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			To every kid who carries adult responsibilities on eleven-year-old shoulders. You are not alone.

		

	
		
			1

			Hooperman and Pooperman

			My name is Hank Hooperman, but my little sister calls me Pooperman. We are Hooperman and Pooperman, according to Boo. I’d like it to be Hooperman and Superman, but try telling that to Boo.

			Boo is three and has pink cheeks and wispy curls that stick up all over the place. She looks like an angel, but she smells like crap. I’ve been trying to teach her to use the toilet, which is why she calls me Pooperman. Unfortunately, it isn’t going well.

			Boo pulls her stuffed puppy into the living room. “Beekfast?” she asks.

			“Popsicles and saltines,” I say.

			Boo claps her hands. She’s easy to please.

			“Pooperman,” she announces, “did a stinky.”

			“I didn’t do a stinky,” I say.

			“I diddin do a stinky.” Boo shakes her head hard. “Elmo did a stinky.”

			“It was Elmo,” we decide.

			Then I get Boo cleaned up. Grandma Mae taught me how. She said a big brother has to know how to change diapers in case his mom forgets.

			“Next time make the stinky in the toilet, okay?”

			“Okay.” Boo nods like she always does.

			I roll up the dirty diaper and stuff it in the overflowing diaper pail. I need to dump it in the trash behind the building, but I don’t want to run into anyone who might ask about Mom.

			Boo waves at the diaper. “Bye-bye, Elmo’s stinky.” Then she heads for our tiny kitchen, skipping in her lopsided way. She’s nailed the skip with her right leg but doesn’t quite have it with her left.

			I pry the last Popsicle off the freezer wall, shake the crumbs off the plate, and count out the rest of the saltines. Seven for her. Seven for me. Then I sprinkle on sugar.

			I carry the plate to the TV. We’ve just settled in when we hear a sharp rap-rap on the door.

			“Mrs. Hooperman, I know you’re in there. Please open up.”

			I peek through the front-door peephole. It’s the apartment manager with the saggy face and the tattoos that look like they were drawn by a beginner.

			Boo dives for my leg and wraps both arms around it. She holds on as I walk stiff-legged to the bathroom. I close us in so the shouting doesn’t scare her. Mom taught me to do this.

			“Open the door. Mrs. Hooperman. Geri! Geri Hooperman.” He bang-bang-bangs. “I know you’re in there, Mrs. Hooperman. And I have every right to enter the premises.” He rattles the doorknob.

			Boo puts her hands over her ears and burrows into my leg. We get in the shower stall, but we can still hear.

			“You owe six months’ rent, Mrs. Hooperman. I’ve given you multiple warnings. We have started eviction proceedings. I need payment in full by tomorrow morning or you and your kids will be forcibly removed. Did you hear that, Mrs. Hooperman?” He slaps the door.

			Tomorrow morning? He can’t be serious.

			The knots in my stomach rub against each other.

			What if Mom’s not home by then?
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			Winner, Winner, Lunch and Dinner

			Mom went out last Wednesday. She said she’d be home early, but when I woke up the next morning, she wasn’t there. That was the day of the sixth-grade field trip. We were supposed to go to the Creativity Lab to build robots, design cars, and make flocks of birds fly by touching the wall.

			Mom filled out the permission slip, but forgot to sign, so I did it for her. I was all set to go, except what about Boo?

			If I’d had a phone, I would have called my teacher, Ms. LaFleur, and asked her. But since I didn’t, Boo and I watched cartoons until it was too late to go.

			

			—

			That was a week ago. A week is a long time to be without your mom.

			

			—

			During the day, we watch TV, make up games, and draw. But at night car lights flash across the dark living room, sirens wail, the clock in the kitchen tick-tick-ticks, and I think about the terrible things that could have happened to Mom.

			

			—

			When the apartment manager leaves, Boo snuggles next to me in front of the TV. She licks the sugar off her crackers, and I eat my half of the Popsicle, which tastes better than it looks.

			But now I can’t stop thinking about the words the apartment manager said.

			Evicted. Forcibly removed. Tomorrow.

			

			—

			If only Grandma Mae were here. Then we’d be at her house. She had a bed for me and a crib for Boo and a real drawing desk with a hundred different-colored markers. But Grandma Mae died last year, and things have been bad since then.

			I try to think what Grandma Mae would say to do now. Make a list? Grandma Mae liked to write lists. She said it was her superpower.

			I find a paper and write down all the places we could go:

			
					
					C.J.’s house. C.J. is my best friend. It would be fun to have a sleepover at his house, except his mom doesn’t like him having kids over that much. Also, he’s moving, like, this week.

				

					
					The Blue Door. The Blue Door is our favorite place. But we don’t have money to order anything, and they only give free popcorn if you buy a drink.

				

					
					My teacher’s house. Ms. LaFleur liked me at the beginning of the semester, but I’ve missed a lot of school, so she doesn’t like me that much now. Also, I don’t know where she lives.

				

					
					Grace Church. Mom loves singing in choir. Even when she’s been up all night, she still goes Sunday morning to sing. But today is Tuesday and church is only open on Sundays.

				

					
					The library. We have twin librarians, who wear matching multicolor knit caps. They answer my questions and help me find books. But at closing they want you out fast. It’s like they’re ready to turn into werewolves, and they must get you to leave or you’ll see.

				

			

			I’m done with my list, but it hasn’t helped. I don’t want to go to any of these places.

			

			—

			It’s lunchtime when the hum of the refrigerator stops, the flashing light on the microwave goes dark, and the TV flickers off.

			In the sudden quiet inside, the sounds grow louder outside. The rush of cars on the freeway. The roar of a plane overhead. The lady next door doing jumping jacks.

			I try the light switch. Nothing happens.

			Boo pushes the buttons on the remote. “Boken?”

			I step outside to see if it’s a power outage everywhere or just in our apartment. I hear the TV a few doors down and the whir of a blender next door.

			Did the apartment manager turn off our electricity? Or is there a bill we haven’t paid?

			Boo runs her hands along the TV. “Elmo?”

			“It doesn’t work. No more Elmo.”

			“Oh.” Boo sits down with a bump and starts to cry.

			I pick up her favorite book and she crawls in my lap. I read to her about the hungry caterpillar, but it doesn’t help.

			“Let’s play Winner, Winner,” I suggest.

			Boo’s bottom lip puckers, her shoulders droop. “No again,” she says.

			Winner, Winner is a game we made up where we look for money in Mom’s stuff. The first day Mom didn’t come back, the game was fun. We found quarters in her coat pocket, a dollar in an old purse, and pennies in the tray in the living room. Every time we found a coin, we’d say Winner, winner, and when we had enough, we’d march to Fred’s, the gas-station store, singing Winner, winner, lunch and dinner, and we’d buy Cheetos and Cheerios.

			But now there’s no money left to find. So, it’s Loser, Loser—or Toozer, Toozer, as Boo says it. I tell Boo to cover her eyes, then I hide the pennies we have left. I look for easy places so Boo will find them.

			“Ready, set, go!” I call. And Boo starts searching. She jumps up and down when she finds a penny. “Winner, winner, lutch and dinner!” she shouts out, and we imagine all the food we could buy, even though a penny won’t buy anything at all.

			“Elmo,” Boo says, walking to the TV with her round hand outstretched as if she were handing the penny to him.

			“I wish,” I say as I dig through my mother’s drawers, the shelves in her closet, the junk drawer in the kitchen. I look through the bottles on the counter, the cleaning supplies, and the mass of cords in the bottom of her closet.

			I search the stack of mail and papers by the front door. But money doesn’t come by mail. Only bills. I open the drawer in the living room table and shake out each piece of paper, searching for coins caught in the folds.

			There’s a coupon for carpet cleaning, Boo’s birth certificate, which says Bridget Chesley—a mistake…she’s a Hooperman just like me—and a bunch of photos and stuff. Then I dig through a box in the closet and find the phone Mom ran over, business cards, and a bus pass.

			Wait…a bus pass!

			

			—

			The bus pass has Mom’s name, Geri Hooperman…but there’s no picture on it and Geri could be a boy’s name too. I don’t need a bus pass for Boo. She’s so little they don’t make her pay.

			“Boo, look!” I dangle the pass in front of her.

			Her face scrunches up. She tilts her head.

			“It’s a bus pass,” I explain.

			She doesn’t know what a bus pass is, but she sees it has made me happy. She takes my hand, and we do our “nutty up, nutty down” dance around the living room.

			When we’re tired, we collapse in a heap.

			But now I don’t feel so good.

			A bus pass doesn’t help when you have no place to go.
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			Bus Ladies

			Sometimes I pretend Mom is home, Grandma Mae’s still alive, and Boo lands every stinky in the toilet.

			But I can’t pretend right now. Not with how tight my stomach feels. Forcibly removed. Tomorrow.

			On the table is my field trip permission form, covered with orange Cheetos dust. Maybe Boo and I could go to the Creativity Lab. Maybe we could be like the kids in From the Mixed-Up Files of Mrs. Basil E. Frankweiler and live in the museum. But those kids had money for tickets, and we don’t.

			I run my fingers over the spaces Mom filled out and the place where I signed her name. In the second space for emergency contacts, Mom wrote: Lou Ann Adler: 131 Mumford Street, Rancho Renato. I think she was supposed to write a phone number. But that’s Mom for you.

			I don’t remember who Lou Ann Adler is, but I’ve seen her name before. On another field trip permission slip maybe?

			If Grandma Mae had been the one to write Lou Ann Adler in the emergency-contacts space, I would go there for sure. But Mom wrote it. And Mom sometimes gets ideas that don’t make sense. Grandma Mae used to always say I’m the sensible one. That’s why Mom had me.

			But wait…wasn’t Lou Ann Adler a friend of Grandma Mae’s?

			I put frozen green beans on a plate and tell Boo they are a new kind of Popsicle. But neither of us eats them. Even with sugar.

			Boo’s stomach growls. I think she’s too hungry to nap, but I sing, “Nutty up, nutty down, nutty turn yourself around. Nutty pillow, nutty bed, nutty covers over your head,” and she climbs in bed. Then I hold her hand until she falls asleep.

			While she naps, I peek out the window at the parking lot, willing Mom to come home. But I’m not magic, and she doesn’t come.

			So, what do we do now?

			I hate making mistakes. Little ones are not so bad. You forget to write your name on your homework. On a scale of one to ten, ten being the worst, that’s a level two.

			You can survive a level two mistake. You don’t get credit for doing the assignment that day. Big deal.

			But mistakes on the eight, nine, or ten level…they’ll take you out. You forget to hold your little sister’s hand and she runs in front of a car. TEN! TEN! TEN!

			I never did that, but I came close. Even an almost TEN! is terrifying.

			I don’t want to choose wrong. But doing nothing can be a mistake too.

			I slide my spiral sketch pad, my favorite pens, and the thirteen cents we have left into my backpack. Then I grab my skateboard. I’d like to bring the stroller, but Mom sold the good one and the old one is missing a wheel.

			I write a note to Mom telling her that we’re going to Lou Ann Adler’s and leave it on the table under a mug. By the time I’m done, Boo wakes up.

			“Where Mommeee?” she asks.

			“She’ll be back soon,” I say, stuffing her Pull-Ups in my backpack.

			“Where we go?” Boo asks.

			“We’re going on the bus,” I explain. Boo nods, satisfied, even though it doesn’t answer her question.

			I peek out the window to make sure the saggy-faced apartment manager isn’t around. Then I take off the key I carry on a string around my neck, lock our apartment, and hold Boo’s hand as we tiptoe down the stairs.

			The bus stop is across the big street, but there’s no walk button to push, so I wait for the light, look both ways, then grip Boo’s hand as we run across. The late-afternoon sun beats down on our backs as we study the bus routes. Rancho Renato isn’t on the route sign. How am I supposed to know which way to go?

			The next bus that rolls up is the #31. The brakes squeak, the door whooshes open, and I step up to ask the driver, a big woman with long pink fingernails and shiny skin, how to get to Rancho Renato.

			“Rancho Renato?” Her nose crinkles up like she took a bite of pickle. “That’s a stumper.”

			But somebody in the bus knows. A lady calls out: “Take this bus to Orchard, then the number eleven south to Cleveland Avenue, then the number seventy to East Orange—or you could wait for the number fifty-two and take it to the number fifteen and then…”

			The driver grins. “That’s Ms. Pearl. If there’s a way to get to the moon by bus, that woman will know it.”

			I flash my mom’s pass to the driver, and she nods her okay for us to get on.

			The bus is full of ladies with shopping bags, girls in school uniforms, and two bald monks. We take a seat halfway back, scanning the faces. “Who is Ms. Pearl?” I ask one of the monks.

			He points to a tiny old lady sitting across the aisle from us. She has wrinkled brown skin and bright white hair. “Ms. Pearl?” I ask as the bus lurches forward.

			“Where in Rancho Renato?” she asks.

			“131 Mumford Street.”

			“Mumford.” Ms. Pearl massages her chin. “That’s off Las Flores. No good way to get there. Probably take you two or three hours.”

			“From the bus stop?”

			“No. On the bus. Mumford is close to the stop. You got something to write on?” she asks.

			I dig out my pen and sketchbook from my backpack. She says the directions slowly so I can write them down.

			“Thank you, Ms. Pearl,” I say.

			“You’re welcome,” she says. Then she calls to the back of the bus. “Sparkle? Sparkle? Give the boy here a donut or we’ll be listening to his stomach growl all afternoon long.”

			A minute later, a big glazed donut arrives up from the back on a pink napkin.

			“Thank you, Sparkle!” I call back.

			A lady with a green sequined beret and a pink bakery box waves at me. “Anything for Ms. Pearl,” she says as I split the donut in half for Boo and me.

			Ms. Pearl watches us, then calls back: “Send up another, Sparkle. That boy’s got some growing to do to catch up with his feet.”

			Another donut on a pink napkin comes our way. This time chocolate.

			“Tank you,” I mumble, my mouth full of donut.

			Ms. Pearl leans over to me. “See the man in the green plaid pants? The one with the cane in the second row.”

			I nod.

			“You get off when he gets off. That’s Orchard. From there you’ll get the number eleven south, like you wrote down. Then you ask the driver on the number eleven to let you know when Cleveland comes up. Okay?”

			“Okay,” I say.

			“Good boy. You keep on taking care of your little sister like that, you gonna be fine.” Ms. Pearl’s wrinkly face breaks into a shining smile.

			“Yes, ma’am,” I say.

			“Polite too. Sparkle, did you hear how polite this one is?” she shouts back.

			“He called you ma’am. Don’t hear that much nowadays,” Sparkle says.

			“Ain’t that the truth,” Ms. Pearl says. “You’re all right, Big Foot.” She pats my leg. “You’re all right.”
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			You Know What to Do

			All the bus connections went like Ms. Pearl said they would, except we had to wait an hour for the #70. And now it’s dark enough to be Boo’s bedtime.

			Luckily, I brought my skateboard and Boo knows how to ride with me.

			Ms. Pearl said Mumford wasn’t far from the bus stop, but she didn’t say which direction. We roll clackety-clack, clackety-clack over the sidewalk, but when we pass four streets and Mumford doesn’t appear, we turn around.

			Boo stares out with vacant eyes. “Where we go, Pooperman?”

			“Superman,” I whisper in her ear.

			“Pooperman,” she corrects.

			Two streets from the bus stop in the other direction, we find Mumford. I just wish Ms. Pearl and Sparkle were here so I could thank them. Also, I could use another donut.

			Mumford is a nice street with lots of big shade trees. The houses are close together and almost identical. The addresses are lit in little boxes, 127, 129, and then there it is: 131!

			Boo gets off the skateboard and I slip it under my arm. We trudge up the cement walkway to 131, Boo clutching my hand harder than she usually does. Is this a mistake? How am I supposed to know?

			Why is my life a Would You Rather game? Not a funny one, like Would you rather have a cute girl tell you your fly is down or announce to everyone that you have dragon breath?

			Mine is, Would you rather be evicted or take a bus for four hours to a person’s house you don’t know?

			I scoop Boo up. I need to feel her warm weight against me. She’s trembling. Or maybe it’s me.

			The smooth cement of the walkway, still warm from the hot November day, comes through the holes in the bottom of my shoes.

			Why doesn’t someone invent a way to know if you’re about to make a mistake? A mistake-a-nator that would light up red if you’re about to mess up.

			I take a deep breath and press the doorbell with my palm. It makes an unexpected ribbit-ribbit. A frog? Who programs her doorbell to sound like a frog? Then I notice the sign in the window: Tiny Tadpoles Toddler Care.

			Moths flutter around the porch light. No one comes to the door.

			I push the doorbell again ribbit-ribbit. This time, footsteps. The knob jiggles, the door opens, a moth flies inside, and a lady with gray hair sticks her head out. She has no eyebrows, glasses on a chain around her neck, and a shirt that might be pajamas. She doesn’t look familiar.

			“Mrs. Adler? I’m Hank Hooperman, and this is Bridget, and we are your…”

			If she’s Grandma Mae’s friend, what does that make her to us? Nothing.

			“What in the name of—” She peers behind me. “Where’s Geri?”

			“I dunno,” I mumble, feeling a cold wave of disloyalty wash over me.

			Mrs. Adler’s brow furrows. “How did you get here?”

			“The bus,” I say.

			“Doesn’t Geri live in Oakwood Terrace?”

			I nod.

			“That’s a long bus ride,” she whispers, her arm directing us to come inside.

			In the bright light of the foyer, Mrs. Adler’s eyes fasten on Boo. “You are cute as a button, little Bridget,” she says.

			Mrs. Adler moves closer, like her arms are itching to hold Boo. But Boo buries her face in my chest.

			“We don’t call her Bridget. We call her Boo,” I say.

			“Then Boo it is,” Mrs. Adler says. “She’s what…two and a half, three?”

			“Just turned three,” I say, taking in the living room, which has shelves of board books, a big stuffed frog, a little-kids’ picnic table and benches, and a white fenced-off area full of little-kid toys.

			“You hungry?” Mrs. Adler asks.

			A few minutes ago, I was starving, but now I don’t know what I am.

			“Let me get you a snack.” Mrs. Adler leaps forward as if she’s glad for something to do.

			The kitchen is crowded with high chairs, a small table with small chairs, and a large table with large chairs.

			Behind me, Mrs. Adler opens the refrigerator, which is full of Tupperware containers. She pulls out one with tiny cut-up pieces of chicken and another with broccoli. She fixes a bowl, warms it in the microwave, and sets it on the kids’ table for Boo.

			On the large table is a half-finished jigsaw puzzle of kittens in a knitting basket. Mrs. Adler slides it out of the way so there’s a place for me. “Do you want chicken and broccoli or cereal?”

			“Cereal,” I say.

			Mrs. Adler produces a selection of cereal boxes, milk, and a bowl. At home, if we have cereal, we don’t have milk, and if we have milk, we don’t have cereal, so this is special. I pick Rice Krispies, pour the milk, and start shoveling it in.

			Mrs. Adler frowns. “Slow down, dear,” she says.

			Boo must be as hungry as I am, but she doesn’t touch the unfamiliar food in the strange bowl. Soon she’s left the little table to sit next to me. I offer her a spoonful of cereal, but she shakes her head no.

			The room is quiet. Just the faint pop of Rice Krispies, the breeze blowing the trees outside, and the flap of Mrs. Adler’s flip-flops as she moves around the kitchen.

			Mrs. Adler slips on her magnified glasses. Her watery blue eyes peer at me. “So, what’s going on here, Hank? Did you run away?”

			“No.” I bite the inside of my lip. How do I explain my situation without making Mom look bad?

			“Mom’s been sick,” I offer, because that sounds better than Mom disappeared.

			Mrs. Adler cocks her head. “Is she in the hospital?”

			I shrug. “Maybe.”

			“You don’t know? You must have tried calling her,” Mrs. Adler says.

			“I don’t have a phone,” I say.

			She hands me hers.

			I call Mom. After four rings, her message comes on.

			This is Geri. Sorry I can’t come to the phone right now. But you know what to do.

			My chest fills up just hearing her voice.

			“Mom. Where are you? We’re at Lou Ann Adler’s—131 Mumford Street in Rancho Renato. Please come get us.”

			Then I press her number again, hoping the second time she’ll answer. But it’s the message again. Still, it feels good to hear her voice, so I do it a third time.

			This is Geri. Sorry I can’t come to the phone right now. But you know what to do.

			After the beep, I leave another message. “No, Mom, I don’t know what to do.”
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			Broken Shell

			I hand the phone back and Mrs. Adler scrolls through her contacts until she finds Mom’s name.

			I wonder why she’s looking this up. Does she think I don’t know my mom’s number? Still, it’s comforting that Mom isn’t a stranger to her.

			This time when the message comes on, Mrs. Adler says: “Hey, Geri, this is Lou Ann Adler. I got your kids right here in my kitchen, honey. Please call and let me know what’s going on. Today is November eighth and it’s eight-fifteen p.m.”

			Mrs. Adler flips her ringer on, then slips her phone in the pocket of her shirt or pajama top or whatever it is. She peers at me. “How did you know to come here?” she asks.

			I’m guessing she wants me to say my mom has told me all about her. How important she is. How she’s like family. But I got nothing for her. She is the name Mom wrote on the field trip permission form.

			“My mom, ummm, said to,” I say, which is sort of true, isn’t it?

			“Someone else we should call?” Mrs. Adler asks hopefully.

			No, otherwise we wouldn’t be here. But I don’t want her to think she’s a last resort. I just shake my head.

			Mrs. Adler massages her scalp. “Geri’s having trouble again?”

			This is not a question I want to answer. I get up and busy myself rinsing out my cereal bowl.

			Mrs. Adler doesn’t press it. “Do you remember me?” she asks.

			I shake my head sheepishly.

			“Mae and I were friends for forty-eight years. Surely, you remember your grandma Mae?”

			“Of course,” I say, my voice breaking.

			Mrs. Adler nods thoughtfully. “I miss her too. What do you miss most about her?”

			“Her banana bread and when her cat had kittens,” I mumble. I don’t say the more personal stuff. How she always explained things to me. How she loved what I drew. How proud she was when my report card came.

			Mrs. Adler’s face lights up. “The kittens…yes! Keep an eye on Boo. I’ll be right back.”

			Keep an eye on Boo? Who does she think has been watching Boo her whole entire life?

			

			—

			Mrs. Adler flip-flops to the stairs, opens the safety gate, and then comes back down with a photo of Grandma Mae and her and the kittens. My heart swells looking at it. I miss Grandma Mae so much.

			Outside, I hear a car drive by. But it’s too quiet for ours. My mom drives Grandma Mae’s old Toyota that needs a new muffler. I hurry to the window anyway. And of course, it’s not her.

			Mrs. Adler smiles at Boo, then squints at me. “So, Hank, you sure you didn’t run away?”

			“I’m sure.”

			Mrs. Adler nods but I can’t tell if she believes me or not. “And you don’t know where your mother is?”

			I shake my head a miserable no.

			“How long has she been gone?”

			I don’t answer. Six days sounds too long.

			Mrs. Adler sits down heavily. “I wonder if I should call the police?”

			The police! “No. My mother will be here any minute,” I say, my voice louder than I intended.

			“Well…it’s late now and tomorrow’s a workday. How about you spend the night here and we’ll get this all sorted out in the morning.”

			“Thank you, Mrs. Adler,” I say.

			My mother will come tomorrow. And she’ll find us a new place to live, because you can’t live in your apartment once you’ve been evicted. It’s like when you move on to sixth grade, you can’t go back to fifth.

			But what about our stuff? Will the people who move into our old apartment get it? What will I do if I see some kid with my furry blue blanket? Will I be allowed to ask for it back?

			“Put your cereal bowl in the dishwasher, and please call me Lou Ann,” Mrs. Adler says.

			“Yes, ma’am, Lou Ann,” I say.

			Boo has her arms around my leg. I put her bowl in the dishwasher and sponge off the table. I scrub hard, like this is the most important job I’ve ever done. Then I hold Boo’s hand and we follow Lou Ann’s flip-flopping shoes up the stairs, closing the gate behind us.

			Lou Ann wrestles a large sleeping mat out of the linen closet and flips on a light in a room crowded with cribs and small sleeping mats. She brings us pillows and comforters, and pajamas for Boo. I get Boo changed and set her on a little sleeping mat near my big one. Then I say: “God bless Mommy, come home soon.”

			And Boo says: “Ga bless Mommy. Calm home soon.”

			After this we do “nutty up, nutty down” and she closes her eyes and I hold her hand until she falls asleep.

