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The Smartest Kid in the Universe 
By Chris Grabenstein 

Grades 3-7 

On Sale: 12/01/20 

  12 year old Jake's middle school is 
about to be shut down--unless Jake and 
his friends can figure out how to save it. 
When Jake spies a bowl of jellybeans at 
the hotel where his mom works, he eats 
them. But those weren't just jellybeans, 
one of the scientists at his mom's 
conference is developing the world's first 
ingestible information pills. And 
THAT'S what Jake ate. 

     Before long, Jake is the smartest kid in the universe. 
But the pills haven't been tested yet. And when word 
gets out about this new genius, people want him. The 
government. The mega corporations. Not all of them are 
good people! Can Jake navigate the ins and outs of his 
newfound geniusdom (not to mention the ins and outs of 
middle school) and use his smarts to save his school? 
BONUS! Includes extra brainteasers to test your smarts!





THE SMARTEST KID  

IN THE UNIVERSE
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For Dr. Craig Smith (surgeon), Dr. David Sherman 

(cardiologist), and all the physicians, physician assistants, 

nurses, and staff of the Cardiac Care Unit at NewYork- 

Presbyterian Hospital/Columbia University Medical Center: 

Thank you all for studying so hard in school.
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PROLOGUE

Eduardo Leones wasn’t the bravest pirate on Capitán 
Aliento de Perro’s crew.

But he was definitely the smartest.
Because he was the only one not on the sinking ship.
Cannons boomed. Masts snapped. The sky was 

on fire.
And Eduardo was safe in a bobbing rowboat well 

below the fray.
“Yarr,” cried Aliento de Perro, leaning over the rail-

ing and working a line to lower a heavy iron chest. “Row 
upriver, ye scurvy knave. Find a good hiding place for me 
booty. Then hurry back to tell me where it be, or you’ll 
end up like your cowardly father!”

“Sí, sí, Capitán,” the clever Eduardo shouted back— 
even though he planned to obey only the first half of 
that order.
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Because the treasure wasn’t the captain’s.
Aliento de Perro had stolen it from Eduardo’s father!
El Perro Apestoso (the Stinky Dog), the ship that the 

blustering pirate Aliento de Perro (“Dog Breath”) now 
commanded, had been seized in an ugly mutiny from 
Eduardo’s father, the brave buccaneer Angel Vengador 
Leones. After forcing the ship’s captain to walk the plank, 
Aliento de Perro had kept young Eduardo alive only so he 
could torment the boy.

Now the ship that had plundered and pillaged up and 
down the east coast of the American colonies was sinking 
under the relentless attack of a British man- o’-war that 
had chased it upriver. As a precaution, Dog Breath (who 
never brushed his teeth) had ordered his cabin boy to haul 
the ship’s treasure to a less treacherous  location.

Eduardo grinned as he lashed the heavy chest to the 
deck of his small vessel.

And then he started rowing. Hard.
North.
The listing pirate ship turned about to block the man- 

o’- war’s pursuit with a broadside of cannon blasts. The 
British ship roared back with mast- shattering, wood- 
splintering, sail- searing shots of its own.

The Stinky Dog might not be afloat when young 
 Eduardo found a secure spot to hide his captain’s treasure.

Which was fine by Eduardo.
He had cleverly tricked Aliento de Perro into thinking 
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he was too terrified to ever plot revenge. But he would 
avenge his father’s death.

All that treasure would become his.
And his children’s.
And his children’s children’s.
And his children’s children’s children’s.
And his children’s children’s children’s children’s.
If only they would prove bold and clever enough to 

find it.
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Patricia Malvolio, the new principal of Riverview Middle 
School, was giving a special, after- hours tour of her build-
ing to a very important guest: Mr. Heath Huxley.

“This school is in terrible condition!” said Mr. Huxley.
“I know,” giggled Mrs. Malvolio. “Isn’t it marvelous? 

It’s perfect for our plans.”
The lockers were dented and rusty. Overhead, fluo-

rescent lights sputtered in their tubes, pleading to be 
replaced. Paint peeled off the cinder-block walls in chunks 
the size of potato chips.

“What’s that smell?” asked Mr. Huxley, covering his 
mouth and nose with a dainty silk handkerchief.

Mrs. Malvolio sniffed the air.
She was tempted to say Your breath, since Mr. Hux-

ley’s never smelled minty or fresh.
“Tuna fish salad?” she suggested. “Stinky cheese? 
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Moldy pizza? It’s hard to tell. The refrigerators in the caf-
eteria are . . . unreliable.”

Mrs. Malvolio tugged down on the canary- yellow 
blazer that matched her canary- yellow blouse. The tug-
ging caused her necklace— three rows of big, multicolored 
beads— to clack.

“Now, as I told you,” she said, “Riverview is currently 
considered the worst middle school building in the dis-
trict. Given the new budget cuts, the city will be forced to 
close one middle school this year. I suspect it will be us.”

She led the way into her office. Mr. Huxley went to 
the window to admire the view of the river.

“This is magnificent, Patricia.”
“I know. It’s why this school is called Riverview.”
“And what will the city do with this marvelous property 

once they shut down this dilapidated excuse for a school?”
“Oh, I suppose they might auction off the land to the 

highest bidder.”
“Who will also be the smartest bidder,” said Mr. 

Huxley, stroking back his slick black hair. “The one who 
understands how truly valuable this property is.”

“Yes, Uncle Heath,” said Mrs. Malvolio. “They’ll 
probably sell it to you. And then you’ll pay me that very 
generous finder’s fee we discussed when I applied for this 
principal position.”

“Indeed I will, Patricia.”
They both laughed maniacally.
It ran in the family.
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Jake McQuade wasn’t the smartest kid at Riverview 
Middle School, but he was definitely the coolest.

The school itself, on the other hand, was kind of 
shabby.

The place hadn’t fallen apart all at once. If it had, 
people might’ve done something. Riverview’s decline 
had been slow and steady. It took time and neglect. No 
one ever thought to repaint the cinder-block walls. Or to 
replace the lockers, most of which were too bent out of 
shape to be locked anymore.

“We try,” Mr. Lyons would tell Jake. “We try.”
Mr. Charley Lyons was the school’s vice principal, 

a social studies teacher, and the basketball coach. He’d 
been at Riverview for over twenty years.

“But the new principal?” He shook his head. “ ‘Le 
zumba el mango,’ as my grandfather used to say.”
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Jake never knew what Mr. Lyons was saying when, 
all of a sudden, he dropped a little Spanish. Jake would’ve 
had to learn Spanish to do that. And seventh grader Jake 
McQuade wasn’t big on “learning stuff.” He came to 
school to have a good time and hang with his friends. If 
he needed to actually know anything important, he could 
look it up on his phone.

He stopped by the bathroom to check his look in a 
mirror. Black hair, blue eyes, and fair, freckled skin. It 
was a good look. And lately Jake wanted to look good.

Because of Grace.
Grace Garcia!
“How’s it going?” Jake said to just about everybody 

he passed as he cruised up the hall. He was so cool, he 
could chat with one friend on his cell phone while using 
his free hand to knock knuckles with a dozen more.

Jake’s best friend was Kojo Shelton.
Kojo was a science geek who spent a lot of time 

streaming detective shows. He called it his extra- credit 
homework. “Because I’m going to be a detective when I 
grow up,” he’d say, “I need to know forensic science and 
TV detectives.”

Recently, Kojo had stumbled upon an ancient show 
called Kojak on some obscure cable rerun channel. He’d 
become obsessed with the famous TV detective. Kojo 
even adopted Kojak’s famous catchphrase, “Who loves 
ya, baby?”

“We practically have the same name,” he’d told Jake. 
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“He’s Kojak and I’m Kojo. Of course, he’s a bald, old 
Greek dude and I’m a handsome, young Black dude, but, 
hey— we both like Tootsie Pops.”

“I don’t,” said Jake. “Too much work sucking through 
that hard candy shell to get to the Tootsie Roll.”

“For real? Jake McQuade, you are the laziest kid in 
the world. You know that, right?”

“We’re all good at something, Kojo. Slothfulness? It’s 
my superpower.”

Kojo was kind of skinny and always wore the style of 
thick- rimmed glasses that couldn’t get broken when you 
played sports.

“You wanna go hang in the cafeteria?” asked Jake. 
“I’ve got that new Revenge of the Brain Dead game on 
my phone. Mr. Keeney will never miss us.”

Mr. Keeney, who taught math, was Jake and Kojo’s 
homeroom teacher. He usually spent the first fifteen min-
utes of every school day with his feet propped up on his 
desk, his chair tilted back as far as it could go without 
tipping over, and his eyes closed.

“This is homeroom,” he’d said once. “If I were home, 
I’d still be sleeping. So keep quiet. I need a nap.”

“No thanks, man,” Kojo told Jake. “I want to go talk 
to Mr. Lyons in his office. I need his help on an extra- 
credit social studies project.”

“Is it about the history of this school’s vice principal 
having his office inside an old janitor’s closet complete 
with a mop sink?”
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“Nah. Everybody knows the answer to that one: the 
boy’s bathroom on the second floor leaks through the 
ceiling of the vice principal’s office. Has for years. If Mr. 
Lyons used that office, his hair would be wet. All the 
time.”

“And why are you doing another extra- credit project?”
“Because, Jake, even though I could get by on my 

looks, I prefer to be smart, too. Going for another straight-
 A report card.”

Jake shrugged. “Straight Cs are fine by me.”
“You need help on your science homework?”
“Nah. I need to go slay some zombies.”
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As Jake ambled along the hallway, he saw Grace Garcia 
hanging a poster on the wall.

Jake wished there were a bathroom mirror nearby.
There wasn’t.
Grace, another seventh grader, was, without a doubt, 

the smartest student in the whole school. Jake also thought 
she was the prettiest. Of course, he’d never tell her that.

“Hey,” he said.
“Hey,” she said back. Grace was somehow related to 

Mr. Lyons. Her mom and dad had emigrated from Cuba 
during the mid- 1990s. Mr. Lyons’s side of the family had 
moved to America way earlier, but Grace still called him 
“Uncle Charley.”

“Whatcha doin’?” Jake asked. Yes, he definitely had a 
way with words when talking to girls.

Grace nodded at the poster. “Trying to find two 

Grab_9780525647782_all_2p_r1.indd   11 4/23/20   9:34 AM



12

new teammates for our Quiz Bowl team. Last year we 
came in third. This year we’re going to win! ¡Comerme 
un pan!”

Jake nodded. And smiled. And had no idea what 
comerme un pan meant. Judging from the way Grace 
grinned when she said it, though, it was probably a good 
thing.

“I lost both my teammates from last year,” Grace 
continued. “One got into Chumley Prep. The other trans-
ferred to Sunny Brook.”

“Do you have to know facts and stuff to be on the 
team?” asked Jake.

“Uh, yeah,” Grace said with a laugh.
Jake nodded. “Bummer.”
A gigantic eighth grader named Noah “No Neck” 

Nelson strode up the hall. “What’s that for?” he said, jab-
bing a thumb at the poster.

“Our Riverview Pirates Quiz Bowl Team,” Grace 
answered cheerfully. “A friendly but fierce competition 
against all the other middle schools in our district.”

“Quiz Bowl?” snorted Noah. “That’s stupid.”
He lunged forward to rip the hand- painted poster off 

the wall, but Jake blocked his move.
“Hey, Noah— speaking of bowls, you ever have one of 

those taco bowls at Taco Bell?”
“Oh yeah, man. Those are awesome. You can eat the 

bowl. It’s a taco.”
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“I know. Isn’t that amazing?”
“Totally. I like those bread bowls at Panera, too. With 

the soup inside a scooped- out loaf of bread? I like any 
bowl you can eat.”

“Me too, bro.” Jake balled up his fist, Noah balled up 
his, and they knocked knuckles.

“Catch you later, Jake,” said Noah as he strolled away 
contentedly. “Oh, I almost forgot: you should try the 
meatball pizza bowl at Olive Garden.”

“Thanks for the tip, bro!” Jake called after him.
“No problem, man.”
“Thank you,” whispered Grace when Noah was gone. 

“I only made the one poster. Not to be a pesado, but if 
Noah had ripped it up, I’d be en un lío.”

“Yeah,” said Jake, even though, once again, he had no 
idea what Grace meant. “So, uh, Grace— are you trying 
to teach me Spanish?”

She grinned. “Maybe. Un poco. Don’t forget: I saw 
your report card. You could use a little help in the foreign 
languages department.”

“Hey, I got a C in French. Or, as they say in France, 
‘un C.’ ”

Kojo came strutting up the hall. “I love it when a 
plan comes together,” he announced, dropping another 
catchphrase from another ancient TV show. “Guess what, 
Grace? Your uncle Charley is going to take me down to 
the fallout shelter for my extra- credit report.”
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“Really?” said Grace. “That’s sort of off- limits. . . .”
“This school has a fallout shelter?” said Jake.
“Uh- huh,” said Kojo. “From the nineteen sixties. You 

know— the Cuban Missile Crisis. Mr. Lyons’s grandfather 
was the custodian back then and told him all about it. The 
entrance is in the custodian’s closet.” Kojo squinted at the 
Quiz Bowl poster. “You doing that again?”

“Definitely,” said Grace.
“Put me down as a maybe,” said Kojo. “I have to 

check my schedule. They’re streaming Columbo reruns 
on the Sleuth channel this month.”

The bell rang for first period. Well, it kind of clanged 
like an alarm clock somebody had knocked to the floor 
one too many times. That meant it was time for home-
room.

“Let me know if you can be on the team, Kojo,” said 
Grace, hurrying off to class. “You’d be awesome!”

“Will do.”
Kojo and Jake headed in the opposite direction, to Mr. 

Keeney’s class.
“You really might join the Quiz Bowl team?” asked 

Jake.
“Sure. If, you know, it doesn’t interfere with basket-

ball, my extra- credit social studies project, or my TV 
shows. When you make it to the top academically, like 
Grace and I have, Jake, you need to send the elevator back 
down for the other folks.”

“I have no idea what that means, Kojo.”
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“It means if you’re smart, you have to help people like 
you, who, you know, aren’t so, uh, academically gifted.”

“Gee, thanks, Kojo.”
“Hey— who loves ya, baby?”
“Are you going to keep saying that all day?”
“I might, baby. I might.”
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Magnificent Makers #3: Riding 
Sound Waves  

By Theanne Griffith, Illustrated by Reggie Brown  

Grades 2-5 

 

  A wacky scientist, Dr. Crisp loves to 
invite students to her Maker Maze for a 
STEM-filled adventure! Just solve a 
riddle and the portal to the Maze will 
appear! But there's a catch . . . if the kids 
don't complete a challenge fast enough, 
they can never come back to the Maze! 
 
     Pablo and Violet are on a field trip to 
the science museum and today they're 

paired up with a classmate they don't know very well—
Henry. As they enter the Maze and learn about touch, 
hearing, and vision, Pablo and Violet learn that there's 
more to Henry and his odd behavior than meets the 
eye—Henry has a sensory processing disorder. Together 
they'll learn a little something about feelings (literally!), 
acceptance, and what makes us special. 
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by Theanne Griffith
illustrated by Reggie Brown

A STEPPING STONE BOOKTM

Random House  New York

Riding Sound Waves
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Screeeeeeeeeech!
The Newburg Elementary school bus 

came to a sudden stop. Pablo and Violet 

lunged forward.

“I thought we’d never get here,” Pablo 

moaned as he stretched his arms over-

head. The two best friends unfastened 

their seat belts and looked out the win-

dow. Cars, buses, and taxis honked as 

they zoomed through the streets. People 

scurried down steps to catch the subway. 

The smell of hot dogs started to fill the 
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bus. They had finally arrived in the city. 

Next stop, the City Science Museum!

“Can we get off yet?” Violet bounced in 

her seat.

“Hopefully,” said Pablo. “I haven’t been 

here since last year.”
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“Me neither. Remember how we 

learned about viruses? And how fast 

they can travel around the world?” asked 

Violet.

“Yeah,” said Pablo. “I wonder what we’ll 

get to see this year.”

Pablo and Violet weren’t the only ones 

who were excited. The bus hummed with 

the voices of Mr. Eng’s third- grade class. 

This was the first field trip of the year, and 

everyone had been on the bus for more 

than an hour.

Mr. Eng stood up from the first row and 

raised his hand to quiet everyone.

“Okay, class,” he began. “Time to 

buddy up. Remember the double line we 

practiced?”

“Yes, Mr. Eng!” answered the class.

Pablo and Violet were always field 

trip buddies. In fact, they did everything 

Grif_9780593123102_all_7P_r2.indd   3 6/16/20   12:03 PM



4

together. At recess, they either played 

soccer or double Dutch. And they always 

shared a sweet, juicy pickle from the 

Newburg Corner Store on their walk 

home from school. Recently, Pablo had 

started helping Violet learn Spanish. And 

they both loved everything about science. 

Pablo dreamt of being an astronaut and 

traveling through space. Violet was deter-

mined to become a scientist and cure as 

many diseases as possible.

“Listo?” said Violet. “Are you ready?”

“Muy bien!” replied Pablo. The Span-

ish lessons were working. He grabbed his 

best friend’s hand, and they peeled their 

legs from the sticky seats.

“Come on, Henry!” Violet called 

toward the back of the bus. A boy wearing 

a tight- fitting black- and- green superhero 

costume sat in the last row. Two blue eyes 
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gazed over the seats from behind a silver 

mask.

“New costume?” Pablo asked with a 

smile as Henry made his way to the front.

“Yeah!” replied Henry. “My other one 

got a hole in the armpit.”

