
[image: image]


[image: image]



Dedication

For Ruby and Rahul

[image: image]





Contents

Cover

Title Page

Dedication

One

Two

Three

Four

Five

Six

Seven

Eight

Nine

Ten

Eleven

Twelve

Fourteen

Fifteen

Sixteen

Seventeen

Eighteen

Nineteen

Twenty

Twenty-One

Twenty-Two

Twenty-Three

Twenty-Four

Twenty-Five

Twenty-Six

Twenty-Seven

Twenty-Eight

Twenty-Nine

Thirty

Acknowledgments

About the Author

Copyright

About the Publisher



One

THERE’S NOTHING MORE HEART-STOPPING THAN THE wheeze of an empty glue bottle the night before a big school project is due.

“Come on come on come on.” I shake the bottle and squeeze again. Not one white glob of grade-saving adhesive. Not even a drop.

I chuck the bottle toward my trash can. It sails clear over the heap of school uniforms on my bed, past an ankle-high stack of old notebooks and worksheets.

I miss.

I thump my forehead down on my desk and sigh. My eyebrow lands in a wet smudge of green paint.

The curse. Got to be the curse. Like straight black hair and those little chicken-skin bumps on my upper arms, bad luck is in my genes.

I guess I should be thankful that at least my whole family tree board hasn’t spontaneously combusted. I transfer my precious deck of Robo-Warrior cards over to my bookcase, just in case. My cards will stay nice and safe next to my geography bee participation trophy and the palm-size Virgin Mary figurine from Grandpa Carlo.

Bad-luck curse or not, I need to finish this board to have any hope of keeping those Robo-Warrior cards. Mom threatened to take away the deck if my social studies grade slips any further. After a worksheet fluttered down a storm drain and a report jammed our printer so badly we had to scrap the whole machine, I can’t afford another missed assignment. That Robo-Warrior deck is the only thing standing between me and total lunchtime isolation: the only thing that makes the other seventh-graders forget years’ worth of my clumsiness and mishaps. I lean back and peer over at my cousin’s open, lit-up window.

We live in an older and more crowded part of the suburbs, and the distance between my window and Sharkey’s is exactly ten feet. If anyone would have glue, it’d be my perfect-at-everything cousin.

I slide open my window. Music blares from the top-of-the-line tablet Sharkey gets to use when she’s done with homework, a reward for her straight A pluses last year. Meanwhile, my parents’ strict restrictions on screens, phones, tablets, and any digital connection to the outside world basically push me back into the Stone Age. The only reason I even have a cell phone is so they can tell me when they’ll be late to pick me up after school. And that cell phone is now locked and docked in the kitchen, off-limits the second we get home.

I yell to my cousin across this small divide.

“Hey, Sharkey, you there?”

I don’t see her, but her voice sails between our houses. “Leave me alone, Freddie. America’s Dance Champs is streaming live.”

“It’s an emergency!”

There’s a frustrated groan and the squeak of a chair before Sharkey appears at her window. She’s holding Auntie Sisi’s Pomeranian, Biscuit. They both glare at me for the interruption. Sharkey’s already in her pajamas: a faded Yellowstone National Park T-shirt from our family vacation two years ago (during which I stepped in bison dung) and purple bike shorts. “You have ten seconds.”

“You got any glue?”

She shakes her head, and her shiny, black, chin-length hair swishes around her round, light-brown face. There was a brief time, as preschoolers, that she and I had the same bowl-shaped haircut. I don’t know if that old haircut is better or worse than the one I sport these days.

“Sorry. Fresh out. Used the last of it on my board yesterday.” She tosses in a satisfied smirk, rubbing a handful of verbal salt into my wounds. She’s the one who suggested I start my project earlier, but I spent the last few afternoons lost in a paperback Robo-Warrior strategy guide.

I groan and loll my head back.

“Maybe your dad has some in the garage. He has everything in there,” she adds. She’s trying to be helpful, but the thought of digging around my family’s overstuffed, cobwebby cavern of a garage grosses me out. She begins to shut the window. “Good luck with your project.”