			I’m exhausted and my head hurts. But it’s impossible to go to sleep when you’re trying to figure out how to get your whole life back in its broken shell.
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			Adults Like It When You Wear a Tie

			In the morning, I bolt up off the floor. Where am I? Where’s Boo? Where’s Mom?

			The sun is rising, turning the unfamiliar room an orangey pink. Boo is on the mat next to mine. She’s scrunched up on her belly with her butt in the air. My hand is asleep. I flick it back and forth until it moves from numb to pins and needles, then I peek through the blinds to see if Mom is here. She has to have gotten my messages, right?

			Where is she? How could she do this to us? I feel a flush of rage. And then a wave of worry crashes over me. Something’s happened. She’s never coming back.

			Boo’s eyes are open. She always wakes up when I do. She stares at me, her lips puckered and her nose crinkled like she’s thinking hard about something.

			I fold the comforter, turn the pillow to the clean side, and make a neat stack. I move the stack to the window seat, then under a crib, then by the door, then to the closet. I don’t want to make a mistake, but I have no idea where it should go.

			Boo watches me with intense interest. When I’m done, she says: “Where Lou?”

			“I dunno,” I say, taking her to the bathroom. She pees standing up like I do. I have tried to get her to pee sitting down, because when you’re a girl, peeing standing up is a huge mess. But so far, no luck. She has learned to clean herself up, though.

			I find a Pull-Up and she puts it on herself.

			Back in our room, Lou Ann appears wearing a lavender velour tracksuit. Her eyebrows are on, and her hair is in a ponytail.

			“Good morning, Lou Ann,” I say. Adults like it when you say good morning. And if ever I needed an adult to like me, it’s now.

			“Dirty diapers go here.” She directs me to one of three sleek white cylinders. “I have some clean clothes for Boo,” Lou Ann says, “but you”—she looks me up and down—“are a challenge. Those jeans of yours…didn’t anyone tell you not to draw on your clothes?” She hands me pajamas. “Wear these while I wash your clothes.”

			The pajamas are the kind an old man would wear. Does Lou Ann have a husband? I haven’t seen one.

			I nod agreeably, but I’m not about to turn my jeans over to her or put on weird old-man pajamas. I love my jeans and I’ve worked hard on the drawings.

			“Did Mom call?” I ask.

			Lou Ann’s lips purse. She shakes her head.

			

			—

			In the kitchen, a place is set for me on the big table and for Boo on the little one.

			“You want breakfast?” Lou Ann asks.

			“Yes, thank you, Lou Ann,” I say as Boo carries her place mat and silverware to the spot next to me at the big table and then climbs up on the big chair.

			Lou Ann crosses her arms. “Oh, she’s a smarty-pants, now, isn’t she?”

			“She’ll eat more if she’s next to me,” I say.

			Lou Ann sets cereal bowls, a plate of toast, and a carton of milk on the table. I pour Cheerios for Boo, Cinnamon Toast Crunch for me.

			“Tank you, Lou,” Boo says, and Lou Ann smiles.

			Lou Ann butters a piece of toast. “So, this is what we’re going to do. Wednesdays are our busiest day, but I have Celia coming in to help, so I can take Boo with the little ones. You are harder to explain. A strange teenage boy hanging around…” She shakes her head. “That’s never gonna fly.”

			I gulp the cereal down half-chewed. “I’m not a teenager. I’m eleven and three-quarters. Twelve in February.”

			“Hmmm. I’d have guessed thirteen…fourteen, even. You’re tall, and that hair.”

			I need a haircut. But it’s not that bad.

			“You should be in school,” Lou Ann sighs. “I’m sorry I can’t take you. I don’t have time to drive you all the way to Oakwood in rush-hour traffic. It’s not as if I can say you’re sick either. No mom will leave her toddler in a house with a sick kid. My bedroom is at the end of the hall. Do you think you could do your homework there?”

			I unscrew the jam jar. “All day?”

			“I’ll bring you lunch.”

			“Okay, yeah.” I try my best to smile. “I’m good at entertaining Boo.”

			“Like I said, Boo will stay with me.”

			I wipe my mouth with the napkin and put it in my lap. “But she doesn’t know you.”

			“I’ve taken care of hundreds of kids, and two of my own, Hank dear. I know how to handle the little ones. It’s my job.”

			“But Boo likes being with me,” I say.

			Boo stops eating, her eyes watchful.

			“Boo. Will. Stay. With. Me.” Lou Ann’s jaw is set. “Now, you have homework?”

			“Yes,” I say. Adults like it when you have homework. They like it when you wear a tie and put your napkin in your lap and say nice things about them.

			“So, finish up and take a quick shower, please.”

			The doorbell ribbits and I jump.

			Mom!

			“Lou Ann?” a woman’s voice calls.

			“In the kitchen, Celia,” Lou Ann shouts.

			A woman in a baseball cap breezes in. She has light brown skin and a bright yellow shirt. She looks like a mom. Whatever age that is.

			Celia stops short when she sees me, her dark eyes full of questions.

			“This is Hank and Boo,” Lou Ann says.

			“Hi, you two.” Celia offers a welcoming smile.

			Boo’s eyes are on Celia.

			“Boo’s going to be with us today. Hank will be doing homework up in my room. Maybe you could bring him lunch,” Lou Ann suggests.

			“Of course.” Celia wedges her blue lunch bag in the refrigerator and closes the door.

			“Better if he’s out of the way,” Lou Ann says under her breath.

			“All of our parents are very nice, except one,” Celia explains to me. “My son came by when she was picking up her little one, and it got her all upset.”

			“I still don’t understand what the problem was about that. It’s always something with her,” Lou Ann says. “Yesterday she informed me that Brooks should know his alphabet by now.”

			“Maybe we should have taught him to drive too,” Celia says.

			Lou Ann laughs.

			Celia squints at me. “So, Hank’s going to be in your bedroom all day?”

			“You got a better idea?” Lou Ann asks.

			“I could call Ray.”

			“Oh, Celia, no. I don’t want to be a pest. You know he helped me unclog the guest toilet just yesterday,” Lou Ann says.

			“He won’t mind. He’ll say no if he can’t.” Celia digs her phone out of her large sack-like purse. She looks up at Lou Ann before calling.

			Lou Ann nods and Celia presses the button.

			“Hola, Ray. Tengo que pedirte un favor. Lou Ann’s got a friend’s kid staying with her?” Celia raises an eyebrow questioning Lou Ann.

			Again Lou Ann nods her approval.

			“We can’t have him here with the parents coming. Could he do his homework at your house?”

			Celia listens for a minute, then eyes me. “He wants to know if you’re a good kid.”

			I smile. What does she think I’m going to say…no?

			Celia grins like we’re in on the same joke. “His name is Hank, and he’s un niño bueno. Okay, coming over now.” She ends the call.

			“Thanks, Celia,” Lou Ann says, then turns to me. “Don’t touch anything over there. I expect a good report from Ray. Do you understand?”

			Don’t touch anything. What does she think? I’m four years old? One minute I’m a teenager, the next a toddler. “Yes, ma’am,” I say.

			“Lou Ann,” Lou Ann says.

			“Yes, ma’am, Lou Ann,” I say.

			I watch Boo’s fingers strain to reach her toast, which has fallen on the floor.

			“No te comas eso. Don’t eat that.” Celia grabs the toast and tosses it in the sink. She sets a fresh piece on Boo’s plate.

			“I could take Boo with me,” I offer. “Then she wouldn’t be extra work for you. I’m used to taking care of her.”

			Lou Ann’s eyelids lower. “I don’t know how things were at your mom’s house, but around here, what I say goes.”

			Celia catches my eye. She shakes her head, tiny and firm. A warning.

			“Okay,” I say, but I hand back the old man’s pajamas. “Mom will be here anytime now. We can wash clothes at home,” I tell her, wincing at the word home.

			Lou Ann lets this go. I don’t think she wants to send me to Ray’s in pajamas either. “Say goodbye to Boo and tell her you’ll be back this afternoon.”

			When Boo hears this, she slides off the chair and runs to me, her eyes big, her face red. “Pooperman!”

			“What did she call you?” Lou Ann asks.

			“Pooperman,” I mumble.

			Lou Ann rolls her eyes at me, then turns to Boo. “Hank’s going to be back this afternoon. Hank, you tell her.” Lou Ann’s voice is friendly around the edges, but it has an iron core.

			I don’t move. Don’t say a word. She is my sister. Mine.

			“She’ll be okay,” Celia whispers gently. “Nobody takes better care of small children than we do.”

			“Pooperman, wait!” Boo screams, her face as red as Twizzlers.

			I kneel and whisper in her ear: “Nutty up, nutty down, nutty good day all around. Bye, Boo.”

			“Bye,” she says, her eyes wary. This is the way we normally do it when I go to school. Except Mom isn’t here. And nothing is normal.

			Boo takes a big gasping breath and Lou Ann swoops her up. “Let’s wave goodbye to Hank,” she says. Boo gives me a forlorn wave, tears running down her cheeks. And I follow Celia out the back door.
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			How Long before a Person Stops Being a Stranger?

			“You’ll like Ray. Everybody does. He’s my favorite brother. This will be a lot better than being cooped up in Lou Ann’s bedroom all day,” Celia chatters away as we walk through Lou Ann’s patio, which has a sandbox, buckets, shovels, plastic trucks, and fire engines you ride on. We go out the back gate to the alley and then into the patio next door, decked out with oversized outdoor furniture and a firepit.

			I think of the Would You Rather game again: Would you rather stay in a strange man’s house where you can’t hear your sister cry or a strange woman’s bedroom where you can?

			Then Grandma Mae’s words pop into my head. Never go in a stranger’s house.

			Still, I like Celia, with her crooked baseball hat and the smile that pops up like a surprise on her face. She doesn’t feel like a stranger. How long do you have to know someone before you stop calling them that?

			“Your brother lives next door?” I ask.

			“That’s how I got the job at Tiny Tadpoles. Lou Ann needed help and Ray told her about me.”

			“Oh,” I say as a small dog with a squished-up nose startles awake, her tail coiling like a spring. She jumps up and yaps at me.

			A man, big like a Saint Bernard, comes out to greet us. He’s wearing a T-shirt and shiny athletic shorts and has two laptops under his arm.

			“Hey, Hank,” Ray says, and then whispers to the dog: “Enough, CPU.”

			“What breed?” I ask. I’ve always wanted a dog, but a big one like they have on TV.

			“A pug mix. Her name is CPU,” Ray says.

			CPU wags her hind end and looks up at Ray with eyes that pop out of her head, and her tongue hanging out of one side of her mouth. This dog is cracked.

			“CPU like Central Processing Unit?” I ask.

			“Right. She runs the house, so it fits. And it’s an homage to C-3PO, my favorite Star Wars robot.”

			“Oh yeah,” I say.

			Celia sweeps over to Ray. “Thank you for this,” she whispers. “Hank’s a nice kid. Muy educado.” She winks at me. “I wish I could stay longer, but—”

			Ray shoos her away with his hand. “Go on. We’ll be fine. We’re like old friends, Hank and me, right, Hank?”

			“Right,” I say, trying to smile like I mean it.

			“What does muy educado mean?” I ask when Celia is gone.

			“Very polite,” Ray says.

			“Oh,” I say, staring at Ray. I realize now I’ve made a mistake. Not a level ten. More like a two, but still. If I’d been in Lou Ann’s bedroom, no one would be looking over my shoulder. But here this Ray guy will be with me all day.

			“You have breakfast?” Ray asks as the gate shuts and Celia’s neon-yellow athletic shoes squeak down the path between the houses.

			“Yes, sir,” I say.

			“Oh, just call me Ray,” he says, scooping up CPU, who continues wagging her hind end as he holds her in the air.

			I pull out a chair, which clunks along the patio tiles. My eye on CPU.

			“You want her on your lap?” Ray asks.

			I nod and Ray hands her over. She looks up as if she isn’t too sure about me, then pads around trying to find a soft spot. I’m bony, so this isn’t easy. She settles on half belly, half thigh and curls up with her head on my chest. CPU smells good like corn chips and bad like dog breath, but she feels warm against me.

			“So, why aren’t you in school?” Ray cocks his head at me.

			“My school is kinda far away. Why aren’t you at work?” The question pops out before I can stop it.

			Ray laughs. “They let me work remotely these days. I drink my own coffee, listen to my own music. I can even eat beans for lunch and nobody will know. And you…you’re going to do homework all day?”

			I shrug, half scratching, half petting CPU. She groans softly.

			“She likes that.” Ray nods approvingly. “So, where is your homework?”

			“It’s online, but I don’t have a computer. I go to the library.”

			Ray stares hard at me. “The library. How far is that from your house?”

			“Pretty far, but I always do my homework.”

			“Okay, so when was the last time you went to the library?”

			“A week ago,” I say, scratching CPU. She arches her back, her butt in the air.

			“You found her sweet spot,” he says. “I’m just trying to understand…you haven’t done your homework for a week, but you always have your homework when you go to school. When was the last time you went to school?”

			“A week ago,” I mumble.

			Is this guy a teacher or what?

			“Aah. Well. I guess you have a lot of catching up to do.” Ray stands and CPU takes a flying leap off my lap.

			I shrug, tracing the lines of a monster on my jeans leg. It’s Sticky, who sticks to everything like a burr and is best friends with Goober, an ogre with terrible acne and a snotty nose—a bad combination even for an ogre.

			Ray’s eyes follow my hand. “Nice drawings. We’ll talk about those later.”

			Oh great, another lecture about how I shouldn’t draw on my clothes.

			“I have an old iPad you can use. You know where to find your homework online?” Ray asks.

			“Thanks—and yeah, I know how,” I say.

			“You want to sit inside or outside?”

			“Outside,” I say. The morning is sunny but not hot. And the patio has comfortable chairs. Plus, I feel closer to Boo out here. If she screams loudly, I’ll hear.

			Ray gets the iPad, shows me how to use it, then waits while I find my class portal.

			“All set?”

			“Uh-huh,” I say.

			“Good. I’ve got a seven-thirty meeting I gotta be in. See you in a bit.” He collects his laptops and his thermos and goes inside, with CPU trotting after him.

			I bring up my first homework assignment, then I check on Ray. He’s busy, so I go on Mom’s social media. But all the posts are from before she disappeared. Still, I like looking at the old photos. Grandma Mae, Mom, and me petting a pig at the fair. Grandma Mae and me and tiny Boo at the beach. Mom and me on my tenth birthday.

			Then I do a little math before hopping back on her social media.

			“Is that your mom?” Ray’s voice startles me.

			“Yeah,” I mumble guiltily. “Could I borrow your phone to call her?”

			“Course.” He hands me his phone.

			I move to the other side of the firepit before calling. CPU trots over to tug on my shoelaces.

			After three rings, Mom’s message kicks in. “Mom…We’re at Lou Ann Adler’s, 131 Mumford Street in Rancho Renato. Please come get us and call me…please, please, please!”

			When I hand Ray back his phone, he gives me a long look. “When was the last time you saw her?”

			I chew the inside of my cheek. “Last week.”

			“Who has been watching you since then?”

			I run my hand along the chair cushion. “I’m old enough to babysit.”

			“You’ve been by yourself for a week?”

			“No. I’ve been with Boo.”

			“Wait, isn’t Boo your little sister, who is…what? Two?”

			“Three.”

			I can feel the heat of Ray’s eyes on me. He scratches his head. “Well…let’s see how that homework is going.”

			I figure he’ll just glance at it, but he checks everything.

			“I like the way you show your work, but I would rethink problem number twelve if I were you.”

			

			—

			He’s right…it’s wrong, so I redo it. I’m way more careful after that. I don’t want to make another mistake.
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			The Urinator

			I skip the homework assignment about a book I didn’t read and answer an essay question on the most important person in my life.

			
				Anyone who doesn’t know that their mom is the most important person in their life has never gone without her. When she’s around, you might get mad at her for stuff. But when she’s gone, it’s terrible.

				And you want to tell her how sorry you are about the mistakes you made:

				
					1. Skateboarding in the living room

					2. Breaking that lamp

					3. Telling on her

					4. Being mad at her when you missed the field trip because she wasn’t there

				

			

			When I finish the essay question, I suddenly see how stupid I am. I’ve been waiting for Mom to come home instead of going out to look for her like Grandma Mae would have.

			So I pretend I’m Grandma Mae and make a list of where Mom might be. I’m just trying to figure out how to get to these places when Ray and CPU appear. “Homework?” Ray asks.

			“Not exactly,” I admit.

			Ray raises his thick eyebrows.

			“I’m going to find Mom, see?” I know I shouldn’t be telling him this, but I’m kind of proud of how I’m figuring out the bus routes and everything. “Ms. Pearl says you can get anywhere in California on the bus.”

			“Who is Ms. Pearl?”

			“A lady on the bus. And there was another lady named Sparkle who gave us donuts.”

			“Nice.” Ray smiles.

			I nod. “Do you want to come?” I ask before I can stop myself.

			“Hmmm…let me think on that.”

			When adults say Let me think on that, it usually means no. But that’s okay. I shouldn’t have asked him anyway.

			The gate squeaks open, and Celia appears with her lunch bag. She sets it on the table and unloads containers filled with tamales and rice and beans and chips and salsa. Then Ray brings out plates and silverware and glasses of lemonade.

			Celia serves us and we dig in. The tamales are so good, I eat until my stomach hurts. It’s been a long time since I’ve had a meal like this.

			“More?” Celia asks.

			“No, ma’am, thank you,” I say and carry my plate into the kitchen.

			Ray’s house is the exact same layout as Lou Ann’s, but her furniture is small and flowery with little-kid chairs and toys and stuffed frogs all around. His furniture is overstuffed leather chairs and colorful rugs and photos on the walls.

			I rinse my dish off and set it in the dishwasher, then go back outside.

			“I need to check on Boo,” I announce.

			“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Celia says. “She got upset when you left this morning. You don’t want her to have to go through that again. She’s doing well now, though. Muy inteligente, that one. And I’ll tell you what…she’s way overdue getting out of those Pull-Ups.”

			“I know,” I sigh.

			“A little tired of them, are you?” Celia asks.

			“Somebody should invent something better than diapers.”

			“What did you have in mind?” Ray asks.

			“A giant pee-sucker machine that sucks the pee out of a baby’s pants.” I make a vacuum sucking noise and they laugh.

			“What shall we call it?” Ray scratches his head.

			“The Urinator.”

			They laugh again.

			“What about caca…poop?” Celia asks. “How’s that gonna work?”

			“That’s the advanced model. It’s not available yet,” I say.

			“He’s quick,” Ray tells Celia.

			“Yes, he is.”

			

			—

			When Celia is ready to leave, she motions with her head and Ray follows her out. They want to talk without me hearing.

			I wait until the back gate clicks closed, then tiptoe to the side of the patio and press my ear against the fence.

			“What’s Lou Ann’s connection to Hank?” Ray asks.

			“Hank’s grandma was a good friend of Lou Ann’s. She died a year or so ago. Her daughter is Geri—”

			“Hank’s mom?”

			“Right. Apparently, Geri’s had her share of problems.”

			“What kind of problems?”

			“Lou Ann didn’t say.”

			“Probably means drugs or alcohol.”

			“Sí. Lou Ann says she’s a loose cannon.”

			“Hank is gonna take the bus to look for her. He invited me along,” Ray says.

			“Oh boy. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to get you mixed up in something like this.”

			“It’s fine. Hard not to like that kid.”

			“You should meet Boo, his hermanita. What a charmer. Reminds me of—”

			Ray coughs and Celia doesn’t finish.

			“Any idea what Lou Ann’s plan is here?” Ray asks.

			“I don’t think she has one,” Celia says.

			“Lou Ann without a plan…that doesn’t seem possible,” Ray says.

			“Don’t think she’s had time. The two of them arrived unannounced on her doorstep at eight o’clock last night,” Celia says.

			“Aah, well, she’ll figure it out,” Ray says. “I’ll check in with her at the end of the day.”

			“Good idea. And thanks again.”

			“De nada. Made my day, actually.”
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			An Apology from the Principal

			When Ray and CPU come back, CPU bangs her food dish with her paw.

			“Too early for dinner,” Ray says.

			CPU bangs again.

			And we laugh, which feels good after what Celia said. I should be used to hearing bad stuff about my mom, but I’m not.

			One time they even kicked her out of the PTA after the PTA president saw Mom drive over some lady’s lawn with me and three more kids in the car.

			After that I wasn’t invited to kids’ houses and no mom would let her kid come to mine.

			

			—

			Some days Mom is the best mom in the world. She takes us to Disneyland, bakes us cupcakes, and makes frames for my artwork.

			And she stands up for me. Once, the noon aide accused me of stealing the equipment-room key, and they called Mom to the principal’s office. “Hank is not a thief,” Mom told her.

			A few days later, they found the equipment-room key in some teacher’s washing machine, and Mom told the principal and the noon aide they had to write me an apology. I may be the only kid in the history of the world who ever got a handwritten apology from a principal.

			

			—

			But other times Mom will drive to Mexico in the middle of the night or invite strange people to our apartment or not come home at all.

			

			—

			By four o’clock, I’m done with my homework. At least, all the homework I know about.

			Ray and CPU go over to talk to Lou Ann. After they leave, I sneak down the path between the houses, hoping to hear what they say. But they’re inside, and the windows are shut, so I don’t hear anything.

			

			—

			When Ray returns, he does a final homework check while CPU sits on my lap.

			“Good job,” Ray says.

			“No mistakes?”

			“None.”

			I beam at him.

			“So, Lou Ann said it’s fine for me to take you to look for your mom.”

			“You’re going to come?” I stare at him. I mean, I asked him and everything, only I never thought he’d say yes.

			“I am,” he says, “but Lou Ann wants Boo to stay with her.”

			“Why? She’s Boo’s mom too.”

			“I know but it’s Lou Ann’s decision to make, not mine.”

			Boo stayed all day with strangers. I don’t want her to have to stay all evening with them too. But it seems like a bad idea to pitch a fit. We need Lou Ann on our side. “What else did Lou Ann say? Is she gonna call the police?” My voice cracks.

			“I don’t think so, but I can’t speak for Lou Ann. Why don’t you go talk to her while I finish up here?”

			I gently lift CPU off my lap and head for the patio gate. Then I turn back. “Hey, Ray, um, you know, thanks.”

			“I’m expecting a cut of the Urinator when it comes out, I hope you know that.” Ray has the kind of smile that isn’t just his lips. His whole face gets in the act.

			“How much?” I ask.

			“Ten percent?”

			“Good.”

			“All right, then,” Ray says. “We’ve got a deal.”

			

			—

			Next door I find Lou Ann sitting on the floor with Boo and a toddler with black curly hair and round cheeks.

			“Pooperman!” Boo jumps up and runs to me.

			“Boo,” I say, my voice wavering as she wraps her arms around me.

			“Your sister talks up a storm,” Lou Ann tells me, rolling a beach ball to the black-haired kid. “She has filled me in on a lot. Mommy has gone away. Pooperman gives beekfast, and nutty up, nutty down…what is that?”

			“It’s a game we play.”

			“Right. And then you hold her hand while she goes to sleep?” Lou Ann asks.

			I nod. Feeling proud. Not every eleven-year-old can take such good care of his little sister.

			“That has got to stop. You don’t want to get a child dependent on holding your hand to fall asleep. What will she do when she wakes up in the middle of the night?”

			Wait, I’m in trouble for that?

			I bite the inside of my cheek to keep myself in check. Then I remember what Grandma Mae would do when Mom said something she didn’t like. Change the subject. “So, um, Ray is going to take me to look for Mom.”

			Lou Ann nods. “I heard. Very nice of him. I’ve started to make some calls. Figure out what’s going on here.”

			“Who did you call?”

			“Child Protective Services. They’re going to help us file a missing person’s report…which will let people know to watch for your mom.”

			This doesn’t sound bad. It’s good that people are looking for her.

			“Um, yeah, but could we take Boo with us tonight, so you won’t have to look after her?”

			“It’s too much for Ray to take care of both of you.”

			“Ray won’t have to. I’ll be there.”

			“That’s not going to work for me,” Lou Ann says curtly.

			“She’ll get upset when I leave,” I say.

			“She has to get used to you leaving. She has to learn that you’ll come back.”

			Boo looks up from where she’s buttoning and unbuttoning, zipping and unzipping an activity box. “I go with Pooperman,” she says.

			“I have just the thing for you.” Lou Ann digs in a toy chest for an abacus and sets it in front of Boo.

			Boo’s eyes light up as she begins counting. “One, two, tree…”

			“Hank is leaving. He’ll be back later tonight. Say bye-bye, Hank,” Lou Ann says.