There was an odd number of students 

in the class, so Mr. Eng added Henry to 

Violet and Pablo’s group. Pablo always 

tried to be nice to Henry, who was a little 

different from other kids. Sometimes he 

would throw tantrums for no reason at 

all, especially during gym or recess. And 

he could never sit still and pay attention 

in class. But Pablo knew what it was like 

to be different. He had felt different from 

his classmates when he’d first arrived in 

Newburg from Puerto Rico. Luckily, he’d 

met Violet. She thought his differences 

were cool.
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“It’s time to take off your mask now,” 

Mr. Eng said to Henry as they hopped off 

the bus.

Henry held the sides of his mask with 

both hands.

Mr. Eng knelt down. “I know you like 

wearing your mask. But the rules for enter-

ing the museum are the same as the rules 

for entering school. No hats,” he said. “Or 

masks.”
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Henry’s hands didn’t budge.

“Please?” asked Mr. Eng.

Henry sighed and slowly removed the 

mask. He shook out his wavy blond hair 

as he gave the mask to Mr. Eng.

“Thank you.” Mr. Eng smiled.

“It’s so loud out here,” Henry com-

plained, covering his ears.

Violet smiled and grabbed Pablo’s and 

Henry’s hands. “Come on, then! Let’s go,” 

she said. The trio hurried inside.
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2

 “Roar!” growled Violet. She held up her 

hands, imitating the towering T. rex 

standing in the middle of the museum 

lobby.

Henry jumped. “Hey! Don’t do that.” 

He frowned. “You scared me.”

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to,” replied Violet.

“Yeah, she was just joking around,” 

said Pablo.

“Okay  .  .  . but  .  .  . it’s loud enough in 

here,” said Henry. The building was huge, 

with high ceilings and tall stone columns. 
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Laughter and screams echoed from the 

planetarium on the second floor.

Mr. Eng removed a pencil from behind 

his ear and waved it in the air. Then he 

pointed to a brightly colored section of 

the museum with various rooms waiting 

to be explored. “Today in the Kids’ Cor-

ner, you’re going to learn all about our five 

senses. Can anyone remind the class what 

they are?”

Pablo’s and Violet’s hands shot into the 

air.

Mr. Eng called on Violet.

“Hearing, taste, smell, sight, and  .  .  .” 

She forgot the last one.

“Touch!” added Pablo.

“Great job!” said Mr. Eng. “Now, who’s 

ready to have some fun?”

“We are!” the class cheered, and then 

scattered.
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“Vamos!” said Pablo. He ran toward a 

room with a giant eye painted on the door. 

Violet and Henry followed.

“Whoa!” said the trio as soon as they 

entered. The room was white with black 

lines drawn all over it. Even the floor 

was covered with lines that swirled and 

twisted.
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“It looks like the walls are curved,” said 

Pablo, reaching out his hand. “But they’re 

not. They’re flat!”

“This is so weird. I think my eyes are 

confused!” said Violet with her arms 

stretched out to her sides.

“I’m getting dizzy,” said Henry as he 

wobbled around.

“Me too,” said Pablo.

The buddies slowly wandered back out 

into the lobby. Henry covered his ears. 

“Let’s find a new room,” he said.

“Look over there!” Pablo pointed to a 

door with a giant nose hanging over it.

“I hope that thing doesn’t have 

boogers!” said Violet, scrunching up her 

face.

“Gross!” Henry said, pulling on the 

sleeves of his costume.
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“Better hurry! Don’t want any snot fall-

ing on you!” said Pablo.

They were greeted with a sweet smell 

as they entered.

“Mmmmm,” said Violet, rubbing her 

belly. “It smells like— ”

“CAKE!” Pablo blurted out.

He pointed to the middle of the room, 
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where a three- layered chocolate cake sat 

on a stand inside a clear glass box. Color-

ful noses made of icing decorated each 

layer. There were cards hanging from 

plastic cords on a bar that surrounded the 

stand.

“They’re scratch- and- sniff!” Henry 

said, holding a card in his hand. “It says 

here that each card smells like an ingre-

dient used to make the cake.”

Grif_9780593123102_all_7P_r2.indd   14 6/16/20   12:04 PM



15

Violet scratched one and sniffed. 

“Eeeew! This smells nasty! If the cake 

tastes like this, then I don’t want any.” She 

let the card drop.

Henry picked it up. 

“Yuck!” He pinched his 

nose. “Smells like vinegar.”

Pablo examined the next 

card. Just as he was about 

to sniff, he noticed a riddle 

written on the back.

“Violet, look!” Pablo’s voice squeaked 

with excitement. “I think it’s from 

Dr. Crisp!”

“Who’s Dr. Crisp?” asked Henry.

“Oh, she’s just the coolest scientist 

ever!” replied Violet.

“And she runs the Maker Maze,” Pablo 

explained. “It’s this magical makerspace.”

Henry’s face lit up. “Really?”
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Violet tucked her wild, curly hair 

behind her ears. “Yup. And we get there 

through a portal of purple light. But we 

have to answer this riddle first.”

She read it aloud:
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Violet bit her lip. “Well, the last one is 

obvious,” she said. “Taste!”

“And you hear a bell chime,” added 

Pablo.

“Henry, do you think . . . ,” Violet began. 

But Henry wasn’t paying attention. He 

was over by the door, looking into the 

giant nose.

“Hey, Henry! Come back,” Pablo called 

across the room.

“Don’t yell at me!” said Henry. His eye-

brows squished together.

Pablo glanced at Violet. “Uh .  .  . I was 

just trying to get your attention,” he said. 

“We need to figure this out.”

Henry fiddled with his costume sleeve 

and walked back over to the group.

“You feel by touching,” continued 

Violet.
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“What about the other two?” asked 

Pablo.

Henry shrugged. “I don’t like riddles,” 

he said. “They’re confusing.”

Violet bit her lip. “I think the first one 

is sight!”

“Sounds right. And you start to smell a 

cake when it’s almost done!” added Pablo.

Suddenly, everything in the room 
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began to shake! The scratch- and- sniff 

cards danced along the bar.

“What’s going on?” said Henry. His 

voice trembled with the rest of the room.

Grif_9780593123102_all_7P_r2.indd   19 6/16/20   12:04 PM



When You Trap a Tiger 
By Tae Keller  

Grades 3-7 

 

Some stories refuse to stay bottled up... 
When Lily and her family move in with 
her sick grandmother, a magical tiger 
straight out of her halmoni's Korean 
folktales arrives, prompting Lily to 
unravel a secret family history. Long, 
long ago, Halmoni stole something from 
the tigers. Now they want it back. And 
when one of the tigers approaches Lily 
with a deal—return what her 
grandmother stole in exchange for 

Halmoni's health—Lily is tempted to agree. But deals 
with tigers are never what they seem! With the help of 
her sister and her new friend Ricky, Lily must find her 
voice . . . and the courage to face a tiger. 
 
     Tae Keller, the award-winning author of The Science of 
Breakable Things, shares a sparkling tale about the power 
of stories and the magic of family. Think Walk Two 
Moons meets Where the Mountain Meets the Moon! 
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1

I can turn invisible.

It’s a superpower, or at least a secret power. But it’s 

not like in the movies, and I’m not a superhero, so don’t 

start thinking that. Heroes are the stars who save the day. 

I just— disappear.

See, I didn’t know, at first, that I had this magic. I just 

knew that teachers forgot my name, and kids didn’t ask 

me to play, and one time, at the end of fourth grade, a boy 

in my class frowned at me and said, Where did you come 

from? I don’t think I’ve ever seen you before.

I used to hate being invisible. But now I understand: 

it’s because I’m magic.

My older sister, Sam, says it’s not a real supersecret 

power— it’s just called being shy. But Sam can be rude.
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And the truth is, my power can come in handy. Like 

when Mom and Sam fight. Like right now.

I wrap myself in invisibility and rest my forehead 

against the back- seat window, watching raindrops slide 

down the side of our old station wagon.

“You should stop the car,” Sam says to Mom.

Except Sam actually says this to her phone, because 

she doesn’t look up. She’s sitting in the passenger seat 

with her feet slammed against the glove compartment, 

knees smashed into her chest, her whole body curled 

around her glowing screen.

Mom sighs. “Oh, please, we don’t need to stop. It’s 

just a little rain.” But she ticks the windshield wipers up 

a notch and taps the brakes until we’re going slug- slow.

The rain started as soon as we entered Washington 

State, and it only gets worse as our car inches past the 

hand- painted welcome to sunbeam! sign.

Welcome to Halmoni’s town, a town of nonstop rain, 

its name like an inside joke.

Sam smacks her black- painted lips. “K.”

That’s all. Just one letter.

She tap- taps her screen, sending bubbles of words and 

emojis to all her friends back home.

I wonder what she’s saying in those messages. Some-

times, when I let myself, I imagine she’s writing to me.

“Sam, can you at least try to have a good attitude 
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about this?” Mom shoves her glasses up on her nose with 

too much force, like her glasses just insulted her and it’s 

personal.

“How can you even ask me that?” Sam looks up from 

her phone— finally— so she can glare at Mom.

This is how it always starts. Their fights are loud and 

explosive. They burn each other up.

It’s safer to keep quiet. I press my fingertip against 

the rain- splattered window and draw a line between the 

drops, like I’m connecting the dots. My eyelids go heavy. 

I’m so used to the fighting that it’s practically a lullaby.

“But, like, you realize that you’re basically the worst, 

right? Like, this is actually not okay— ”

“Sam.” Mom is all edges— shoulders stiff, every mus-

cle tensed.

I hold my breath and think invisibleinvisibleinvisible.

“No, seriously,” Sam continues. “Just because you ran-

domly decided that you want to see Halmoni more, that 

doesn’t mean we want to uproot our entire lives. I had 

plans this summer— not that you care. You didn’t even 

give us fair warning.”

Sam’s not wrong. Mom told us only two weeks ago 

that we were leaving California for good. And I’ll miss 

it, too. I’m going to miss my school, and the sunshine, 

and the sandy beach— so different from the rocky coast 

at Sunbeam.
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I’m just trying not to think about that.

“I thought you should spend more time with your 

grandmother. I thought you enjoyed that.” Mom’s tone 

is clipped. The rain has gotten heavier, and it sucks up 

her focus. Her fingers white- knuckle the steering wheel. 

None of us like the idea of driving in this weather, not 

after Dad died.

I concentrate on the steering wheel and squint a lit-

tle, sending safety vibes with my mind, like Halmoni 

taught me.

“Way to deflect,” Sam says, tugging at the single streak 

of white in her black hair. She’s still angry, but deflated a 

little. “I do enjoy spending time with Halmoni. Just not 

here. I don’t want to be here.”

Halmoni’s always visited us in California. We haven’t 

been in Sunbeam since I was seven.

I gaze out the windshield. The landscape that slips by 

is peaceful. Gray stone houses, green grass, gray restau-

rants, green forest. The colors of Sunbeam blur together: 

gray, green, gray, green— and then orange, black.

I sit up, trying to make sense of the new colors.

There’s a creature lying on the road ahead.

It’s a giant cat, with its head resting on its paws.

No. Not just a giant cat. A tiger.

The tiger lifts its head as we approach. It must have 
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escaped from a circus or a zoo or something. And it must 

be hurt. Why else would it be lying out here in the rain?

An instinctive kind of fear twists in my stomach, mak-

ing me carsick. But it doesn’t matter. If an animal’s hurt, 

we have to do something.

“Mom.” I interrupt their fight, scooting forward. “I 

think . . . um . . . there’s . . .”

Now, a little closer, the tiger doesn’t look hurt. It yawns, 

revealing sharp, too- white teeth. And then it stands, one 

claw, one paw, one leg at a time.

“Girls,” Mom says, voice tense, tired. Her annoyance 

with Sam rarely bleeds onto me, but after driving for 

eight hours, Mom can’t contain it. “Both of you. Please. I 

need to focus on driving for a moment.”

I bite the inside of my cheek. This doesn’t make sense. 

Mom must notice the giant cat. But maybe she’s too dis-

tracted by Sam.

“Mom,” I murmur, waiting for her to hit the brakes. 

She doesn’t.

Sometimes the problem with my invisibility is that it 

takes a little while to wear off. It takes a little while for 

people to see me and hear me and listen.

Listen: This isn’t like any tiger I’ve seen in a zoo. It’s 

huge, as big as our car. The orange in its coat glows, and 

the black is as dark as moonless night.
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This tiger belongs in one of Halmoni’s stories.

I lean forward until the seat belt slices into my skin. 

Somehow, Sam and Mom continue to bicker. But their 

words become a low hum because I’m only focused on— 

The tiger lifts its enormous head— and it looks at me. 

It sees me.

The big cat raises an eyebrow, like it’s daring me to do 

something.

My voice catches in my throat, and I stumble over my 

words. They come out choked. “Mom— stop.”

Mom’s busy talking to Sam, so I shout louder: “STOP.”

Finally, Mom acknowledges me. Eyebrows pinched, 

she glances at me in the rearview mirror. “Lily? What’s 

wrong?”

She doesn’t stop the car. We keep going.

Closer— 

closer— 

And I can’t breathe because we’re too close.

I hear a thud and I squeeze my eyes shut. The inside of 

my head pounds. My ears ring. We must have hit it.

But we keep going.

When I open my eyes, I see Sam, arms folded across 

her chest, phone resting by her feet. “It died,” she an-

nounces.

My pulse is a wild beast as I scan the road, searching 

for horrors I don’t want to see.
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Nothing’s there.

Mom’s jaw tightens. “Sam, please don’t throw your 

expensive phone around.”

I stare at them, confused. If the thud was just her 

phone hitting the floor— 

I twist to look for the tiger, but all I see is rain and road. 

The tiger disappeared.

“Lily?” Mom says, slowing the car even more. “Are 

you feeling sick? Do you need me to pull over?”

I flick- flick my eyes across the road one more time, but 

nothing. “No, never mind,” I say.

She smiles, relieved. I am never difficult. I make things 

easy. “Hang in there. We’ll be at Halmoni’s soon.”

I nod, trying to act normal. Casual. Even though my 

heart is jump- dancing. I can’t tell Mom about this. She’d 

ask if I’m dehydrated, if I have a fever.

And maybe I do. I press my palm to my forehead, but 

I can’t tell. I guess it’s possible that I’m getting sick. Or 

maybe I just fell asleep for a moment.

Really, there’s no way I saw a giant tiger appear— and 

disappear— in the middle of the road.

I shake my head. Regardless of whether the tiger was 

real or I dreamed it or I’m losing my mind, I need to tell 

Halmoni. She will listen. She will help.

She will know what to do.
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Halmoni’s stories all start the same way, with the Korean 

version of “once upon a time”:

Long, long ago, when tiger walked like man . . . 

Back in California, in the weeks leading up to Hal-

moni’s visits, Sam and I would whisper those words to 

one another. Every time I heard them, they’d give me 

shivers.

We’d count the days until our halmoni’s arrival, until 

that first night, when we’d run into the guest room and 

curl up in bed with her, one of us on each side, like book-

ends.

“Halmoni,” I’d whisper, “will you tell us a story?”
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She would smile, pulling us into her arms and her 

imagination. “Which story?”

Our answer was always the same. Our favorite story.

“The one about Unya,” Sam would say. Big sister.

“And Eggi,” I would add. Baby sister. “The tiger story.”

That story always felt special, like there was a secret 

shimmering beneath the words.

“Catch it for me,” she’d tell us, and Sam and I would 

reach our hands into the air, clenching our fists like we 

were grabbing the stars.

That’s a Halmoni thing, pretending there are stories 

hidden in the stars.

She would wait a few moments, letting the seconds 

swell, and we’d listen to our hearts beating, crying out 

for the story. Then she’d take a breath and tell us about 

the tiger.

The problem is, the tiger in her stories is a scary, tricky 

predator. But the tiger in the road didn’t seem that way. 

I don’t think it wanted to eat me, though I do think it 

wanted . . . something.

I don’t get a chance to figure out what, because there 

are no more tiger sightings as we crawl through Sunbeam. 

Finally, we reach Halmoni’s house. It’s a small cottage, at 

the edge of town, at the top of a hill, across the street from 

the library and surrounded by woods.
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Mom turns onto the long driveway, and we crunch- 

crunch up the gravel, until we reach the top.

After she parks, she rests her head against the steering 

wheel and sighs, looking like she might fall right asleep. 

Then she takes a breath and sits up.

“All right,” she says, hooking her arm around her 

headrest, twisting so she can see both of us at once. She 

plasters a grin on her face, trying to be cheerful, to erase 

all the bickering and stress of the car ride.

“Bad news: I left the umbrellas back in California.” 

She grins, like Ha- ha, whoops, funny. “So we’ve just gotta 

make a break for it.”

I stare at Halmoni’s home. This is the kind of place 

that just looks magic, perched up high, with almost- black 

ivy creeping along the faded brick walls, windows that 

wink in the light, and, of course, a million stairs to get to 

the front door, give or take a few.

It’s nothing like our vanilla- white apartment in 

California—in a brand- new building. With an elevator.

“You want us to run up all those stairs in the rain?” 

Sam asks, with so much horror that you’d think Mom 

asked her to bathe in a pit of snail slime.

Mom forces another smile. “What’s a little rain? Right, 

Lily?”

My answer is simple: Yes, right. I want to go inside and 

ask Halmoni about the tiger. But there’s no such thing as a 
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simple question in our family. This is a trap. She’s asking 

me to pick sides.

I shrug.

Mom doesn’t let me off the hook so easily. “Right, 

Lily?” Her smile falters, like she might fall to pieces. 

There are bags under her eyes and a deep crease between 

her brows.

This is not the way Mom usually looks. She’s usually 

so polished, everything in the right place, everything in 

order.