Her voice and the tinny pop music behind her fade away.

The whole house trembles with the rumble of thunder. San Diego isn’t known for its April showers, but now sheets of rain start to smack against the roof.

I barely close my own window in time to keep the carpet from getting soaked. My shirt looks like I tried to drink a glass of water and missed my mouth completely.

I trudge toward the kitchen. My eyes rove the cluttered house for anything I could use to paste together this thick poster-size board, the handwritten name and date plates, and all those leaves I had to cut out for the “tree” visual. But dusty wineglasses, fake orchids, and a faded reprint of da Vinci’s The Last Supper aren’t going to help me demonstrate my A-plus-worthy (okay, B plus, if we’re being honest) knowledge of my family tree.

Mom sets down her tea when my bare feet slap onto the cold kitchen linoleum. Her long black hair is pulled back into a ponytail, and she’s got her purple-rimmed reading glasses on as she sorts the pile of mail in front of her.

There’s even more mail stacked on the speckled gray countertop. A few weeks’ worth of ads and bills are wedged between the coffee maker and the microwave that’s been unplugged for months. What’s that saying? Mail, mail, everywhere, but not a drop of glue?

Mom frowns at the speck of paint on my brow. “How’s the project, Freddie? Almost done?”

I shift from side to side. No point in fudging the truth about my procrastination. She’ll find out anyway if I get a bad grade back on my progress report.

“Almost. Ninety-nine percent of the way there. But I’m out of glue.”

I wince at the I’ve-told-you-time-and-time-again look that flares in her dark brown eyes. My eyes are like hers, though mine probably look a lot more nervous.

“Can you use a stapler?” Her annoyance drips out with every word. Her mouth is a leaky faucet of disappointment.

I shake my head. “All out of staples. I used the last ones on my book report last week.” I’d spent an hour fishing misshapen staples out of the faulty hunk of metal. The Ruiz family curse isn’t the darkest, most dangerous one ever cast, but it sure makes my life a lot trickier.

As if seventh grade isn’t tricky enough.

“How about rice?” Mom asks.

I shudder at the memories of projects cobbled together with last-minute rice substitution. I should’ve learned my lesson about keeping a full bottle of glue on hand after that lumpy White Fang collage last year. But I’d rather take smeared sticky rice over the current alternative: a stick-figure tree and a handful of loose paper leaves.

If I don’t find some adhesive soon, I might as well hand over my Robo-Warrior deck to Mom now and plan on eating lunch alone this week.

“Do we have any rice left?”

Mom lifts her teacup and takes a sip. “Look with your eyes, not with your mouth, Freddie.”

I peer into the rice cooker, in its permanent place of honor next to the free calendar we got from the Asian supermarket. The metallic gray pot is missing.

“What’s with the cereal on the floor?” I ask, edging past the crunchy mound of sugary Os to cross the kitchen.

Mom shrugs. “Your dad wanted something sweet after dinner and spilled. But we can’t clean it up until morning. You know what Apong Rosing would say if she caught us sweeping at night.”

“Sweeping out the fortune,” I say, repeating the warning drilled into us by Dad’s superstitious grandmother. I leap over some already crushed Os to reach the sink.

My heart dives when I find the rice pot soaking, empty. We usually cook enough rice to feed an army, but Apong Rosing must have had an appetite tonight, of all nights. She tends to be hungrier on days when she has dialysis, a treatment that cleans her blood because her kidneys need a little help doing so. And none of us are ever going to deny our tiny but fierce elder a second or third serving.

“Nothing left. Can’t we just go buy glue? It’ll be quick, I promise.”

A fresh clap of thunder rattles the sliding glass door. “No way we’re going out in this weather, Freddie. Other people don’t know how to drive in the rain.” She sets down her teacup. “Besides, do you know how expensive gas is?”

“Yes, Mom.” Because Dad grumbled about it when we got stuck in traffic on the way home today. “I guess I’ll check the garage, then.”

Mom nods. “Good idea.”

Of course she likes Sharkey’s solution and not mine.