			Boo freezes. She jumps up and runs to me, grabbing my legs. “I go with Pooperman,” she repeats.

			“See?” I say.

			“Yeah, I see. I see she needs to learn that you go away but then you come back.”

			“Pooperman,” Boo cries pitifully as Lou Ann pries her off my leg.

			“Tell her you’ll be back tonight, then go,” Lou Ann directs.

			We do our “nutty up, nutty down” goodbye. Then I repeat Lou Ann’s words: “I’ll be back tonight.”

			Boo cries but not as much as this morning.

			I wipe my eyes with the back of my hand and push open the front door.

			Mom left us and she didn’t come back. Boo’s afraid I’ll leave her too.
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			The Devil’s Dancing Shoes

			“Did you want to take the bus, or…” Ray walks toward the vehicle parked in his driveway and pulls the canvas cover off a bright blue double-cab truck. The blue glistens, the bumpers shine, even the tires look brand-new. When I open the door, the cab smells of lemons, and the rubber floor mats are so clean I wonder if I should take my shoes off before climbing in.

			Ray deposits CPU on her car bed. How many beds does that dog have anyway? And it’s not like she doesn’t sleep on the human furniture too.

			Ray taps the dashboard computer, then turns to me. “So, what’s the plan?”

			“We should look at our apartment, her favorite restaurant, and Grace Community Church. She sings in the choir except I think the church is only open on Sundays.”

			“Might be someone there. Those are all in your neighborhood?”

			I nod, rattling off the addresses I wrote on my arm.

			His fingers fly across the keyboard. The navigation system kicks in, the music booms from the stereo, and we get going.

			“Lou Ann said she talked to law enforcement, and she checked the local hospitals. Your mom wasn’t any of those places, so that’s great news.”

			“Yeah,” I mumble, though I don’t see how it’s “great news” that my mom isn’t in jail or the hospital.

			“What do you do for work?” I ask as we roll along. The motor hums like a big cat. We are high up, looking down at the cars.

			“I’m a software engineer, but informally I’m the liaison between the tech guys and marketing. I speak both languages.”

			“Spanish and English?” I ask, petting CPU, curled up on her bed.

			“Tech and nontech. Most of my family isn’t very technical, so I’ve gotten good at talking them through stuff.”

			“Like what?”

			“Oh, let’s see…this week my sister put her phone through the dishwasher, my mom lost all her passwords, and a Norwegian prince wanted to leave his fortune to my cousin.”

			I laugh.

			“What about you? What do you want to be?” Ray puts the blinker on. Sharinka-chinka-sharinka-chinka.

			“I want to have a house all my own with a refrigerator full of blue Gatorade.”

			“Not exactly a job description,” Ray says as we shoot along in the fast lane listening to R&B music, which thrums through the floor.

			“Yeah, okay, maybe a helicopter pilot and a graphic artist,” I say.

			“Nice.” Ray smiles at me.

			The lights of the city are just beginning to turn on. But the sun isn’t all the way down yet. Ray cracks the windows, letting in the warm evening air.

			When we arrive at Grace Community Church, Ray parks, and we get out. I’m surprised he’s coming with me but kind of happy about it too. We leave CPU inside. She scratches her paws against the window and presses her squashed-up nose against the glass.

			“You’ll be fine,” Ray says, and CPU slides back onto the seat to wait.

			We try the chapel door. Locked. Then the side door I used for Sunday school. That door is open.

			We walk down the dimly lit hall past the empty classroom and the choir practice room. We’re headed for the office when a big Black woman appears. She has round pink glasses, a ponytail of gray braids, and a skirt that shimmers when she walks.

			“Well, my goodness, Hank, look at you.” Pastor Tuggle gives me a once-over. “What’s your mama feeding you?”

			“Cheetos,” I say.

			“Cheetos are God’s food. Oh yes they are.” Her laugh booms from the depth of her chest.

			Ray steps up, offering his hand. “I’m Ray Delgado. A friend of Hank’s.”

			A friend of mine. Is that true? Or just what polite people say?

			“Nice to meet you, Ray. I’m Pastor Tuggle. So, what can I do for you two gentlemen?”

			“I’m looking for my mom,” I say.

			Pastor Tuggle presses her lips together. “Ummmm. I haven’t seen her in quite a while.”

			“She hasn’t been coming to choir?” I ask. Even when things aren’t going well, Mom still shows up for choir. She loves to sing.

			“Afraid not,” she sighs. “We miss that voice of hers. Place is not the same without our Geri. How long has she been gone?”

			“Just a few hours,” I mumble, staring out the window at a gnarled oak tree that twists up to the sky.

			I can feel the heat of Ray’s eyes on me.

			“Oh, she’ll be back, then. I wouldn’t worry. She likes doing things her way, our Geri. I suppose you know that.”

			I nod.

			Pastor Tuggle nods back. “Though I can’t say I haven’t been worried about her.” She takes off her glasses and begins cleaning them with the tail of her blouse. “Once you slip on the devil’s dancing shoes, they aren’t so easy to get off.” She stares at me with her honey-brown eyes. “There but for the grace of God go I.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” I say.

			“When you see her, you tell her we’re holding a spot for her. Second row, middle. And you know what, Hank? We have a youth group on Sunday afternoons. Love to see you there. And the services are open to you too, Mr. Ray Delgado.”

			“That’s very kind of you, Pastor. I’ll keep that in mind,” Ray says.

			When we get back to the truck, CPU leaps up, places her front paws on Ray’s chest, and covers his chin with dog kisses. Then she settles quietly on her bed and we get going.

			

			—

			Our next stop is the Blue Door. Ray pulls into a space under the flashing martini sign, the tires crunching over gravel. We go through the same routine with CPU, only she’s a little less upset when we leave this time.

			The Blue Door is dark no matter what time of the day you visit, and it smells of popcorn and beer. It’s usually busy: people eating in the restaurant, playing pool in the back room, leaning over the jukebox, hunched over drinks. When I come with Mom and Boo, we sit at a table halfway between the bar and the restaurant, because kids aren’t allowed in the bar.

			Today my favorite bartender, Lady Raven, is on duty. Raven has solid football shoulders, big-knuckled hands, perfectly straight black hair, and false eyelashes.

			She gives me a glittering-red-lipstick smile. “Hank, honey, how you been?” She fills a glass with Coke from the fountain and sets it in front of me.

			She gives Ray an appraising look. “What can I get you, sir?”

			“Tomato juice.”

			“I like a man who drinks tomato juice. So earthy,” Raven says over the music and the clack of billiard balls.

			After giving Ray his tomato juice, she leans over to whisper in my ear: “He okay?”

			“He’s good,” I say.

			“You’re good,” Lady Raven tells Ray, and we all laugh. “So, what you two doing here?”

			“Looking for Mom,” I say.

			“Oh, honey, I haven’t seen Geri for weeks. And she was full of somethin’ the last time she was here. I wouldn’t serve her. She wasn’t happy about that. Didn’t make it home, I take it?”

			“She did then, but…”

			Raven nods. “That was a while ago,” she finishes for me. “You and Boo have a safe place to be?” She gives Ray a penetrating look.

			“Yeah,” I say.

			“What is the story with Boo’s daddy anyway…what’s his name?”

			“Mark,” I say.

			“Right. I have no use for that man.”

			“Me either.”

			Raven wipes the bar, her eyes full of concern. “Your mama is more fragile than people think. And since your grandma died, there’s been nobody lookin’ out for her.”

			“I look out for her,” I say.

			“I know you do, honey, but there’s only so much a kid can do.” She smiles at me. “Now, how about you…where are you going to school?”

			“Mission Elementary.”

			“You should hear Geri bragging about what a good student you are.” Lady Raven whistles.

			I smile. My mom always says I got the brains in the family.

			“Well, I’ll tell you what.” She pushes a cocktail napkin and a pen my way. “Give me the number where you can be reached. If I see her, I’ll call.”

			Ray reads me Lou Ann’s number and I write it on the napkin along with Mom’s name, Geri Hooperman, and mine. “Probably should memorize Lou Ann’s number,” Ray whispers, so I study it until I know it, then hand it to Raven.

			Ray sets down cash for our drinks and we get up to leave.

			Raven waves him off. “They’re on me, honey.”

			“You sure?” Ray asks.

			“Geri’s my best customer. It’s the least I can do for her kid.”

			

			—

			The last place we go is our apartment. Driving down our street feels like I’ve done this a million times before and like never before. I think about Mom bringing me a slice of chocolate cake, Mom singing to me when I was sick, Mom giving me my first skateboard.

			I need Mom to be there. Please, God, could you help?

			But when we pull in the parking lot, her car isn’t there.

			Ray turns the truck off.

			“I’ve got this,” I tell him, hurrying out before he has a chance to answer. I don’t want Ray to see the eviction notice, or the mess our home has become. I don’t want to explain why my key doesn’t open the door if the building manager changed the locks…. I take the steps two at a time, the key banging against my chest.

			At our door, I pull the key out and try the lock. It works! I stick my head in. “Mom?” I call hopefully.

			The apartment is silent, everything just as we left it. The broken stroller. The smell of dirty diapers. The chair with the stained cushion. The note to my mother on the table.

			On the refrigerator is a picture I drew of a character my mom made up named Dorothy Dingle. Dorothy Dingle is the “perfect” mom. Her lawn is always cut because it’s Astroturf. Her kids are clean because she wraps them in plastic. Her bathroom is spotless because the kids pee in the yard.

			Whenever Mom and Grandma Mae had a fight, Mom would pretend to be “Dortee Dingle,” as Boo calls her, and Grandma and Mom would laugh.

			I head for my room and curl up on my bed.

			If only I could open my eyes and have everything back the way it used to be. If only Mom were here.

			But she isn’t, and after a while I feel bad about Ray waiting in the truck and Boo waiting at Lou Ann’s.

			I grab my pillow and Boo’s stuffed puppy and run down the stairs.

			“Everything okay?” Ray asks. He’s leaning against the truck with CPU, all decked out in a bright yellow raincoat, even though it’s barely misting outside.

			“Uh-huh.” I struggle to keep my voice even.

			We climb in and he takes CPU’s raincoat off. “All right, then, time to go.”

			I don’t want it to be time to go. I don’t want this whole trip to have been a waste of time. Then it hits me.

			“You know that phone in the dishwasher? Did you get it to work?” I ask Ray.

			“Enough to get the information we needed off of it, why?”

			I grab the door handle. “Can you wait a minute?”

			Ray raises one eyebrow. “A real minute or a twenty-minute minute?”

			“A real minute.”

			“That I can do,” he says, and I run up the stairs again.

			In the apartment, I find the old busted phone, slip it in my pocket, and lock the door.

			Back in the truck, I hand it to Ray. “My mom’s old phone.”

			Ray holds the smashed phone between two fingers. “What happened?”

			“She ran over it.”

			“I’ll try to pull some data off of it, but don’t get your hopes up.” He sets the phone down on the seat. I hold my pillow and the stuffed puppy in my lap.

			Boo will be happy to have her puppy back. She’ll clap her hands and say: Pooperman, tanks. Tanks, Pooperman.

			I’ve taught Boo to be polite, just like Mom and Grandma Mae taught me.

			I think about that as I watch the stores and gas stations and buildings sail by. But I can’t help wondering if there are other kids in those apartments whose moms are lost. Or if it’s just Boo and me.

		

	
		
			11

			My House, My Rules

			When I get back, Lou Ann’s house smells like tuna fish and Lou Ann is padding around in her slippers. She sits down with a thump in what seems to be her favorite chair. “Got to take a load off,” she says.

			“Where’s Boo?” I ask.

			“Asleep.”

			I race to the stairs. “Don’t wake her!” Lou Ann calls after me.

			I freeze, one leg over the safety gate.

			“Come on back, Hank, we need to talk,” Lou Ann says.

			I walk haltingly back to Lou Ann. She pats the sofa next to her like I should sit there, but I don’t.

			“How did it go?” she asks.

			I stare at the shag rug. “We didn’t find her.”

			Lou Ann nods. “Where did you and Ray look?”

			“Grace Community Church, the Blue Door restaurant, and home.”

			“Home meaning your grandma Mae’s condo?”

			“No.” I shake my head. “We sold that.”

			“You sold it! Why?”

			“I dunno,” I mumble.

			“Oh, for goodness’ sake,” Lou Ann groans. “Every time Geri gets a chance, she blows it. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

			“No,” I whisper, grinding my teeth.

			“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that, but your mother”—she sighs—“always seems to be heading the wrong way on a one-way street.”

			“No,” I shoot back.

			Lou Ann mimes zipping her lip shut. “You hungry? You want a sandwich?”

			I shake my head. I don’t want to listen to Lou Ann insult my mother. I want to see Boo.

			“I told the social workers you and Boo could stay here for the next week, until we get this sorted out. It’s the least I can do for your grandma Mae.”

			I stare at her. What if she’d said we couldn’t stay here? How can she have so much power over us?

			“Thank you,” I say stiffly. “Really, thank you,” I try again, my voice breaking.

			“You’re welcome,” Lou Ann says. “But…you’re going to need to go to school.”

			“I thought it was too far for you to drive me.”

			“It is too far. I’ve arranged for you to be a guest at the local middle school, McNulty.”

			“A guest? Can you be a guest at school?”

			“You can if you’re friends with the principal.” Lou Ann smiles. “Mrs. Muldew is in my puzzle group.”

			“What’s a puzzle group?”

			“A club. We meet every week for a puzzle party. Sudoku, the Spelling Bee, jigsaw puzzles. It’s fun.”

			“Oh,” I say.

			“I printed out your schedule and some information about McNulty. It’s over there on the table.” She waggles her pointer finger in the direction of the stuffed frog.

			“Thank you, Lou Ann,” I say woodenly, picking up the pages.

			“You’re welcome,” she says. “Not many people could get all that done while watching five toddlers. I was quite something in my prime,” she crows.

			I give her a weak smile. “Good job,” I manage to spit out. I know she wants me to congratulate her big-time, but I really don’t feel like it.

			“It was, wasn’t it?” She grins. “You and I will get along fine so long as you follow my rules. No lying, no stealing, no drinking, no drugs. No naughty words. No talking back and no parties. I’m not wild about teenagers.”

			“I’m not a teenager.”

			“Preteen, whatever.”

			“Yes, ma’am, Lou Ann,” I say.

			“And I’ll tell you what, we need to get those clothes washed. I can’t send you to school looking like something the cat dragged in. Put on those pajamas I found for you, and bring me the dirty clothes so I can get them in the washing machine.”

			“Okay. Thanks,” I say, my eyes on the rug.

			“Of course.” She smiles.

			“Good night, and thanks again for letting us stay here,” I say as politely as possible.

			“That’s a good boy,” she says.

			I grind my teeth. I can’t stand how she treats me like I’m three.

			When I walk in the nursery, Boo is asleep in pajamas I don’t recognize. I set her stuffed puppy next to her, then I take a shower, put on the creepy pajamas, and run my dirty clothes down to Lou Ann. “Um, be gentle with them, okay?”

			“Gentle?” she asks.

			“The drawings.”

			“Oh,” she says, but I don’t know if she means Oh, I will or Oh, I won’t.

			Upstairs, I check out the school stuff she gave me.

			I memorize my locker and gym-locker number, location, and combination. Then I stare blankly at my schedule. I don’t know any of the teachers, so how am I supposed to know if this is a good schedule or a bad one?

			Was coming to Lou Ann’s a mistake? Is going to McNulty a mistake? Did I make a mistake with Mom and that’s why she didn’t come home? How am I supposed to know?
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			In a Cartoon, Things Get Fixed in Half an Hour

			Boo wakes me up the next morning. “Pooperman!” she cries, wrapping her arms around me and her stuffed puppy. “Puppy is here. And guess wad? I counted two hundred for Lou!”

			“Two hundred! Wow!” I say, though I’ve heard her count further than that.

			“And for I do a stinky, I say baat-room peez. And Lou will give me big-girl underpats.” Boo bounces up and down.

			I wish I were three and could get all excited about underwear.

			“Pooperman, uppy-up! School day. Lou says,” Boo announces.

			“Yeah,” I say, looking out the window for Mom’s car. If we were in a cartoon, our problems would be fixed in half an hour. But it’s been more than a week since Mom left, and nothing is fixed at all.

			

			—

			“Hank.” Lou Ann sticks her head in the door. “Your hair. Come on. I’m going to give you a haircut.”

			“It’s okay. I’ll comb it.”

			“No, it is not okay. Come with me.”

			Oh no! Lou Ann’s going to cut my hair. Only thing worse than being a new student is being a new student with a weird haircut given to you by an old lady in slippers.

			

			—

			Downstairs, Lou Ann wraps a towel around my shoulders and turns on big honking clippers that roar like a lawn mower.

			“Hold still,” she shouts as she guides the whirring blades over my head. My ears vibrate. The cord presses against my throat. Soft hair falls around me. Then out come small clippers and scissors. Snip-snip-snip.

			When she’s done, I creep into the bathroom. Oh great…it’s the kind of haircut you give to a five-year-old you don’t like very much. Short little bangs up high on my forehead and big clipper marks around my ears.

			“Thanks,” I manage to spit out to Lou Ann.

			“You’re welcome.” Lou Ann hands me a broom.

			When I’m done sweeping the floor, she presents my jeans, folded and clean. “I couldn’t get that permanent marker out. Even my toddlers know better than to draw on their clothes.”

			I can feel the blood leave my face.

			“Goober…Sticky…Dortee Dingle.” Boo touches each drawing as she says the name.

			Lou Ann rolls her eyes. “Haven’t you ever heard of paper?”

			“Is Celia coming today?” I ask hopefully.

			“No,” Lou Ann says.

			“Are you sure you can handle Boo with all the other toddlers? I can stay and help.”

			“You’re going to school. Now let’s get a move on. I have to be back here by seven-thirty.”

			Lou Ann’s garage is jammed with giant packs of trash bags, toilet paper, popcorn, peanut butter, paper towels, Pull-Ups, and a million other things. If we got left at her house, we’d have everything we needed for an entire year.

			Lou Ann’s car is white with four doors—like every other one on the road. I get Boo buckled into the car seat and Lou Ann backs out of the garage.

			We drive by Ray’s. I wish I were staying with him. Yesterday wasn’t bad—way better than walking into a new school in the middle of the semester.

			Everyone at McNulty will know everybody else. I’ll be the weird kid standing by myself.

			

			—

			Even with the map Lou Ann printed out for me, I’m not prepared for how big McNulty is. It’s like its own planet or something.

			Lou Ann pulls into the long drop-off line. Then pulls back out and onto the street and parks by the curb. “How about if I go in with you?” she offers.

			Walking into a new school with someone who looks like your grandma…I don’t think so. “I’m good,” I say, grabbing Boo’s hand. “Nutty up, nutty down, nutty good day all around. Bye, Boo,” I whisper.

			“Bye-bye, Pooperman.” She squeezes my hand.

			

			—

			Lou Ann has driven away before I think to ask if I’m supposed to check in at the office. Since I have my schedule, I’m guessing not. I look for my homeroom on the sheet, then find it on the map. I feel like a dork looking at a map, but what else can I do?

			When I find homeroom, everyone already has a seat, and I don’t know which of the empties are available. I stand in the back until the teacher arrives.

			The homeroom teacher has a shaved head, corduroy pants, and shoes that pop off her heels when she walks. I meet her up by the bulletin board. “Where should I sit?” I whisper.

			“What?” she asks.

			“I’m new. Where should I sit?”

			“You’re new?” she says a little too loudly.

			Everybody stares.

			She directs me to an empty seat in the back. Good. Then I can watch the other kids. I need to know who the popular kids are so I can stay away from them. My peeps are the kids who don’t have phones and laptops and money for lunch.

			The teacher drones on about upcoming school events practically the whole twenty minutes. In the back are five computers, all taken. If I’m here tomorrow, I’ll come early and snag one.

			The bell rings and I run fast, dodging and weaving through the crowds of kids to my next class. My science teacher is wearing a lab coat with her name sewn on it. Ms. Diego smiles at me and gets me settled before hardly any other kids arrive. But as they file in, they stare. A big girl with hair as purple as troll-doll hair, iridescent green leggings, and three earrings in each ear comes in. “You’re in the wrong room,” she announces.

			“No I’m not,” I say.

			“Yeah, you are,” Purple Hair insists. “I’ve never seen you here before.”

			“I’m new,” I say under my breath.

			I figure Purple Hair will say something mean. She has a tough face, and an orange tongue like she ate cheese puffs for breakfast. Plus, she has a couple of girls following her around like a posse. But her eyes soften, and she smiles kindly. “Welcome to McNuts,” she says, like she means it. “What lunch do you have?”

			I paw through my backpack looking for my schedule. “Second,” I say when I find it.

			“Good,” Purple Hair says. “You can sit with us.”

			“Thanks.” I smile. It will be nice to have someone to sit with, though I wonder if I’ll be the only boy at her table. Or the only boy in the cafeteria who sits with girls. That would be a mistake. A number three maybe. But sitting by myself would be worse. Definitely a five or a six.

			I’m grateful for Purple Hair. She is nicer than I thought.
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			The Kind of Face People Think They’ve Seen Before

			I stop at the gym office and get a uniform: blue shorts and a gray T-shirt. I find my locker and put on the shorts fast because who wants to stand around in their underwear. Then I run out to the basketball court with everyone else.

			At Mission, I’m one of the tallest kids and the playground is small. At McNulty, there are other guys as tall as me and the field is enormous.

			At Mission, gym is like organized recess. At McNulty, gym is more like boot camp. Coach P. has us jumping rope and doing sprints, push-ups, and basketball drills. I’ve played basketball before, and I like it. Mostly, I like the way the ball feels in my hand. Baseballs are too small, soccer balls too heavy, but basketballs are just right.

			I even like the sound of a basketball bouncing on the pavement.

			I’m so busy dribbling back and forth, I don’t notice the other kids that much. But I can’t miss the tall guy with nerdy glasses and long arms named Legend and a Black kid named Quincy with a tower of hair. They are that good.

			“Passing drills. Legend, you’re with Hooperman,” Coach P. calls. I’m amazed he knows my name.

			Legend jogs over with a ball in his hand. We take turns dribbling the ball in a figure eight around cones and then pass to each other. We dribble and pass and dribble and pass while Coach barks: “Keep the ball low. You know that joint between your ankles and your hips? Those are your knees, Hooperman. Bend them!”

			There’s something about the playful way Coach P. insults me that makes my day.

			He doesn’t call me out for being new either. And neither does anyone else.

			It helps that I have the kind of face people think they’ve seen before. Guys are always asking me if I took tae kwon do, or went to camp, or was in Boy Scouts with them last year.

			I always say no. But they feel like they know me anyway.

			I’m walking back to the locker room to change when a short kid with hair gelled up into toothbrush-like bristles and neon-blue sneakers joins me. “Hey, you’re Hank, right?”

			“Yup.”

			“You live next door to my uncle,” the kid says, wiping the sweat off his forehead.

			I think about my neighbors at Oakwood Terrace. The blue-tights lady who talks to herself. The man with the turban who whistles when he climbs the stairs. Is that his uncle?

			The kid must read the confusion on my face because he says: “Ray. Ray Delgado.”

			“Ohhhh, Ray. Yeah. He’s not my neighbor. I don’t live with Lou Ann. She’s, uh…a friend of the, uh, family,” I say, watching the kid closely. How much does he know about me?

			“I’m Tadeo. My mom’s Celia. She works for Lou Ann.”

			“Celia? Oh yeah. She makes the best tamales.”

			Tadeo nods. “So, Ray said to be nice to you.”

			Ray pities me. Just what I want to hear.

			“I wasn’t going to,” Tadeo continues, “but Legend likes you, so…” He throws his hands up.

			“Legend likes me?” My voice comes out needier than I mean it to.

			“You can’t tell? Anyways, tell Ray I said hello,” Tadeo says, drifting back to his friends.

			A cool wind dries the sweat on my back as I try to sort out what Tadeo said. Was he being nice to me?

			Sort of.

			Will he tell everyone I’m staying with an old lady I hardly know because my mom has disappeared?

			Maybe.
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			Half a Burrito

			At lunch I head to a table by the window where Purple Hair sits with a group of brown-skinned girls. I scan the room to see if other guys sit with girls. There are some. I won’t be the only one. When Purple Hair sees me, she makes room next to her. “This is Hank. He lives in…,” she announces to the table, then turns to me. “Where do you live?”

			How do I answer this? If I say Oakwood, she’ll ask why I’m going to McNulty.

			I say nothing.

			Purple Hair squints at me. “It’s not a trick question.”