“Right,” I say.

Sam flinches as if I kicked her.

“Well, that settles it,” Mom says with relief, placing 

her hand on the door handle. “Ready. Set— ”

Then she flings her door open and flies out, throwing 

it shut as she starts running. She’s drenched immediately, 

and she’s not moving fast, but she’s working hard— fists 

pumping, shoulders hunched, head tilted forward, as if 

she’s a bull charging her mother’s home.

“She looks ridiculous,” Sam says.

And Sam’s not just being mean. It’s true.

Mom pinwheels her arms for no apparent reason, 

and I laugh. Then Sam laughs, and we look at each other. 

For a moment we’re sisters, making fun of our embarrass-

ing mom.

I want to take this moment and stretch it to infinity.
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But Sam turns away, picking up her phone and its 

charger and tucking them into her bra, protecting them. 

“Might as well go,” she says.

I want to say, Stay, but I nod instead, and then we 

burst out of the car.

I have never, ever felt rain like this. It is insistent and 

cold— too cold for July— and we don’t even make it out 

of the driveway before my shoes squish- squelch and my 

jeans get heavy.

Sam yelps as she runs, and I yelp, too. Because it’s kind 

of funny and kind of awful. My eyes sting with water and 

I can hardly see, but the ice- cold shock of rain lights up 

my insides.

By the time Sam and I get to the top of the stairs— 

panting, dripping— I’ve wrung all the air out of my lungs, 

and my heart is bursting.

Mom waits for us on the front stoop, which is nice, I 

guess, but kind of strange because she should open the 

door and go inside.

She shakes her head and frowns. “Halmoni isn’t an-

swering,” she says. “She’s not here.”
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In 1620, the Pilgrims landed at 
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Wampanoag people who gave them corn. 
RIGHT? 
 
     WRONG! It was months before the 
Pilgrims met any Wampanoag people, and 
nobody gave anybody corn that day. 
 
     Did you know that the pilgrims didn't go 

straight from England to Plymouth? No, they made a stop 
along the way--and almost stayed forever! Did you know 
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You’ve probably heard about the Mayflower. 

Chances are, someone told you about the Pil-

grims, who came to America because they wanted  

religious freedom. You probably learned how they 

crossed the wild Atlantic, how they landed at Plymouth 

Rock in Massachusetts, how the Wampanoag people 

taught them to grow corn, and how they all celebrated 

by sitting down together for a feast— the very first 

Thanksgiving. But only parts of that story are true.

There’s a lot more to the history of the Mayflower, 

the Pilgrims, and the Wampanoag. So let’s take a look 

at the historical documents, smash some of those old 

myths, and uncover the real story.



If April showers bring May flowers, what do May 
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about the Pilgrims. We’ve heard how they left England 

3



and came to America in search of religious freedom. 

But that’s not even close to the whole story. For start-

ers, the Pilgrims didn’t go to America when they left 

England. Not at first, anyway.

The real- deal story of the Mayflower begins way 

back in the 1530s, when King Henry VIII made some 

big changes to religion in England. King Henry wanted 

a son who could grow up to be the king of England, too. 

He and his first wife only had a daughter, though. 

Henry decided the solution was to get divorced and 

marry someone else, with whom he might have a son.
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But the Roman Catholic Church was the official 

church in England then, and it did not allow divorce. 

King Henry went all the way to the pope, the leader of the 

whole Catholic Church, to argue that he should be able  

to leave his wife and marry a new one. When the pope 

said no, Henry decided to break away from the Catholic 

Church and start his own. From then on, the Church  

of England would be the official church of the land.

King Henry wasn’t the only one who had issues 

with the Roman Catholic Church at that time. Many 

complained that Catholic leaders had too much power 

and wealth. But not everyone liked King Henry’s new 

church, either. Some thought it was too similar to the 

Catholic Church. One group, called the Puritans, 

wanted the new church to be “purified” of all the old 

practices. Other people didn’t think that was enough. 

They were called Separatists because they wanted to 

separate from the Church of England completely and 

have their own religion. The Separatists thought that 

true Christian believers should come together in their 

own small churches. They wanted those churches to  

be independent so members could study the Bible and 

make decisions on their own.
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William Brewster, who was the postmaster of a vil-

lage called Scrooby, decided to start a church in his 

own house. It was a risky idea. Back then, people who 

didn’t follow the Church of England could be thrown  

in jail. In his book Of Plymouth Plantation, Pilgrim 

William Bradford wrote that Brewster’s Separatists 

were “hunted and persecuted on every side.”

Government officials were watching the Separa-

tists’ houses day and night. Some of them did get 

thrown in jail. You can probably understand why leav-

ing England was starting to seem like a good idea.

So that’s when the Separatists set sail for America, 

right?

Wrong. They went to Holland.
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William Brewster, who was the postmaster of a vil-

lage called Scrooby, decided to start a church in his 

own house. It was a risky idea. Back then, people who 

didn’t follow the Church of England could be thrown  

in jail. In his book Of Plymouth Plantation, Pilgrim 

William Bradford wrote that Brewster’s Separatists 

were “hunted and persecuted on every side.”

Government officials were watching the Separa-

tists’ houses day and night. Some of them did get 

thrown in jail. You can probably understand why leav-

ing England was starting to seem like a good idea.

So that’s when the Separatists set sail for America, 

right?

Wrong. They went to Holland.

Holland, which today we call the Netherlands, was 

known for religious freedom. Brewster learned that a 

small group of Separatists had recently escaped to the 

city of Amsterdam, where they could practice their 

religion in peace. That seemed like a good idea, so 

Brewster made plans to take his group there, too. His 

followers were nervous, though. They didn’t speak 

Dutch. They weren’t sure how they’d earn money to 

support their families. Bradford later wrote that to 

many of the Separatists, taking off for Holland seemed 

like “an adventure almost desperate” and “a misery 

worse than death.” But after much discussion, they 

decided to go anyway.
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1607: Brewster arranged for a ship  
to sneak his congregation away to 
Amsterdam. It was expensive, and they  
had to wait a long time, but he didn’t  
see any other option.

Finally the day arrived. But then  
everything  
fell apart. 

The ship’s captain  
had ratted them out!

It was time for the Separatists to  
leave England once and for all!

The ship’s crew ransacked all the 
passengers’ belongings, 

looking for money.

Instead of escaping to Holland, They turned the Separatists  
over to the authorities.

they ended up spending a 
month in an English prison.



But Brewster didn’t give up. About a year later, he 

took his group north in England and found another 

ship. Officials discovered their plan and tried to catch 

them again. But this time the Separatists saw the  

authorities coming. Most of the men had boarded the 

ship, and in a panic they brought up the anchor,  

hoisted the sails, and took off. The women and chil-

dren, who hadn’t boarded yet, were still waiting on the 

dock with most of their belongings.

English authorities caught the women and chil-

dren. But then they weren’t quite sure what to do with 

them, since their husbands and fathers were gone. 

looking for money.
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Eventually, the women and children were released and 

met up with the others in Holland. This group of Sepa-

ratists lived in Amsterdam for about a year before  

deciding the busy port city wasn’t the right place for 

them to settle. It was time to move on.

So that’s when they left for Plymouth Rock, right?

Nope. Instead, they moved to another city in Hol-

land, called Leiden.

Leiden was a beautiful city with a university. It was 

also known for cloth making, and some of the newly 

arrived Separatists got jobs in that industry. They 
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worked long hours at looms to weave linen and wool 

cloth. They would bring their products to the town 

chapel, where members of the local weavers’ guild 

would examine them. If the cloth was judged to be of 

high-enough quality, then it could be sold.

Leiden was also home to a towering twelfth- century 

castle whose grounds had been turned into a public 

park. When Bradford and the other Separatists weren’t 

working, they spent time there with their families.

Sounds pretty nice, doesn’t it? But the Separatists 

weren’t very happy in Leiden, either. The language 

sounded strange to them, and they weren’t used to the 

Dutch customs.

1 1



Like Amsterdam, Leiden was a busy, bustling city. 

Too busy and bustling for many of the Separatists. 

They did their best to make a life there, but it never  

felt like home. Back in England, many of them had 

been farmers. They missed the countryside, and their 

farming skills didn’t transfer well to such a big city. 

Some had trouble earning money. They were also wor-

ried that war might break out between Holland and 

Spain. And as the years passed, they grew more and 

more concerned that their English children were  

becoming Dutch. Some of the older kids had even run 

off to be soldiers or sailors.

The Separatists had wanted to break away from 

the Church of England, but they’d never meant to give 

up being English. There had to be a place where they 

could raise their families with the old English ways 

while practicing their religion in peace. So after about 

twelve years in Holland, they decided that the time 

had come to move again, to a place they could truly 

call home.

We’re talking about Plymouth now, right? Actually, 

no. Not yet.

When the Separatists decided to leave Holland, 

they weren’t sure at first where they’d go. For a while, 
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they were thinking about Guiana, on the northeast 

coast of South America. The Dutch had set up a colony 

there. It was lush and green, with warm weather that 

made it easy to grow food.

That sounds way better than the freezing- cold 

winters of New England, doesn’t it? But the Separat- 

ists worried that the warm weather “would not agree 

so well with our English bodies.” They feared that dis-

eases would spread easily in the hot climate.

Like Amsterdam, Leiden was a busy, bustling city. 

Too busy and bustling for many of the Separatists. 

They did their best to make a life there, but it never  

felt like home. Back in England, many of them had 

been farmers. They missed the countryside, and their 

farming skills didn’t transfer well to such a big city. 

Some had trouble earning money. They were also wor-

ried that war might break out between Holland and 

Spain. And as the years passed, they grew more and 

more concerned that their English children were  

becoming Dutch. Some of the older kids had even run 

off to be soldiers or sailors.

The Separatists had wanted to break away from 

the Church of England, but they’d never meant to give 

up being English. There had to be a place where they 

could raise their families with the old English ways 

while practicing their religion in peace. So after about 

twelve years in Holland, they decided that the time 

had come to move again, to a place they could truly 

call home.

We’re talking about Plymouth now, right? Actually, 

no. Not yet.

When the Separatists decided to leave Holland, 

they weren’t sure at first where they’d go. For a while, 
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Another option was to cross the ocean but go far-

ther north. There, they’d be living close to other 

English people. They worried about that, too. What if  

they were persecuted? What if it felt like England all 

over again? They’d have gone so far, all for nothing. 

What should they do?

It wasn’t an easy decision. But in the end, William 

Brewster and his congregation made plans to say  

goodbye to Holland and set sail across the Atlantic.

HOW DO WE KNOW WHAT WE  

KNOW ABOUT THE PILGRIMS?

How can historians piece together the story 

of something that happened four hundred 

years ago? William Bradford, who became 

the governor of Plymouth Colony, included 

some details about life in Leiden in his 
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writings. And when the Pilgrims took off from 

Leiden in 1620, they left behind other clues, too.

Some of the buildings that were part of the 

Pilgrims’ lives in Leiden are still there, includ-

ing the old castle Burcht van Leiden and the 

chapel that also served as the guildhall, where 

the weavers had their cloth inspected.

A fourteenth- century house that William 

Brewster supposedly visited while he was in 

Leiden is a museum now.

The Leiden American Pilgrim Museum dis-

plays artifacts from the years the Pilgrims 

BURCHT VAN LEIDEN
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spent in Leiden. Those everyday objects tell  

stories about daily life. Fragments of pipes and 

pottery dishes help historians piece together 

bits of the Separatists’ days in Leiden. There’s  

a lice comb from the 1500s— evidence that 

traveling packed together on ships and living 

in close quarters probably left the Pilgrims 

with itchy scalps. There are also toy soldiers 

and jacks. These suggest that play was an 

LEIDEN AMERICAN PILGRIM MUSEUM
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important part of the children’s lives and that 

Pilgrim parents might not have been as stern 

and strict as we sometimes think.

As for the Pilgrims’ lives in America, along 

with artifacts, we also have a couple of detailed 

primary sources to tell that story. A primary 

source is a firsthand account of something that 

happened, written by someone who was directly 

involved in it. Historians generally consider 

primary sources to be the most valuable refer-

ences for understanding history. 

Still, it’s important to remember that his-

torical writers had their own motivations and 

biases, just as people do today. And like mod -

ern people, seventeenth- century writers didn’t 

know everything, so some of their writings 

include misunderstandings or assumptions 

that are just plain wrong. Really, a primary 

source isn’t necessarily the truth of what hap-

pened; it’s an account of what the writer noticed 

and believed at that time. And sometimes peo-

ple lie in primary sources, too, sharing what 

they want others to believe instead of telling 

the whole truth.
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One of the primary sources 

about the settlement of Plym-

outh, Mourt’s Relation, is a 

collection of letters, docu-

ments, and journal entries 

mostly written by William 

Bradford and another Pil-

grim settler, Edward Win-

slow, in 1620 and 1621.

The other main primary 

source about Plymouth is  

a book called Of Plymouth 

Plantation, which Bradford 

started writing in 1630. It’s 

interesting to compare the 

two sources.
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WAIT . . . WAS IT  
“PLYMOUTH” OR “PLIMOTH”?

In documents about this colony, you’ll find its 

name spelled two different ways— “Plymouth” 

and “Plimoth.” That’s because back then, there 

was no standard spelling. William Bradford 

used the spelling “Plimoth” in his original his-

tory, so the living- history museum Plimoth 

Plantation chose to spell its name the same 

way. The modern city of Plymouth, Massachu-

setts, uses the other spelling.

Mourt’s Relation was written close to the 

time the events were taking place, and parts of  

it are very detailed. That makes sense if you 

think about it. What do you remember more 

vividly— something that happened just last 

week, or something that happened five years 

ago? Of Plymouth Plantation was written almost 

a decade later, so it’s what historians call a “rec-

ollection” of events, in which the writer does 

their best to remember what things were like.

Bradford’s recollection still stands as one of 
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the few accounts of Plymouth written by some-

one who experienced it— and it was almost lost 

to us! For generations, Bradford’s writings had 

been passed down among his descendants. 

Eventually, Of Plymouth Plantation ended up in 

the library of Boston’s Old South Church.

The British occupied Boston during the 

Revolutionary War, and when the war ended, 

Bradford’s manuscript was missing. It turned 

up years later in the library of the bishop of 

London and was printed there in 1856 and 

brought back to America in 1897.

OLD SOUTH CHURCH
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DID PILGRIMS REALLY  
LOOK LIKE THAT?

Chances are, you’ve seen pictures 

of Pilgrims dressed all in black, 

with fancy buckles on their hats. 

Maybe when you were in pre-

school or kindergarten, you 

even made a hat like that out 

of construction paper and alu-

minum foil and wore it for your 

classroom’s Thanksgiving cele-

bration. But most of the time, Pil-

grims didn’t dress like that at all.

This is a situation where 

mythology— the stories told 

about a group of people— was accepted as  

history without proof. Often, modern people 

think of Pilgrims as being super strict and 

stern and dressing all in black. There are por-

traits of Pilgrims dressed in black, like the one 

of Edward Winslow on the next page. It’s the 

only portrait of a Pilgrim painted from life, 

with the subject sitting there while the artist 
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painted, and Winslow is indeed wearing black. 

But that’s probably because people wore their 

best clothes to have their portraits made, and 

in the time of the Pilgrims, most people’s best 

clothes were black.

Paintings like this one make it easy for peo-

ple to assume that Pilgrims walked around in 
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black clothes all the time. But historical docu-

ments tell a different story.

An estate inventory is a listing of a person’s 

possessions. It includes all the things they 

owned at the time of their death. If that myth 

about Pilgrims wearing all black were true, 

you’d expect the estate listings from Plymouth 

Colony to be a long list of black pants and coats. 

But instead those documents list articles of 

clothing in all kinds of bright colors— red, yel-

low, orange, green, and violet, in addition to 

brown and black.

So when we look at historical documents, we 

see that the Pilgrims’ world was probably a lot 

more colorful than many people thought.
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Isaiah Dunn is My Hero  
By Kelly J. Baptist  

Grades 3-7 

 

  Isaiah is now the big man of the house. But 
it's a lot harder than his dad made it look. His 
little sister, Charlie, asks too many questions, 
and Mama's gone totally silent. 
 
     Good thing Isaiah can count on his best 
friend, Sneaky, who always has a scheme for 
getting around the rules. Plus, his classmate 
Angel has a few good ideas of her own—once 
she stops hassling Isaiah. 

 
     And when things get really tough, there's Daddy's 
journal, filled with stories about the amazing Isaiah Dunn, a 
superhero who gets his powers from beans and rice. Isaiah 
wishes his dad's tales were real. He could use those powers 
right about now! 
 
     Kelly J. Baptist's debut novel explores the indomitable 
spirit of a ten-year-old boy and the superhero strength it 
takes to grow up. 



 



1

March 1

WE ARE SOOO not supposed to be here.

I know it the second the door to P.J.’s dings when we open it, 

but I can’t just leave my best friend, Sneaky, hanging, so I walk 

in behind him, my stomach karate- chopping the whole time.

Sneaky acts like he’s been here before, which he probably has. 

I’ve only heard horror stories. P.J.’s Liquor Spot is a little store on 

the corner of 5th and Creighton, and if you know anything about 

Creighton, you know that something bad’s always happening 

there. Like, every week. Sneaky’s mom and mine always tell us 

to stay away, even though P.J.’s has the cheapest candy and ice 

cream bars. For the most part, I listen. Sneaky doesn’t.

“Yo, hurry up,” I say to Sneaky in a whisper, noticing some 

older kids watching us with narrowed eyes.
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As if being on Creighton isn’t bad enough, P.J.’s is also kinda 

dark inside, and not that clean. The music playing makes me 

feel mad for no reason, and a frown inches across my face.

