melissa oozed charm that made people want to do things for her. I had the opposite problem: no one wanted to do anything for me. Now I waited to see how Officer Tim would respond.

      “We haven’t been able to yet. The crimes have picked up all winter,” Officer Tim said. He gave away no sign that he was swayed by Melissa. At his side, a walkie-talkie crackled. Officer Tim clicked a knob and it went silent. “I’ll add this one to the list. If we hear something, we’ll let you know.”

      “That’s it?” The storm inside me gurgled. “That’s all you’re going to do?”

      “Sorry, son,” Officer Tim said. “We’ll do the best we can and let you know if we find something.”

      I balled my fists. “If you can’t find out who stole Granddad’s toys, I will!”

      Officer Tim turned and looked me in the eye. “Things aren’t always what they seem,” he said, and stepped out the broken door.

      I picked up a cushion from the couch and hurled it at the wall. Things were exactly as they seemed. Granddad’s toys were stolen.
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      The next day it took a long time to bike home from school. The snow started falling during second-period math, and by two-thirty, fluffy layers covered the ground. I loved snow during the winter, but by March, I, along with everyone else, was tired of the enormous, gray slushy piles which lines the roadways and made riding my bike to and from school a chore. I was wiped by the time I chained the bike to the rack outside our apartment building.

      The lock on the front door was still busted and I gave it a big shove to open. Mom sat on the living-room couch. Thursdays were Mom’s nights off from the janitorial service. I always tried to give her a little space. “Hey, Mom.” I tiptoed around the couch.

      Mom glanced up at me and smiled. “Hey, Colt.”  Dark circles rimmed her eyes and her hair stuck up in places. She’d been sleeping on the couch since Melissa moved home a few weeks ago. Mom said their rooms were too close together and Melissa liked to talk on her cell phone and she wanted to give her space. I wasn’t entirely sure that was the real reason. Mom hadn’t been sleeping since Granddad died, and I often heard the TV playing into the wee hours of the morning.

      Melissa hadn’t found a new job yet and sat at the dining-room table, working on a resume. I didn’t know why a resume was necessary. She hadn’t worked at anything but coffee shops and I couldn’t see how that would pay her part of the rent Mom insisted she contribute now that she was home again. I really wanted to know why she left her job at the ski resort, working in their fancy restaurant as a waitress. It was the first full-time job she’d landed since graduating from high school last spring and she only stayed three months. Ski season still had weeks to go before ending, and then she could have stayed for the summer hiking season. Mom tried every day to ask her about why she left, but Melissa kept repeating she was taking some time off to “find herself.” I wondered why she was lost and how much time did it take to find yourself. I hoped not too much longer because I really wanted my room back.

      Melissa waved a printed newsletter at me. “There’s an art show at your school. Mom doesn’t work tonight.” Melissa tucked a strand of blond hair behind her ear. “We should all go see your art.”

      “I don’t think that’s a very good idea,” I mumbled. I liked sixth-grade art class, but I had to be inspired. I liked to walk around the room and look at everyone else’s art, but Ms. Richards didn’t like walking around. She gave me one warning and then wrote passes to the counselor’s office. Ever since I started middle school last fall, I spent a lot of time in the counselor’s office, and very little time actually doing art.

      “The art show is a great idea.” Mom stepped into the kitchen. “I’d like to see your school work. You don’t bring very much of it home.”

      “I’m hungry.” I pulled open the refrigerator door and stuck my head inside. I needed to think of a good reason why my art wasn’t at the show.

      “Why don’t you pull out the package of hamburger meat?” Mom asked. “I’ll make some spaghetti. It’s your favorite.”

      Spaghetti. My stomach rumbled as I grabbed the meat. A ten-pound weight crashed into me: Granddad loved cooking spaghetti. Granddad always asked me to help chop up the green peppers and onions. Suddenly, I couldn’t breathe. An elephant lay against my chest and wouldn’t move.

      “Colt?” Mom placed her hand on my back. “Are you okay?”

      I yanked my head out from the refrigerator. “I’m not really hungry.”

      I scurried out of the kitchen and hustled into my dining-room bedroom. I wished for a door with a lock. From the kitchen, I heard Melissa say, “It’s okay, Mom, just give him some space.”