			I shrug.

			“Don’t tell her,” a thin girl with large, dark, animated eyes and long black lashes says. “She’ll stalk you.”

			Everybody laughs.

			Purple Hair taps the table in front of me. “Where’s your lunch?”

			“I forgot it,” I say, which is true. Lou Ann packed me a lunch in a bag with yellow ducks on it. I left it in the car.

			Purple Hair raises her purple eyebrows. She turns to the girl with the long eyelashes. “You got extra?”

			The girl unzips her lunch box and pulls out something wrapped in waxed paper that lands with a thud in front of me.

			I check it out. Half a burrito! “Thanks.” I smile at her.

			“Uh-huh.” She nods. “I’m Ana.”

			“I know,” I say, which is stupid, because I’ve never seen her before and didn’t know her name until just now.

			Ana scoffs. “Don’t pretend you knew I’m Ana.”

			A flush runs up my neck. “Okay, yeah,” I mumble.

			She points at me. “But I knew your name even before Carmen introduced you because I keep track.”

			“You do?” I mutter, taking a bite. It’s chicken with rice and beans. I’m starving and it tastes great. I take another bite as I listen to the girls talk about teachers I don’t know and kids I’ve never met. I try to catch the names as the conversation shoots by me. Purple Hair is Carmen. She’s the leader, bighearted and bossy. Ana makes everyone laugh. Lola and Luisa wear identical gold hoop earrings and torn jeans. One finishes the other’s sentences.

			I slow down on the burrito. I don’t want to polish it off too quickly or I’ll look like I’m begging for handouts.

			Ana starts talking about how everybody is an animal and she’s a penguin. Then she makes what she claims are penguin sounds and gets up to show us how they walk, taking tiny steps, her body tilted forward, her arms stiff.

			“I’m a parrot with purple feathers,” Carmen announces.

			Lola runs her fingers through her long hair. “I’m a horse with a long mane.”

			“Still thinking about it,” Luisa says, her eyes on her phone.

			“Me too,” I offer as the bell rings.

			“You gonna sit with us tomorrow?” Carmen asks as she tugs down the cuffs of her leggings.

			“Sure,” I say, digging my backpack out from under the table. Though I hope I won’t be here tomorrow.

			Carmen slips her backpack over her shoulder. “Maybe by then you’ll know where you live.”

			“And what animal you are,” Lola says, tossing out her lunch trash.

			“He knows, he just doesn’t want to tell us,” Ana says, sliding her phone in her pocket.

			Lola gives me a once-over. “He’s cute,” she announces.

			“He’s got potential,” Luisa chimes in. “But the hair…”

			“Come on, be nice,” Carmen says.

			“Oh look, you made him blush,” Ana says.

			But I’m already walking out the door.
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			Adults Mean Well, but…

			When the last bell rings, I don’t know if Lou Ann is going to pick me up. I’m just heading for the school library to figure out how to walk to her house when the loudspeaker blares.

			“Hank Hooperman, please come to the office. Hank Hooperman, office please.”

			It’s Mom! Mom’s here!

			I tear across the grass to the office. Shove through the door. Stop. Look around. A man with a neon-orange cap and a belly that slops over his belt limps in. A woman in a sari sits waiting.

			The office lady rolls toward the counter in her squeaky chair. “Hank Hooperman?” she asks.

			I nod and she reads from a slip of paper in her hand.

			“Lou Ann Adler called. You’re to go to the car line. Celia Thomas will be taking you home.”

			My stomach sinks. Not Mom.

			“Thank you.” I smile stiffly and head outside to the crowd of kids waiting at the car line.

			For a second, I hate every one of them because their moms are picking them up and mine is not. Then I get a grip.

			Tadeo is there talking to a girl in camo pants.

			Should I walk up to him and say I’m going home with you? Or just get in the car when he does? Which is the mistake?

			I’m still trying to decide when Celia’s car pulls to the front of the line. Tadeo gets in shotgun. I open the back door. Tadeo’s head spins around, surprise on his face.

			“We’re giving Hank a ride home,” Celia explains.

			“Why?” Tadeo asks.

			“We’re dropping him off at Lou Ann’s,” Celia says. “How are you doing, Hank?” Celia’s voice is kind.

			“Fine, thanks,” I say as politely as I can.

			“And what about you, mijo?” she asks Tadeo.

			“Good,” Tadeo mumbles.

			“Did you talk to your language arts teacher?” Celia asks.

			“I don’t need to talk to her,” Tadeo spits back.

			Celia sighs, then throws me an embarrassed smile. “First day go okay, Hank?”

			“Uh-huh,” I say.

			“Legend likes him, and he sat with Carmen. He’ll be fine,” Tadeo says.

			“Bueno.” Celia nods. “That’s good.”

			And then we’re back at Lou Ann’s. “Thanks for the ride, Celia. See you later, Tadeo.” I hop out almost before Celia stops.

			That’s the second time Tadeo said Legend liked me, but does he really know? And how’d he find out I sat with Carmen?

			

			—

			When I open Lou Ann’s front door, Boo and Lou Ann and two other toddlers are singing the “Hokey Pokey” song.

			“Pooperman!” Boo shouts, breaking out of the circle to pull me in.

			“Put your left foot in and shake it all about. You do the hokey pokey, and you turn yourself around,” Lou Ann sings along.

			When the hokey pokey is done, I slip out to the back patio to see if Ray is around and if he got anything off Mom’s run-over phone. Boo follows me out.

			“Boo!” Lou Ann calls.

			“Could she stay out here with me?” I ask.

			“Go put on your jacket, Boo,” Lou Ann says.

			“Thanks, Lou Ann.” I smile at her.

			Boo comes back out with her jacket on inside out. She heads for the sandbox. Lou Ann’s house is like Disneyland for Boo, there are so many toys.

			I look over the fence to see if I can spot Ray, but no Ray and no CPU.

			I watch Boo fill a dump truck full of sand.

			Then suddenly she jumps up and dances around holding her crotch. “Baat-room peez.”

			I hurry her inside to the small bathroom by the front door.

			“Good job,” I tell her when she comes out.

			“Lou says I’m ’posed to say baat-room peez.” She nods, her whole face serious.

			Lou Ann sticks her head out of the kitchen, beaming. “Look at you! There’s a girl ready for big-girl underpants.”

			Boo grins, her knees springing up and down.

			I’ve been trying to get her potty-trained for months. And here Lou Ann has her doing it after only two days. Still, it will be nice not to have to clean her up anymore.

			When we get back outside, I look over the fence. Ray is out now on his patio, kicked back on a chair, his big legs sprawled onto the ottoman. CPU is slurping from her water bowl.

			Boo peeks between the wood slats. CPU runs over dripping water.

			Ray comes to the fence and rests his arms on it. “Well, hello, Hank.” He smiles at me, then turns his attention to Boo. “Are you the Boo I’ve been hearing so much about?”

			Boo gives him a big nod.

			“Well then, I am a lucky man getting to meet you. Now, I heard you were twenty-two years old, is that right?”

			Boo shakes her head.

			“Twenty-three?”

			Boo shakes her head even harder.

			“No. Well…how old are you?” he asks.

			“Tree!” Boo shouts, holding up three fingers.

			“Oh, that’s it,” Ray says, hitting his forehead with his palm.

			Boo nods approvingly.

			“Well, I’m Ray, and this is CPU.” Ray squats down so Boo can pet CPU through the gap in the fence. But Boo isn’t sure about CPU. She’s more interested in her truck.

			“I don’t suppose you could fill up two dump trucks full of sand?” Ray asks.

			Boo hops to the sandbox, sits down, and starts shoveling fast and furious. Ray turns his attention to me.

			“I was just wondering if you were able to get any information off my mom’s phone,” I ask.

			“Not as much as I’d hoped. It’s pretty mangled, but I’ll print out what I got,” he says, petting CPU.

			“Thanks,” I say.

			“Look at that shoveling. Wow!” Ray calls to Boo.

			Boo grins.

			“How’d it go today?” Ray asks me.

			“The school is huge, but a girl asked me to sit with her and her friends at lunch. And I played basketball pretty well.”

			“Basketball and a girl?” A smile sneaks onto his lips.

			My cheeks flush. “Like a friend, you know. And yeah, I like basketball.”

			“You see my nephew Tadeo?”

			I nod. “He told me you said to be nice to me.”

			“I might have mentioned it,” Ray says as Lou Ann’s squeaky glass door opens and she sticks her head out.

			“Are they bothering you, Ray?”

			“Not at all. Hank is the politest kid I’ve ever met, and Boo is a hoot,” Ray says.

			“Good.” Lou Ann steps back inside.

			“Look at you, two dump trucks full,” Ray tells Boo.

			“You want ’em dupped, sir?” Boo asks.

			Ray makes a serious face. “Yes, miss, I do.”

			She nods and dumps them both, then looks back to Ray for approval.

			“Good work.” Ray gives her a thumbs-up. “But I think we’re going to need another load.”

			Boo goes back to shoveling.

			“I’ll go get your stuff,” Ray tells me. A minute later, he brings out three pages printed on both sides.

			“Thanks,” I say.

			“You’re welcome,” Ray says. “Now I’m afraid I have to run.”

			Boo’s face falls. “Ray go?” she asks.

			“You ready for the last dump?” Ray wants to know.

			She nods her big nod.

			“All right, then. Let’s see it,” he says, and Boo dumps, then looks up at him expectantly.

			“Good job.” Ray claps. “Bye-bye, see you later.” He waves to her and smiles at me.

			“Bye-bye,” Boo says, watching him go.

			“Goo job,” Boo tells me after Ray leaves. “Ray said.”
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			Nice Boys Don’t Skateboard

			The toddlers have gone home, and Lou Ann is cutting Boo’s toenails, so I go upstairs to look through the pages Ray gave me. Everything is old. Last year’s emails from her agent about upcoming auditions for commercials or money she was owed. Those emails are addressed to “Jett,” Mom’s famous-person name. Mom is not famous, but she wants to be, and she says famous people just have one name, and just Geri or just Hooperman won’t do.

			She is always trying out new names, new hair colors, and new clothes styles. I like her best when she is Geri Hooperman with jeans and brown hair.

			On the third page, I find an email from Grandma Mae that makes me miss her even more than I already do.

			
				Geri,

				Bridget is a delight. She reminds me of Hank when he was a baby, easygoing and eager to please. And our Hank is so good with her. Did you know he calls her Boo? Last night she was babbling you know how she does. And the two of them had this whole conversation. Hank would say: “So, what do you think about that?” And Bridget would babble her response. Then Hank would answer: “I know, I feel the same way.” Wish I’d been fast enough to catch it on video. That phone of mine is too small for my fumbling fingers. Oh, and I’m happy to watch them next week.

				Love,

				Mom

			

			I had forgotten about those conversations Boo and I had. What I remember most clearly about that time was how Boo would grip one of my fingers like it was hers.

			I look through the pages again, then decide to email Mom’s agent.

			When Lou Ann and Boo come out of the bathroom, I tell Lou Ann that Ray got information off Mom’s old phone and said I should follow up. Ray didn’t exactly say this, but he gave me the printout, which implied it, right?

			“Well, that was very nice of Ray.” Lou Ann heads for the kitchen. “But I don’t think it’s appropriate for you to contact strangers. No telling who your mother has been associating with. CPS will help us find her.”

			“But I know her better than they do.”

			“They are professionals. That’s what they do. Don’t you have homework? I want to hear a good report from Mrs. Muldew. I want her to be happy to have you as a guest at her school.”

			“Yes, ma’am, Lou Ann,” I say. “Except, um, I can’t do my homework without a computer.”

			“How’d you do it at home?”

			“At the library.”

			She glances at her watch, which is buckled too tightly around her soft wrist. “Our public library is three blocks away on Las Flores. You can walk there.”

			“Good idea.” I smile at her. “Could I take Boo?”

			“No. You can’t watch Boo and do your homework.”

			“Yeah, I can. I do it all the time.”

			Lou Ann sinks down into her favorite chair. “Remember what I said about back talk?”

			I stare at the carpet for a long time before I manage to spit out the words she wants to hear. “Yes, ma’am, Lou Ann.”

			“That’s better,” Lou Ann says. “Now do your uppy uppy and tell her you’ll be back.”

			

			—

			Lou Ann put my skateboard in the garage. Skateboards are dirty. Nice boys don’t skateboard, she has said more than once.

			Apparently, she doesn’t know that skateboarding is an Olympic sport. But I can’t tell her, or she’ll say I’m talking back.

			The Las Flores library is smaller than my library and it only has one librarian. I sit down at an empty terminal and check my email. Email is for old people and kids like me who don’t have a phone. Only C.J. emails me because he doesn’t have a phone either. I email him back and ask about his new school. I don’t say anything about the mess I’m in. It’s too hard to explain.

			I email Mom and tell her to please come pick us up. I try her agent. I’ve never met him, but Mom talks about him a lot. She either loves him because he gets her work or hates him because he doesn’t.

			
				Hi Drew,

				My name is Hank Hooperman, and I am Jett’s son. I have not seen Jett for a week. I was wondering if you had heard from her. Or if you knew where she might be? Please email me back.

				Sincerely,

				Hank Hooperman

			

			When I read this over, I’m pleased. It sounds like a grown-up wrote it. I click send, then I check Mom’s social media accounts and message her again. I’m about to close my Gmail when I see the new message.

			
				Hank,

				I’m sorry to hear about Jett. You must be out of your mind with worry. I wish I could say something that would set your mind at ease. But I haven’t heard from her in quite a while. She and I had a falling-out.

				I stopped working with her six months ago. But if I do hear from her, I’ll let you know. I’m glad to have your contact information should any residuals come in.

				Good luck and please let me know when you find her.

				Drew

			

			Her agent stopped working with her six months ago? No wonder we couldn’t pay rent. Residuals means money, so anytime they come in, that’s good. But if she isn’t working, there won’t be much.

			It’s almost dark when I skateboard back to Lou Ann’s. Lou Ann didn’t tell me when to be back, but that won’t stop her from being mad about me coming home after dark.

			I put the skateboard in the garage, then walk in through the kitchen door. Lou Ann and Boo are eating lasagna from a plastic container. Lou Ann isn’t much of a cook from what I’ve seen, but she knows her way around a microwave.

			Boo has tomato sauce on her cheeks and she’s waving her fork around. She looks happy.

			“Pooperman!” she shouts when she sees me. “I learn-ed the ABC song. A-B-C-D…,” she sings.

			“Nice,” I say when she’s done.

			“She’s a little firecracker.” Lou Ann’s eyes shine. “Smart as a whip.”

			This is true but it bugs me to hear Lou Ann say it.

			“Jessica’s precious Brooks couldn’t hold a candle to Boo.”

			“Jessica?” I ask.

			“She’s the mom that drives Celia and me up the wall. Brooks is doing fine but he’s not the little Einstein she thinks he is. Of course, I would never say that to her.” Lou Ann washes down her lasagna with iced tea.

			“I’m sorry we ate without you, but Boo was hungry. There’s a plate in the microwave for you.”

			“Thank you,” I say, gathering silverware from the drawer. I get my lasagna and dig in.

			“So,” Lou Ann says after we listen to Boo sing the ABC song again. “Tomorrow after school a lady named Este from CPS will be here. She wants to ask you some questions about your mom.”

			My eyelid starts twitching, which it does sometimes when I get nervous. “What kind of questions?”

			Lou Ann carries her plastic container to the sink. “I don’t really know.”

			I watch her rinse the container out. My eyelid is twitching badly now, and I’m not hungry anymore.
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			Zombie Story

			Lou Ann and I both agree that I can walk to school. Actually, my plan is to skateboard, but when Lou Ann sees me with my board under my arm, she comes flip-flopping after me.

			“Skateboard stays here.” She puts her hand out.

			I give it to her because what else am I going to do?

			

			—

			The walk to school doesn’t take long. I get to homeroom early enough to snag a computer. I try to check Mom’s social media, but all the good sites are blocked. School internet is pretty bad. All peel, no orange.

			In science Carmen tells me where to sit, then checks to make sure I’ll be joining them at lunch. Carmen is not a parrot. She’s a herd dog.

			“I thought you said you didn’t know anyone here. But you went home with Tadeo,” Carmen says when I’ve settled into the seat next to hers.

			“I met him for the first time yesterday. He gave me a ride.”

			She squints her glittering silver eyelids at me. “Why?”

			I shrug. “You invited me to lunch, and I met you for the first time yesterday.”

			“But I’m special,” she says.

			“You are special,” I say, and we both laugh.

			

			—

			After science I run to the locker room and change into my gym clothes. Out on the field, I wipe my palms on my legs. I played well yesterday but that could have been a fluke.

			“Three times around the track,” Coach P. belts.

			A few guys groan. That is a lot of times. I fall in with Legend and Quincy, matching their strides. We pass Tadeo once, then twice. I slow down and run with him.

			“Hey,” I say.

			Tadeo grunts.

			It’s okay not to talk when you’re running, which is lucky because I can’t think of one thing to say.

			When we’re done, Coach P. starts us doing sprints and dribbling drills, then we line up to make baskets.

			Quincy trots by, bouncing the ball from right hand to left. Legend makes a basket, I miss. But the next time I make it. The ball feels good in my hands.

			Legend sends the ball to me, and I send it back with a pop. I come in second on the speed dribble, then I make a basket from the free-throw line!

			I am on a roll.

			“What lunch you have?” Quincy asks as we walk back to the locker room together.

			“Second.”

			“Too bad,” Legend says.

			“We’ve got first,” Quincy explains.

			I figure they’re just making conversation. What do they care what lunch period I have?

			“I’ve got first,” Tadeo pipes up.

			“He’s got first,” I say.

			Legend and Quincy nod politely. “You trying out for the team?” Legend asks.

			I stare blankly at him.

			“Tryouts are next month,” Quincy explains. “You should go.”

			“Sixth graders don’t get to play much, but Coach picks five of us to go to the practices and the games. If you’re one of the five, you’ll be on the team in seventh grade,” Legend explains.

			“If you show up at all the practices and games,” Quincy adds.

			“Right. Then it’s pretty much guaranteed you’ll be on for seventh,” Legend says.

			Next year? I don’t even know if I’ll be here next week. Still, it feels good that they want me.

			

			—

			At lunch I sit with Carmen and her friends. But this time I have a lunch I packed myself in a brown bag. Two of everything so I can share.

			I hand Ana my second sandwich and she gives me half of hers.

			Carmen’s eyes flick from the sandwich to Ana to me.

			“Somebody likes somebody,” Luisa whispers, licking whipped cream off a plastic spoon.

			A hot flush shoots up my neck. “It’s payback for yesterday,” I explain.

			Lola and Luisa make kissy noises.

			Carmen gives them the side-eye and they stop. “You going to invite him?” Carmen asks Ana.

			Ana rolls her eyes. “I don’t have a lot of choice now, do I?”

			“You know you want to,” Carmen says, taking a bite of pizza.

			“I’m having a party a week from tomorrow. It’s my birthday. You want to come?” Ana asks.

			“I dunno. Do you want me to come?” I ask, hoping my cheeks aren’t as red as they feel.

			“Apparently, I do.” Ana bugs her eyes out at Carmen. Then she leans toward me and whispers: “No, really, I was going to ask you, just not in front of everyone.”

			“Oooooh, secrets.” Luisa licks pudding off her spoon.

			“Now it’s out in the open. You’re going to say yes, right?” Carmen asks.

			“Sure, um, I mean, I’ll try,” I mumble between bites.

			“What’s that mean?” Luisa asks.

			My mouth is full of sandwich, so I don’t answer.

			Ana stares at me with those amazing eyes of hers.

			“It means he doesn’t know if he can go or not,” Carmen says.

			“Figure it out because I need an answer.” Ana zips her lunch box closed.

			“Okay,” I mutter, pulling out my schedule.

			“Language arts with Chang next,” Ana informs me.

			I stare at her. How did she know?

			Ana rolls her eyes. “You are memorable. Apparently, I am not.”

			“Sorry,” I say, “it’s only my second day.”

			“Well, pay attention, guy. I expect you to keep up.”

			I laugh and then the conversation moves on to somebody Luisa thinks is cute, and all eyes are on her.

			

			—

			When the bell rings, I wait for Ana and we walk to class together, which is kind of nice. In class, she pats the seat next to her. “Sit here,” she says.

			We’re studying memoirs, which is a fancy word for a story you write about yourself. We’re supposed to write about some event that made us happy or sad or scared or angry.

			“Write something sad. Sad gets you an A every time,” Ana says.

			I laugh.

			“No, really, it does,” she says.

			Ana starts writing, her perfect penmanship covering half a page before I’ve even started.

			

			—

			I stare at my empty page. Everyone else will write about picnics, trips to their grandparents’ house, or the day their dog died. And I’ll be writing about how my mom disappeared and now I’m living with a woman who doesn’t like me because I look like a teenager.

			I decide to write about the last good day my mom and I had. We stayed up late watching Star Wars and eating Chex Mix. But after I write one sentence, I stop. It’s too hard. I’m afraid I’ll cry. No A is worth that.

			My eraser squeaks so much a kid stares. But Ana doesn’t seem to hear. She is on her second page already.

			I brush the tiny pink eraser flecks off the table and raise my hand.

			Ms. Chang clomps over in her red cowboy boots. “Yes?” she whispers.

			“Could I make something up?” I ask.

			Ms. Chang looks at my empty page, then at the kids busy writing all around me. “Okay,” she says. “But make it good.”

			

			—

			I write:

			Once, two kids were all alone in their house. One was almost twelve years old and a boy, and the other was three years old and a girl.

			Suddenly there was a bang at the door. “Open up! Open up!” the zombie shouted.

			The boy took his sister and hid in the shower. But the banging wouldn’t stop.

			The mean zombie (all zombies are mean but this one was meaner than the rest) broke down the door.

			The boy screamed but he didn’t know how to fight zombies. The mean zombie said that they were coming for the boy and his sister.

			The kids ran, but the zombies caught them.

			The zombies took the boy and his little sister to an old lady’s house.

			The old lady took the little girl in, but she didn’t like boys. So, the zombies ate the boy. Their burps were loud and smelled like sweaty socks.

			The End
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			The Hulk’s Cousin

			After school it starts to rain—the misty kind that seems undecided about whether to come down or just hang in the air. I head for Ray’s. I’m halfway up the path to his front door when Lou Ann scurries out of her house like she’s been watching for me. Then I notice a strange car parked on the Mumford cul-de-sac.

			“Hank,” Lou Ann calls. “Este Cohen from CPS is here. She wants to ask you a few questions.”

			“Oh yeah,” I mumble, following her inside.

			A large woman dressed in green with curly black hair and glittering green glasses is sitting in the kitchen drinking iced tea. Lou Ann introduces me, then makes a quick exit.

			“So, Hank.” Este smiles. “You want to sit down here?” She points to a chair. “I need to ask you a few questions.”

			“About what, Ms. Cohen?”

			She smiles kindly at me. “You can call me Este,” she says.

			I sit down on the edge of the chair farthest from her. Ready to bolt.

			“My goal”—she places her hands on the table—“is to find your mom and to understand what happened with her. I want to get you and your little sister back with family, if that’s at all possible. So, bear with me while I gather information, okay?”

			She opens her laptop, types something, then looks up at me. “Lou Ann is a friend of your family, correct?”

			I nod.

			“Lou Ann said you and your little sister, Bridget, arrived here the evening of November eighth because your mother did not come home. Is that correct?”

			I nod again, watching Este’s fingers fly across the keyboard.

			“How long had your mother been gone at that point?”

			“A while,” I mumble. I don’t want to say anything that gets Mom in trouble.

			“Like a week?” Este asks, her dark eyes peering at me from behind the sparkly glasses.

			I shrug.

			“Has this happened before?”

			“Not exactly,” I hedge.

			“How long were her previous disappearances?”

			“A day or two. I’m old enough to babysit Boo, though, so you know. No big deal.”

			Este raises her thin eyebrows. “How old are you?”

			“Almost twelve.”

			“So, in the past when she left for a day or two, what was her explanation for why she was gone?”

			I grab a pen from the table and begin drawing Dorothy Dingle on the back of my hand while I try to compose a grown-up-sounding answer. “She had some business that caused her to, um, delay.”

			Este nods. “Business? What kind of business?”

			“She acts in commercials.”

			“Oh,” Este says. “When she came back, was she acting strangely? Altered in any way? Lou Ann is under the impression that your mother has drug and alcohol problems.”

			I shrug, making the outline of Dorothy Dingle’s head extra thick. “Everybody’s parents drink,” I mumble.