I follow Sneaky to the candy aisle, which is right near the 

front counter. While I keep glancing around, Sneaky studies 

the candy bars, taking his time when we need to get outta here!

“Aight, ’Saiah, get six Snickers and six Milky Ways,” Sneaky 

says, reaching for Skittles and Starburst.

I grab what he says, and some bubble gum, too.

“Mike O wanted gum yesterday, remember?” I say.

“Oh yeah! Good look, bro.” Sneaky grabs some packs of 

M&M’s, and I get Butterfingers and Laffy Taffy. By now, our 

arms are pretty full.

“Some 3 Musketeers?” I ask, but I don’t get an answer.

Bam! Bam!

I almost drop all the candy on the ground when the guy at 

the register bangs on the counter to get our attention.

“Hey, candy man,” he calls, nodding at our stash. “Y’all got 

money for all that?”

“Yeah,” says Sneaky, walking to the counter. The guy studies 

us to make sure we don’t try to slip anything into our pockets 

or backpacks. We dump everything on the counter and the guy 

starts ringing it up.

“Eight thirty- five,” he says, putting the candy into a bag but 

not handing it over until Sneaky gives him the money. Eight 
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dollars and thirty- five cents exactly. Sneaky don’t play when it 

comes to his candy business and his money.

The guy slides the bag toward Sneaky, and he puts it into his 

backpack before we walk out.

“That place is crazy!” I say, breathing a sigh of relief, but 

Sneaky doesn’t notice.

“Yo, I’ll make, like, a fifteen- dollar profit once I sell this,” he 

says, all excited. “See, that’s why I come here.”

Sneaky’s definitely right about the candy prices in P.J.’s. But 

when I hear the door ding again and glance over my shoulder, I 

wish we had just gotten our candy at the 7- Eleven near Sneaky’s 

house.

I stop walking, and so does Sneaky, trying to figure out what 

I’m staring at.

“What?” he asks.

“Nothing,” I say. I have to force myself to turn around and 

keep walking, instead of racing back to P.J.’s. “Thought some of 

those dudes were coming for us.”

Sneaky sucks his teeth. “Man, forget them. They’re not 

gonna do nothing to us.”

I don’t remind him that a kid got jumped over here just last 

week, or that Creighton schools are our rivals. I’m too busy 

thinking about other things.

Like how I just saw Mama go into P.J.’s, and how I know 

exactly what she’ll come out with.
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March 2

MAMA SAYS I always liked words; that I was talking before I 

could walk, and reading and writing before I even got to kinder-

garten. For some reason, I like poems. Nobody knows that 

except Mama and Daddy, and maybe Charlie, my little sister. 

Sneaky knows a lot about me, but he don’t know that.

According to Mama, I get my love of words from my daddy, 

who wrote tons of stories in his notebooks. I like making words 

fit together like puzzle pieces, and coming up with the perfect 

rhyme. But since Daddy died four months ago, nothing fits and 

nothing rhymes, no matter how hard I try to make it.

Mama didn’t do very well after Daddy died, and neither did 

me and Charlie, I guess. But at least me and Charlie started to 

have some sunny days after a while. Mama’s been all rain. She 

started missing days at work, and then she stopped going at all. 

The less she went to work, the more bottles started showing up 

around our apartment, like long- lost cousins who never leave, 

all of ’em with the labels torn off. Mama probably thinks I don’t 

know what she’s drinking, but I do. And I know it’s only making 

things worse— so bad, we couldn’t live in our apartment any-

more.

Today is Day 17 in the Smoky Inn, which is what I call the 

motel we’ve been staying in. It’s really called the Sleep Inn 

Motel, but everything smells like smoke, so they should really 
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change the name. Most of the time, Mama lays in bed all day, 

which means I have to look out for Charlie, who’s four and 

pretty annoying. Like right now, she just drew these pink flow-

ers in my notebook, the one I used to write all my poems in.

“Look, ’Saiah!” Charlie says, like I’m supposed to be excited 

that she drew over my poem about rain.

Rain is just like tears from the sky.

Cuz even things up high have to cry.

“Charlie, why’d you do that?” I say, snatching the notebook 

from her.

“Cuz,” she says, shrugging and bouncing off to the bed she 

shares with Mama. Mama doesn’t even stir when Charlie jumps 

on the bed, and she doesn’t say anything when I tell Charlie to 

leave my stuff alone.

“But you don’t write in it, ’Saiah,” Charlie says, sucking on 

two fingers, her most disgusting habit.

Charlie’s right, though. I haven’t written one word this year. 

Every time I try to, it’s like the words freeze in my brain, which 

makes the lead freeze in my pencil. Nothing comes out.
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I flip through the pages in my notebook, and half of them are 

blank. Wonder why Charlie didn’t at least draw on an empty 

page.

Clouds are the Kleenex to wipe the sky's face.

They move away quick when the sun gets in place.

Other than the scribbles all over it now, it’s a pretty good 

poem. There’s a pen on the raggedy motel table; I reach for it 

and turn to a blank page.

“You gonna write something about me, ’Saiah?” Charlie 

calls.

“No,” I say.

I stare at the page, but no words come out. Ten minutes 

later, when I need to leave for school and Charlie starts whining 

that she’s hungry, my page looks exactly the same.

Empty.
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March 4

SNEAKY’S SNORING IS like thunder trapped in a blender. No 

matter how tight I squeeze the pillow around my head, it’s still 

loud.

I heard you should nudge a snoring person, and that’ll make 

them stop. I kick Sneaky, like, three times, and it doesn’t work!

The room is dark, but it’s that half dark/half light that means 

it’s about 7:06, way too early to be awake after staying up till 

3 a.m.

Sneak turns over, farts, and keeps snoring, and that’s when I 

know I won’t be getting any more zzz’s. I pull the pillow off my 

head and sit up. Sneaky’s room is small, and he shares it with 

his big brother, Antwan, who’s pretty much a jerk. But it beats 

being stuck in that smoky motel room. If it was up to me, I’d 

probably live with Sneaky, instead of just spending the weekend 

with him, which I had to beg Mama to do.

I reach for my backpack and pull out my daddy’s gold note-

book, which I’ve been reading, like, every day since I found it 

when we still lived in our apartment. I keep his notebook next 

to mine in my backpack. Guess I’m thinking his words might 

jump over to my notebook if I keep them close to each other. 

Unlike me, Daddy filled his notebook from beginning to end 

with his thoughts about things, but mostly with stories called 

“The Beans and Rice Chronicles of Isaiah Dunn.” In the stories, 
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a ten- year- old kid superhero named Isaiah Dunn goes on tons of 

secret missions and gets his power from bowls of beans and rice. 

When I first found Daddy’s notebook, I thought it was cool that 

he wrote about me as a superhero. I wish all the beans and rice 

Mama’s been making would give me some type of superpower 

in real life.

I count sixty- four pages left to read in Daddy’s notebook, 

which seems like a lot, but if I keep reading every day, I’ll be 

done in no time. That makes me read extra slow. I don’t wanna 

think about what will happen when I get to the end. Daddy 

should’ve written “Isaiah Dunn and the Never- Ending Tale,” 

where the notebook has magic powers to keep the story going 

forever. In the story I’m reading now, Isaiah Dunn races against 

the clock to find a clue hidden in a box of cereal at the grocery 

store.

The grocery store part makes me think about Mama, and I 

stop reading. I wonder what she’s doing right now, and if Char-

lie is with her. I think Charlie hates being in the motel as much 

as I do, and I feel a little guilty for leaving her alone for the week-

end. I’m thinking maybe if we get enough money, we can find a 

real nice place to live, and then Mama would feel better. I know 

I would.

I flip to the page in Daddy’s notebook where he wrote about 

fears. He wrote that when you name a fear, it becomes defeat-
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able, and he put down some of his fears. Some of them are 

funny, like “octopuses” and “fire hydrants” and “wasps.” Others 

are scary, like “wolves” and “burglars” and “our car going off a 

bridge into deep water.” I’m scared of daddy long- leg spiders, 

tsunamis, and sometimes dogs. I write those down next to 

 Daddy’s list. Then I add: eating beans and rice every day, not 

being able to write poems, and having to live at Smoky Inn for-

ever. My last fear is the worst one. Losing Mama, too.

I reach down to the bottom of my backpack for my stash of 

money, which I keep in one of Daddy’s old socks. I empty the 

sock out and count all the change and dollar bills: $19.78. No-

where near enough to get us a sweet apartment.

I keep reading, hoping that maybe I’ll find a money- making 

idea from the story, but my eyes get super heavy, and the next 

thing I know, Sneaky’s nudging me.

“Yo, wake up, Mr. Librarian!” He smirks.

The room’s completely light now, and my neck is sore from 

how I fell asleep.

“Okay, Sir Snores,” I say back. I put Daddy’s notebook in my 

backpack before Sneaky can clown me for what I’m reading. 

He’d definitely clown me for my book of poems.

“Whatever,” Sneaky says. “I don’t snore.”

I shake my head. No use arguing with him. If I had a phone, 

I’d just record him or something.
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“You hungry?” Sneaky asks, reaching for his PlayStation 

controller. He’d play for hours without even thinking about 

breakfast, but not me.

“Yeah,” I say, and my stomach rumbles automatically. 

Sneaky’s mom actually makes real breakfast, like, every day, 

and I’m catching a whiff of goodness right now! I beat Sneaky 

to the kitchen, and when I get there, I see a stack of pancakes 

on the table— golden brown, not burnt and lumpy like the ones 

Mama makes at Smoky Inn. Right next to the pancakes is a plate 

of perfectly crispy bacon, and Sneaky’s mom is scrambling eggs 

at the stove. Everything smells so good, my stomach rumbles 

again.

Sneaky’s mom takes one look at us and makes a face.

“Uh- uh,” she says. “Y’all can take your stank- breath, crusty 

faces to the bathroom before you sit at my table.”

“Ma, c’mon!” whines Sneaky, walking closer to her.

“Sneaky, don’t play with me!” she says, holding a hand in 

front of her nose, like he smells so bad it might mess up her face. 

“And, Isaiah, you not a guest; you know the drill.”

I don’t stick around complaining, just go to the bathroom 

and get my toothbrush from where I always keep it, in the sec-

ond drawer on the right. I brush, use mouthwash, and wash my 

face with a cloth that smells just like the Laundromat on Michi-

gan Avenue.
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“That’s better,” Sneaky’s mom says when I come back to the 

kitchen. “Go ’head and fix a plate.”

By the time Sneaky wanders back in, I already have butter 

and syrup on the pancakes.

“So what are you guys doing today?” asks Sneaky’s mom, 

like she always does at breakfast. Me and Sneaky lock eyes, and 

we both talk at the same time.

“We gotta clean up the room,” Sneaky says.

“And maybe go to the park,” I add.

“Plus, ’Saiah’s gonna test me on my spelling words,” Sneaky 

says.

See, we learned real quick that if we don’t have a plan, and 

just shrug and say “I dunno” when Sneaky’s mom asks what 

we’re doing, then she’ll have us sweeping, scrubbing walls, wip-

ing down the windows, and other weird chores.

“Um- hmm.” Sneaky’s mom gives us a look like she kinda be-

lieves us, kinda doesn’t. “Well, y’all can pick up a few things for 

me from the store when you go out, okay, Sneaky?”

“Uh- huh.” Sneaky’s mouth is full of pancake, so I add, “We 

can do that, no problem.”

“Thank you, Isaiah.” Sneaky’s mom pats my arm. “Somebody 

knows the right way to answer a question around here.”

She stands, thumps Sneaky on the head, and walks out of the 

kitchen with her food.
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“Make sure y’all wash your plates!” she calls.

“Dude, we gotta bounce before she makes us do laundry 

or something,” Sneaky says, taking his plate to the sink. I grab 

 another pancake and pour syrup over it. No way am I passing 

up seconds.

Once we’re done washing our plates, we head to Sneaky’s 

room to clean up, but we end up playing Madden NFL on his 

PlayStation instead.

“Taste the turf!” Sneaky yells when he sacks my quarter-

back, and it wakes Antwan up.

“Yo, shut up!” Antwan growls, throwing a pillow that hits 

both of us in the face. Sneaky throws the pillow back, and turns 

the volume down on the TV.

But when Sneaky’s running back fumbles a few minutes 

later, and I scoop the ball up and run for a touchdown, I forget 

all about Antwan and jump up screaming. Problem is, Antwan 

jumps up, too, and his eyes are a scary red.

“Didn’t I tell y’all to shut up?” he says, adding in a few cuss 

words this time. I sit back down, feeling a little nervous. Antwan 

turned into a different kind of dude once he started high school 

this year, and Sneaky’s mom is always fussing with him about 

who he hangs out with and how he treats Sneaky.

“Yo, Sneaky, you and yo’ punk friend need to get outta here.”

Antwan glares at us. The room is small enough to smell 

Antwan’s funky breath. A year ago, me and Sneaky would’ve 
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clowned him about it. But right now, Sneaky just sucks his teeth 

and turns the PlayStation off.

“Whatever,” he says to his brother, then to me, “Yo, Isaiah, 

let’s go to the park, and let this dummy clean the room.”

I pull on a T- shirt, lace up my sneakers, and we get out of 

there before Antwan thinks too hard about that last sentence.
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Chapter One

NEST

The trip to Mars was the hardest thing they’d ever ex-

perienced. That’s what the grown-ups said. The small, 

cramped ship. The constant fear of something going wrong. 

The knowledge that they could never return to Earth.

But honestly, it sounded like a cakewalk compared to 

sharing a bedroom with Albie.

Because he snored.

I hadn’t had a decent night’s sleep since Albie started 

bunking with me. I’d tried just about everything to block 

the noise: earplugs, sleeping under the blanket, even a 

thick hat with earflaps. But none of them worked.

It was surprising because Albie was perfect. He was 

easygoing and did his chores without complaining. Of all 

us kids, he was the least likely to throw a fuss. The grown- 

ups trusted him, even Sai. But it turned out there was one 

thing Albie wasn’t good at: sleeping quietly. And I didn’t 
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know which was worse: Albie’s snoring or Trey wanting 

to change rooms.

For as long as I could remember, Trey had slept in the 

bed across from mine. My drawings of cats and his draw-

ings of aliens had papered the walls. Our plastic models 

crowded the shelves together. Then, two months ago, Trey 

suddenly asked to switch bedrooms. Next thing I knew, 

Trey was sleeping across the hall in the older kids’ room 

with Vera and Flossy, while Albie was snoring in mine.

And me?

I wasn’t sleeping at all.

Neither was Leo, from the looks of it. The old cat was 

sitting up in bed, flicking his tail in annoyance.

This room- switching thing had happened once before. 

Back when Trey and I were little, the grown- ups had 

moved us boys into one room and the girls into the other. 

Albie was older than me and Trey and so he was allowed 

to stay up later. The problem was that Albie would make a 

lot of noise when he came to bed, and he’d wake us up. The 

experiment was abandoned after a week. Now, all these 

years later, Albie was keeping me awake again.

Across the room from me, Albie let out a loud, waffling 

snort. I groaned, pulling the pillow over my head.

“Albie,” I said.

He didn’t move.

“Albie!” I shouted.

He sat up abruptly, looking around the dimly lit room 
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in confusion. Albie was tall, with broad shoulders. Darby 

said he would’ve made a good football player. Football 

was an Earth game where you threw around a ball and 

knocked into people. I didn’t really understand it.

“What’s wrong, Bell?” Albie asked, his hair sticking 

out crazily everywhere. It was always funny to see him 

without his Dodgers ball cap. He only took it off at bed-

time.

“You’re snoring!” I said.

“Oh,” he said. “I thought there was an emergency.”

“It is an emergency! I can’t sleep!”

“I’m so sorry, Bell,” he mumbled, and lay back down. “I 

promise not to snore anymore.”

It was hard to be angry at Albie. He was kind and 

gentle— a big teddy bear when it came right down to it.

A big snoring teddy bear.

“Aw, dust it,” I muttered. Albie could have the room 

to himself. I grabbed my blanket and left, Leo padding 

after me.

Not that I blamed him.

Even a cat couldn’t take Albie’s snoring.

V

Leo and I walked down the twisting corridor, our way lit 

by the cool blue light of nighttime. The light changed to 

mirror the time of day. In the morning, the blue would 
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transform to a warm, bright yellow. This was supposed 

to help us have a sense of time because the settlement 

was mostly underground. It had been built in a giant lava 

tube— a massive, cavelike space left behind by flowing 

lava millions of years ago. It was the perfect prebuilt habi-

tat, keeping us safe from the surface dangers of Mars— 

radiation, extreme freezing temperatures, and dust.

The interior walls were constructed from a space- tech 

gray rubber that curved gently, flowing from one room 

to the next like a smile. The rooms were round, almost 

bubble- like, for improved structural integrity. Sai told me 

he’d thrown out the old rules when he designed the settle-

ment. Apparently, on Earth, people lived in boxy struc-

tures with hard corners.

Earth sounded sharp to me.

This corridor was a history of my childhood. There 

was the spot where I banged into the wall with my 

scooter. The scratches on the ceiling from when I’d tried 

to make my toy spaceship fly. (It didn’t work.) And, of 

course, the ruler on the wall where Meems recorded our 

growth with a thick black pen. She joked that as some of 

the first human children to grow up on Mars, we were a 

living experiment.

Farther down the way was a board with digi- pics of 

us when we’d arrived on Mars. We were much older now 

than the babies on the wall. Albie was seventeen, the 
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oldest in Earth years. Then came Flossy (sixteen), Vera 

(fifteen), Trey (fourteen), and me (eleven).