I sweep a weak beam of light around the dark garage, squinting as I make my way to the toolbox. The flashlight’s flickering glow skims piles of chipped-paint folding chairs, frayed cardboard boxes, and probably a dozen spiders waiting to pounce on me. The batteries in this flashlight are dying, and the garage lightbulb is broken.

Apong Rosing first told me about the Ruiz family curse when I was nine. Sharkey and I, surrounded by our hard-earned trick-or-treat stash on the living room carpet, tore into our favorites. Two bites into an Almond Joy, I started coughing when a piece of coconut stuck to my windpipe. Apong dislodged it with a hearty slap on my back. Screeching, Mom insisted that she either cut up my Halloween candy into sensible bites (like they do for toddlers) or that I give up the whole bag. When I complained, Apong sided with me.

“It’s not Freddie’s fault,” Apong had said, stealing a Reese’s from my pile on the floor. “These annoyances are all part of the family curse.”

At first, I hadn’t believed her. Sharkey and I had even laughed at the idea that bad luck had haunted my dad’s family across generations. Dad and Mom declared it all pure nonsense. Mom monitored me as I meticulously chewed through one fun-size bag of M&M’s, then she brought the rest of my candy to work the next day.

But after suffering through a scientifically higher-than-normal amount of bad-stuff incidents—stumbles off the school stage, randomized cafeteria cleanup jobs that always pin me with the grossest tasks, and worst of all, ending up the target of not one, but two bird poops on picture day—I had to admit the truth.

I’m cursed.

Bad luck follows me like toilet paper stuck to my shoe.

Want to try a new activity? Dive into something you enjoy? Most kids don’t give these things a second thought. I know Sharkey doesn’t. She climbs up and up, with her stellar grades and growing hordes of close friends. She and most kids don’t have to worry about some curse randomly tripping them up and making them look foolish in front of the entire school. They don’t have to play it ultrasafe just to get through the day without giving anyone a reason to point and laugh and whisper. But then again, she and most kids aren’t cursed.

No glue in the toolbox. Only some mismatched nuts, screws, and nails. I shove the whole thing aside. If I continue rooting around in there, I’ll probably end up pricking myself with a rusty screw and getting tetanus.

I wriggle past a stack of plastic bins marked CHRISTMAS to reach the worktable. I grab the handle of the top drawer, as rusty as the nails and screws I just sifted through. My palms are damp from the moisture in the air. I tug once: not even a budge.

Tightening my hold on the drawer handle, I pull again. This time, the drawer creaks open a half inch. I shift the flashlight to my other hand, plant my feet, and yank.

The drawer flies out of the table. I stumble back, landing on a lumpy garbage bag of clothes that should’ve been donated months ago. The drawer’s contents clatter across the floor.

I inspect all the junk strewn around me. My flashlight beam lands on a small tube with a red cap partially hidden underneath some yellowed receipts and rusty safety pins. I reach for the tube and prick my finger on an open pin.

Holding my breath, I twist open the red cap. A drop of clear glue shines in the light. My shoulders droop in relief just as the storm lets out another boom of thunder. I screw the tube closed quickly, preserving every possible dot of glue.

As I shift to stand, a gleam of gold on the floor twinkles in the flashlight’s bluish beam. It must have been tucked away in the drawer with the glue. I reach out carefully. My fingers brush a piece of metal, warmer than it should be in this stormy weather.

I scoop it up and inspect it. It’s a thick gold coin dangling from a dirty, cracked string of leather. The gold buzzes, almost electric against my skin.

Lightning flashes through the side-door window, casting light on the coin’s faint features. There’s an outline of what must have been a face. Whatever nose, eyes, and mouth had been cast into this thing have long since worn away. Around the face are long vertical pillars, like prison bars. There must have been words surrounding the sun on the other side of the coin, but those are unreadable now too.

The flashlight dies, and I sigh into the darkness.

I stumble my way out. When I shut the door behind me, an odd shiver slithers down my spine, as if someone—or something—followed me out of the garage. There’s no one else in the hallway, though. Must be the damp from the storm.