			“Not everybody’s. But yes, many adults drink. Still, there’s a difference between responsible drinking and irresponsible drinking.”

			“My mom is a good mom,” I say, adding more hair to Dorothy Dingle’s head.

			“All right, well…let’s talk about your father. We pulled your birth certificate. No father was named.”

			When I was little, Mom used to say that my dad was the Hulk’s cousin and because of his important work saving people he had no time to come around. When I got older, she said Dad was a spy who worked for the CIA and that’s why he couldn’t come home. But I know better than to believe Mom’s stories.

			I tilt my chair back.

			Este stares at me. “You don’t know?”

			“No.”

			Este looks down at her screen. “Aunts? Uncles? Grandparents?” she asks.

			“My mom is an only child. Her father died when she was a kid. My grandma Mae died a year ago.” My voice breaks. If Grandma Mae were here, none of this would be happening.

			“I’m sorry, Hank.” Este’s voice is gentle. “Do you want to talk more about that?”

			“No,” I snap.

			“Are there any other close friends your mom has? Other than Lou Ann, I mean. Someone you might stay with.”

			I dig at my hand with the pen. “Uh-uh.”

			“Do you have any idea where your mom might be?”

			“No.”

			Este’s fingers tap-tap-tap the keys. “Lou Ann said you went looking for her, but you weren’t able to find out anything.”

			I nod.

			Should I mention that I found her bashed-up phone? Este seems nice enough, but I’m not sure I trust CPS.

			“How are things here with Lou Ann?”

			Should I say I hate it here? That Lou Ann gave me the world’s worst haircut? That she doesn’t like kids over the age of four. Or should I tell her Boo seems settled and comfortable here. She loves the toys and gets a big smile on her face when Lou Ann teaches her something new?

			“Fine.” I start a drawing of Goober on my arm.

			“Good,” Este says. “Lou Ann has agreed you can stay with her for a little while longer. That will give us time to work things out.”

			“How long is a little while?”

			“A week maybe?”

			“Then where will we go?” I ask.

			Este closes the lid of her laptop and carries her iced tea glass to the sink. “Let’s cross that bridge when and if we come to it. For now, Lou Ann says you are doing well at McNulty.”

			“She did?” I look up.

			Este nods. “She did, yes. The report back was encouraging. I see you as a resilient young man. And that’s a trait that will serve you well in this situation and in the rest of your life.”

			I wonder who reported back? Coach P.? Ms. Chang?

			“You can expect to hear from me in a week, two at the most. In the meantime, keep up the good work, Hank.”

			Lou Ann agreed to keep us for a week, but we won’t hear back from Este for a week or two? The math here doesn’t work. It doesn’t work at all.
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			Practice Is Everything

			I head into the living room to where Boo is seated in a little chair at a little desk. She jumps up when she sees me.

			“Look! Look!” She shoves her page in my face. At first, it just looks like a mass of scribbles, but then I make out the crooked, wobbly letters that spell Boo.

			“Wow, Boo, that’s great.” I pick her up and swing her around.

			Lou Ann is settled in her favorite armchair playing Words with Friends on her phone. “She’s a fast learner,” Lou Ann says, then turns to Boo. “Can you write Hank’s name like you saw me do?”

			Boo runs for a new paper and hands it to me. “Pooperman, write peez.”

			“You want me to write it?” I ask.

			She nods a big nod.

			I write H-A-N-K in big letters and hand it back to her.

			She takes the page and runs her fingers over the crayoned letters like they’re in Braille.

			“I’m going to go see Ray,” I tell Lou Ann.

			“Don’t be a pest,” Lou Ann barks.

			“I’m not. Can Boo come?”

			“Boo!” Boo belts out like she always does when she hears her name.

			“I’ll text him and ask,” Lou Ann says.

			I write my name again even larger for Boo. Boo is studying it when Lou Ann’s phone chimes the arrival of a new text.

			“He says bring Boo,” Lou Ann tells me.

			

			—

			Boo clutches her crayon and hops after me. This time I ring the front doorbell. When Ray opens the door, he smiles at me and makes a big fuss over Boo. Ray gives her a ride on his shoulders, pretending to be the pilot of an airplane with Boo as his passenger. Then he interviews her using a tube of Pringles as a microphone. CPU runs to her toy basket and picks out a stuffed dinosaur and carries it to us. Squeak-squareak-squeak.

			Boo ignores CPU. She is only interested in Ray.

			“Are you the world-famous Boo Hooperman?” Ray asks.

			Boo nods, giggling while CPU squeak-squeaks the dinosaur.

			“So, Miss Boo…were you born on Halloween? Is that how you got your name?”

			Boo shakes her head no.

			“Do you live in the zoo? Boo in the zoo?”

			She shakes her head no again.

			“Then how did you get the name Boo?”

			Boo points to me.

			“Aah, your big brother. I should have guessed.”

			On and on they go like this while I throw CPU’s dinosaur and she brings it back and lays it on my foot like she’s offering me a gift.

			Finally, Ray gets Boo settled down at the table. She lets go of the crayon she’s been holding and picks a new one out of the box. What adult has a box of crayons? Did he buy it for Boo?

			Ray turns his attention to me. “Could I borrow your iPad to see if Mom emailed me back?” I ask.

			“Of course,” he says, handing it over.

			I’m just going online when I see him begin drawing with Boo. Boo is drawing on one side of the page, Ray on the other.

			“You have fun with her,” I say.

			“I do. She reminds me of—” His face darkens. “I had a little girl once,” he whispers.

			“Oh,” I say. Ray had a kid. Who knew?

			“She passed away eight years ago now. Congenital heart defect.”

			“I’m sorry,” I say, because I don’t know what else to say.

			“Yeah.” He stares out the window at the newly planted trees outside. “She’s been gone longer than she was alive…and I still miss her every day…. But look…enough about that. Guess what I have?”

			“What?” I ask.

			He dashes out of the room and comes back with a basketball. “How about you take Boo back to Lou Ann’s and ask her if it’s okay if we go to the park and play a little.”

			“With you?”

			“Yeah, with me. I could hold my own back in the day.”

			“Okay,” I say.

			Boo collects the crayon she brought over from Lou Ann’s and the page she’s been working on.

			Somewhere in all that scribbling is the letter H.

			“Nice H,” I tell her, and she beams at me.

			

			—

			When we get back, Lou Ann’s cutting out felt turkey feathers for a Thanksgiving craft project tomorrow.

			“Lou Ann? Would it be okay if Boo stayed here? Ray asked me to play basketball just, you know, until it gets dark.”

			Lou Ann glances up. “It’s raining, isn’t it?”

			“Not now.”

			Lou Ann grunts her agreement, so I do a quick “nutty up, nutty down” goodbye and scoot outside before Lou Ann changes her mind.

			I hop in Ray’s truck, the basketball on the seat between us. It must be new because it smells like rubber, not dirt and sweaty palms like the balls at school.

			“Is this yours?” I ask, running my hand over its pebbly face.

			“Is this yours? Of course it’s mine.” He pretend-glares. “I will show you no mercy after that comment.”

			I grin at him as he starts up the truck.

			“Although I will consider giving you my top-secret tip.”

			“Top secret?” I ask as we roll down the street.

			“Top secret.” He nods. “Back in the day, I was a band geek. I played the piccolo. I know, I know, a big guy like me—but I loved the way it sounded when other people played it. When I played, I made the dog run away. But then I discovered the more I practiced, the better I got. Simple, right?” We drive down Mumford to Las Flores.

			“Later, when I started playing basketball, same thing happened. I practiced and I got better. So that’s my tip. Remember the piccolo,” he says as we pull up to the park.

			The chain-link fence sags. The pavement is cracked. The hoop has no net. But the air smells washed fresh by the rain, and the ball has that new-ball bounce.

			We dribble, pass the ball to each other, and practice shooting. Then we play a game of what Ray calls Jelly Beans, where you compete for who can make a basket from different places. If you get a basket, you get a jelly bean. Only we don’t have jelly beans, so Ray uses the coins in his pocket, which is even better. When we make a basket, we pocket a quarter, or a dime when we run out of quarters.

			The battle is intense and soon we both have lots of coins jiggling in our pockets.

			For a large man, Ray moves surprisingly well.

			“I’ve come here with Tadeo a few times, but he’s not that interested in basketball.”

			“What is he interested in?”

			“Dancing, you know, the kind you kids do. And he likes to drum.”

			“Nice,” I say, though I have no idea what the kind of dance you kids do means.

			Ray digs out his phone to check the time. “I got to get going. Folk-dancing club. I can take you back, or you can borrow the ball and stay longer.”

			“I’ll stay,” I say. “But what about CPU?”

			“She’s at home in her crate. I can’t bring her to folk-dancing club. But I’ll take her for a run after I get home.” He points at me. “You know the way back, right?”

			“Yeah,” I say, then: “Wait, we have to see who won?”

			“Why yes, we do.” We both dig the coins out of our pockets and begin to count.

			“Nine,” he says.

			“Eleven,” I say.

			“I’m just going easy on you because you’re a kid.”

			“No you’re not,” I say.

			“We need a rematch,” he says, handing his coins to me.

			“Wait, these are yours.” I walk toward him with the coins.

			“Winner takes all,” he says.

			I watch him get in his shiny blue truck and drive off. Then I practice my shots from different spots on the court. I’m ready to head back when a kid in a green knit cap rolls by on his longboard. He is older. Seventh grade, maybe eighth. He stops and watches me. “Where do you go to school?” he asks.

			“McNulty,” I say, because it’s just easier to say that.

			He pulls his knit cap farther down. “You’re not on the basketball team,” he says.

			“No,” I admit.

			“No offense or anything, but you’re not that good,” he announces, then hops on his skateboard and shoots down the path to the street.

			I’m a guest at McNulty. I won’t be there much longer, so what do I care?

			But this bothers me. It just does.
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			Yes, Ma’am, Lou Ann

			The rain patters on the window. It thunders down like handfuls of pebbles hitting the roof. I get up and pad over to the window to look for our car.

			The cul-de-sac is empty, like every morning.

			I try to imagine where my mom is and what she could be doing right now.

			I’m depressed, then worried, then angry, then afraid. Does Mom have any idea how bad this feels?

			Or did something happen to her for real?

			

			—

			At home I looked forward to the weekend. Here I dread it. Being stuck inside with Lou Ann all day will not be fun. She’ll go on a rant about teenagers. Or lecture me about the mistakes I’ve made with Boo. Or tell me how much she dislikes my mother.

			Boo’s eyes pop open. “I need my horsey,” she says.

			“Pull-Ups first.”

			She shakes her head so emphatically that her wispy hair flies against her face. “Big-girl underpats.”

			“All dry?” I ask.

			“Underpats,” she reminds me.

			“No stinky.”

			She shakes her head. “I go to baat-room.”

			At the bathroom, she closes the door in my face. “Pivate,” she informs me. But once the door is closed, she opens it and peeks out.

			“Private. You’re right.”

			She nods solemnly and closes the door again.

			“Good job,” I tell her when she comes out.

			“You tell Mommy?”

			“I’ll tell Mommy,” I say.

			“Pamiss?”

			“Promise.”

			She plops down. “Where is Mommeee?” she whispers.

			“I don’t know,” I say, lifting her on my back and galloping around the room.

			“Gidup, gidup,” she cries. Nothing like a horsey ride to distract her.

			After the ride, Boo gets dressed. Lou Ann has a lot of extra clothes from Tiny Tadpoles, so Boo has plenty to choose from, but I don’t. I should have brought clothes from home. But I couldn’t bring myself to pack them when Ray and I were there. I wanted to believe I wouldn’t need them because we’d be home the next day.

			Lou Ann is in the kitchen cutting up chicken.

			“Good morning,” I tell her.

			“Good morning,” she says. “Help yourselves to some breakfast, then let’s talk about today.”

			“Thank you,” I say with as much warmth as I can muster.

			“I gotta do right by Mae. And that means taking good care of you two,” she says, her eyes on the cutting board.

			“Thanks,” I repeat. I should say how happy Grandma Mae would be that she’s taking care of us, but this is more than I can manage.

			“So, today Boo and I are going grocery shopping. Aren’t we, Boo?” Lou Ann looks over at Boo.

			“Boo can stay home with me. It’s easier to grocery shop without her.”

			“No.” Lou Ann rinses the knife off. “I don’t want you babysitting Boo on my watch.”

			What is she talking about? I’ve only been babysitting Boo her whole life, not to mention an entire week by myself. I swallow hard, trying to control myself.

			“Boo and I will do errands in the morning and be home for lunch. While I’m gone, there will be no going in my room and no badgering Ray.”

			Who wants to go in her room anyway? Ick.

			“Yes, ma’am, Lou Ann,” I spit out.

			“Actually, on second thought, I shouldn’t leave you alone.”

			I snort. I can’t help myself.

			“I’ll drop you at the library. I trust you have homework to do.”

			“Yes.” I shovel cereal into my mouth. I could be half-dead in an intensive care unit and that would be the first question Lou Ann asked. But the library is better than staying here. At the library, I can keep looking for Mom.

			

			—

			After breakfast Lou Ann helps Boo put rain boots on and we pile into her car.

			When we arrive at the library, Boo is so excited about the rain boots and the rain hat and the raincoat, she barely even manages “nutty up, nutty down.”

			I know this is good. It means she’s comfortable with Lou Ann. But it bothers me.

			

			—

			In the library, I head for the computers. Ray told me Lou Ann called the hospitals around us. But what if she missed one? I look up the hospitals close by and copy down the email addresses. I spend the rest of the morning emailing the hospitals to ask if one of their patients is my mom.

			Not a lot of people are here today. Nobody seems to care that I’ve hogged a terminal. And if the librarian has given me the stink eye, I haven’t noticed.

			So next I search for how to find a person in prison. Mom has never been in jail before, but Grandma Mae was always worried she’d end up there. Mom likes to talk back to cops.

			Soon I find a government website for locating prisoners in California. You can tell it’s real by the dot-gov at the end of the website address. My teacher Ms. LaFleur taught me that. All you do is enter the name of who you’re looking for and they tell you if they’re in jail, how long they’ve been there, and stuff like that.

			I keep one eye on the librarian. I don’t want to get caught on this site.

			The librarian is placing books on the hold shelf across the room from me. Her cart is full. She’ll be there for a while.

			I enter Mom’s name: Geri Hooperman.

			Nothing.

			I try Mom’s real name: Geralyn Hooperman.

			Nothing.

			Then Jett with no last name. But the site won’t look for anyone without a last name, so I try Jett Hooperman.

			Nothing.

			Then Geri, Geralyn, and Jett with the last name Chesley. Mark Chesley is Boo’s daddy’s name. Mom didn’t marry him. But she almost did.

			Nothing.

			I breathe a sigh of relief. At least Mom is not in jail.

			So where is she?
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			Hoop

			Sunday is not much better than Saturday, but there’s a break in the rain in the afternoon, so Lou Ann lets me go to the park. I shoot a few hoops with Ray’s ball, which is fun, but I’m still looking forward to school way more than I ever have.

			

			—

			When I wake up on Monday, Lou Ann has washed my jeans and placed them neatly on the chair along with brand-new packages of socks, underwear, and T-shirts. The drawings on my jeans still haven’t washed away, and the denim is extra soft. This time when I thank her, I mean it. She didn’t have to buy me new stuff.

			“Mommeee?” Boo asks when she sees me peering out the window.

			“Not yet,” I tell her. “You got a stinky?”

			“No.” She whips her head back and forth. “I go to school just like Pooperman.”

			“Yes, you do,” I say.

			She nods her big nod, goes to the bathroom, and gets all dressed herself.

			Downstairs, I race through breakfast to get to school extra early. I’m even looking forward to homeroom…how pathetic is that? But it’s gym I can’t wait for. When third period finally arrives, I change my clothes and bolt out of the locker room to the field, where Coach P. is starting drills. We do sprints, sideways jumps, burpees, and bounce passes. Then we dribble across the court, shooting from the free-throw line. As soon as we finish one thing, Coach moves us on to something else. He has us working so hard that I forget about everything except the ball and the basket.

			We’re just finishing up when Coach P. motions me over. “Hoop,” he calls.

			“He only gives nicknames to the guys he likes,” Legend says under his breath.

			I feel a warm glow in my chest. Coach P. likes me!

			Coach P. is stacking cones. He glances up at me. “I don’t know where you came from, Hoop, but you got fire in your belly. I hope you’ll think seriously about trying out for the team?”

			“Me?” I tap my own chest stupidly.

			“Somebody else named Hoop?”

			I shake my head.

			“Tryouts are the Friday before holiday break. December sixteenth, I believe.”

			“Okay,” I say, floating all the way to the locker room replaying Coach P.’s words in my head. Fire in your belly. Think seriously about trying out. But by the time I get to my locker, my feet are back on the ground. There’s no chance I’ll be here in December. Mom will be back by then and I’ll return to my old school, or Lou Ann will kick us out and who knows where I’ll be.

			Nothing good ever happens to me.

			

			—

			In language arts, Ms. Chang wants us to read our partner’s stories. We’re supposed to give comments about what we like and suggestions for how to improve the work. I trade pages with Ana, who speed-reads mine. “Zombies…” She taps my page with her pencil. “That explains a lot about you. What did you think about mine?”

			“I’m not done yet,” I say.

			“What’s taking you so long?”

			“You wrote four times more than I did.”

			“Yeah, so? Read faster.”

			Ana’s story is about a trip to the zoo to see the penguins, but mostly it’s about the penguins. She knows all kinds of quirky facts about them. Penguins are birds with wings and feathers, but they don’t fly. Girl penguins prefer boy penguins who are chubby. Penguin boys give their girlfriends rocks.

			“Rocks? Come on. You made that up.”

			“No.”

			“How do they carry them?”

			“Maybe like this.” Ana hops up and stuffs a book under her arm. “Or”—she balances the book on her head—“this way.”

			“On their head…really? Penguin guys are not that stupid.”

			“How do you know?” she asks.

			“Because I just do.”

			She sits down, smiling, her left dimple deeper than the right. “Penguins are the best animals ever. Which reminds me, you never answered my question about the animal that’s most like you.” She stares at the drawings on my jeans. “Or is it just zombies and monsters you like?”

			“I like drawing monsters because you can’t make a mistake with them. No one can say that’s not the way a monster looks.”

			“Okay, I get that. Now close your eyes.” She covers my eyes with her hands. “Tell me the first animal that comes into your head.”

			“Winged leopard,” I say.

			Her hands slip away. “Winged leopard? Where did that come from?”

			“I saw a movie that had this really cool winged leopard. It made me want to draw one like that.”

			“Why don’t you?”

			“They’re hard,” I say.

			“Oh,” she says as the bell rings, and we gather our stuff and push out into the hall.

			A kid in an electric wheelchair zips between us, then a group of girls with linked arms. “I have another question.” Ana waits for me to catch up. “Tadeo told me you’re only here temporarily. Is that true?”

			“Oh, uh, yeah,” I mumble.

			She stops, and a girl in a green hoodie runs into her. “How come?”

			“It’s complicated,” I say, heading to the stairs.

			“That’s not an answer,” Ana calls after me.
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			A New Lead

			When I get back to Mumford Street, Ray is outside washing his truck. He has multiple spray bottles, scrub brushes, toothbrushes, and a stack of clean, neatly folded cloths. CPU is tied to the fence, ripping apart a cardboard box. Ray collects boxes for her and seals them up with a toy inside. CPU loves to open her “presents.”

			Ray’s kneeling on the seat, rubbing a cloth across the dashboard. “How did school go today?”

			“Fine,” I say.

			“And basketball?” He wipes down the steering wheel.

			A grin pops onto my face.

			“That good, huh?” He smiles.

			“Coach said I should try out for the team. Legend and Quincy said so too. But this kid at the park said I’ll never make it.”

			“So who are you going to believe? Your coach and your friends, or some random kid at the park?”

			“He was a seventh grader.”

			Ray laughs as he takes out the rubber floor mats. “Aah, well…that’s a different story.”

			He turns on the hose and directs the nozzle at the mats.

			“It doesn’t matter anyway. I won’t be around that long.”

			He shakes the water off the mats. “You don’t know that.”

			I give him a sideways glance. “Yeah, I do. My mom will be back.”

			Ray looks up. “Any new leads?”

			“My mom has this friend Stephanie. She might know something.”

			“Do you know how to contact her?”

			“Uh-huh.”

			Ray sets the mats on the pavement to dry. “The iPad is on the dining room table. Feel free. But could you take CPU with you? Opening boxes makes her thirsty.”

			“Opening? More like butchering.”

			Ray laughs his big laugh.

			“Have you noticed she likes the water bowl in the kitchen better than the one outside? And she likes three ice cubes in her bowl, in case you were wondering,” I tell him as I untie CPU.

			“How do you know that?”

			“She told me.”

			Ray laughs. He likes when I joke around with him.

			Inside, I fill CPU’s water dish and top it off with three ice cubes. Then I go on my mom’s social media to search her friend list for Stephanie and message her. Hi, I’m Hank Hooperman. Geri’s son. The cursor flashes, waiting while I think what to say. She’s been gone for two weeks. Do you know where she is?

			Stephanie gets back to me right away. I don’t answer messages from people I don’t know. If you’re Geri’s son, you’ll know where to find me.

			Why couldn’t she just answer me? I kneel to where CPU is snoring and run my hand along her fur. I like petting her. It makes us both feel better.

			When Ray comes in, I tell him: “Stephanie says if I’m Geri’s son, I’ll know how to find her.”

			“And do you?”

			“Yeah, but…”

			“Bet she’s been hacked recently. That makes everyone suspicious. Where is she?”

			“She cuts hair in a salon in Crestway.”

			“Crestway.” Ray nods. “That’s on the way to Celia and Stan’s. And as it happens, I’m headed there for dinner. We can go a little early and stop at Stephanie’s hair salon before it closes.”

			“Celia won’t, um, mind if I come along?” I’m not worried about Celia, it’s Tadeo. But I don’t want to tell Ray that.

			“There’s always room at the table at Celia and Stan’s. Get your homework done and we’ll go.”

			“I did it with Ana after school.”

			“Excellent.” He smiles at me like I’ve just given him a present or something.

			“How come you care so much about homework?” I ask.

			“I’m the first in my family to graduate from college.”

			“Because you did your homework?”

			“That was part of it. Go ask Lou Ann if it’s okay. Tell her I’ll feed you dinner and have you home by eight, eight-thirty and— Oh my God.” He pounds his forehead with his palm. “It’s Monday. Lou Ann’s puzzle night. Tell her we’ll take Boo too.”

			Puzzle night? Oh yeah. That puzzle group she does with the principal of McNulty. I don’t like the idea of Lou Ann spending the evening with the principal. But it’ll be worth it to get time with Ray.

			

			—

			“Boo? Lou Ann?” I call, dumping my backpack on the other side of the safety gate at the foot of the stairs.

			Boo comes barreling out of the kitchen. “Pooperman!” She wraps her arms around my legs. Then grabs my hand and pulls me to the board books.

			I sit down and she climbs on my lap.

			After we read, we go looking for Lou Ann, who is sitting on the kitchen stool talking on her cell phone.

			You can tell how old a person is by how much they talk on the phone. If you’re my age? Zero hours. If you’re old? All the time.

			Lou Ann waves us out of the kitchen. I stand just outside straining to hear what she’s saying because I think it’s about me. But she winds up the call.

			“Who was that?” I ask when she comes out.

			“Este.”

			“Any news?”

			“She double-checked the morgue and the hospitals around here. She’s not there, so that’s good.”

			“She’s not dead,” I spit back.

			Lou Ann’s face softens. “I’m sorry. Of course she isn’t.”

			I pinch my leg so I don’t say anything more about this. “Ray has invited Boo and me to Celia’s for dinner. He said tonight is your puzzle night.”

			Lou Ann’s eyes light up. “Oh, that Ray…what a thoughtful man. I wasn’t planning on going…but…”

			“You should go,” I tell her.

			“I hate to impose on him.”

			“We’re not imposing. He wants us to come.”

			Lou Ann keeps nodding as if the motion of her head is pumping this information into her brain. “You know what? Maybe I will.”

			Then she smiles at me, as if she actually likes me. But I know it’s only puzzle night she likes.
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			John, Jeffrey, Jeremy, Joel

			I move the car seat from Lou Ann’s car to the back seat of Ray’s truck and Boo climbs in.

			Boo is so excited to go for a ride in a truck. Mail trucks are her favorite, but any truck will do. I can hardly get her clicked into her car seat, she’s so busy looking at everything.

			“Where we go?”

			“We’re going to visit a friend of Mom’s and then to Celia’s house for dinner.”