I might have been the youngest, but at least I still knew 

how to have fun. Unlike the older kids who became moody 

grumps when they turned thirteen.

Of course, in Mars years we were much younger. It 

took Mars 687 days to go around the sun, so a “Mars 

year” was 687 days, which meant I was only five and Trey 

was seven.

Ahead of me, Leo stopped to sniff at something, his tail 

flicking in the air. When I was little, there had been a lot 

of cats. Bella. Mochi. Harley. Sesame. Little Cat. As the 

years went by, the cats died, and Leo was the only one left. 

But I still remembered them all.

Then Leo and I were leaving the children’s wing and 

passing the shared areas— the recreation room and the 

mess hall and kitchen— that bookended the two sleeping 

wings. The recreation room was illuminated by the flick-

ering light of a digi- reel that someone had left playing.

Like the rest of the settlement, the room was painted 

a pale blue. It was supposed to be a soothing color that 

mimicked the Earth sky. There was an L-shaped couch 

with a loop rug woven from old clothing. Darby had cre-

ated the rocking chair from plastic barrels. Everything 

was recycled on Mars. Even the plant that decorated 

the room was made from algae paper, although it was  
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getting old and the leaves had become brittle and started 

to crumble.

Aside from the couch and rocking chair, there was the 

small plastic table we had played at when we were little. 

These days, it held Flossy’s sewing machine and fabric in-

stead of our clay and crayons. Then there was the plastic 

display case next to the wall, which housed the rocks we 

children had collected over the years.

After that was the mess hall. It smelled like tonight’s 

supper: an algae casserole that was one of Salty Bill’s stan-

dard meals. No one was around, so I made a quick stop in 

the kitchen and grabbed a few ginger cookies. Salty Bill 

didn’t like anyone taking food when he wasn’t there, but I 

figured he wouldn’t miss them.

Then I was in the grown- ups’ wing. First was Meems’s 

room. I could find my way to it with my eyes closed; when 

we woke up sick at night, she was the one we went to. 

Past it was Salty Bill’s room. Across from it was Phin-

neus’s room. As I passed Eliana and Darby’s room, I could 

hear soft snoring. Eliana had always complained about her 

husband’s snoring, but I never understood what she was 

talking about. I sure did now.

Everyone’s rooms were dark except for Sai’s. There 

was light under his door, and I wondered what kept him 

from sleep. I left the living quarters behind and followed 

the corridor that led to the work areas. This part of the 
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settlement was usually buzzing with activity during the 

day. But in the middle of the night, the only sound was 

from the air scrubbers humming softly in the background 

like a lullaby. I passed the exercise room, Sai’s workshop, 

the sick bay, various workrooms, the generator room, and, 

my favorite, the algae farm.

Just past the algae farm was a circular staircase. I 

climbed up and up and up the bouncing plastic stairs. I 

was a little out of breath when I finally reached the com-

munications and observations rooms, also known as COR. 

It was aboveground and where we sent and received mes-

sages from Earth. The grown- ups jokingly called it the 

Phone Booth. The COR was the crew’s original habitat 

when they’d first arrived on Mars. Installed by robots, it 

was a simple domelike structure. There was a wide win-

dow with a sweeping view of the dusty red Martian land-

scape. No one spent much time here except for Sai. As 

commander, he sent situation reports to Earth Command. 

Also, he could monitor the weather better up here. It was 

the perfect spot to watch whirling dust devils.

I liked the echoes of the room’s previous life. Taped on 

the walls were colorful maps of Earth places. Pennsylva-

nia. Alabama. Alaska. Michigan. It had been tradition for 

the crew to bring a map from their home state.

Then there were the plastic lockers for the crew mem-

bers’ belongings. They’d decorated them with stickers 
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and pictures. The front of Sai’s locker had a list of all the 

places he’d visited.

BUCKET LIST

Everest
Antarctica
Moon
Mars

Best of all, it was quiet up here. I settled on the couch 

under the blanket and munched on the cookies. Outside 

the wide window, Phobos, one of our two moons, was 

a glowing lump in the darkness. Above it was Earth, a 

bright, shining star.

I wondered if the people on Earth thought about us 

as much as we did about them. Even though I’d seen lots 

of digi- pics, I still had a hard time imagining Earth. The 

pool of endless water called the ocean. The places with 

trees called forests. And, of course, the animals. Phinneus 

had told me about the birds that flew through the sky and 

made their homes, called nests, in trees high above the 

ground.

As I closed my eyes with Leo curled at my feet, I felt 

like a bird in a quiet, safe nest— my home.

One that I never, ever wanted to leave.
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Chapter Two

A GOOD DAY

I blinked my eyes open. The dome was bathed in warm 

pink light.

It was morning.

And there was something heavy on my chest.

“Meow!”

That something was Leo. He was sitting on me.

“Meeee- ow!” he said again, more loudly. I understood a 

little Cat, and that meant I’m hungry!

“I guess you want breakfast,” I said.

Satisfied that I was finally awake, he leapt off me with 

a swish of his tail, landing with a soft thud on the floor.

I stood up and yawned, walking over to the window. 

The landscape stretched out in varying shades of dusty 

red as far as I could see. The low- hanging sun was a small 

dot against a pink sky with wispy blue clouds.

Sunrise on Mars was magical.
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Just beyond the window was our backyard. The swoop-

ing craters where we’d spent hours playing outside while 

wearing our environmental suits. The lawn chairs and 

barbecue grill, cobbled together from parts Darby had 

scavenged from old machines. The grill didn’t work, of 

course— there wasn’t enough oxygen in the atmosphere 

to light a fire. But Darby loved to pose for digi- pics next 

to it, wearing his environmental suit. He was goofy like 

that.

Meems said the only thing missing was grass. Phin-

neus explained it was a plant you grew and cut and then 

grew again and cut. It didn’t make much sense.

Off to the side of our yard was the garage, where we 

stored our two rovers, and next to that was the dock-

ing station, where the robot- controlled supply ship from 

Earth that came every two years would connect to the 

settlement. I was already looking forward to the chocolate 

it would bring.

Something caught my eye. A blinking light was mov-

ing slowly across the horizon. It was probably a rover from 

one of the other countries. It was always a little scary to 

think how close the other settlements were to us. I some-

times wondered what they looked like, as I’d never seen 

them. We weren’t allowed to go past the little cemetery 

on the edge of our territory; it was far too dangerous.

There was a soft ringing in the distance; it was the 

meal chime. Salty Bill would be setting breakfast out now. 
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After that would be morning chores, lessons, lunch, then 

afternoon chores, free time, supper, then evening chores, 

and finally bed. The next morning, we would wake up and 

start the same routine all over again. Sai liked to say a bor-

ing day on Mars was a good day.

“We better get moving, Leo,” I said. “Um- yums.”

It was a baby word I had used for “food.” Now I used 

it on Leo. He knew that word and turned  toward me. But 

before I could take a step, it happened.

A glowing round object hurtled across the sky, a 

white- hot tail of light streaking behind it. It crashed far 

away, waves of bright light exploding around it like a halo.

Leo darted under the couch right before the room 

began to shake.

V

All around me, the room rocked wildly. I tumbled to the 

ground. Across the room, the desk holding the commu-

nications digi- slate rattled, and the chair in front of it 

tipped over with a loud crash. Papers on the desk spilled 

across the floor, and a locker banged open. I decided to 

stay where I was: it seemed like the safest thing to do.

Then, as suddenly as it had started, it was over.

Everything was still.

I crawled to the window and looked out. A plume of 

red dust was rising, as if it had been kicked up by whatever 
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had crashed into it. The question was, what had crashed? 

It had looked like a ship, but not like any ship I had ever 

seen. It was too round, too glowing, too otherworldly.

Too alien.

Feet pounded up the stairs. Sai burst into the room, 

worry etched into the lines of his face. He must have been 

in the middle of shaving: he had green shaving cream on 

one cheek.

“Are you hurt?” he demanded.

I shook my head and then remembered. “Leo!” I cried, 

looking around.

Scrambling down onto my hands and knees, I peered 

under the couch. Leo was curled into a tight loaf and 

stared back at me. I tugged him out, checking him over. 

He seemed fine.

Then people were running into the room—Darby and 

Eliana, Trey, Flossy, Vera, and Albie. Albie looked half- 

awake, his ball cap on backward.

“Sitrep!” Sai barked. It was short for “situation report” 

and was his way of asking what had happened.

“Something crashed!” I said, pointing out the window. 

“I think it was an alien ship!”

Everyone looked at me as if I was an alien. Everyone 

except Trey. He and I had always been fascinated by aliens 

and monsters. We had watched every digi- reel in our col-

lection that featured them.

“Alien?” Trey asked, eyes widening.
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I nodded.

“Bell,” Sai said, shaking his head. “There’s no such 

thing as aliens.”

Technically, he was right. We had colonized the moon 

and begun to settle Mars. In all that time, we hadn’t 

encountered alien life. But I knew aliens existed. Why 

wouldn’t there be something else besides us out here? It 

just made sense. There were hundreds of billions of gal-

axies. Surely one of them had intelligent life. (Maybe even 

alien cats?)

Meems ran in, carrying her portable med kit. She was 

wearing her bathrobe, and her short gray hair was wet 

and plastered to her head.

“What happened?” she asked urgently.

“Something crashed,” Flossy said.

“He thinks it was an alien ship,” Trey added.

“It was definitely an alien ship,” I said.

Meems pushed her way forward with her med kit, her 

pale eyes filled with worry.

“Did you hit your head, Bell?” she asked, her hand in 

my hair, feeling for bumps.

“No!” I said, shaking her off. “I’m fine!”

“But this silly talk of aliens— ”

“I saw the ship!”

“Describe exactly what you saw,” she said, like I was 

describing symptoms. She was our doctor after all.

So I did. I described the circle of light, the bright white 
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tail, the explosion. How everything shook and Leo was 

terrified.

“I see,” she said, and looked up at Sai.

Sai was rubbing his gray beard, which he did when he 

was trying to puzzle something out. There were still bits 

of shaving cream on his face, but he didn’t seem to notice.

“Sounds like a meteorite,” Eliana said. She was wear-

ing her usual cargo shorts and T-shirt. She liked to wear 

shorts because she was in and out of environmental suits 

all day and got hot.

“But it glowed!” I said.

“That’s what meteors do when they enter the atmo-

sphere,” she explained.

“I’m pretty sure one crashed when you said you’d marry 

me, Peanut Butter,” Darby teased, winking at his wife. “Or 

maybe that was my heart exploding from happiness?”

She rolled her eyes at him. “ Really, Jelly?”

“Peanut Butter” and “Jelly” were their silly pet names 

for each other. They had fallen in love on the moon. Sai 

said he’d recruited them to Mars as a package deal. Eliana 

was super smart; she had helped design the lunar settle-

ment. Darby called himself a jack- of- all- trades.

“Let me through,” a voice called loudly.

Phinneus was pushing up to the front with his cane. 

He was old and moved slowly, but he had a way of making 

himself heard. He walked to the window and stared out at 

the plume of dust.
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“Whatever it was, it landed near the French settle-

ment,” Phinneus said, pointing his cane. “We need to con-

tact them to see if they’re all right.”

“Absolutely not,” Sai said in a firm voice, crossing his 

arms.

“Sai,” Meems said, “maybe we should go take a look.”

“It’s not our territory. It’s not our problem. You know 

the rules.”

There were a lot of rules. They said it was because 

Mars was dangerous. I knew them by heart. We all did—  

they were impossible to miss. The grown- ups had taped 

them in front of the toilet in our bathroom.

SETTLEMENT RULES

Do not go outside without a buddy.

Use the alarm bell in an emergency.

Keep a glow stick in your pocket.

Rovers are off- limits for children.

Do not go beyond the flag.

No contact with foreign countries,  

ever.

Beneath the typed rules, someone— probably Vera— 

had added:

ALWAYS PUT THE SEAT DOWN ON THE TOILET!
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Vera, who never missed a chance to argue, asked, “Why 

can’t we go see what it is?”

“Because it’s too dangerous,” Sai said.

“Yeah, it’s too dangerous,” Albie echoed.

“You just say whatever Sai says!” Vera snapped at him.

“What if someone’s hurt?” Phinneus asked.

And then everyone was talking at once, the voices get-

ting louder and louder until I couldn’t tell who was speak-

ing. A loud whistle pierced the noise.

I turned to see Salty Bill standing in the doorway, 

wearing his apron and holding a plastic whistle. He had 

a kerchief tied over his head, and his long gray ponytail 

dangled beneath.

“What’s the ruckus?” he hollered as the room fell si-

lent.

“An alien ship crashed over there!” I said.

“It was a meteorite,” Sai said.

Salty Bill just shook his head.

“I don’t care if a pterodactyl flew out of a black hole 

and landed here. I’m serving breakfast in five minutes. It’s 

the only meal you’re getting until lunch,” he announced.

Salty Bill turned and stomped out of the room.

Everyone looked around for a minute. And then fol-

lowed him out.

Aliens or no aliens, no one ever missed a meal on Mars.
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Chlorine Sky  
By Mahogany L. Browne  

Grade 9 & Up  

On Sale: 1/12/21 

 
     She looks me hard in my eyes 
& my knees lock into tree trunks 
My eyes don't dance like my 
heartbeat racing 
They stare straight back hot 
daggers. 
I remember things will never be 
the same. 
I remember things. 

 

 
     With gritty and heartbreaking honesty, Mahogany L. 
Browne delivers a novel-in-verse about broken promises, 
fast rumors, and when growing up means growing apart 
from your best friend. 
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ME & LAY LI AIN’T TALKING

cause she think she cute

cause she think I ain’t.

Must be pretty boy Curtis

all in her head

all in her mouth

making her forget

her home training.

Making her forget

her daddy got a gun for a living.

& her mama gone.
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& THIS IS WHY I THINK

she ain’t got no sense, nohow.

Cause ain’t nobody but fast girls

checking for Curtis.

& he keep her name close

& she don’t come home

the same way no more.

She must think she cute!

Must think I ain’t!

Like she ZendayaSkaiStormMeganNickiBeyoncé or something

Like she long curly hair movie star perfect

Like she perfect pink nail salon pop queen perfect

Like she all new Macy’s rack & Adidas shell toe perfect

Like she glossy magazine cover most beautiful girl perfect

Like she ain’t never had a bad day in the sun perfect

Like she ain’t never had a bad picture kind of perfect

Like she got a life don’t nobody judge cause she’s so perfect

I mean,

look how she keep me waiting like
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I’m supposed to wait on Curtis

or something

& I hate his light- skinned self!

Especially because he ain’t as funny

as he think.

Especially when he calls me black

& ugly & stupid!
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& LAY LI STAY GRINNING

like he the sun

like we ain’t friends

they boyfriends see Lay Li

It’s like they see the best parts of they favorite movie

& they favorite movie got they favorite soundtrack

& they favorite soundtrack make them feel strong

& they swing they arms around & show off to whoever is looking

I mean, sometimes I get caught looking  
but I ain’t got n o t h i n g to say

Not Lay Li

She act like she never lookin’

She must think she cute

But she ain’t just cute

Lay Li pretty

& they boyfriends at the skate rink

forget they home training around her.
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So when Curtis say the things

I’ve already said about myself

& she laugh

I know deep down inside

she ain’t never care about me at all.
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LAY LI THE SUN

& she called me best friend

Called me smart

Called me her ace

Called me her right-hand sis

Lay Li called me my name

Ain’t never call me nothing but my name

When everyone else call me nothing

She say best friend—like sis- patna- friend & she laugh bright bright

Because Lay Li the sun

now I know she just said them lies

to keep my shadow

all up & around her sunshine smile
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LIKE THAT TIME WE SKIPPED SCHOOL

for the pool party

& all the girls wear bikinis

but I got my one- piece on

with a white T- shirt on top.

& the boys just looking

like they mama ain’t taught them nothing worth knowing.

Lay Li got that good hair

so she don’t care if it’s wet & loose.

But my hair ain’t close to being good

so I keep it in a real real real tight ponytail

until the sun get so hot

I jump in & cool my sadness down.

It’s like I already know.

So I let my shoulders sink low

like my heart be

& I watch Lay Li
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how she walks & everybody stops

& I’m trying to learn

how to walk in a room & turn their heads

how to move in a crowd & be the light

how to keep a boy’s interest

but not just any boy

a boy who remembers my name

maybe a cute one with long eyelashes

& gentle hands

the kind of hands that keep to themselves

how to keep my sister, Essa, from talking bad to me

my older sister tell you “don’t mess up my name,” 

she go so far to move her mouth & show her perfect white teeth 

it’s “EEEEEE-SaaHHHH like mantra, like a prayer”

how to move through the world 

standing tall & demanding to be named properly

how to be more than a baller 

how to be someone that keep ’em guessing 

how to stop stressing because ain’t nobody 

got time for the kind of shade I got 

but everybody got time for some 

s u n

Brow_9780593176399_all_4p_r1.indd   8 10/12/20   8:43 AM



9

LAY LI SMILE AT CURTIS

& he only a little bit cute

but he ain’t funny or smart

so that’s how I know her grin is a lie.

& I pretend I don’t hear his slur

I pretend I don’t see his hazel eyes

when he say “lose her ugly black ass”

& Lay Li laugh.

Laugh like a knife in the back or laugh hysterical like the girl 
running from the scary man in a hockey mask or laugh like 
kids being followed around the mall by security or laugh like 
I do when my sister, Essa, makes me the butt of the joke. See 
I laugh & laugh & laugh & laugh &

she say “Shut up, Curtis”

but it sounds like   “Come here.”

I dunk my head underwater slow

& wait

just wait

I wait even longer

for her to say a n y t h i n g like:
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“don’t talk about my friend, I don’t care how pretty  
your eyes is!”