      Score one for Melissa. I crash-landed onto my bed and lay flat on my back, staring at the ceiling. Where did someone go when they died? Could Granddad see me? Could he follow me around all day and see what I was doing? Was he in the bedroom with me right now?

      Granddad had been sick for about a month before he died. They put him in a special rehab home. I went to visit him once, but he didn’t look like Granddad. His face was gray and there were all these tubes sticking out of him. He didn’t open his eyes when I was there.  I didn’t go back. I didn’t want to remember Granddad on that bed.

      I sat up and balled a fistful of blanket. I stared at the empty space at the end of the bed. After Granddad died, Mom said we could take a few things from his house to our apartment across town before Mom listed the house for sale. I loved Granddad’s house. It had four bedrooms and a big loft as well as a large kitchen which always had good things cooking. We visited Granddad a lot, but never spent the night. Mom said the neighborhood wasn’t good, but I never saw anything bad. Sometimes, Granddad said he wished we could move in and fill the empty bedrooms of Mom’s childhood home, but Mom wouldn’t even consider it. Whenever the subject came up, her lips closed up tight and her eyes narrowed. I guessed living next to the city recycling center was better than living in a bad neighborhood, whatever that meant.

      The day we visited Granddad’s house, I chose his trunk he kept in the living room and used as a coffee table. Mom and I hauled the old black trunk with fake-gold latches that didn’t work very well upstairs to our apartment and opened it. Inside were backgammon and chess games. The tracks for Granddad’s train set lay neatly linked together alongside metal train cars.  Granddad always set up his train set at Christmas. I loved the car with the cat on the side of it. Granddad said it was the Chelsea Cat car. At the bottom of the trunk was a complete iron circus set, including a circus tent, elephants, and a girl who looked like she could swing on a trapeze. There were also several metal toys along with small cars and boats, which all looked very old.

      Now I flipped onto my stomach, leaned down, and touched the floor where the trunk had been. Why would a thief want Granddad’s toys?  Was something else inside the trunk besides toys? Was there a hidden compartment I missed? I admitted sometimes I overlooked things; everyone at school said I had this problem of going too fast and not slowing down long enough to think things through before I acted. I never really listened because it seemed to me everyone was always trying to tell me how to be different, and sometimes I just wanted someone to say I didn’t have to change. I did the best I thought I could, but some things were really a puzzle. I wanted to be friends with people, but it seemed like something always eluded me and I ended up by myself a lot.

      “Colt?” Mom stood in doorway of the dining room “Do you want to eat?”

      “Did Granddad have secrets?” I rolled off the bed.

      Mom frowned. “Don’t we all have secrets?”

      “Big secrets.” I followed Mom into the kitchen and took a plate of spaghetti noodles from Melissa.

      “Where is this going?” Mom ladled a heaping scoop of steaming spaghetti sauce onto my plate. Some of it ran off the side and along the edges of the plate. I dropped a noodle into my mouth. It slithered down my throat.

      “Nowhere.” I shrugged. I had to keep my thoughts under wraps. I wasn’t going to tell Mom or Melissa anything, not until the robbery was solved. I could already picture it: I’d come walking through the door with Granddad’s trunk. I’d be a hero. Everyone would know my name and say, He’s just like his Granddad, a good man. All of my past faults would disappear and I’d be respected, just like Granddad.

      “Let the police solve the robbery.” Mom’s mouth tightened. “That’s their job.”

      “Mmm . . .” I mumbled and took a bite of spaghetti. Then I coughed and spit the sauced noodles into my napkin. It didn’t taste anything like Granddad’s spaghetti.
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      The car clock glowed 7:52. We were fifty-two minutes late to the art show. It was Melissa’s fault: after dinner, she had to take a “very important phone call.” Now, she sat in the front seat and clutched her cell phone in her lap. Her jaw clenched and she stared straight ahead of her into the dark night.  Occasionally, she reached up and pulled her heavy jacket hoodie, lined with fake fur, closer around her face, as if she could disappear. I did this a lot at school in the counselor’s office and knew how she felt, but I didn’t know why.