			“Will Mommy be there?”

			“No.”

			“Where Mommy?” she asks.

			“I dunno,” I admit, and she breathes out an adult-sized sigh.

			Ray is behind the wheel, watching us, concern in his eyes. He opens his mouth like he’s about to say something, then stops himself.

			I climb in the front, and he talks me through inputting the address into the navigation system.

			Soon we’re rolling down Mumford to Las Flores and onto the freeway. Boo usually falls asleep in the car, but she’s not going to miss one minute of riding in a truck.

			“I big,” she says as we look down at the people in the car in the next lane.

			“It’s a pretty nice truck,” I say.

			“Ray’s truck,” she corrects.

			Ray and I laugh.

			She keeps us entertained the whole way, waving at the other truck drivers and singing a truck song she must have learned from Lou Ann. “Truckee go, truckee slow. Truckee fast just went past.”

			Soon we’re pulling into a parking spot at Brown-Eyed Girls Salon and I’m unbuckling my seat belt.

			“You know, I’m thinking Boo and I will come meet Stephanie, then we’ll take a walk,” Ray says.

			“Boo understands more than you think,” I say.

			“Boo undertand,” Boo says.

			Ray and I exchange a look.

			“I know Stephanie. I’m okay going in by myself.”

			Before Boo was born, I used to come with my mom when she got her hair done. Mom would set me up with Tootsie Roll Pops and coloring books while Stephanie did her hair.

			“You sure?”

			“I’m sure,” I say. Stephanie sounded suspicious in her message. Probably better if I don’t walk in with a strange man.

			

			—

			The place looks the same: stations with pink chairs and jewel-bordered mirrors, carts with combs, clips, and curling irons. In front, a stylist with tight gold pants is working on a man whose head is covered with squares of foil.

			Stephanie is sitting at one of the stations in the back flipping through a magazine. She has coppery-colored hair, black-and-white-checkered stockings, and thick black motorcycle boots.

			“Stephanie?” I ask.

			She looks up, then grins. “Hank.” She eyes the lady with the gold pants working on the man with tin foil on his head. “Let’s go in the back,” she whispers.

			I follow her through a pink-beaded curtain to a small supply room with rows of bottles, spray cans, and fingernail polish. There’s an old plastic-covered couch shoved between a microwave and a sink. It smells like chemicals back here, but also like Chinese food.

			Stephanie offers me the couch and pulls up a chair with hearts all over it. She smiles at me. “Been a while. You’ve grown like two feet.”

			I smile.

			“Sorry to hear about your mom. Where have you and Boo been staying?”

			“Lou Ann Adler’s.”

			Stephanie’s big green eyes, which are made up to look all pointy at the sides, grow large. “Are you kidding me? Lou Ann? Ashley Adler’s mom?”

			I shrug. “I don’t know what her daughter’s name is.”

			“Her daughter’s name is Ashley, and her son is Rowen.”

			Her son? Lou Ann has a son? “She has a preschool on Mumford,” I say.

			“That’s Lou Ann all right. Ashley was our friend in middle school, but then in high school Lou Ann forbade her from hanging with your mom and me. Thought we were bad influences. Even though Lou Ann was your grandma’s best friend. It was weird. Anyway, at least you’ll be safe. So, what happened?”

			“I don’t know. She didn’t come home.”

			Stephanie sighs. “How long has she been gone?”

			“Two weeks.”

			“Oh man…I’m so sorry.” She frowns. “Well, let’s see, what can I tell you…last time she was in, she talked about two guys. One lives in Arizona, comes here on business. The other is someone we knew in high school but now lives in Hawaii.”

			“Mom wants to go to Hawaii.”

			Stephanie shrugs. “Everybody wants to go to Hawaii. Your mom’s not working right now?”

			“I don’t think so,” I say. “You know the names of these guys?”

			“The Arizona guy’s name starts with a J. John…Jeffrey…Jeremy…Joel.”

			“Or Jacob or Jim,” I say.

			“Have you heard her talk about him?” She looks hopeful.

			“A little. I didn’t pay attention.”

			Stephanie nods. “There’s always a boyfriend, right? The guy from high school is Slayton Cooper. Let me see if he’s heard anything.” She slips her phone out of her pocket and begins texting, then looks up at me. “Your mom is a survivor, you know that, right?”

			I nod.

			“And she loves you very much. She’ll find a way back to you.” She gives me a once-over. “So, you mind me asking…who cut your hair?”

			“Lou Ann.”

			Stephanie snorts. “Figures. Come on. I’ll get you fixed up.”

			I shake my head. “I can’t stay long, and I don’t have any money.”

			She holds up two fingers. “Take me two minutes. By then maybe Slay will have responded. It’s the least I can do.” She pats my shoulder and I follow her to her station.

			Stephanie sprays my head with water, then gets out her scissors.

			Stephanie cuts randomly, like she has no plan. But a few minutes later, Lou Ann’s stupid haircut looks way cool. I don’t know how she did that.

			I grin at her. “Thanks.”

			“You’re welcome.” She waves her scissors in the air. “And please don’t let Lou Ann near your hair again,” she says as her phone chirps. “Let’s see if this is Slay.” She slips her phone out and peers at it.

			“Well…” She looks up at me. “Good news, it’s Slay. Bad news, he hasn’t seen her since he was here last summer. Sorry, Hank. But, hey, I have a couple of other ideas of people who might know something. Is there a way to reach you that doesn’t involve talking to Lou Ann?”

			I give her my email and she inputs it into her phone. “I’ll see what I can find out, okay?” she says as she walks me to the door.

			

			—

			When I climb in the truck, CPU is in the back with Boo. Every time Boo’s hand touches CPU’s back, she giggles.

			“Your sister made a new friend,” Ray says.

			“Nice,” I say.

			“Hey, what happened to you?” Ray does a double take.

			“Stephanie cut my hair.”

			He laughs. “I see that. Did a good job too.”

			“Pooperman, where you go?” Boo asks.

			“To talk to Mom’s friend.”

			“You find out anything?” Ray asks as he clicks Boo back into her car seat.

			“Mom is not with a guy named Slay but may be with a guy whose name starts with a J.”

			“Oh.” He eyes me cautiously.

			I stare hard at him. “She wouldn’t go off with some boyfriend. Not without Boo and me.”

			He nods, taking this in.

			“I’ll look at her social media. See if I can find a guy named Joel or Josh.”

			Ray smiles at me, but his lips are pressed together in a way that seems more worried than happy.
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			Who Invited You?

			I don’t know what I was expecting at Tadeo’s house, but it wasn’t two big dogs chasing each other around a TV. Three if you count CPU, who charges after them even though they’re twice her size. The walls are painted a cheerful yellow, and a brightly colored woven blanket is draped over the back of the couch. A tiny old lady wearing big round eyeglasses and a baseball cap is watching a movie, two Asian men are playing chess in the kitchen, and a tall guy is playing the guitar while three little girls sing.

			Ray takes Boo and me around, introducing us. He stops first at the older lady, who trains her magnified eyes on him. When she recognizes Ray, her shriveled face beams. “Ray,” she says, her voice low and gravelly with affection.

			“My favorite abuelita.” Ray envelops her in a Ray-size hug.

			She swats his arm playfully. “I am your only abuelita.”

			He smiles. “Got me there.”

			She points a crooked finger at Boo and me. “Tus hijos?”

			Ray winces. “I don’t have children, you know that.”

			“You don’t know what I know.” She shakes her finger at Ray.

			Ray laughs. “Well, that is certainly true.”

			He presents us to her. “Hank and Boo, meet my abuelita.”

			Abuelita smiles at Boo, extending her arms. Boo glances back at Ray, tentatively. Ray nods and Boo steps forward to accept Abuelita’s hug.

			I figure it’s only Boo who has charmed Abuelita on account of Boo being Boo. But Abuelita shines the same big smile on me and tries to hug me too. I manage to slide away. I don’t like to hug people except my mom and Boo and Grandma Mae.

			And since Grandma Mae has been gone for a while and Mom has been…busy, it’s only been Boo lately.

			Ray moves on to introduce us to the Asian guys, who are neighbors, and Stan the guitar player, who is Celia’s husband and Tadeo’s father, because by now Tadeo has shown up and they kind of look alike. But then the three little girls don’t look like Stan at all, so I’m confused.

			“Hooperman? What are you doing here?” Tadeo asks. The way he says this feels like: Hooperman? Who invited you?

			“I came with Ray,” I say, like this is an answer. But after what Ana said about Tadeo telling her stuff about me, I’m not about to offer anything else.

			Ray introduces the three little girls next: Marielle, Matty, and Marcy. They all look like Celia: dark hair, brown eyes, round cheeks, light brown skin. Marielle, the oldest, is nine, maybe, and Marcy, the middle, almost looks like her twin. Matty, the youngest, has glasses and a thin face. All three crowd around Boo.

			“Let’s dress her up.”

			“She’s my baby.”

			“No mine!”

			Boo stares back at the three sisters, one eyelid twitching, then her whole face melts into a smile and she right-foot-only skips after them. I follow them to a playroom in the back, where there’s a pink fuzzy throne, lime-green chairs, jeweled crowns, Robin Hood hats, and stuffed dinosaurs. Marielle has Boo sit on the throne. And the three girls set to work combing Boo’s hair, applying lipstick, painting her fingernails, and fitting her with fairy wings.

			I hang in the doorway watching.

			Tadeo comes up behind me. “What’re you doing?”

			“Got to make sure Boo’s okay,” I mumble.

			“Are you kidding me? Marielle won’t let anything happen to her. And Mom and Uncle Ray are right there.” He points to the kitchen. Celia is there now, cutting zucchini and talking to Ray.

			I know he’s right, but without Boo I feel like a shoe in a sock drawer. Even CPU is busy playing with the other dogs.

			“Seriously, though, why are you here? And, hey, wait a minute, did you get a haircut?” Tadeo demands.

			“Um, yeah,” I say.

			“Looks better,” he says.

			“Couldn’t look worse.”

			Tadeo grins. “C’mon,” he says, and I follow him, because what else am I going to do? We walk down a hall with photos of Tadeo and Celia and Stan.

			“Where’re the pictures of your sisters?” I ask.

			“Marielle, Matty, and Marcy are my cousins. But my mom watches them, so they practically live here.”

			Cousins. It would be cool to have cousins. I imagine teenage boy cousins who give basketball tips and clue me in about jockstraps and shaving and other things I’m going to need to know.

			Tadeo’s bedroom is small and packed. There are three tall rubber aliens, an enormous golden glove made from Legos, a row of sneaker laces in every color, and, in the corner, an entire drum set!

			I stare, my mouth hanging open.

			Tadeo hands me a pair of drumsticks. “Go ahead.”

			I smile at him, surprised he’s letting me try. Then I start clacking, thumping, and banging. Outside, a dog howls.

			Tadeo and I laugh. “I better take over.” He puts on Queen, slips in the seat, and starts playing.

			“Nice,” I say when the song is done, and I mean it.

			He smiles, then gives me another turn. I have no idea what I’m doing. But Tadeo talks me through drumming along with Queen.

			“This one here. More like that, only faster,” Tadeo says. “No bass here. That one.” He points.

			I’m all hot and sweaty but having a surprising amount of fun when Celia shouts, “Cinco minutos,” and Tadeo turns the music off.

			On Tadeo’s bookshelf, I notice a photo in an old silver frame. It is Celia, Stan, Marielle, Matty, and Marcy when they were a lot younger, plus Ray and some other lady next to him.

			“Is that Ray’s wife?”

			“No, that’s my tia Renata—Marcy, Matty, and Marielle’s mom.”

			“Ray was married, and he had a kid, though, right?” I ask.

			“Yeah, he had a daughter. She had a heart problem and she died and then he got divorced. My mom says it was because they were both too sad.”

			“About losing their kid.”

			Tadeo nods.

			“What was his daughter like?”

			Tadeo shrugs. “I don’t really remember her. I was only three when she died.”

			My memories from when I was little are hazy bits smooshed together. Grandma Mae sitting on the floor with me. Mom making pancakes. Me wearing itchy pants. I wonder what Boo will remember about what is happening now.

			“My mom’s been trying to fix Ray up. He told her not to. He said it made him feel like yesterday’s chicken wings.”

			“I like yesterday’s chicken wings,” I say.

			“Me too,” Tadeo says.

			“Dinner,” Celia calls.

			“We better go. She doesn’t like it when we’re late,” Tadeo says, like we’re friends now.

			Are we friends now?

			I don’t know.
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			The Kids’ Table

			Boo stumbles in wearing hiking boots so big she can hardly walk, an enormous flannel shirt dragging on the floor, and a baseball cap she has to hold up so she can see. “I Ray,” she announces.

			Everyone laughs and Boo smiles up at the ring of faces: Abuelita, Ray, Celia, Matty, and me.

			“You look just like him,” I tell Boo, and she beams at me.

			We head for seats near Ray, Boo scuffing along in the giant boots, me holding her hand to keep her upright.

			“Not there.” Marielle points to a table in the living room. “We sit at the kids’ table.”

			We double back. But before we can sit down, Marcy shouts: “I get to sit next to her. Me!”

			“No, me!” Matty dives for the seat next to Boo.

			Marielle rolls her eyes. “You both can. She has two sides, you know.”

			Marcy worms in front of me so she can sit on Boo’s other side. Boo smiles at them like they are Elmo on TV.

			Dinner is hamburgers, French fries, red and green peppers, and rice with zucchini bits. The dogs are under our table waiting for food to drop. But they get nothing from me. I gobble down my hamburger. And take a second.

			Matty gives a blow-by-blow of her plate. “I’m gonna eat one rice. Then I’m gonna eat one French fry, then…” But mostly she sneaks food to the dogs.

			Marcy tells jokes that only she thinks are funny. “Why did the boy stand on the bottle? To leap through the window!” Marcy laughs so hard bits of hamburger shoot out of her mouth.

			Marielle jumps up to demonstrate dance steps to Tadeo. Boo and I mostly just watch. We haven’t ever eaten at a table like this before.

			After everyone’s finished, Celia brings a plate of what she calls sopapillas, which are like little donuts with honey. Then Ray appears, beckoning to Tadeo.

			“Not in front of everyone,” Tadeo whispers, his eyes landing on me.

			“They’ll enjoy it too,” Ray says.

			“No,” Tadeo snaps.

			Ray sighs. Then smiles at me. “We’ll be back in a bit.”

			I watch them go. I don’t get what the big secret is. But whatever. I don’t care. I really, really don’t.

			Except I kind of do.
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			These Are Not My People

			While Ray and Tadeo are gone, we decide to watch an animated movie. I’m the guest, so they let me pick. I choose Coco, a movie I’ve seen before. It is where I saw the winged leopard. I sit with Boo, Abuelita, and the girls watching. Boo’s enormous shirt is slipping off her shoulders. Her giant boots have fallen off. Her head rests on my arm and she is trying hard to keep her eyes open. Soon she is asleep.

			Coco is almost over by the time Ray and CPU come back. “We wore her out,” Ray says, looking down at Boo.

			“We did,” I say.

			“Guess it’s time to go,” Ray says.

			Marcy, Matty, Marielle, Abuelita, and Celia cluster around us smiling and waving and planting gentle kisses on Boo’s sleeping cheek.

			Ray carries Boo out to the truck, and I get her buckled into Lou Ann’s car seat. CPU scrambles into her bed in the front and I climb in next to her. Each of us has a place in Ray’s truck. Which feels good until I realize this is not my life. These are not my people. I only have a spot in Ray’s truck this one night.

			Tadeo has no idea how good he has it. All he has to worry about is homework…like that’s a big deal.

			Ray glances over at me. My feelings must be showing, because he says: “Hey, I’m sorry you didn’t get more intel from your mom’s friend.”

			I stare out at the streetlamp. In the cone of light, things are visible, but outside of the cone, you can’t see hardly at all. People like Tadeo are in the light. People like me aren’t.

			“Here’s what I think,” Ray says, pulling the truck onto the street. “You know your mom. You know what she’ll do and what she won’t do. If anyone can find her, it’ll be you.”

			“But what if I don’t find her?”

			“You’ll stay with Lou Ann.”

			“She doesn’t want us. It will be a miracle if she lets us stay,” I say.

			“Milagros pasan.” Ray smiles at me. “Miracles happen.”

			Not to me, they don’t.

			

			—

			We’re almost to Lou Ann’s when Ray says: “I have a favor to ask. Would you draw a picture of Tadeo drumming or dancing?”

			“Tadeo?”

			“Yeah. I’ve got this program that animates drawings. Every year I put together a movie of one year in the Delgado family. I thought it would be fun to include an animated clip of Tadeo.”

			“You mean the program turns a drawing into a cartoon?”

			“Right.”

			“I don’t know if I can draw Tadeo.”

			“I bet you can. You game to try?”

			“Sure,” I say.

			“We can work on the program together. It’ll be fun.” He smiles at me.

			My drawing turned into a cartoon, like on TV? That would be the best thing ever. Wait till Boo sees that!
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			Tadeo

			I wake up early thinking about how to draw Tadeo. He’s small, with spiky hair and neon-blue shoes. I start sketching him, but it doesn’t come out that great. How big are his ears? How close together are his eyes? What shape is his nose? Would it be cheating to ask Ray for a photo of him?

			Then I start drawing a penguin for Ana for her birthday. Penguins are easy to draw because they have short legs and distinctive black and white feathers. I’m half-done when Boo wakes up.

			“Baat-room,” she says, and hops to the bathroom. When she comes back, she puts on the dressed-up-like-Ray clothes she wore yesterday.

			I hurry through breakfast, do a quick “nutty up, nutty down” with Boo, and run most of the way to school to meet Ana before class. We don’t have the same homeroom, but I like to walk with her.

			

			—

			“Hey, don’t forget my party this weekend,” she says when I catch up with her.

			“Um, yeah, I’ll try.”

			Ana’s face clouds over. “What exactly does I’ll try mean?”

			I shrug.

			“Does it mean you might be gone from here?”

			I shrug, staring down at my feet.

			We get to the door of her homeroom and stop. “Are you going to tell me what’s up with that?”

			How do I explain my situation? My mom disappeared. I don’t have a dad. My grandma died. I’d sound like such a loser.

			“I worked on your birthday present this morning,” I say.

			She squints at me suspiciously. “You did?”

			I nod.

			She pulls out a pencil and scribbles on my notebook cover: Ana’s party. 27 Orange Blossom Lane. (555) 231-4121. Saturday at two. BE THERE!

			

			—

			It’s raining by the time gym class rolls around. Plus, we have a sub—a bald guy with legs like kindling sticks and his name safety-pinned to his shirt like a kindergartener whose mom thought he might forget. Mr. Binkley, it says.

			In the gym, which is steamy because of the rain, Mr. Binkley starts talking, but nobody listens. Binkley reaches in his pocket and pulls out a bell and rings it. A bell. Seriously?

			Still, nobody shuts up. It’s Legend who comes to Mr. Binkley’s rescue. “Let the man speak,” Legend shouts.

			Everybody gets quiet.

			“What’s your name?” Binkley asks.

			“Legend.”

			“Well, Legend, we’re going to play basketball and you are captain of Team A. Then he points to a tall guy with red hair.

			“Your name?” Binkley asks.

			“Mahoney.”

			“Mahoney, you’re captain, Team B. First pick A,” Binkley shouts.

			“Quincy,” Legend says, and Quincy spins his legs over the bleachers to stand with Legend.

			I want to be on Legend’s team. Second pick. Please, please, please.

			“Hoop.” Legend points to me and I grin, big. When do I get what I want in my life?

			First time ever.

			

			—

			After all the teams and alternates are chosen, I look around to see where Tadeo landed.

			He’s on the bench with like twenty other guys.

			Coach P. would never let twenty guys sit on the bench. But Binkley doesn’t seem to care.

			I’m lucky to be on Legend’s team. But Tadeo is Ray’s nephew. And maybe my friend. I gotta at least try to get him on the team.

			“Legend, what about Tadeo?” I ask.

			Legend raises an eyebrow, his eyes searching mine. I figure he’s going to blow me off. I mean, who am I, right? But then he calls out: “Tadeo, you’re with us.”

			Tadeo’s whole face busts out in a big smile, and Binkley starts the game.

			Then everything happens fast.

			We make points, they make points. I don’t make any baskets myself, but I play good defense and get the ball to Legend and Quincy, who do. By the time the bell rings, the score is 10–10. If only we had more time.

			

			—

			On the way back to the locker room, Tadeo ignores me. I don’t think he heard me ask Legend to pick him. Or maybe he did. Either way, it’s embarrassing. I get that. Still, I try hard to memorize what he looks like so I can draw him. I don’t want to blow my first chance at animation. And I’d like to do a good job for Ray.
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			Ana Lopez’s Birthday Is Tomorrow

			The days pass with me checking Mom’s socials, trying to figure out who Jason or Josh or John could be, reading with Boo, playing basketball with Ray, and staying out of trouble with Lou Ann, doing everything I can think of to make her life easier. She could decide to throw us out at any time. Then everything will fall apart.

			

			—

			The next time I look up, it’s Friday.

			Ana catches up with me on the long cement walkway that leads from the gym to the cafeteria. “So, I’ve been thinking…can you tell me when you might leave?”

			“Look, it’s complicated, okay?”

			“Wait,” she says.

			I stop and she balances her shoe on my leg, then ties it while she hops around on one foot.

			I laugh.

			She smiles at me. “Go on. You were saying…”

			“No, I wasn’t saying.”

			She bugs her eyes out at me.

			I sigh. “I haven’t asked Lou Ann about the party,” I say under my breath.

			“Who is Lou Ann? And why are you staying with her?” she says as a book flies by us and lands with a thump in the wet grass.

			“She’s a friend of the family.”

			“You and your parents are staying with her?”

			“My little sister and me.”

			“Boo, right?”

			“Right.”

			She stops near the open door of the cafeteria. Inside, silverware clinks, trays slam down, and voices hum. It smells of hot bodies and taco meat.

			“Where are your parents?” She stares at me, waiting for my answer.

			“It’s just my mom. When she gets back, we’re leaving.”

			“When’s she getting back?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“How come you don’t know?”

			“That’s as much as I got,” I mumble, following a kid wearing rainbow pants into the cafeteria.

			“Wait.” She catches up with me before we get to Carmen’s table. “Do you need a ride to my party?”

			“Maybe,” I say.

			“Give me your address. My mom can stop by. If you can go, you will. And if you can’t, you won’t. Is that good?”

			“That’s good,” I say. “Thank you.”

			“All right, then.” She hands me a pencil and pulls out her Spanish book.

			I write Lou Ann’s address on the inside cover.

			“Solved that one, didn’t I?” she whispers as we sit down at our table.

			The rest of the day, I think about how to persuade Lou Ann to let me go to Ana’s party.

			

			—

			When I arrive at Lou Ann’s, Celia is there. “Hank.” She smiles at me. “I was hoping I’d get to see you. How are you doing?”

			“Fine.” My smile is on autopilot.

			Celia makes me think of Tadeo. And that gives me an idea. If Tadeo is going to Ana’s party, then maybe Celia can help me convince Lou Ann to let me go. But what if Tadeo wasn’t invited? Man, I wish I had a phone. Then I could text Ana to find out.

			“Celia, could I borrow your phone? I need to text Tadeo. I forgot to write down our language arts homework and it isn’t online.”

			Celia brings up Tadeo’s number, then hands me her phone. “He’ll like that.”

			“Why?” I ask.

			“You’re a good student. You and Ana. He’ll like that you need help. Middle school has been hard for him. He’s not a strong reader. That’s why Ray reads to him so much. They’ve gone through the Harry Potter books, The Underland Chronicles, and Sideways Stories from Wayside School. Tadeo loves it—almost as much as Ray does.”

			“That’s what they were doing at your house the other night?”

			“Yes.”

			I step outside thinking about this. Grandma Mae used to always say you don’t know what other people are going through. They may have problems far worse than yours. I’d still rather have Tadeo’s problems than mine. I mean, he’s a slow reader. Like that’s a big deal?

			I text: This is Hank. Homework 4 Chang? DYK? Thx.

			Then I call Ana. If I text her, Celia will see the conversation. Only problem is, nobody picks up when they don’t recognize the number.

			Except, apparently, Ana.

			“Ana?”

			“Hank!”

			“Yeah, um, quick question…,” I whisper, “did you invite Tadeo to your party?”

			“Uh-huh. Why?”

			“I’m thinking it might help me get Lou Ann to agree to let me go.”

			“Nice. Hope it works. Let me know, okay?”

			“Yeah, talk to you later.”