But she just say “shut up”

& she l a u g h

the kind of laugh that make me forget

we even friends

the kind of laugh that make me forget

we even

& I think

I could stay here

where it’s all a blurry aqua blue,

I think

I could stay here

where my eyes

don’t hurt as much

& it don’t feel

like I’ve been looking at the sun

all day l o n g.
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This Is My America 
By Kim Johnson   

Grade 7 & Up  

 

  Every week, seventeen-year-old Tracy 
Beaumont writes letters to Innocence X, 
asking the organization to help her 
father, an innocent Black man on death 
row. After seven years, Tracy is running 
out of time—her dad has only 267 days 
left. Then the unthinkable happens. The 
police arrive in the night, and Tracy's 
older brother, Jamal, goes from being a 

bright, promising track star to a "thug" on the run, 
accused of killing a white girl. Determined to save her 
brother, Tracy investigates what really happened 
between Jamal and Angela down at the Pike. But will 
Tracy and her family survive the uncovering of the 
skeletons of their Texas town's racist history that still 
haunt the present? 
 
     Fans of Nic Stone, Tiffany D. Jackson, and Jason 
Reynolds won't want to miss this provocative and 
gripping debut. 



"An incredible and searing examination of the often-tragic collision of racism 

and a flawed criminal justice system. Read and reread ... and reread again." 

-NIC STONE, New York Times b~stselling author of DEAR MARTIN .. 



THIS 
IS MY 

AMERICA
K I M  J O H N S O N

Random House  New York

John_9780593118764_all_3p_r1.indd   3 3/4/20   07:13



This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of  
the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons,  

living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

Text copyright © 2020 by Kim Johnson
Jacket art copyright © 2020 by Chuck Styles

All rights reserved. Published in the United States by Random House Children’s Books,  
a division of Penguin Random House LLC, New York.

Random House and the colophon are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

Visit us on the Web! GetUnderlined.com

Educators and librarians, for a variety of teaching tools, visit us at  
RHTeachersLibrarians.com

Library of Congress Cataloging- in- Publication Data
Name: Johnson, Kim, author.

Title: This is my America / Kim Johnson.
Description: New York: Random House Children’s Books, [2020] | Summary: While writing 

letters to Innocence X, a justice- seeking project, asking them to help her father, an  
innocent black man on death row, teenaged Tracy takes on another case  

when her brother is accused of killing his white girlfriend.
Identifiers: LCCN 2019024787 (print) | LCCN 2019024788 (ebook) |  

ISBN 978- 0- 593- 11876- 4 (hardcover) | ISBN 978- 0- 593- 11877- 1 (lib. bdg.) |  
ISBN 978- 0- 593- 11878- 8 (ebook)

Subjects: CYAC: Racism— Fiction. | Judicial error— Fiction. | African Americans— Fiction. |  
Race relations— Fiction. | Prisoners— Fiction. | Murder— Fiction. | Family problems— Fiction.

Classification: LCC PZ7.1.J623 Th 2020 (print) | LCC PZ7.1.J623 (ebook) | DDC [Fic]— dc23

The text of this book is set in 11.5- point Adobe Garamond Pro.
Interior design by Cathy Bobak

Printed in the United States of America
10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

First Edition

Random House Children’s Books supports the First Amendment  
and celebrates the right to read.

Penguin Random House LLC supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse 
voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized 
edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or 

distributing any part in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing 
Penguin Random House to publish books for every reader.

John_9780593118764_all_3p_r1.indd   4 3/4/20   07:13



Friday, April 23

Stephen Jones, Esq.
Innocence X Headquarters
1111 Justice Road
Birmingham, Alabama 35005
Re: Death Penalty— Intake Department

Dear Mr. Jones,
My dad has precisely 275 days before his execution. You’re the only 

hope we have because every lawyer we’ve used has failed us. In the last 
appeal, Judge Williams didn’t take more than five minutes to consider.

We mailed a renewed application since it’s now been seven years.
Please look into James Beaumont’s application (#1756). We have all 

the court and trial files boxed up and ready to go.
Thank you for your time.
Tracy Beaumont

P.S. Jamal’s going to college. Can you believe it? All that running added 
up to something. If you have those letters where I say he was wasting 
his time, please destroy them.

P.S.S. Next Saturday at 10:00 a.m. Jamal’s doing an interview on  
The Susan Touric Show. You should check it out.
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READY. SET. GO.

Time runs my life. A constant measuring of what’s gone 

and what’s to come. Jamal’s hundred- meter dash is a blazing 
10.06 seconds. That’s how my older brother got this monumen-
tal interview. I’m not thinking about Jamal’s record, though. I’m 
thinking about Daddy’s time. Seven years—2,532 days served, to  
be exact.

This running clock above my head’s been in place since 
his conviction. That moment branded me. Mama gripped the 
courtroom bench to keep from collapsing as each juror repeated 
guilty. I looked to Mama for an explanation. The empty look in 
her eye cried out the answer: death.

Since then, it’s ticktock.
Here at the TV station, Jamal rocks steadily in the guest 

chair, watching highlights of his track career with the producer 
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during a commercial break. He glides his hands over his fresh 
barber cut, his mind more likely on the camera angles that’ll best 
show his waves.

We’re true opposites, despite our one- year difference.
He’s patient.
Calm.
Thinking.
Living.
Loving.
He’s everything on the outside I wish to be. Bringing peo-

ple  in, when nine out of ten, I’d rather push them out. That’s 
why I hate that my mission crosses paths with the biggest day of 
Jamal’s life.

Five minutes and thirty- seven seconds until showtime.
As the commercial nears its end, I don’t have to look up to 

know Mama’s leaving the makeup room. The click of her heels 
echoes past a crew of engineers and radiates as she circles around 
Jamal to the guest seating area on the side of the studio stage. 
She enters like only a proud Black mother can, hair all pressed 
and curled, with a sharp black skirt suit that fits her curvy figure.

Mama’s been name- dropping everywhere she can about the 
news anchor Susan Touric showcasing Jamal as a top athlete. I 
expected a live audience, but the set is a small studio and crew. I 
look out to Susan Touric’s interview desk with a backdrop image 
of Austin, the state capital. They’ve pulled out a white couch so 
there’s space for my family to join Jamal at the end.
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Mama smiles at Jamal, then at my little sister, Corinne, but 
I swear she throws some silent shade my way. Her not- so- subtle 
warnings have been going on for the past month. She knows I 
want Daddy’s story to seep out, but Mama has made clear there 
is no room for Daddy on this occasion. Not because she don’t 
love Daddy, but because she wants Jamal to have a clean slate at 
college as Jamal, not “Jamal, the son of a murderer.”

If it was a few years ago, I’d understand, but Daddy’s got less 
than a year. No extensions. No money for more appeals. While 
time uncoils itself from Daddy’s lifeline, she’s forbidden Susan 
Touric from mentioning him, too. The show agreed not to talk 
about Daddy in exchange for Jamal showing up; and if Susan 
tries anything, Mama says we’ll straight up leave.

Mama stands by me and leans near my ear. “Tracy, ain’t it 
something to see your big brother’s hard work paying off?”

“Mmm- hmm,” I say, even though I’m still hoping the jour-
nalist in Susan can’t help but fling open Pandora’s box— on live 
television.

Mama won’t be able to stop it then.
Then our truth can breathe free.
The fight for Daddy’s appeal won’t be in vain. People will 

finally hear the truth. Wake up to the fact that Lady Liberty has 
failed us. Failed so many others.

Angela Herron floats into the room with a twinkle of excite-
ment in her eye. Her long blond hair bounces with an unstop-
pable future. Angela’s a new production intern for The Susan 
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Touric Show, even though she’s only a senior in high school, weeks 
away from graduating with Jamal’s class. It’s no coincidence that 
her dad owns Herron Media back in Galveston County, where 
Jamal’s worked the past two years. She’ll always have it easy. I’ve 
worked my ass off to be in the running for the school newspaper 
editor next year so just maybe I can get into college internships 
early. Meanwhile, she’s already advanced to a position most col-
lege grads can’t get.

“Nervous?” Angela asks Jamal.
“Nah.” Jamal’s foot taps as he tries to play it cool.
“You got this.” Angela hands Jamal a sheet of paper. “Here are 

the questions Susan’s asked the other guests.”
“Thanks, Ang.”
All the other interviews have the common thread of com-

pelling American stories: a boy who battled cancer; an almost 
career- ending torn ACL; a girl hiding her gender at football 
tryouts. Each story a tearjerker. I’m hard pressed to believe that 
they’d leave out what’s at the heart of Jamal’s dedication. What 
he’s had to overcome.

I glance over Jamal’s shoulder and skim the questions, look-
ing for my window of opportunity.

“Tracy,” Mama says. “Give your brother space.”
Hater. I step closer to Mama.
Angela goes over a few pointers. Before I can ear hustle more, 

Angela’s boyfriend, Chris Brighton, enters with a large box of 
doughnuts that appear tiny in his hands. Chris is still built out 
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from football season, his strawberry- blond hair tucked under a 
Texas A&M hat with his jersey number, 27, stitched on the side. 
He’ll be playing there next year. Just like at school, he barely 
acknowledges us.

“Excuse me.” Angela goes to meet Chris, and I catch her 
mouthing, What are you doing here?

Chris places the box of doughnuts on the table. Angela touches  
his arm, like she’s trying to be sweet, but by the way her mouth 
is turned down, it’s obvious that she’s irritated at him messing up 
her work flow.

“Can I have one?” Corinne asks, ogling the doughnuts.
Mama agrees, and Corinne tiptoes past Angela. When she 

reaches in, the box slips.
“Watch it,” Chris snaps, catching the box. His square jaw is 

tight, like he can flick Corinne away with a nasty glare.
Jamal jumps up. Chris’s ears get red as Angela shushes him, 

pointing to the red flashing on air sign.
Sorry, Corinne mouths, then takes a bite.
Jamal joins us, his arm now around Corinne, who’s dressed in 

a striped yellow church dress. I chose a simple black  A- line dress. 
My hair in an updo, sleek edges, and curls all out like a crown 
was placed on top of my head.

The camera cuts away from Susan, and they play a video of 
the four athletes they’ve spotlighted in May.

“It’s starting.” Corinne nudges Jamal before clapping like 
there’s a live audience. Crumbs flying everywhere.
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Jamal chuckles and joins in with Corinne. I can’t help but let 
a smile slip, and I clap softly because Jamal deserves this.

The last of the footage includes Jamal’s records rolling up the 
screen. He’s compared to competitive world athletes with Olym-
pic gold medals. Then they show Jamal’s last track meet of the 
season, where he beat the boys’ high school track record, tying 
the long- standing 1996 college record. I feel like I’m there again. 
The crowd cheered so loud it shook the bleachers. You knew 
something special was about to happen. Jamal dropped to his 
knees when the scoreboard confirmed the new record.

“You know what you gonna say?” Corinne asks.
“Do I know what I’m gonna say?” Jamal bends down to 

Corinne so he can whisper. “You got advice for me, baby sis?”
“Don’t say ummm.”
I burst out a laugh, then cover my mouth when Mama 

nudges me.
“That all you got?”
“You say ummm a lot when you’re nervous.” Corinne shrugs 

and takes Mama’s hand.
“You hear her, Tracy?” Jamal elbows me. “I don’t say ummm 

a lot.”
“You kinda do.” I smirk.
“Yoooo. You wrong for saying that right before my interview. 

You know what’s gonna be stuck in my head now, right?”
“Yip,” I say. “Ummmm.”
“Ummmm,” Corinne joins in. We sound like a chorus at the 

side of the stage.
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“Knock it off now, girls.” Mama wags her finger at us.
Angela cuts between us, gesturing for Jamal to follow her 

onto the studio’s stage while we take a seat offstage. Jamal gives 
her a wink when she wishes him good luck. Her cheeks go pink. 
He can always make someone feel special. Daddy says he’s got a 
heart of gold. I just wish he wouldn’t throw it around so easily.

I watch Chris in the shadows. White privilege at its finest. 
Today he’s exhibiting classic toxic masculinity. I can tell Angela 
doesn’t want him here, but he’s too arrogant to think different. 
He acts that way in school, too, like he could get away with any-
thing, since his dad is sheriff.

Poised and ready, Susan Touric faces the camera marked nbs 
one. She looks like all the white newscasters they have at this 
station except the rotating weather girls of color. Susan’s dressed 
in a white blouse and a gaudy necklace of choice for the day. Her 
silky black hair is coiffed in a bob around her fake- tanned skin, 
and pink lipstick matches the color of her glasses.

The crew shifts into movement. The spotlight zooms in. The 
producer gives her a hand signal near the teleprompter. A green 
light blinks, and Susan plasters on a smile. On cue, the music 
begins. My heart now beats at a rapid pace.

“Reporting live here at NBS World News. If you’re just tun-
ing in, we’ve been highlighting top scholar athletes across the 
country. I have the pleasure of introducing a local star: the num-
ber one track athlete in the state of Texas, soon to be high school 
grad, Jamal Beaumont.”

Jamal’s dark brown skin shines as he flashes a wide smile. He 
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sits lean and tall in a closely tailored dark blue suit, white shirt, and 
red tie he saved up for so Mama wouldn’t worry about the cost.

The camera loves him. My stomach twists because I need the 
interview to bring attention to Daddy’s case, but it’ll take away 
from Jamal. I hope he’ll forgive me once he realizes what I’m 
trying to do.

Bring Daddy home.
Alive.
“When did you first start running?” Susan leans forward and 

rests her hand on her chin. The same way she begins every in-
terview.

“You’re going to have to ask my mama, because I swear I 
came out running.”

Mama laughs, nudging me, then mouths, It’s true. It’s true.
I chuckle. Mama’s loving every second of this.
“When you’re not running, you’re also working at a local 

radio station and have your own show Thursday evenings.”
“Yes. I love it. I’m planning to major in communications and 

media.”
“One day you could be interviewing me.”
“That’s my sister’s thing. I’m more behind the scenes. Audio 

engineering.”
“Brains and brawn, huh?”
He gives her a modest smile. Susan eats it up.
“Do track stars run in the family? There’s usually more than 

one. Am I right?”
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Jamal swallows, stopping for a millisecond, but I’m sure only 
Mama and I notice.

“The men in the family have those genes for sure.”
Jamal’s talking about Daddy. Before we moved to Texas, 

Daddy had his own track glory days in New Orleans. His name 
kept his hometown business afloat in tough times, with custom-
ers wanting to help him out. After the flood, all that was lost. 
People left, and the local history was forgotten. Life was still hard 
a decade after Hurricane Katrina, so when Hurricane Veronica 
hit, we also left for good.

We evacuated to Texas, but Daddy never ran again. During 
his trial, they said it was his speed that got him all the way across 
town so quick. Daddy’s fast, but he’s not Superman fast.

I watch Jamal, nervous with how he’ll handle this.
“Well, they must be proud,” Susan says.
“He is.” Jamal hesitates after he says “he.” He looks directly 

into the camera, and I smile at his secret way of acknowledg-
ing Daddy, and his ability to sidestep additional questions is 
impressive. Jamal’s not going to let this interview go down like 
that.

I’m both proud and nervous. I bite my lip, regretting that I 
tried all week to persuade him to use this as an opportunity to 
talk about Daddy’s appeal. Now Jamal’s guarded, each word care-
fully crafted to avoid Daddy coming up.

“One thing I love about highlighting you, Jamal, is that 
you could have chosen to go anywhere in the country, but you 
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chose Baylor. Everyone thought you were going to Track Town,  
Oregon, or North Carolina. Why Baylor?”

“I’m a mama’s boy. Plain and simple. Got my two sisters over 
there.” Jamal points to us. “And I can be home in less than four 
hours if I need to. What can I say?”

“I’m sure your family loves that you’ll be close. Let’s bring 
them out now.”

Angela leads Mama to the stage, where she sits next to Jamal. 
Corinne squishes in, and I end up at the edge of the couch.

The hot lights beam down on me. I’m dizzy now, with one 
thing on my mind.

The thing everyone here is thinking about, the thing that 
hasn’t been said but that’s boiling near the surface.

“Let’s meet your sister Corinne.”
Corinne’s round face immediately goes blank; her eyes bulge, 

like they’re about to pop.
“How old are you, Corinne?”
“Seven.”
“You love your brother?”
“Yes, ma’am. I’m gonna be real sad when he goes off to 

college.”
“I bet you are. What’s special about your brother?”
“He’s fast. And . . . when he packs my lunch, he always leaves 

me notes. I’m gonna miss that.”
“What kind of notes?”
“Nice stuff.” Corinne pauses. “Like if he knows I’m worried 
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about something or trying to be funny. Like, ‘Smile. I’m watch-
ing you, Bighead.’ ”

Susan laughs awkwardly.
“It’s okay if he says Bighead.” Corinne shoots me a warning. 

“Only he can say it, though.”
I chuckle, because she’s told the world her nickname from 

Jamal, and now he’ll have to triple his notes to her.
“Or on Mondays when I’m real sad, he always leaves me a 

note like, ‘I love you more than the sun.’ I keep all those.”
Her voice has a heaviness to it no seven- year- old’s should 

have. The thing that goes unsaid in our family. That missing 
piece of us that keeps us down because we only see Daddy an 
hour on Saturday or Monday.

“Tracy.” Susan tries to stay upbeat. “You’re a year behind 
Jamal. Are you also an athlete? College plans?”

“I used to do track.” I pause, looking at Corinne, and then go 
for it. “I’m a school journalist and organize Know Your Rights 
workshops in the community.”

Mama digs her finger into my side. I have to grind my jaws 
together to keep a smile.