      Mom circled the slushy school parking lot. The piles of snow took up a lot of space at the edges of the lot. “What kind of art do you have at the show?”

      “A dragon!” I lied. I wished I was a dragon who could ride away from the school. Mr. Pooch’s thick body leaned against me. Whenever we left the apartment, we had to take Mr. Pooch. Mom worried he might bark and a neighbor would tell the manager, who would charge us the pet fee of a couple hundred dollars, something Mom didn’t have at all. Mr. Pooch got a lot of car rides.

      “A dragon?” Mom’s voice raised an octave. “You must have worked hard on it and you never said a word.” She finally snagged a parking spot near the front door and turned off the car.

      “It’s a dragon clay pot.” The eighth graders designed clay pots; they dried on the rack near my assigned seat. If I did have something at the art show, I would have wanted it to be a dragon clay pot, not the silly watercolor paintings the sixth graders created.

      Mom and Melissa stepped out of the car. I patted Mr. Pooch and pointed toward the towel we kept in the backseat. “Lie down,” I directed. Mr. Pooch turned in a circle, but didn’t settle down. Instead he pressed his nose to the glass and stared outside. He wasn’t any better at following directions than me.

      I shut the car door and turned to the gym. Kids and parents streamed out of the brightly lit gymnasium. My stomach turned over in a jerky dance. I was going to need some fancy footwork to get out of the lies I’d told tonight.

      “I’m so glad we were able to come tonight.” Mom hugged the top of my shoulders.

      A sixth grader didn’t want to be seen hugging his mom. I wiggled away from her.

      Mom frowned at me.

      I didn’t know how to explain the rules of middle school, so I pulled open the gym double doors. “After you.” I smiled at Mom. Mom returned the smile and she and Melissa stepped into the foyer. I breathed a sigh of relief. I was still in Mom’s favor. Since Granddad died, Mom and Melissa were the only people left who at least said they liked being with me.

      A laminated sign hung from the table: TICKETS.

      “The art show costs money?” Mom frowned.

      “Whoops!” I whirled around. “Guess we’ll have to go.”

      Mom always said Melissa sped through everything and didn’t take her time, and for once, I was glad Melissa didn’t read the flyer carefully. Mom never would have agreed to go if she knew we had to pay. Mom didn’t believe in paying for school events. She said we paid enough in taxes. Melissa and I knew better than to mention that Mom didn’t have money for school events; her salary as a janitor only stretched for our basic needs and even then, we relied a lot on the community groups who handed out things like backpacks stuffed full of school supplies every fall. Granddad never minded paying for anything. He always gave extra when we went to the high-school football games. Granddad loved football. He stomped his feet and made a lot of noise when he cheered for his teams playing on TV.

      Counselor stepped up to the table. “I’ve got your tickets.” He placed a ten-dollar bill on the table. Counselor wore his usual rumpled white dress shirt, scuffed loafers, and dress pants. But he had changed his tie from earlier in the day. Instead of his red and blue paisley tie, this one had baseballs on it. I liked Counselor’s ties.

      I waited to hear Mom tell Counselor we didn’t take charity, but Melissa sailed past the table. “It still looks the same,” she said. “Just like when I went to school here.” I didn’t say anything, but Melissa’s experience at middle school had been a lot different than mine had been so far. She’d been popular and well-liked by all the teachers, where I pretty much skated along the edges of the concrete walls hoping someone might at least talk to me or give me a friendly smile.

      “I’ll have Colt bring you money tomorrow,” Mom said. She tilted her lips upward, but the smile didn’t reach her eyes. It was the look she used when she had no intention of paying someone back, but she didn’t know how to get out of it. I’d seen it often whenever we were the recipients of some well-meaning church or community group who showed up delivering holiday gifts or bags of a supposed Thanksgiving dinner which really amounted to a gift card for ten dollars to the grocery store, an empty pie shell, a can of cranberries and a can of pumpkin—none of which Mom could ever do anything with—and we hauled the whole bag over to Granddad, who slipped it into his cupboards and made us his own Thanksgiving meal. Mom and Melissa had mastered skills for how to maneuver through the well-meaning people life threw at us. I, however, still had a lot to
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