			Tadeo texts me the homework.

			“Thanks, Celia.” I hand her back her phone. “Hey, so, Tadeo’s going to Ana Lopez’s birthday party tomorrow.”

			Celia is cleaning up from snack time. She gives me a blank look. “He hasn’t told me about that.”

			“He is,” I say, though I don’t really know if he’s going or was just invited. I am not my mom. I don’t lie well. “So, I was wondering if you could maybe tell Lou Ann it’s okay for me to go too.”

			Celia refolds her rag. “I’m not sure I want to get in the middle of this, Hank. Lou Ann’s my boss, you know?” she whispers.

			“Oh. Yeah, right,” I sigh.

			

			—

			Lou Ann is sitting in her comfortable living room chair staring down at her laptop when I come in. I wait until she looks up. “You need something?”

			“My friend Ana’s having a birthday party tomorrow afternoon, and she invited me. Her mom’s going to pick me up, so you won’t need to drive me.”

			Lou Ann groans. “A teenager party? No.”

			“We’re not teenagers. It’s a birthday party. You know, like little kids have.”

			Lou Ann grunts, her eyes on her laptop again. I grind my teeth trying to figure out what to say when Celia breezes through, lunch bag in one hand, purse in the other.

			“You ready to go?” Lou Ann asks.

			“I am. Towels washed and folded. Diaper pails empty. Everything is ready for Monday. You need me Tuesday next week?”

			“Yeah, and Wednesday like always and possibly Thursday. I’ll let you know Monday, okay?”

			“Sure.”

			“Thanks, Celia,” Lou Ann says.

			Celia nods. “Also”—she stops, her hand on the doorknob—“Ana Lopez is a nice girl.”

			“Who?” Lou Ann asks.

			“The girl whose party Tadeo is going to tomorrow. Hank was invited too, right, Hank?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Ana comes from a good family. I’ve known her mom for years. And I’ll tell you one thing. Elena Lopez is not about to let her daughter’s party get out of hand.”

			“Hmph,” Lou Ann grunts.

			“Have a good weekend, you two.” The door shuts behind Celia.

			The last thing I want to do is make Lou Ann mad. Things have been calm these last few days. I haven’t had to put anything new on my list of mistakes I’ve made with her. If she says no, I’m going to tell Ana I can’t go.

			Boo is watching television, which usually means Lou Ann is tired. I’m about to sit down next to her when Lou Ann says: “You can go. But there had better not be trouble. Do you hear me?”

			“There won’t be trouble. I promise. Thank you, Lou Ann. Thank you so much!” I say. Then I tell her I’m going to the library to do my homework and get out of there.

			At the library, I check to see if any of the places I’ve emailed have gotten back to me. One hospital writes back about a hippopotamus law that forbids them from telling me anything. Like that’s helpful. Then I check Mom’s social media. Nothing new.

			Este hasn’t been back to see me. She seems nice enough, but a lot of people online don’t like CPS. If I had money, I’d hire a detective like they do on TV. Maybe I can do errands in exchange for their services. Or tutor their kids. I’m pretty good in math and language arts. Or maybe I could interview a kid for some case the detective is working on. A kid would know how to interview another kid better than an adult would.

			I look up detectives and email as many as I can. Then I hurry back to Lou Ann’s to finish Ana’s penguin. Now that I’m going to her party, I need to have my gift ready.
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			Two Truths and a Lie

			Ray gave me a photo of Tadeo, so Saturday morning I get busy on my drawing of him.

			Tadeo has a small nose, thick eyebrows, sticky-out ears, and a gap between his front teeth. He usually wears a white T-shirt under a shirt with buttons he doesn’t button. I add all those things.

			While I’m drawing, I daydream. I will help the detective solve some big case in exchange for them finding Mom. Then I’ll convince Mom to get an apartment in the McNuts school district so I can be on the basketball team. I’ll be the first one picked at the tryouts. Our new apartment will be near Ana and not far from Ray but nowhere near Lou Ann’s, because she will have moved away.

			

			—

			At twelve-thirty, I begin watching for Ana’s mom’s car, just in case they come early. The minutes tick by slow as sludge. I sponge down the counter and sweep the floor. But just my presence seems to irritate Lou Ann.

			“Do you always have to be underfoot?” she asks.

			Finally, at one-fifteen, Ana and her mom drive up in a small blue car.

			“Nutty up, nutty down, nutty good day all around. Bye, Boo,” I whisper to Boo.

			Boo twirls around. Then smiles and waves. “Bye, Pooperman,” she says, but she doesn’t cry or hang on my leg or beg me to stay, which hurts a little bit.

			“Bye, Lou Ann,” I call.

			“Be polite, act responsibly, help clean up. Do not make me regret letting you go,” Lou Ann calls as I run out to Ana’s mom’s car.

			Ana’s mom has on big square sunglasses and a bright pink shirt.

			“Hank? I’m Mrs. Lopez,” Ana’s mom says as I get in the back.

			“Hi, Mrs. Lopez, thanks for picking me up.”

			“Of course. Ana has told me so much about you.” Mrs. Lopez smiles. She has the same dimples Ana does.

			Ana is talking twice as fast as normal. She rattles on about games and cakes and karaoke machines all the way to her house, which is storybook white with blue trim. It has a tiny yard with a big shade tree and a garage with a basketball hoop!

			“I’ll get the ball,” Ana says when she sees me gazing at the hoop, which is lower than the ones at school. Easier to make a basket.

			Ball in hand, I dunk two in a row, then three, then four. I’m at ten when Ana’s cousin Charlotte and Tadeo arrive. Charlotte hands Tadeo the karaoke machine and joins me on the driveway. She’s dressed in fancy shoes and her hair is done up, but she wants to play, so I pass her the ball. She knows her way around the court, though she’s a ball hog, which is annoying.

			I turn around and Carmen, Lola, and Luisa are piling out of a minivan. After they go inside, Quincy and Legend appear and join Charlotte and me. We play until we’re hot and sweaty and Ana’s mom calls us in for cake.

			Ana’s living room is decorated with black-and-white streamers and balloons, penguin stuffed animals, and bowls of black-and-white candy. Lola and Luisa are at the karaoke machine singing “Dancing Queen” while Tadeo glides across the floor, his hips moving like they have oiled ball bearings.

			Legend, Quincy, and I stand and watch until the song ends, and we cheer. Tadeo smiles at us, happy like when he plays drums.

			

			—

			In the living room, we sing “Happy Birthday” to Ana, and she blows out the candles. Then her mom cuts the cake, which has a penguin on top, and everyone gets a piece. Mine has part of the penguin’s beak.

			After we finish eating, Ana leaps onto the sofa and bangs a spoon against a glass. Everyone stops talking.

			“Now we’re going to play Two Truths and a Lie, which, in case you don’t know, is a game where you tell two truths about yourself and one lie, and everybody guesses which is the lie. I’m going to pick who goes first, then that person tags the next person. My mom is leaving.” Ana gives her mom the stink eye.

			Ana’s mom’s hands fly up. “Going right now. I’ll be upstairs if you need me.”

			Ana holds up a giant bag of peanut M&M’s. “Carmen is going to keep track. Whoever fools the most people wins this.” She shakes the bag.

			Ana gazes around the room, milking the drama of the moment.

			I slump down on the couch, hoping she won’t pick me first.

			“Legend,” she says, and I breathe a sigh of relief.

			Legend thinks for a minute, then he holds up one finger. “One. I have a pet tortoise that waits at the door for me. Two…” He holds up two fingers. “Basketball is my favorite sport. Three…” Another finger comes up. “I once ate roadkill.”

			Basketball is my favorite sport is true. Duh. If ever there was a guy who lives and breathes basketball, it’s Legend. And I seriously doubt there’s a pet turtle waiting by the door for him. Do turtles even do that? Maybe, because I once ate roadkill is definitely a lie. I mean, who eats roadkill?

			Ana calls for the vote.

			Almost everybody votes with me. I once ate roadkill is the lie. Only Charlotte votes the pet tortoise that waits by the door is the lie. Nobody votes Basketball is my favorite sport is a lie. I mean, really. Everybody knows Legend.

			Ana offers the stage to Legend for the big reveal. He jumps on the couch. He’s so tall his head practically touches the ceiling.

			“Basketball is my favorite sport is my lie,” he says.

			“No!” we all shout.

			“Yup, it’s pickleball,” Legend says.

			“Pickleball? Isn’t that for old people?” I say.

			“No. You should try it. It’s fun,” Legend says.

			“Wait, wait, wait…,” Carmen calls out. “You ate roadkill?”

			“A deer got killed on the highway. My grandpa cooked up a stew. What’s the big deal?” Legend says.

			“Yuck!” Luisa says.

			“Gross!” Lola’s eyes bulge with disgust.

			“What did it taste like?” Carmen asks.

			“Not bad. Kinda like stringy pork. You should try it sometime.” Legend jumps down. He taps Quincy on the shoulder. “You’re on, Quince,” he says.

			Quincy’s sneakers look brand-new, his shorts are ironed, his nails are all the same exact shape, not jagged like mine. He isn’t sweaty like me. And he doesn’t jump on the couch. He stands next to it.

			“I can juggle four balls. I have three girlfriends. There’s a kid who looks like me who lives in Indiana,” Quincy says.

			I’ve seen his ball skills and they are incredible, so the juggling is probably true. Three girlfriends? Possible. The lie must be there’s a kid who looks like him. There’s only one Quince.

			Ana and Charlotte vote three girlfriends is the lie. The rest of the vote is split. Three for juggling four balls and three for some guy who looks like him.

			Ana offers the floor to Quincy, who says: “I have three girlfriends is the lie.”

			“Right,” Legend says. “You don’t have any.”

			“Actually,” Quincy says, “I have four.”

			“Four? No way,” Legend says. “Do they know they’re your girlfriends?”

			“Do they have to?” Quincy asks, and everyone laughs.

			“Who’s the guy that looks like you?” Lola asks, her teeth black from licorice candy.

			“My twin. He lives with my dad.”

			Quincy’s parents are divorced, and he has a twin? Who knew?

			Quince tags me next. I wonder if I should jump on the couch like Legend. Or stand on the floor like Quincy. I decide on the floor. I’m tall enough as it is.

			I’ve been planning what to say but my forehead starts sweating with everyone looking at me.

			“My mom was a body double for Taylor Swift. I won a drawing contest in third grade. I once ate a plastic SpongeBob SquarePants.”

			“How’d you get SpongeBob out?” Luisa asks.

			“How does your food come out normally?” I ask.

			“Ewwww,” Lola and Luisa squeal.

			“TMI,” Carmen announces.

			“Has anyone seen what his mom looks like?” Lola asks.

			“Wait, wait, wait.” Ana puts her hands up. “No fair. No discussion until we’ve voted.”

			It was a risk to bring up my mom. But it was the best idea I could think of.

			Seven people vote that the body double for Taylor Swift is the lie. One person votes SpongeBob. Everybody thinks I won the drawing contest. They’ve seen my jeans and how much I doodle in class.

			“Okay, give it up, Hank. What’s your lie?” Ana asks.

			A grin busts off my face. “I didn’t win the drawing contest in third grade. Emma Takata did. I got runner-up.”

			“Wait! Your mom was a body double for Taylor Swift? Get out of here,” Carmen says.

			“That’s what they call it, but it was just her hand. Taylor was out of town, so they shot my mom’s hand holding the guitar.”

			“Did you meet Taylor Swift?” Carmen demands.

			“Nope.”

			“Did your mom meet her?”

			“Uh-uh. They just spliced shots of my mom’s hand into the video.”

			“So, she was Taylor Swift’s hand and never got to meet her?”

			“Right.”

			“Still, that’s way cool.” Ana nods approvingly.

			It feels good to have people impressed by Mom for a change.

			“Okay, Ana, your turn,” I say.

			Ana hops up on the couch and waves her arms in the air to get everyone’s attention. “Hank is excluded from voting on mine. And from saying even one thing during my turn.”

			Everyone looks at me.

			I shrug, the color rising in my face.

			Ana giggles. “I have been to five countries. I can speak Penguin. I didn’t kiss Hank Hooperman.”

			Within seconds the room explodes with hoots and catcalls.

			Now my face feels so hot I could cook food on my cheeks. Did Ana have to say that?

			Legend elbows me. “Who knew, Hoop?” he whispers.

			Four people guess the lie is Ana can speak Penguin. I mean, Penguin, really? What is this, a fairy tale? Lola and Luisa vote for Ana didn’t kiss me. Charlotte votes the lie is Ana’s been to five countries.

			“You guys are so wrong,” Ana announces. “I can definitely speak Penguin. You should come to the zoo with me, then you’d see. Charlotte is right. The lie is I have been to five different countries. Five, you guys…really? I’ve only been to three.”

			“So, you haven’t kissed Hoop?” Carmen asks.

			“Not yet,” Ana whispers.

			Everybody hoots.

			“Kiss her! Now!” Lola shouts.

			“Come on, she’s the birthday girl. You have to kiss her,” Quincy demands.

			“Kiss her! Kiss her! Kiss her!” The voices come from all around.

			I didn’t think my face could get any hotter than it already was. Am I really supposed to kiss Ana in front of everyone?

			I lurch for my jacket and pull my gift out of the pocket. “Time for presents,” I announce lamely just as Ana’s mom appears on the stairs, her arms folded. “That’s enough of that, Ana,” she warns.

			“But, Mom, we haven’t finished,” Ana says in her best kitten voice.

			“I wasn’t born yesterday, Ana,” her mom says, coming down the stairs. “Whoever is ahead wins the M&M’s and then we’ll open presents, just like Hank said.” She smiles at me.

			Ana sighs. “Sorry, you guys,” she says.

			Carmen looks down at her tally sheet. “Legend and Hank are tied.”

			Legend grabs the bag and tosses it to me. “I don’t like peanuts,” he says.

			With Ana’s mom downstairs, everyone is quiet. We watch politely as Ana spreads her presents on the coffee table. She opens mine first. “That is so good!” She hugs the drawing, then shows everyone.

			“You should have won the third-grade contest, not Emma whatever-her-name-was,” Lola says.

			“Thanks,” I say.

			Then I whisper to Ana: “I was going to get you a rock.”

			Her eyes grow wide.

			“But I couldn’t find any I liked,” I say.

			When Ana blushes, it isn’t so obvious as when I blush, but you can still see it.

			Nobody knows what we’re talking about, and since Ana’s mom is here, nobody asks. Ana opens the rest of her gifts. She gets a stuffed penguin from Charlotte, a penguin book from Tadeo, sparkly blue lip gloss from Luisa, a bracelet from Carmen, scrunchies from Lola, and a board game from Quincy and Legend.

			When she’s done opening presents, Legend, Quincy, Charlotte, and I drift back to the basketball hoop. But Legend’s mom comes soon after that and Legend and Quincy have to go. Then Charlotte’s big brother arrives for Charlotte, and Carmen’s dad’s minivan picks up everyone else.

			I’m the only one left. I take the basketball inside to where Mrs. Lopez is cleaning the table and Ana is washing the dishes. “Let’s go upstairs,” Ana whispers.

			But when Mrs. Lopez sees us skulking up the stairs, she dives for her keys. “Time to take Hank home, Ana.” She jiggles the keys in her hand.

			“How about in fifteen minutes?” Ana says.

			“How about now,” Mrs. Lopez says firmly.

			“Twelve minutes?” Ana pleads.

			“Now, Ana.”

			Ana nods obediently. “Okay,” she says. “Thanks for the party, Mom.”

			Her mom smiles. “You’re welcome, honey,” she says.

			

			—

			When we climb in the little blue car, Ana sits in the back with me instead of in the front, like she did on the ride to the party. “Ana…,” her mom says.

			“What?” Ana says, faking innocence.

			This is so awkward. Oh. My. God. Ana has a greater tolerance for awkward than I do.

			She doesn’t seem to mind that nobody in the car says one word for almost the whole ride.

			“That was a really good party,” I finally say, trying to make everything normal again.

			“Yes, it was.” Mrs. Lopez smiles back at Ana. “Everybody seemed to enjoy themselves.”

			Ana squinches up her face. “It was over too fast.”

			“It did go fast,” I say.

			“When time goes fast, that means you’re enjoying yourself,” Ana’s mom says, turning onto the main highway.

			“I guess,” Ana says.

			“I still can’t believe Legend likes pickleball more than basketball.”

			“I know, right?” Ana says.

			When we pull up in front of Lou Ann’s, I say: “Thanks for the ride, Mrs. Lopez.”

			“It was a pleasure to have you, Hank.” Mrs. Lopez smiles at me like she likes me.

			Adults usually do like me. It’s only Lou Ann who doesn’t.
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			An Ogre Comes to Life

			As soon as the library opens on Sunday morning, I’m there. But none of the detectives have replied, probably because it’s the weekend. I get more responses from the hospitals, but they aren’t allowed to give out information, blah-blah-blah.

			On the way back to Lou Ann’s, I start thinking about Ana and Two Truths and a Lie. I’m glad she likes me as much as I like her, but it was embarrassing. Kisses aren’t supposed to be public like that.

			I don’t feel like going back to Lou Ann’s just yet. And since I have Tadeo’s drawings with me, I ring Ray’s doorbell.

			Ray opens the door and smiles when he sees me. He’s not faking either.

			“I’ve got the drawings.”

			“Good. Let’s see them.”

			My hands shake as I spread my Tadeo drawings on the table. I liked them before, but now when I look at them, all I see is mistakes.

			“Nice.” He smiles encouragingly, inspecting each of the drawings carefully. “Which is your favorite?”

			“This one.” I point to the one I’ve spent the most time on.

			“I like that one too. But some drawings animate better than others. Let’s try all three and see what happens.”

			He takes photos of the drawings, then shows me how to upload and drop them into the program. When the first one comes to life, I’m amazed. The motion gives Tadeo a personality that the static drawing didn’t have. It’s fun to compare the three. We notice small details that we like or don’t like. Then I tweak the drawings and we upload again. The more we work on it, the better they get.

			When we’re happy with the Tadeo animation, we try Goober, the ogre with bad acne and a snotty nose. It’s incredible watching this. Like seeing the inside of my brain on TV.

			“Boo has to see this,” I say.

			“Yeah, why don’t you go get her,” Ray says.

			I run to Lou Ann’s. It’s quiet downstairs, but I hear Lou Ann’s voice in her bedroom. Sounds like she’s on the phone. Boo must be with her.

			I leap over the gate and run up the stairs and am about to knock on Lou Ann’s door when I hear her say: “It’s a terrible situation.”

			Pause.

			“Geri was always trouble. And the last thing I want is for her to be my problem. I didn’t sign up for that.”

			My nostrils flare. My heart races. How dare she talk about my mom like that.

			“I don’t know what happens now.”

			Pause.

			“That time is rapidly approaching.”

			My stomach twists sharply. What time is that time?

			“I certainly have done my best with them.”

			Pause.

			“Okay, right, love you too. Talk to you next week.”

			

			—

			I tiptoe halfway down the stairs, fighting the urge to run. But I can’t. Not without Boo. “Lou Ann,” I call, “is Boo with you?”

			The door opens and Boo bolts out with headphones on. “Pooperman!” She bulldozes my legs.

			I take a deep breath, trying hard to control my voice. “Okay if I take her to Ray’s? We made cartoons out of my drawings, and we wanted Boo to see.”

			Lou Ann wiggles her fingers at Boo. “Headphones, please.”

			Boo hands back her headphones.

			“Don’t overstay your welcome,” Lou Ann snaps.

			“Yes, ma’am, Lou Ann,” I say.

			“I’ve got a surprise for you,” I whisper to Boo.

			“Mommeee?” She claps her hands together and does her lopsided skip.

			“No, not Mommy.”

			“Baat-room.” She pulls me toward the bathroom. Then ducks inside and peeks out. “Pivate,” she reminds me, giggling.

			“Private, right.” I wait outside while she does her business. If she even has business to do. Now she thinks going to the bathroom is fun, and she wants to go all the time. Still, it’s a big step. Mom will be proud.

			I stand staring at the door, Lou Ann’s words flashing in my head. That time is rapidly approaching.

			

			—

			At Ray’s house, Ray puts the cartoons on the big screen, and Boo’s eyes grow large and her mouth falls open.

			“Pooperman! Goober on TV!” Boo cries.

			Ray grins. “Can’t get a better reaction than that.”

			“I know, right?” I say.

			CPU is not sure what everyone is excited about. But she wants in. She runs for her squeaky dinosaur and sticks it in my face.

			Then Ray brings out oatmeal chocolate chip cookies and we watch Tadeo drumming and Goober skipping over and over again.

		

	
		
			31

			Kisses Are Complicated

			At night Lou Ann’s words keep playing in my head. That time is rapidly approaching.

			I can’t sleep. The time is one a.m., two-twenty, three a.m.

			The only thing that makes me feel better is thinking about Ray’s animations. Now I want to bring everything I draw to life. I have to figure out how to draw the winged leopard so we can make him fly. I get my sketchbook and start working on winged leopards again.

			When morning finally arrives, I put my sketchpad in my backpack and hurry through breakfast. I’m extra nice to Lou Ann, but she doesn’t notice. She is preoccupied with a project she wants to do with the tadpoles today.

			

			—

			On the way to school, I’m waiting at the light when I hear Tadeo behind me: “Hey, Hank.” The light turns green, but I don’t cross. I wait for him.

			“That was a fun party,” Tadeo says.

			“It was,” I say as a skateboarder grinds the curb.

			Tadeo runs his hand through his spiky hair. “So, when are you going to kiss Ana Lopez? Everybody’s asking.”

			“You’ll be the first to know,” I say.

			“I’ll be the first to know? No. She’ll be the first to know.”

			“Oh yeah,” I laugh.

			“See you in PE,” he calls, taking the shortcut to the MP room.

			I slip into the library and snag the seat next to Quince.

			Quincy looks up from a library laptop. “You ever kissed a girl, Hoop?”

			“Nope.”

			“Think you might need, you know, a tutorial?”

			I haven’t finished my science homework, so I log in to the library computer, ignoring him.

			“Seriously, it’s more complicated than you think. You gotta have a little know-how and you gotta develop your own style.”

			“And you know all about it?” I mumble.

			He taps his temple with his index finger. “I’ve given it a lot of thought.”

			I glance at the clock to see how much time I have.

			“I’m just telling you I’m available for consultation…for a modest fee, of course.” Quincy has a crooked grin.

			“I’ll keep that in mind,” I say.

			

			—

			By the time lunch rolls around, Lola and Luisa have made kissy faces at me, and Carmen has said she’s expecting some action. Even Ana is acting weird, like she thinks I might surprise her with a kiss while she’s eating her grilled cheese sandwich.

			“You have my permission but”—she wipes the grease off her lips—“at least give me a warning.”

			I think about giving her a quick kiss right here, in front of everyone. But I don’t know if this will make things better or worse.

			I change the subject, and somehow we make it through lunch. But on the way to Ms. Chang’s class, things get awkward again.

			“You don’t want to kiss me, do you?” Ana says.

			“Could we just be like we were before?” I plead.

			Ana stops in her tracks. “You don’t like me?” Her voice small.

			“Ana, come on! If I had a girlfriend, it would be you, but I just—I really need a friend right now, okay?”

			Ana peers up at me with those incredible brown eyes. “But if you had a girlfriend, it would be me?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Yeah?”

			“Yeah!” I shout.

			“Okay, that’s all I wanted to know.” She smiles, giving me a gentle shoulder shove.

			

			—

			After school I head to the public library to see if any of the detectives emailed me back. Two have. They both said no.

			I slump down over the keyboard, banging my palms against my head. I hate adults sometimes. If I grow up and become a detective and some kid who doesn’t have any money wants my help, I will say yes. Yes. Yes.
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			Bridget Hooperman

			I’m getting ready for school on Tuesday when Lou Ann calls up the stairs.

			“Hank, Este on the phone for you.”

			Este! She’s found Mom! I thunder down the stairs, leap over the gate, and grab the phone from Lou Ann.

			“Hi, Hank, how are you doing?” Este asks.

			“Fine. Did you find her?”

			“No, I’m sorry. I’m just calling to give you a heads-up here.”

			There’s a catch in Este’s voice. My jaw stiffens.

			“Boo’s social worker has been in contact with Mark Chesley, Boo’s dad. He and his fiancée will have a supervised visit with Boo on Saturday. After that visit, there will be one more. If the visits go well, then Boo will go live with her dad.”

			“Wait, what?”

			“Mark Chesley…Boo’s father. He’s going to have two supervised visits with Boo. If they go well, she’s going to live with him,” she repeats, talking extra slowly this time.