Susan’s face is expressionless before she turns to Mama.
“Mrs. Beaumont, what do you think about your son?”
“I’m so proud of Jamal. Anyone would be lucky to have him. 

He’s respectful. Dedicated. Charming. There’s no one like him.”
“I’ve definitely picked that up.” Susan rests her hand on her 

chin again. “Bet your husband is real proud, too.”
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“He is.” Mama gives a tight smile.
Three minutes left on the show clock. My chest floods like 

I’m being filled by water. Time’s almost up. Susan has opened the 
door to talk about Daddy. I know that what hurts Jamal will hurt 
Mama. But we all want Daddy home. I can’t let this opportunity 
pass us by. I speak before Susan asks Mama another question.

“College seems so distant because I’ve been focused on help-
ing my father’s appeal.”

Mama parts her lips. A small gasp escapes.
Jamal flinches, and it’s like a wave has come crashing down 

over the entire interview.
“Jamal.” Susan turns to my brother. “Is this what influenced 

your decision to stay close to home?”
Jamal’s expression goes blank.
Susan keeps going when Jamal doesn’t answer. “Because your 

father is in Polunsky Prison.”
I watch him. Hope this pushes him to speak up on Daddy’s 

innocence. But he’s staring past the camera like he wants this to 
be over.

“Not too long a drive from Baylor to see him or your family.” 
Susan uses her hands like there’s an actual map.

Jamal stays composed. “I couldn’t find a reason in the world 
to go somewhere else. I wouldn’t want to miss any time with 
Pops, Moms, Corinne.” Jamal gives me a once- over. “My dear 
sister Tracy.”

Shame runs through my veins when Jamal singles me out.
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“I can imagine,” Susan says. “You don’t get that time back. 
Every week counts.”

She’s wrong; every second counts.
“Now, your father, how long has he been sitting on death row?”
Sitting? Why do people say sitting? Like he’s waiting patiently 

in line with a number in his hand.
“Yes. Ma’am. He’s . . . umm.” Jamal shoots a look at Mama. 

He’s starting to flounder.
The crew is buzzing, scrambling at the breach of contract.
“He’s been, umm . . . on death row nearly seven years since 

the conviction,” Jamal says.
Inside I scream out in joy that he doesn’t skirt the issue.
“Must be painful.”
“A lot of pain felt from him missing in our lives.” Jamal pauses 

when his gaze is caught on Mama. “I’m sure there’s a lot of hurt, 
of course, from the families who lost the Davidsons that night.”

Daddy’s innocent. Why did he say it like that?
“But I take all that and train. I run. I care for my family. I 

work. I live my life freely because my dad can’t. I don’t need to 
be at a big track school. Not when the thing that matters is put-
ting in work to help take care of my family. That’s something I 
can control. No one can beat me.” Jamal gives a shy smile. Slows 
down his rapid pace of talking. “In my head, I mean. Everyone 
has to lose sometime. But in my head, I can’t lose. Because I’m 
growing with each race.”

“Your dedication’s a rare trait, Jamal.”

John_9780593118764_all_3p_r1.indd   15 3/4/20   07:13



16

“Thank you, ma’am. I don’t let things get me down. That’s 
why I’m so glad you highlighted me, and we can focus on my ac-
complishments.” Jamal smiles, unaffected by her prodding ques-
tions. I almost believe him.

“Must be hard, though.” She puts her delicate hand on her 
chin again. “Your father’s death sentence, having to start over 
from New Orleans, and then . . . the challenges in Texas.”

“Texas is home now. I plan to keep it that way.” Jamal keeps 
his fake grin.

It aches to watch Jamal hold his composure. He’s avoiding 
the topic as best he can. Mama’s scowl says she’ll slam it shut if 
Susan tries her.

“How long does your father have on death row?” Susan’s 
voice goes low.

“Two hundred and sixty- seven days.” I say it because know-
ing how long Daddy has left is the air I breathe. Time to live. To 
appeal. To turn back time.

Mama whips her head at me. The camera follows.
“Two hundred and sixty- seven days,” Jamal repeats. “That’s 

why we want to keep our family together and focus on the 
good.”

“Yes.” Susan touches Jamal’s shoulder this time. “I can’t imag-
ine how hard it must be having your father in prison. Convicted 
of a double murder. Unimaginable.”

“Our father is innocent,” I say. “He’s been trying to appeal. 
But we don’t have the financial resources to prove his innocence.”
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I’ve been writing to Innocence X to take Daddy’s case. They 
represent people wrongfully convicted and sentenced to death. 
Especially those in underserved communities. People who can’t 
afford their bail, let alone an attorney with a team of expert wit-
nesses to prove their client’s innocence.

After seven years of letters and no response, I’m getting In-
nocence X’s attention. Today.

“If your father is innocent, I’m sure the system will work.”
“No,” I say. “The system has failed us. Continues to fail us.”
“I don’t know much about the details of his case, but we can 

talk after the show, since we’ve reached the end of the interview 
time. Jamal, what would you— ”

She’s cutting me off. I can’t let her take this time away from 
me. I haven’t said enough. I stand so the camera is forced to focus 
on me.

“Do you know how many men have been put to death who 
were later exonerated postmortem?” I point to the camera. “What 
about conviction rates by race and class? The system works if you 
have the money to defend yourself.”

Backstage, the crew creeps to the edge of the stage. My legs 
are  Jell- O underneath me. I’m close to collapsing right here, so I 
form a fist that fills me with courage.

“My father is innocent, and we have the evidence, but not the 
legal support to appeal his case. There are hundreds, thousands, 
of cases like his. Innocent people sentenced all the time.”

Susan’s spiderlike eyelashes blink rapidly. Her legs point 
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toward Jamal because she knows this should be his interview, but 
the journalist in her focuses on me.

“What evidence do you have proving your father’s inno-
cence?”

The producer throws his arms up in frustration.
“He was home all evening,” I say.
“You were young then. I’m sure it’s hard to remember. I 

barely remember what I had for lunch.”
“That’s not something you forget, ma’am. A small town with 

a double murder, everyone locked in the memories of where they 
were that day.”

“He was home,” Mama interjects, even though I know she’s 
angry at me. “This interview today is about Jamal, but I can’t sit 
here and not defend my husband. He. Is. Innocent.”

“Then who do you suspect killed the Galveston couple?”
“Mark and Cathy Davidson were murdered, but not by my 

father or his business partner, Jackson Ridges. Other suspects 
have been recently identified,” I say.

Mama’s and Jamal’s expressions turn hard.
I know Mama doesn’t like when I lie, but we need to catch 

Innocence X’s attention.
“Unfortunately, the Galveston Police Department refuses to 

look into them, but we will find a legal team to represent my 
father’s case. When they study what we have, we’ll prove his in-
nocence and the real killer will be arrested.”

As soon as the interview is over, Jamal jumps out of his seat.
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“Tracy.” Mama’s got her hand on her hip. Susan Touric steps 
between us. Along with the producer, she blocks my view of 
Mama, but not before I witness how upset she is.

“This is unacceptable,” Mama says. “We had an agreement.”
“I stayed within my parameters,” Susan says. “Your  daughter— ”
Mama puts her hand up to me as I draw in closer to join the 

conversation. Her gesture is instantly sobering. This won’t be the 
time or place to talk to Mama. She won’t listen to a word I say. 
I want this to be a moment to celebrate because I did what I’d 
planned, but to everyone else around me this isn’t a celebration. 
I’m standing in the rubble of a building I blew up.

I follow Jamal, who is now in the hallway with Angela.  Jamal’s 
shaking his head, and Angela is tearing up. Her boyfriend, Chris, 
paces as he waits for Angela on the other side of the studio.

“Jamal.” I reach for his shoulder, but he brushes me away. My 
cheeks are hot. “Jamal, I’m sorry.”

“Forget it. Go to Ma.” His voice is expressionless.
“I mean it. I’m sorry.”
“I knew you’d make it go the way you wanted to. Just wish 

you wouldn’t have done it like that.”
His response isn’t what I expected. I wanted him to be upset 

with me. Shout. Yell. Anything to help me figure out how to ap-
proach him, but he doesn’t budge.

“Give me a second, please,” I start.
“I don’t wanna hear it.” Jamal walks back to the studio.
I turn my head to find Mama. Angela stands in my way.
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“You’re so selfish. You think you know everything, but you 
don’t,” she says.

“My father’s innocent.” I turn away from her.
“It’s not just this. It’s the same thing with the school paper, 

always about you and what you want to do. Think about how 
Jamal must feel.” Angela shakes her head, then storms out the 
exit doors. The Texas heat sucks the air out of my lungs until the 
door shuts behind her.

Mama’s no longer on the stage. The only person left is 
Corinne. She hasn’t moved from the interview couch. She’s cry-
ing. Jamal gets to her first; a sob builds in my throat watching 
them. Jamal sinks down to his knees and wraps his arms around 
her waist. I stand awkwardly behind him, wanting to help but 
knowing I did this. Corinne puts her arms around Jamal’s neck, 
her tears wetting his collar. The hurt I’ve forced onto my family 
knocks me backward as I look down at Corinne’s searching eyes.

“Everyone is angry,” Corinne says.
Jamal brushes her hair back. “Sometimes people do things 

that hurt because they think they’re helping.”
I shut my eyes and hope it’s not a lie.
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WHAT HAD HAPPENED
WAS . . .

Mama’s silence is worse than being scolded. I can’t take it 

anymore, so I text my homegirl Tasha for a ride to Polunsky 
Prison. Maybe this way I can smooth things over with Daddy 
before Mama and Jamal get to him on Monday.

Tasha’s twenty minutes away on foot if I cut across the field 
from my house. She lives on an old historic block that seems to 
be forgotten. The rows of shotgun homes perch up close to the 
sidewalk along dusty potholed roads. I swiftly approach her dull- 
green- colored house.

Tasha’s already out front. “You know I’m not one to judge, 
but damn, why’d you go off like that?”

My face droops. “Nice to see you, too.”
“I’m surprised your mama didn’t skin you alive on television.”
“It wasn’t that bad, was it?”
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“Train wreck.” Tasha slams her palm and fist together. 
 “Full- on collision.”

Damn.
“If I take you to Polunsky, I’m not aiding and abetting, 

am I?”
“She didn’t answer when I asked.” I shake my head. “I didn’t 

want to stick around for her to stop me.”
“Come here.” Tasha leans in to give me a hug. “Are you 

grounded?”
“Probably.”
“Jamal pissed?”
“He won’t talk to me.” I put my head down. “Didn’t even 

come home with us, so I haven’t seen him since this morning.”
“Jamal’s not the type to hold grudges.” Tasha lets me in, and 

I enter her living room. “Remember when you washed his white 
jersey with your red pants?”

“Yeah,” I say, and chuckle. “He rocked that pink for weeks.”
“He’ll forgive you. Just don’t hold your breath if he ever gets 

another interview. No way he’ll let you in the building.”
“I know.” I let out a small smile that hurts, holding on to 

hope that Jamal won’t be mad forever.
I follow her down the hallway, passing two tiny bedrooms 

on the way to the kitchen that’s placed in the back of the house. 
Tasha only has two window units for air- conditioning, but the 
long shotgun shape of the house lets cool air flow throughout.

When we get to the kitchen, Tasha’s sister, Monica, is 
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practicing on her keyboard while her mom washes dishes. They 
all have the same long, thin braids, same flawless dark brown 
skin and high cheekbones. Folks easily confuse mother and 
daughters for sisters when they’re out shopping. Only thing her 
mom’s missing is the large gold hoop earrings.

“Need any help?” I ask Tasha’s mom, Ms. Candice.
“Hey, Tracy.” She gives me a hug. “I’m good. I know you 

rushing. Tasha, get your daddy’s keys.”
“Daddy Greg! Tracy’s here.” She yells out the kitchen window 

instead of going out back.
She calls him Daddy Greg because she grew up not know-

ing what to call him, since he was in prison. She wanted to call 
him Greg, but calling him Daddy was a requirement. Say it 
with respect, her mama always said to her. So Tasha did what 
she do, calling him Daddy, but making it a point to add in  
Greg.

We used to be on the same page about getting our dads back. 
The first time Daddy Greg was out, Tasha was excited, but he 
barely stayed in the house and disappeared days at a time. He 
had a hard time adjusting, especially when he couldn’t land a 
job, part of his parole. So back in jail he went. Three more years. 
Now he’s done all his time, and Tasha don’t trust he won’t mess 
it all up again. Her tone stays sharp with him. Unyielding. Un-
forgiving. He spent his time in prison only to come home to a 
new prison, where he’s free, but serving his own penance through 
harsh glances and judging looks.
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Tasha pounces on Monica’s keyboard and starts singing 
off- key.

“Stop.” Monica pulls it back toward her, then gives me a nod. 
“Hey, Tracy.”

I nod back.
“Tasha, quit playing around,” Ms. Candice says. “You know 

you can’t hold no tune, so just leave it for your sister.”
“Damn, Mama, why you gotta say it with your chest like 

that? Can’t a girl dream? Be the next superstar. Try out for one of 
those talent shows.”

“You love to sing, baby. Got a real nice voice.”
Tasha smiles.
“But you ain’t no Whitney Houston.”
“Ain’t nobody trying to be Whitney, Mama.”
“What you want me to say. Beyoncé? Come on now. You best 

focus on school. Be a business major. Accountant, I say, because 
you always up in my business. Checking my wallet.”

I let out my first hearty laugh since before the Susan Touric 
interview. Glad I chose to come see Tasha and not lock myself 
in my room, holding my breath every time someone comes up 
the stairs.

“That’s the problem with this generation, going on these re-
ality shows because someone didn’t knock some sense into them 
before they get on the screen and have their dream snatched on 
live television.”

“That’s cold, Ma.” Tasha crosses her arms. Then scowls at 
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Daddy Greg as he enters, joining in naming all the careers she 
should try that require no musical talent.

When things finally die down, Daddy Greg hands over his 
keys and turns to me. “How’s ‘Tracy’s Corner’?”

“Good,” I say. “The column is getting popular. Readers are up.”
“Most popular with Black folks,” Tasha says. “The rest hate- 

read. You know them white kids don’t like hearing about Black 
Lives Matter each week.”

“That’s their problem. And they’re about to be big mad next 
year when I’m setting up feature stories.”

“Let me guess,” Tasha says. “Court cases and police brutality 
on every page?”

“Don’t let Tasha give you a hard time,” her mom says. “She 
stays reading ‘Tracy’s Corner.’ ”

“The editor position is a lock.” Tasha gives a wicked smile 
because she was just messing with me.

“Better be. I put in as many hours as the editor this year.” I 
glance at my watch. I want a lot of time with Daddy.

“You got this, Tracy,” Daddy Greg says. “Speak your truth.”
“So, whose fault is it you broke parole again?” Tasha rolls her 

eyes at Daddy Greg.
“Don’t you start.” Her mom’s tone is icy.
“It ain’t easy getting out and finding work. I’m lucky I did 

this time. You don’t know what serving six years can do. I was out 
early, thinking about who’s protecting my peeps. Are they gon’ 
feel some type a way I’m out?”
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“That’s your problem,” Tasha says. “You were thinking about 
them and not us.”

“Tasha.” I touch her hand. We can’t understand what that 
life is like. Every moment of your day controlled. The people in 
there were his family for six years.

“The last three years I was thinking about what kind of man 
I was gonna be when I got out. An end date became real after 
messing up. I wasn’t going to spend the rest of my life in there. I 
was caught up on that before.”

I gulp hard, look away. He’s talking about people like my 
daddy who aren’t ever getting out.

“I’m sorry, Tracy. I didn’t mean it like that,” Daddy Greg says. 
“I feel your daddy coming home. I didn’t mean to put you out 
like that. I’m just saying, I was gonna be ready this time.”

Ms. Candice hands a glass of sweet tea to Daddy Greg. I 
look at them with envy that they’re back together, but Tasha’s 
not looking like she’s happy. She’s looking at them like she’s lost. 
Been betrayed.

“We gotta go.” Tasha spins, grimace on her face. Not even 
realizing while she’s mad at her dad, mine’s still in a cell block.

Tasha storms off without me.
“All right, I’ll be seeing ya.” I lean back awkwardly with my 

hands shoved in my shorts pockets.
“Don’t worry about all this,” Daddy Greg says. “I gotta prove 

myself. She’ll come around.”
We look at each other, nodding. But Tasha’s gone hard; her 
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walls have climbed so high that I don’t know if she can break 
them down and let anyone in.

The car is silent, so I pull out my notepad and start a letter to 
Innocence X.

“Damn, you stay writing letters.” Tasha breaks the silence. 
“I’ve only written letters to Daddy Greg. Never even knew what 
to say then.”

“Gotta reach them somehow.”
“Why don’t you call them?” Tasha says, backing up her car. 

“Just call until they answer. Email.”
“They don’t take email or phone calls for cases. Only letters 

and applications to their intake department.”
“It sucks your dad’s locked up, but at least he’s still a good 

dad. Hell, he could trade places with Daddy Greg. I wouldn’t 
mind.”

“Tasha.” I put my pen down. Jokes about death row I don’t 
take lightly.

“Sorry.” Tasha taps my leg. “I didn’t mean you better off than 
me. Just having Daddy Greg home isn’t all it’s cracked up to 
be. He’s trying to fold into our lives, and he just don’t fit, you 
know.”

“He’s been gone,” I say, then pause. “Time stopped for him 
but kept moving for y’all. You guys will figure it out. Even if he 
was here all that time, you’re seventeen— you were gonna give 
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him hell anyways.” I bump her shoulder and she only gives me a 
sliver of a smile.