Shoving away the icky feeling in my gut, I pocket the superglue and coin.

I’ve got a family tree to save.





Two

I YAWN WIDE.

It’s Tuesday, which means morning Mass day at Holy Redeemer Academy. All of us seventh-graders are up near the top of the creaky wooden bleachers, wedged between the eighth-graders above and the lower grades below. Despite her usual attempts to stay as far away as possible from you’re-so-klutzy-and-embarrassing me, Sharkey’s on my right. There are hundreds of us in the same blue and white uniforms, so if I fall asleep, the teachers won’t be able to pick me out of a crowd, right?

I shake the daring thought out of my head and pray some of the sleepiness goes with it too. With my terrible luck, I’ll probably plunk straight out of the bleachers and land at Father Walter’s loafered feet.

It takes a kick to the shin from Sharkey for me to realize that the rest of the school is standing.

“Keep up!” she whispers.

Easy for her to say. She didn’t stay up all night, hunched over construction paper pieces and superglue.

The Ruiz family curse only affects Ruizes, and she’s a Mendoza. Her father is my mom’s second cousin, or something like that. I’m honestly not a hundred percent sure, because Mom and Dad make me call every other Filipino we know uncle, auntie, or cousin.

I scramble to my feet and raise my palms to the sky like everyone else is, waiting for Father Walter’s cue to start the prayer.

From the waist up, Sharkey is a model Holy Redeemer student. But, as usual, her sneakers tap to a beat playing in her head. She’s one of the star b-girls on the Wyld Beasts, the best youth break-dancing crew in the county. With their Spring Showcase coming up, she takes every free second to run through her dance moves, physically or in her head. From the looks of some of the other fidgeting feet around me, a couple of her crew members in our class—messy-curled Dale, who thinks he’s too cool to be friendly, and freckled Layla, always in a sweater two sizes too big—are doing the same.

Part of me wishes I could hear and move to that beat like Sharkey does. But complicated moves, inherited clumsiness, and bad luck don’t mix, and I’ve found that runs true in most of the activities the other seventh-graders love. My lifelong streak of bad luck even got me kicked out of orchestra, when a wide swing of my trumpet case sent all the music stands toppling over like dominos. Sometimes, being cursed is more lonely than I’d like to admit.

I shuffle to my right to avoid getting kicked in one of Sharkey’s stray moves, and something thunks lightly against my leg: the amulet.

My fingers itch to bring it out for a better look.

I was analyzing it at breakfast this morning when Apong Rosing spotted it. She said it belonged to her brother, Ramon.

“It’s an anting-anting. An amulet, or a kind of good luck charm that keeps the owner safe from harm. Some people even believe anting-anting give them . . .” She flitted her wrinkled brown hand in the air, like she was drawing the correct English word out from the cosmos. “Magical powers. Different people will tell you different rules about anting-anting, but no one doubts magic this powerful.”

Her mention of luck had made me curious. An anting-anting that could bring good luck—or heck, even nonbad luck—would be life-changing. I’ve got a list a mile long of things I want to try, or try again, without the worry of getting hurt, embarrassed, or (and most likely) both. Dance crews, band, any other group activity requiring coordinated, nonclumsy movement: this coin might be the key to all of it.

But then Apong went on to talk about reviving this old anting-anting with an albularyo or a priest. At the notion of activating jewelry to unlock magic, Dad handed me my lunch and shuffled me off to school.

Then he gave me the routine warning against believing my great-grandmother’s Filipino fairy tales and not encouraging her “nonsense.” He and Mom were both born here, and Dad says he had a hard enough time fitting in without the added layers of superstition and beliefs from overseas. So my parents’ solution is to reject all of it, despite what Apong and I think, and they don’t even want to hear a word otherwise.

Don’t get me wrong: my parents love and value Apong, but balancing this respect for her and their heritage with what they think “American” looks like is an everyday struggle. Which is why I can’t speak any Filipino languages but Dad still waited until morning to sweep up his cereal mess.