I bite my tongue to keep from saying how easy it is for her  
to think that. She had a clock to work with. Mine is different. 
Mine is a countdown.

“Can’t change the past, Tasha.” My voice is strained from ir-
ritation.

Tasha huffs but keeps her thoughts to herself.
We keep our chitchat light for the next hour, knowing we’ve 

touched nerves. I count down signs until we reach Livingston, a 
small town where Polunsky Prison is located.

Silence completely takes us over again. Everything else washes 
away except the fast beat of my heart as we take the long road 
past acres filled with grass and farmland. Then we see the fenced-
 in wall of the maximum- security prison. It’s twenty feet tall 
along rows of cinder- block towers with razor wire atop it. From a 
distance, you can see the guards standing on top and the surveil-
lance cameras lined up around the perimeter. As usual, an uneasy 
feeling swirls in my stomach. But this time is different— I defied 
Mama during Jamal’s interview. Lied about new suspects, and 
I’m certain Daddy’s heard all about it by now.
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Trung Le Nguyen

REAL LIFE ISN’T A FAIRY TALE . . .

FREE SAMPLE—NOT FOR RESALE



They say we’re meant to go 
from here to there, but so 

much happens between those 
two places. 

And  there’s always 
more, isn’t there?

1



There
was a time 

when I knew 
exactly 

where I was 
supposed 

to go.

I’m always 
a little lost 
these days.

2



To me, language is a map 
to help you figure out 

where you are. If you can’t 
read the map, you’re lost.

<You have to read 
them exactly as 
they’re written 

this time.>
But it’s fun! 

There are so 
many versions, 

anyway.

<I know, but I’m 
trying to read the 
words as closely 

as I can. For 
practice.>

 <Okay.> <I want us to 
speak the same 

languages.>

I wonder if I’ll 
ever find my 

way home.

You can’t help 
others when 
you’re lost.

Don’t we 
already?

<It’s not balanced! 
You speak mostly 

English, while 
I speak mostly 
Vietnamese.>

A balance
. . . 

2 3



Every night, after 
homework and dinner, 
we read library books.

M� �i, can 
we start this 
one tonight?

<Yes. Why don’t 
you read it to me 

while I work?>

You said 
you needed 
practice.

It started when Ti�n 
was very little. I did 
it to help bolster my 

language skills, and we 
just kept it up over the 

years.

Not as much 
as I need to 
work tonight.

This one 
is called 

“Tattercoats.”

<The librarian 
said it’s a 

Cinderella story. 
You know we 

have one, too?>

Do you 
remember 

how it 
goes?
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<No, not 
exactly.> I map the phases of my son’s 

life by his interests. There 
was the funny animal phase, 

of course. Briefly, it was 
dinosaurs.

<Fairy tales . . . can change, 
almost like costumes. At 

work, I’ve rented out medieval 
outfits, space suits, and even 
animal costumes to different 

productions of Hamlet.

I imagine the script 
stays the same, but 
the context always 

shifts.>

For a few years, it was all 
picture books. Then there 
were no picture books at 
all because, as he put it, 
pictures are for children.

 <My mother told 
it to me. It was 
so long ago, I 

don’t think I can 
remember it all.>

That’s 
too bad.
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<Your b� ngo�i used 
to tell me all kinds of 
old ghost stories and 

fairy tales when I was 
a little girl. She and her 

sister.>

Oh. Do you 
miss them?

Sometimes.

But we always circled back to fairy 
tales. Grimm, Andersen, Perrault—

we always came back.
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How did this get so 
many tears? I don’t 

understand it.

Can’t I just get 
a new jacket?

You don’t need 
one. This one’s 

still good. 

Just a little 
patchy.

A little? 
That’s a 
stretch.

Ti�n, don’t look 
so grouchy. It has 

charm! It’s got 
character!

Does character 
always have to 
look so tacky?

Hey!
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Why don’t you start 
that story while 
I start patching?

Okay.

Once upon 
a time . . .

. . . a merchant 
and his wife lived 
in a little house on 
a hill by the sea.
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While the merchant 
was away, his wife 
tended to a peach 

grove with her sister,
Velvet.

Eventually they had a 
beautiful daughter.

What should we 
name her?

She will be 
called Alera.

One day, his wife looked 
out to the sea . . .

. . . stepped into 
the water . . .
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. . . and never 
returned.

Little Alera was left in 
the care of her aunt, 

who raised her . . . 

Auntie, where 
is my mother? 

Where did 
she go?

Your mother is a 
sea princess. Your 
father broke a very 
important promise 
to her, and so she 
had to return to 

the ocean.

. . . while her 
father spent his 
days at sea . . .

. . . searching in 
vain for his wife.
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As Alera grew, so too did 
her father’s lingering 
resentment of her.

Please 
excuse us.

Alera,
my girl!

You promised 
to help me 
make those 
peach tarts. 

The flour 
won’t sift 

itself.

Come 
along.

You look more 
and more like 
her every day.

Alera?
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Alera learned to tend to 
the peaches, as her mother 
had, and her aunt taught her 

everything she wished to know, 
for her aunt knew many 

secret things.

Auntie, what was 
my mother like?

Do you think 
she misses 

me?

I know she 
does.

 She liked to tend 
to the grove and 
look out over the 

ocean.
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This sounds
so . . . familiar.

That’s a beautiful 
melody. What is it?

This 
ring?

 It’s a marvelous little 
treasure from a land 
of mist. It can’t stand 
to be apart from its 

bearer.

The ring will sing to 
her if it senses her 

nearby.
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Velvet could spin 
starlight into spools of 
shimmering thread and 
weave a summer breeze 

into a warm shawl.

She proved herself an invaluable 
member of the household—for she 
knew, by some magic, the language 

of the birds and the beasts.

It was in this way that she 
remained by her niece’s 
side long after the girl’s 

mother departed.

And this was how the birds 
and the fish told her the 

Old Man of the Sea was on 
his way to see the merchant.
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On the eve of Alera’s 
seventeenth birthday, 
a little fish whispered 
news of the ocean to 

her aunt.

Did you hear? 
Did you hear?

What news 
do you 
bring?

The merchant 
has debts to the 
ocean he cannot 
pay. The King of 

the Mist comes to 
collect. He will have 

the merchant’s 
firstborn or else 

he will eat the 
merchant.

Then I suppose 
he must eat the 

merchant. He cannot 
have the girl.

The merchant 
trades in 

value, does 
he not? He 
is known to 
be as fickle 
as fortune 

herself.

When the price was 
for his happiness, 
he consented to 
all its conditions. 

Now the King comes 
to collect, and you 
know he does not 
care for Alera.
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Who is 
that?
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I brought you a 
princess from the 

sea, and you vowed to 
love her for all your 

days, didn’t you?

 I did, but she—  
she’s gone. I owe you 

nothing!

Your 
promise to her 

has nothing to do 
with your contract 

with me.

She agreed 
to be yours 
unless you 
struck her 

thrice.

!
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Once was an 
accident. Twice 
was a mistake.

A third time, and 
you’ve lost her 
forever. That 
was the vow.

Your contract with 
her is broken. Your 
contract with me 

remains, and now I’ve 
come to collect. Your 

firstborn for my bride, 
or your soul.

No . . .

As you 
consented
in word and

in blood.

Oh, bride, I can 
see you there.

Come here.
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Have 
courage.

What is this about 
a bride? Nuptials 
are so exciting.

We’ll get 
through this.

It occurs to 
me . . .

that marriage 
is a contract, 

isn’t it?

You—

This man 
is bound, 

by his own 
blood to—

Your contract 
with him has 

nothing to do with 
your contract 

with her.

Fine. What, 
then, are 

her terms?
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She’ll need 
something to wear 
for the wedding, 

of course.

Dresses? Ha. 
Predictable.

Yes, dresses. 
Three of them.

I want three 
magnificent 

dresses.
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The first dress 
must be made 

from the essence 
of the dawn itself, 
as dazzling as the 

morning.

The second 
must be made 

from the 
evening, as 
beautiful as 

moonlight and 
dark as sable.

The third dress 
must be made 
of glimmering 

starlight 
gathered from a 
clear night sky.

I will consider 
your offer 

only after you 
present those 

to me. Those are 
my terms.
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I accept.

The next day, the 
light of dawn was a 
little less brilliant, 
and Velvet knew 
the Old Man had 

taken its glamour 
for the first dress.

The following 
evening, the moon 
went missing from 

the sky, and she 
knew the Old Man 
had stolen it from 

the night.

And at the end 
of the third day, 
the stars shone 

dull and cold, and 
she knew the Old 

Man had siphoned 
the glimmer of 

starlight from the 
heavens.
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He’s succeeded, 
hasn’t he?

Yes.

What is he, 
Auntie?

“He is the Old Man of 
the Sea,” Alera’s aunt 

explained.

“He’s the grandfather 
of the ocean, and he 
is older than any of 

us could dream.”

22 23



Alera, 
hold out 

your hand, 
darling.
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This little walnut 
can carry more 
than you might 

imagine.

Hold it up, 
and will the 

dresses 
inside.

All right.

They’re all in 
the shell!

Put this on. It’s an 
enchanted coat of 

many furs.

It will grant you 
safe passage 

through the woods. 
Follow the sunset.

Auntie?
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And one 
last thing. The ring, 

too?

It will always 
find its way 
back to you.It belonged to your 

mother, and it’s 
possessed by a 
lyrical spirit of 

longing. She passed 
it on to me until the 
day I would return to 
her. And now I pass 

it on to you.

Don’t 
forget me.
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“Do not— “—forget.”
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Hey . . .
Mom?

Are you 
feeling 
okay?
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Sorry, I just 
zoned out a little. 
I think I need a 
break from this 

jacket.

Should we 
switch?

Yes.

One winter morning, 
three young men stumbled 

across a curious sight.
Patrick! 
Percy! 

Come look!

What is . . . 
Oh!

Is she 
dead?

She’s breathing. 
We need to take 
her somewhere 

warm.

We need to? We? 
What if she’s 
a criminal? 
A vagrant?
A demon?
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You’ve been 
reading Ma’s 

suspense 
novels again, 

yeah?

They’re excellent, 
and you could be 
bothered to read, 

ever, Percival.

Not now, 
you two. 

Look at her!

She’s 
probably 
cold and 
starving.

We’d best get 
her back to 

Ma. She’ll know 
what to do.
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Boys! 
Boys. Quiet 
down. She’s 

waking.

How long have 
you been out 
there on your 

own? 

Are you 
feeling all 
right, dear?

Can you 
tell us your 

name?
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 Oh, you poor 
thing!

You boys should 
have cleaned up 

and shaved! Look, 
you’ve gone and 
scared the poor 

girl half to death!

I’m sorry, 
everyone.

 Are you hungry? 
Thirsty? I can 

draw you a bath 
if you like.

Just call me 
Gracia.

The boys are Peter, Percy, and 
Patrick. They’re as harmless 
as they are gruff-looking. All 

excellent in the kitchen.

I think I just 
need to rest 

a bit. Thank you, um . . .
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Thank you, Gracia. 
And Peter, and 

Percy, and Patrick. 

My name 
is Alera.

That’s a 
lovely name.

Sleep tight, dear. We’ll 
help you make sense 
of up and down once 

you’re fed and rested.

Thank you 
so much.
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In the weeks to come, Alera 
would prove herself quite 

adept in the castle’s kitchens, 
much to Gracia’s delight.

She borrowed Percy’s old 
boyhood clothes and went 
about making herself as 
helpful as she could as a 

member of the palace staff.

She learned to make 
soups and sauces, 

and even taught the 
brothers how to make 

her aunt Velvet’s 
favorite peach pastry.
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And when Alera wasn’t 
busying herself with 
her new brothers— 
as they came to call 
themselves—she 
would tend to the 
little grove of 

peach trees in 
the garden.

Hey, 
you!

Would you mind 
tossing me 

one of those 
peaches?

And who
are you?

Who am I? I am Prince 
Maxwell the fourth, and 

I believe my position 
entitles me to one 

peach, if nothing else.
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You must 
be very 

new here.

A few weeks, and 
you’ve only just 

noticed. Do you ever 
check up on your 

staff?

 Apologies! 
I just haven’t 
been around 

recently.

I came to sample 
one of Gracia’s 

dessert dishes for 
the party. Uh . . . 

what’s your name?

My name 
is Al—

YOUR 
MAJESTY!

Hahaha!
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Ah, there she 
is! Gracia!

Prince Maxwell! 
We missed you. How 
were your travels?

Bumpier than I was 
anticipating, but I’ll 
tell you all about it 

later. 

I was just getting 
acquainted with Al, 

here. Ah, Al. 
Sure.

Wait. 
Al?

Er . . . I’m afraid 
those desserts 

aren’t quite 
ready yet this 

afternoon.
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We’re all a bit 
busy preparing 

for your birthday 
celebration!

Ah, yes, 
that . . . 
whole
 thing.

Stop by later! 
I’m sure I’ll have 

something for you 
to sample before 

the day is up.

Thank you, 
Gracia, 
I will!

Gracia’s the 
best, isn’t 

she?
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Yeah. She 
really is.

So you’ve got a 
birthday coming up? 

Happy birthday.

Thank you. I’m . . . well, 
to be honest, I’m a 

little uneasy about it. 
My mother is making 
a big deal of it, and 

she’s invited scores of 
princesses.

That’s . . . 
a problem?

It just . . . it 
requires so much 
hobnobbing, and 
I don’t want to go 

through it all.

Not on my 
birthday.

That 
sounds 

stressful.

I’m sure 
she’s only 
looking out 
for me in 
her way.

You 
know how 
mothers 
can be.
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Not really. 
Mine’s gone.

Oh! I’m so 
sorry.

It’s fine! I was 
very young 
at the time.
I only have 

hazy memories 
of her.

She was the 
closest thing

I had to a mom 
for most of my 

life. I really 
miss her.

My aunt took 
care of me. 

Ah! I’m sorry for 
carrying on. I’m sure 
you have a lot to do 

before the day is up.

 It’s no 
trouble!

I’m glad we could 
course correct. 
I felt like we got 
off on the wrong 

foot at first. 
Friends?

Friends.
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Do you miss 
Grandma?

I do. 
Every day.

But we can 
see her again 
soon! Now that 
we’re citizens, 
we can travel. 
Won’t that be 

exciting?

<Hello? D� Nhung, it’s 
me, Hi�n. Hi! Are you 

well, D�? I’m doing very 
well, too. Is M� there?>

<Oh? I’m sorry to 
hear that. Don’t 

wake her up—she 
needs her rest. 
Yes. Yes, D�. Tell 
her I called. And 

tell her I miss her.>

<Can you 
put her on? 
I want to 

say hello.>
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<Thank you, 
D�.>

<Soon.>  <I can see you 
again soon.>
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Claire! Hey, over here! 
I’ve got juice boxes.

Nice! Have you 
seen Julian?

He’s in the 
number ten 

jersey this year. 
See?

Look at him 
go! He’s 

gotten so 
fast since 
last year.

Yeah. 
He’s been 

practicing all 
summer.

42 43



Hey! We still on for 
ice cream after this 

scrimmage?
Oh! I forgot 

my ice cream 
money.

I got you covered. 
You can owe me 

one! It’s no fun if 
you can’t have one, 

too.

You don’t 
have to—

He’ll owe 
you one!

NUMBER TEN! Let’s get 
back in the game! You 
can chitchat when the 

scrimmage is over.
Uh-oh. Gotta 
get back in 

there. I’ll see 
you in a bit!

Oh, and, 
Ti�n?

What? Sweet 
patches, by 

the way!
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Th-thanks!
You liiiike 

him!

Not so loud! I’m 
not ready to tell 

anybody yet.

You can tell Julian. 
He’d be cool with 
it. His aunt’s gay, 

and her girlfriend’s 
around all the time.

Yeah, but it’s 
different 

because . . . 
it’s him. You 

know?
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Yeah, yeah, I gotcha. 
But consider telling 
him. We’ve all been 
friends since the 

fourth grade!

And I know you 
don’t like keeping 
secrets from us.

I did tell you. That’s 
enough for now.

You haven’t told 
your folks yet?

I mean, I want to. I tried 
looking up how to tell 

them at the library. The 
librarian and I couldn’t 
find the word for it in 

Vietnamese.

It felt weird 
technically 

coming out to the 
librarian before 
I even told my 

parents. It’s all 
weird.
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I’m sure your 
parents would 
understand if 
you told them.

Ah . . . I’m really 
not sure. What 
if they already 

know and they’re 
in denial?

What if they 
don’t love me 

anymore?

Ti�n, that 
won’t happen.

It could.
I read that 
it happens 
sometimes.

At any rate, 
I can’t tell 
them yet.

My grandma’s not 
doing well, and 

my mom’s worried 
sick. She’s got a 

lot going on. 

I don’t think 
she’d take 
it well right 

now.
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You two 
talking 

about me?

Yes. All bad 
things.

All GREAT 
things, I bet!

What kind of 
ice cream am 
I getting you, 

Ti�n?

I don’t know yet.
I have to see what 

they’ve got!

If you can’t make up 
your mind before we 

get to the counter, I’m 
gonna pick one for you. 

Just a warning!

Anything 
but mint!

Hey, what’s 
your jacket 

size?
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I’m home!
Hey! How 

are Julian 
and Claire?

They’re good. Julian 
got the jersey 

number he wanted 
this year. Number 
ten, just like his 
favorite player, 
Diego Maradona.

Good for him! 
He got so 

tall all of a 
sudden. Must 

be on his 
mom’s side. 

Karen’s pretty 
tall.

What are you 
working on?

Not much! Just a special 
assignment. I’ve been 

working with a very 
important client.

Can you pick up 
where we left off 
in the princess 

story?

Sure!
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