I can’t shake the feeling that there’s something to Apong’s tale about anting-anting that holds just the smallest ounce of truth. Or maybe it’s just me really hoping it’s true, because of how much I need that good luck.

No matter how much I want to take a second look at the coin, the teachers’ eyes scan the bleachers like prison spotlights, so I decide against it. I keep my hands lifted and start the prayer with everyone else.

“Our Father . . .”

I stop. The words that flow out of my mouth don’t sound like my own.

I clear my throat with a quick cough and join the prayer again. Still, something sounds weird. My words come out with an eerie echo, like there’s a chorus of a dozen voices whispering along with me.

Is this a prank?

A shadow flits at the edge of my vision. I glance around, expecting to catch some of the other seventh-graders giggling at me, but no one’s paying me any attention.

Creeped out, I stop speaking altogether. To my horror, these faceless whispers go on without me, now joined by the low beat of faint drums.

I can’t figure out where the drums are coming from. They’re definitely not coming from Ms. McCoy’s decade-old keyboard.

A warm breeze brushes my neck, despite the solidly closed gym doors. The air grows humid and smells of lush plants and damp earth. There’s no way those scents could’ve come from outside: there’s only blacktop and mud surrounding the building.

My pulse picks up. I struggle to make sense of what’s happening, all without drawing the attention of my hawk-eyed teachers. Sure, I had a late night finishing up the family tree board, but the lack of sleep wouldn’t explain these hallucinations. Is this food poisoning? How old were those eggs that Dad cooked this morning?

A growing heat at my side snags my thoughts away from breakfast. I peer down, trying to pin the source. All the spit in my mouth evaporates when I notice the glowing golden circle in the pocket of my navy blue pants.

The amulet.

I lower one of my hands to fish the coin out. I have no desire to test the flammability of these uniforms.

From the side of the bleachers, one of the teachers gives a pointed cough. I glance up in time to see her raise her eyebrow at me.

Smoldering pants or detention and the wrath of my parents? I gulp and make a quick decision. I force my hand back up to prayer position and manage to join the rest of the school for the final “Amen.”

With the prayer over, my senses slowly right themselves. I blink, and the shadows that had crept at the corners of my eyes disappear. The stale air of the gym has returned. My ears no longer ring with phantom voices or unseen drums. The amulet in my pocket has cooled and stopped glowing.

But, arguably worse, I’m the only one still standing. Sharkey, lips pressed tight in a frown, tugs at my belt loop to pull me down to my seat.

Giggles flutter out from the eighth-graders behind me somewhere, and my face warms. I drop onto the bleacher with a thud.

Sharkey leans over, her choppy black bangs swinging across her forehead. On her face is the teensiest hint of worry—just enough to outweigh her annoyance with me. “What’s wrong?”

With the teachers’ eyes back on Father Walter, I pull the amulet out of my pocket. Where there had been a vague outline of a person on the coin’s face this morning, there’s now the beginnings of eyes, a broad nose, a full mouth, and a sharp chin. I blink hard, but the evidence stares back at me: the solid gold amulet is somehow restoring itself. A chill shoots all the way down to my toes.

I peek up at Sharkey, and I’m surprised I’m able to form words to answer her question at all. “Everything.”





Three

I SLAM THE BATHROOM STALL SHUT AND PRESS MY BACK against the cold metal. My heart has kept up its unhealthy galloping since the second I noticed the change in the amulet. My class has PE right after Tuesday Mass, so I only had to stumble a few feet toward the boys’ locker room after Father Walter dismissed us. This gives me a good five minutes to clear my head and change into my PE clothes.

My fingers trembling, I remove the amulet from my pocket. I squint to inspect it, hoping that what I saw earlier was just a trick of the bluish gym light.

But no, I see it even clearer in here. There is definitely a face where just a worn outline used to be.

“What is going on?” I whisper to myself. I run my thumb over the coin, confirming that it’s still made of the same solid gold.

Then the eyes in the coin face blink.

My screech echoes through the entire bathroom. The amulet slips out of my hands, and I barely catch it by the leather string before it plops into the toilet.

The main bathroom door creaks open with some of the boys in my class heading for the locker room. Dale’s bragging about going ATV riding this weekend, and another boy, Benjamin, is asking someone to sniff his PE shirt to see if it’s clean.

I stifle my loud breathing. I don’t want to draw any more attention to myself after my awkwardness during Mass. They already think I’m weird. And if I want to avoid the wrath of the PE teacher, Mrs. Barnes, I need to get out of this bathroom stall and get changed too.

But no way am I going to run laps around the track with an eye-blinking gold coin in my shorts pocket. I start to shove it into my bag.

“Hoy!” a faint voice calls.

Oh no.

My mouth goes desert dry.

I don’t think I want to know where that voice is coming from.

Maybe I plummeted off the bleachers and am hallucinating all of this while EMTs are desperately trying to bring me back to consciousness. At least then I’d have a reason for seeing and hearing these things that make zero sense.

Summoning all my courage, I lift the coin up to my eye level.

The face of a teenage boy, now clear cut on the coin, frowns. “Who are you?” it snaps.

“Freddie. Who are you?”

No big deal. Just talking to a coin in the bathroom.

The boy purses his lips, like he doesn’t want to answer. How does a phantom coin face have so much attitude?

“Ramon. Ramon Ruiz,” he says after a moment.

My legs almost give out beneath me. Ramon Ruiz.

I know that name.

From the fog of my thoughts comes the realization that I recognize his face too. It’s that smug seventeen-year-old in the yellowing, fake-mother-of-pearl frame on Apong Rosing’s oak dresser. It’s a portrait of her family: her father, dapper in a suit; her mother, glamorous in a long Maria Clara gown. A six-year-old Apong Rosing—simply Rosa back then—stares impishly into the camera. Her brother, already as tall as their father, stands straight-backed next to her with his sharp chin held high. They were wealthy and happy then. But that was before World War II crept onto the shores of the Philippines. Filipinos and Americans fought against the invading forces of Imperial Japan. Apong and her parents fled into the mountains for safety. But her brother didn’t join them.

And I’m staring at him right now.

“You’re Apong Rosing’s brother,” I mutter. “I’m—you’re my—I’m your great-grandnephew.” I’m torn between excitement and sheer panic. “How is this possible?”

Ramon barks out a laugh. “How is what possible? That I’ve been trapped in this anting-anting for ages? Or that I’m talking to you?”

I splay my hand against the stall wall, trying to steady myself. Ramon had voiced only a couple of the million questions buzzing around in my brain.

It’s seeming more and more likely that I plummeted off those bleachers. I pinch my arm hard and yelp at the pain. Nope, I’m still alive and awake. This is really happening somehow. I gawk at the coin. Ramon gawks back.

“What did you do to this anting-anting?” he asks, his eyebrows furrowed. He looks just as confused as I feel. “Why is it that I can see and talk to you? I could not do this with anyone before.”

His eyes narrow at me, like I’ve done something wrong. It’s the same look Apong Rosing gives me all the time.

“I didn’t do anything!” I snap. “I found this amulet and brought it to school, and then during Mass, I—”

The realization snatches the words out of my mouth. Apong Rosing had said something about priests or albularyos turning anting-anting on. I must have done it myself during chapel, by joining in Father Walter’s prayer. My heart leaps. She said these bring good luck and protection, both things a cursed kid like me desperately needs. This anting-anting could be my key to success (or, more likely, middle grade mediocrity, which sounds just as good).

“I’ve awoken the anting-anting,” I whisper almost reverently. My mind races to all the normal seventh-grade things that I can finally do, armed with this good luck charm: play games at the school carnival, learn some inline-skating tricks, actually speak up in a group project!

Ramon’s eyes widen. “Stand back. I am going to try to finally leave this prison.”

I’ve locked myself in a tiny bathroom stall. I’ve got nowhere to go.

Ramon shuts his eyes tight, and the whole coin starts to glow a warm, eerie green.

My excitement takes a backseat as my
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