			“No!” I shout into the phone.

			“Yes. Fathers have rights too, you know.”

			“Her name is Bridget Hooperman. Not Bridget Chesley.”

			“Her birth certificate says Bridget Chesley.”

			“That’s wrong. Mom made a mistake, and how’d you know that anyway?”

			“These are public records, Hank.”

			“He doesn’t care about Boo! He was supposed to give my mom child support and he never did. I don’t think Boo’s ever even met him!” I yell into the phone.

			Este sighs. “A valid point, but I’m not sure it will hold up in court.”

			“Court?” I shout.

			“If the visits go well and he wants to raise his daughter, we’d have to go to court to stop him. And without your mother here, there’s no case.”

			“What about me? I’m here. She’s my sister.”

			“I know she is. And I know how close you two are. That’s why I wanted to make sure you knew what was going on.”

			“If he takes Boo, he has to take me.”

			“It doesn’t work that way, Hank.”

			“Why not? You can’t let him split us up.”

			“Let’s take this one step at a time. If he is the kind of person you think he is, we’ll see it. People have a way of showing their colors. I’m going to stay on top of this. I promise.”

			“But, but…”

			“I’m sorry, Hank. I have to go.”

			When I hand the phone back, Lou Ann has a watchful look. “She told you?”

			I nod.

			Lou Ann frowns. “You don’t like this Mark Chesley person?”

			I shake my head. “He’s never even met Boo. I mean, who wouldn’t want to meet his daughter?”

			Lou Ann sighs. She takes off her glasses and cleans them on her shirttail. “Let’s not talk about this with Boo just yet. If she’s never met him…”

			“She’s never met him. Don’t you have to pass a father test to raise a kid?”

			“You’d think,” Lou Ann says. “Look, I’ll talk to Heidi, Boo’s social worker.”

			“Okay,” I mumble, my feet unsteady, like they can’t hold me up anymore.

			“Let’s not get our panties in a twist.”

			“What?”

			“It’s an old-fashioned expression. It means we shouldn’t worry yet.”

			We shouldn’t worry? I stare at her. Does that mean she’s worried too?
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			The Winged Leopard

			There’s no way we’ll have Thanksgiving without my mom. Mom won’t let that happen. She’ll come or she’ll call. And then this whole Mark Chesley nightmare will go away. That’s all I can think about as Thanksgiving approaches.

			If Mom doesn’t come, I’m not sure what I’ll do. There’s no school Thursday and Friday. Even the library will be closed, plus it’s supposed to rain. So I’ll be full time with Lou Ann reminding me of my mistakes. I used the wrong cleanser on the counter, I forgot to take the folded laundry to our room, I loaded the bowls in the wrong spot in the dishwasher…blah-blah-blah.

			When there’s a break in the rain on Wednesday, I knock on Ray’s door to see if he wants to play.

			He shakes his head. “They’re making me work, can you believe it? But you can borrow the basketball.” He chest-passes the ball to me. “Remember the piccolo.”

			“Remember the piccolo.” I jump on my skateboard, ball in hand. But as soon as I get to the park, the rain starts. I ignore it, concentrating on the slap of the ball on the pavement, the buoyant bounce against my palm, and the thrill every time I make a basket. But then the rain comes down harder. Hammering my head. Pounding the pavement. Making my T-shirt cold and wet. I can hardly see the basket, it’s pouring so hard.

			I’m sopping when I get back to Lou Ann’s. I peel off my wet jeans and step into a warm, dry pair Lou Ann found for me. Some kid’s older brother’s hand-me-downs. I wish I had my own clothes.

			The jeans are scratchy, and they have zippers everywhere. Even so, it’s nice to have dry pants.

			Boo is in the kitchen making slice-and-bake cookies with Lou Ann. So, I pull out my sketchbook and begin drawing wings. Wings are easier to draw than leopards.

			Soon the smell of cookies baking lures me downstairs.

			“Thank you for getting these clothes for me. And may I put mine in the washer?” I ask, holding my wet clothes. Lou Ann doesn’t like me using the washer and dryer for fear I’ll break them. But she doesn’t like doing my laundry either.

			“I’ll do it,” she grunts. “Have a cookie. But don’t spoil your supper.”

			This is something someone who has never been hungry says.

			I pick a large cookie and take a bite. It’s sugary and crunchy on the outside and soft on the inside.

			“They’re good. Thanks,” I say. “Hear anything else about…?” I cock my head toward Boo.

			Lou Ann shakes her head. “No, but I’m not expecting to. Everything comes to a grinding halt around the holidays.”

			I swallow hard at the word holidays.

			Maybe I can survive Thanksgiving with Lou Ann. But please not Christmas.

			

			—

			I hear Ray on the patio and run out to return his ball. “What are you doing for Thanksgiving?” I ask as he covers his furniture.

			“Going to Celia and Stan’s. But I’ll be around on Saturday after noonish. If we get a break in the rain, we can play.”

			I nod.

			“You can keep the ball for now.”

			“Thanks,” I say, thinking about Mark Chesley. I consider telling Ray about him. But I don’t want to say his name out loud. It makes it feel too real.

			

			—

			Thanksgiving isn’t as bad as I thought it would be. In the morning, Lou Ann makes sweet potatoes and video-chats with her daughter and a bunch of other relatives, so Boo and I get the whole morning to ourselves.

			We sit together and draw. She mostly scribbles and tries to make letters, and I work on the winged leopard. The spots help. They say leopard even if the shape isn’t quite right.

			Boo gets tired of writing her name and goes looking for toys. There are so many here. Magnetic toys with numbers, wooden toys with holes for different shapes, stacking toys, counting toys. Lou Ann has taught her to take one out, play with it, and put it back before getting another.

			Then she finds a big stack of board books and sits on my lap while I read them to her.

			

			—

			The ride to Lou Ann’s sister takes two hours. And since Lou Ann is a herky-jerky driver, I have a headache by the time we get there. Luckily, Lou Ann has brought toys, because her sister’s house only has fragile stuff Boo might break.

			Lou Ann’s sister is a much better cook than Lou Ann, so the turkey and stuffing are pretty good. Even so, I miss Grandma Mae’s cooking. Grandma Mae could even make green beans taste good. It was usually just Mom and Boo and Grandma Mae and me at Thanksgiving, but it was always fun. Grandma Mae would have us rolling out the pie dough and stirring up her chocolate chip cornflake cookies. She’d print out place cards, which looked really nice because Grandma Mae was a graphic designer. And she’d leave a space for me to draw on each one.

			Here there are no place cards and a lot of talk about old times and old relatives. But since Lou Ann and her sister are busy catching up, I get to watch Boo without Lou Ann sticking her nose into our business.

			

			—

			The day after Thanksgiving, Lou Ann drags us shopping. Lou Ann loves getting a deal on toilet paper the way I love making a basket from the free-throw line. That’s why the garage is jam-packed with supplies. I try to be helpful by pushing the cart through the crowded store and loading the bags into the car. I need Lou Ann on my side when Mark Chesley arrives.

			

			—

			At home, I look for Ray’s truck. He’s probably at Celia and Stan’s house with Marielle, Marcy, Matty, and Tadeo. I picture him reading to Tadeo with CPU on his lap. I wish I were there. I can’t help it. I just do.
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			Everybody Loves Boo

			Lou Ann dresses Boo in a frilly blue dress for Mark Chesley’s visit. I sit with Boo as she works on her big-dot art. I still haven’t figured out what to do, but since Mark is supposed to arrive at eleven and it is now a quarter to, I’d better think fast.

			Lou Ann frowns at me. “Maybe you could shoot some baskets with Ray?”

			Usually she tells me not to bug Ray. Has she finally realized we are friends, or is she just desperate to get me out of here?

			“He’s not home till later,” I mumble, pacing the living room. My best idea is to be nice to Mark Chesley so he’ll take me too.

			At five minutes to eleven, a brown Range Rover pulls up in the cul-de-sac.

			“They’re here,” I tell Lou Ann.

			Lou Ann peeks out the window with me.

			Mark gets out of the car. He’s tall and athletic, with blond hair that looks like the wind blew it all to one side of his head and the same round baby cheeks Boo has. His fiancée is still in the car. She looks like my mom when she’s a blonde.

			“How come they don’t come in?” I ask.

			“It’s a supervised visit. They have to wait until Heidi gets here.”

			“Will you watch Boo? I’m going to go skateboard.”

			“Stay away from Mr. Chesley,” Lou Ann calls after me.

			I grab my skateboard, which I’d forgotten to put back in the garage, and head out through the back patio.

			I don’t want Mark Chesley to see me coming out of the same house as Boo or I won’t be able to spy. He’s met me before, so I have to be careful.

			The sky is still cloudy, but the sun is breaking through. It feels warm on my back as I skate fast up Las Flores and down Mumford.

			The windows of the Range Rover are partway down, and Mark is leaning in talking to his fiancée, who is still in the car. I skate by, ears wide open.

			“She’s adorable. You said so yourself,” Mark says.

			The fiancée says something I don’t catch. I circle the cul-de-sac. On the next trip around, I hear her say: “She’s not my child.”

			Right. She isn’t your child, so go away!

			

			—

			An old station wagon parks behind the Range Rover, and a woman with short gray hair gets out and loads cloth bags onto her shoulder. She must be Boo’s social worker, Heidi, who I haven’t met. Isn’t she supposed to visit? And why doesn’t Boo have Este?

			Mark Chesley offers his hand to his fiancée, and she gets out. They look good, slender and tall. All perfume and smiles now.

			One look at them together and I know they will never take an almost-twelve-year-old kid with holes in his shoes.

			If only my mother would drive up right now. Then Boo and I could jump in our car and drive back to our old life with her.

			Mark Chesley, his fiancée, and Heidi go inside.

			I skate around the cul-de-sac, trying to come up with a plan. Is there a way to convince Mark that Boo and I are a package deal? That I’m Boo’s built-in babysitter? We’d both be stuck with Mark Chesley and his fiancée, but at least we’d be together.

			Or what if I did the opposite? What if I said something or Boo did something that would make them dislike her? It would have to be something bad because everybody loves Boo.

			Boo is happy when I’m around and she likes Lou Ann a lot. But what if neither of us were there…would she cry? Would that be enough to sour Mark Chesley on taking her?

			Because one thing I know for sure…letting Boo go with Mark Chesley is a big mistake. A number ten.

			But how can I stop it?

			I need to get Lou Ann out of there.

			I could say I need her help with a homework project. That won’t work. She’ll say we have all weekend to do that.

			It has to be an emergency.

			A couple of days ago, I fell off my skateboard and scraped my back. I didn’t tell Lou Ann because why would I? I could say I fell just now, and I need her to take me to the emergency room.

			Except the fall wasn’t that bad, and it’s already scabbed over.

			A puddle by the garage gives me another idea. I wish I had time to think it over, but I don’t, so I go for it.

			I punch in the garage door code, grab a broom, and sweep the puddle inside. Then I dip the broom in water and shake it on the shelves of plastic-wrapped paper towels, toilet paper, popcorn, peanut butter, Pull-Ups, and sippy cups. I douse the shelves with water. I stand on a step stool and reach as high as I can with the broom to get the wall wet and dripping. I sneak around to the other side and fill up buckets of water and soak the inside of the garage. Then I hide the bucket and run to get Lou Ann.

			

			—

			“I’m sorry to interrupt, but…I need your help, Lou Ann. Could you come outside?”

			Lou Ann frowns. “Can’t it wait?”

			“It’s an emergency,” I say.

			“Your garage is leaking,” I whisper when she’s slipping on her shoes by the door.

			“Oh, for Pete’s sake.” She hurries after me. We both stare at the water dripping from the walls of the open garage.

			“We’ve got to dry your stuff,” I say. “Or it’ll be ruined.”

			We go to work wiping down the boxes of detergent, the plastic-wrapped toilet paper, the popcorn, the tools, rakes, and trowels.

			That’s when I hear Boo cry. I turn on the leaf blower so Lou Ann won’t hear, and blow all the puddled water out.

			“Good idea,” Lou Ann shouts over the noise. “Didn’t occur to me to use that for water.”

			It takes the better part of an hour, but Lou Ann and I finally get everything dry. We work together, like we’re on the same team.

			By the time we’re done, Mark Chesley’s Range Rover is gone. Inside, Boo is holding on to the big stuffed frog, sobbing. Her face is flushed, her voice hoarse, and tears roll down her wet cheeks.

			I run over and pick up Boo. “Pooperman! Pooperman! Nutty up, nutty down,” she hiccups, wrapping her arms around my neck.

			“I’m sorry, Boo,” I whisper in her ear.

			Heidi is on her phone. She whirls around. “She cried the whole visit. And I mean howled. Is she always fussy like that?”

			“Never!” Lou Ann says. “She’s one of the easiest little ones I’ve ever taken care of.”

			Heidi shakes her head. “Sure didn’t seem that way.”

			Lou Ann groans. “I thought you could handle her,” she says.

			“I’ve only just met her this once.”

			“Tell me about it,” Lou Ann spits back.

			“Really?” Heidi snorts. “You’re going to make this my fault? Do you know how many children I’m responsible for, Lou Ann?”

			“I don’t. I’m sorry,” Lou Ann says, her voice clipped.

			“Do you know the work that went into finding Mark Chesley and getting this set up?” Heidi sighs. “Luckily, we have a second visit for them next weekend. Please plan on being here for that one.”

			“Of course,” Lou Ann says. “Can I get you tea or anything?” She flip-flops to the kitchen.

			“Advil,” Heidi says, gathering her bags.

			“One minute,” Lou Ann says, and comes back with two pills and a glass of water.

			Heidi gulps them down, then limps out the door, one hand up in what is supposed to be a wave but looks more like a surrender.
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			The Angle of Rain

			The next morning, Lou Ann gives me the news. Mark Chesley and his fiancée aren’t coming for a second visit. They don’t want Boo. They think her crying was a sign of something seriously wrong. Fetal alcohol syndrome, because our mom drinks.

			“Fetal alcohol syndrome, my foot,” Lou Ann says disgustedly. “Haven’t they ever heard of separation anxiety? What is the matter with these people? I have taken care of toddlers with FAS, and they are nothing like Boo.”

			“We won’t see them again?” I ask.

			“Nope. They’re backing out.”

			“Yes!” I shout, hugging Lou Ann, which shocks both of us.

			“Well.” Lou Ann straightens her glasses. On her face is something I don’t see very often. A smile. “Our Boo deserves better than those two clowns,” she says.

			

			—

			By the time I sit down for breakfast, Ray is out in Lou Ann’s garage trying to figure out the source of the leak. I grab a piece of toast and run out to help.

			The garage door is open, and Ray is up on the ladder inspecting the dark ceiling rafters with a super-bright flashlight.

			Why couldn’t Lou Ann have asked somebody else to solve this problem? Someone who wasn’t my friend.

			It should have occurred to me that this would happen. But even if it had, I would have made the same decision. I can’t lose Boo. Especially not to someone who wouldn’t take good care of her.

			“Hi, Hank.” Ray smiles down at me. “The animation of your Tadeo drawing was a big hit. Thank you.”

			“You’re welcome,” I say.

			He looks up again, flashing the light along the rafters.

			“Find the leak?” I ask.

			“Not yet. You want to spot me?” Ray asks.

			I hold the ladder steady, and Ray climbs higher. He runs his hand along the ceiling. “Dry as a bone up here.”

			“It doesn’t usually rain that hard. Maybe it won’t happen again,” I suggest.

			Ray shakes his head. “It’s not a one-off. Water gets in once, it will find its way in again.”

			“Maybe it was the angle of the rain or something,” I mumble.

			Ray climbs down. “So, tell me again when this happened?”

			“We noticed it yesterday late morning,” I say.

			“Hmmm. Wasn’t raining then,” Ray observes.

			“Right. That’s when we saw it. You know how hard it rained Friday night.”

			“Yeah, it was crazy hard. Atmospheric river,” Ray says.

			Ray runs his hands over the packages of paper towels. “Doesn’t look like anything was damaged.”

			“No, we dried all her stuff. Then swept and dried the floor.”

			“Uh-huh. It just bothers me when I can’t find the source of the leak. Because you got a leak, you’ll get mold. Mold can destroy a place. It can cost a small fortune to get rid of mold. How did you discover it?” Ray asks.

			“I noticed water coming from under the garage door, so I opened it.”

			“Under the door? Hmmm. Well, let’s see if we can re-create the leak,” Ray says.

			I follow Ray out of the garage and close the door. Ray unwinds the hose from the side of the house and aims the nozzle at the door, and I turn the water on.

			“Turn it up full force,” Ray shouts.

			I turn the spigot and Ray sprays the garage door and the corner of the garage roof hard for several minutes.

			“Off, please,” Ray yells, and I turn the faucet off.

			I punch in the code that opens the garage door and we begin our inspection. The water drips off the door, but inside the garage, the ceiling, the shelves, and the floor are all dry.

			Ray turns to me, his lip puckered. “What do you think happened here?”

			“I dunno exactly.” I walk to the shelves packed with diapers and run my hand over them, like I’m thinking hard about the problem.

			Ray scratches his head. “If the water seeped in under the garage door, then we should be able to make it happen again. Also, those high shelves would not have gotten wet. If the leak came from the roof, then there should be some watermarks or dampness up there. Either way, we should be able to re-create the leak.”

			Ray runs his hand along the bottom of the garage door. “Looks like the seal here is watertight.” I can feel the heat of his gaze on me.

			“It’s a mystery,” I mumble, my eyes on the cement floor.

			Ray strokes his chin. “No…I don’t think so. Lou Ann can’t hear us out here,” he whispers. “Do you want to tell me what really happened?”

			I squirm. My leg shakes. I can’t keep lying to Ray. He knows.

			“Boo has a different father than me,” I whisper. “Her father and his fiancée came to visit Boo on Saturday. They were supposed to have two visits. If things went well, they were going to take her.”

			“Take her?” Ray asks.

			“To live with them.” My voice breaks. “And I might never see her again.”

			“Ohhhhh.” Ray lets out a heavy groan.

			“He’s never paid child support. He’s never even met her before this.”

			Ray nods and I keep talking.

			“When I’m not there and Lou Ann isn’t there, Boo sometimes cries. I flooded the garage so Lou Ann would have to come out and help me dry everything.”

			“And both of you would be out here so Boo would cry,” Ray fills in. “Did it work?”

			“Yep.” I grin. “She howled. I had to use the leaf blower to blow the water out of the garage so Lou Ann wouldn’t hear her.”

			“That was clever.”

			I smile, pleased with myself.

			“Then what happened?”

			“They decided something was wrong with Boo.”

			“Because she cried?” Ray shakes his head. “Little kids cry. What’s the big deal?”

			“They said Boo had fetal alcohol syndrome, because of my mom.”

			Ray’s eyes get wide. He shakes his head, gazing out at the street, then back at me. “I can’t imagine how hard it is to be you.”

			“Are you going to tell Lou Ann?” I croak.

			“I’ll tell her we solved the problem. And that it won’t happen again.”

			“That’s true,” I say.

			“It is.” Ray nods, pushing the button that closes the garage door.
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			Camp to Belong

			It’s been more than a week since Mark Chesley was here, but my sleeping problems haven’t gotten any better. We scared him off, but what’s going to happen now? I haven’t found my mother and neither has CPS. We’ve been at Lou Ann’s a long time. She hasn’t kicked us out, but she hasn’t exactly said we could stay either.

			Ray brings us to dinner at Celia and Stan’s on Mondays so Lou Ann can go to her puzzle club, and that’s been really nice. We’ve also been playing around with the animation program, which is a lot of fun. When I admitted how discouraged I felt about not finding Mom, Ray said we’ve ruled out things and that’s an important part of the process. He acts like we have all the time in the world. He doesn’t know how sick Lou Ann is of us. And I’m not about to tell him. It makes us seem pathetic.

			At breakfast I stir my cereal bowl until it is a cyclone of milk and Cheerios. Then I ask Lou Ann point-blank: “If you decided to kick me out, would Boo leave with me?”

			“Pooperman and Hooperman!” Boo says, Cheerios shooting out of her mouth.

			“Superman and Hooperman!” I tell her.

			Boo breaks into peals of laughter and shakes her head no.

			Lou Ann eyes Boo. “Let’s not discuss this now,” she says under her breath.

			

			—

			When Boo’s done, she goes in the living room to play with the magnetic board. And I stay in the kitchen to help Lou Ann clean up and to finish our discussion.

			“Try not to worry so much, okay, dear?” Lou Ann’s voice is unexpectedly kind.

			I know she’s trying to be nice, but who wouldn’t worry in this situation? And even if I wanted to stop worrying, it’s not like I can yank the worry cord out of the outlet and it will stop.

			“I just wanted to know if CPS will separate us if my mom doesn’t…you know, come back.”

			Lou Ann sighs. “I don’t have a crystal ball. I don’t know how it’s all gonna work out.”

			“But Mom will be back.” I grab the rag and begin scrubbing the clean counter.

			“I hope you’re right, Hank. Let’s hope for the best and plan for the worst,” Lou Ann says. “You know what I read? There’s this camp for foster kids and their siblings called Camp to Belong. If you and Boo lived in different foster homes, one week a year you’d get to go to camp and see her.”

			I gasp. “We’re going to foster care?”

			“Honey, I’m sixty-four years old. I can’t take on you and Boo at my age.”

			“But my mom will come back.” I keep scrubbing.

			“Right, but I’m glad you’ve started to think about if she doesn’t.”

			“Then Boo and I will stay together, right?”

			Lou Ann turns off the faucet. “Este and Heidi think it will be hard to place a twelve-year-old and a three-year-old in the same home.”

			“I’m not twelve yet.”

			“You will be twelve in a few months.”

			“If we go to foster care, I’ll only see Boo one week a year?”

			Lou Ann screws the top on the juice jar. “It doesn’t sound like much, but it means a lot to those kids. And there’s another problem here. Your mother left you and Boo. Even if she comes back, CPS might not let you live with her.”

			“What? If she had a car wreck, she couldn’t come back,” I shout.

			“Right. The circumstances matter.”

			“She didn’t abandon us and she’s not dead!”

			“Like I said, I hope you’re right. I really do.” Lou Ann’s eyes aren’t mean or bossy for once. But somehow that makes it worse.

			“I am right!” I shout.

			Lou Ann sighs. “Go on upstairs and pull yourself together. You have a few minutes before it’s time to leave for school.”

			How am I supposed to pull myself together when my whole life is falling apart?
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			A Blinding Storm in My Head

			I manage to get through the school day, but it feels like I’m sleepwalking. Ana asks me three times what’s the matter. The first two times I say nothing, but on the third I tell her I have a stomachache, which is true. But at night there’s no way to escape from how bad things are. I see more clearly than ever that our only hope is finding Mom. Mom wouldn’t leave us. Something must have happened. She didn’t always come home when she said she would, but she always came home.

			I sleep fitfully and wake up in the deep dark of the night, my worries blowing like a blinding storm through my head.

			I hear a car scrape the curb and I jump up to check.

			Not her. It’s never her.

			I think again about the field trip when Mom drove over someone’s lawn. I remember hearing a PTA mom say Mom should have been arrested for drunk driving.

			My mom says she isn’t like other people. She can drive after drinking. She knows how.

			But then, as I’m staring out at the big yellow moon shining through the window, I remember something else. Mom told Grandma Mae she’d gotten tired of driving on field trips. That she felt sorry for those ladies who had nothing better to do. She ghosted her PTA friend. And she never walked into my school again. Now I understand why. She was embarrassed. And that makes me think, if Mom got pulled over for drunk driving, she wouldn’t want anyone to know.

			

			—

			The next day after school, I run all the way to the library and shoot through the door to the computer station. I wait until the librarian goes back behind the desk and an old guy in slippers walks by. Then I visit the site that tells you about California prisoners, my hands hovering over the keyboard.

			If Mom didn’t want people to know, she wouldn’t use her real name. Except her license has her real name, doesn’t it? Could she have lost her license? But wouldn’t they know the car was hers?

			Wait, the car was Grandma Mae’s.

			Maybe this is a crazy idea. Maybe it doesn’t make sense, but I can’t help thinking if Mom got in trouble, she’d pretend to be somebody else. But who?

			First, I try all the names I tried before. Jett Hooperman and Jett Chesley. Grandma Mae’s name, Mae Hooperman. Then I try actresses she loves: Marilyn Monroe, Jennifer Aniston, Emma Watson, Zendaya.

			Nothing.

			I pound my forehead with my palm.

			What other actresses does she like? I try Jennifer Lawrence. Nothing.

			My head is in my hands. I’m staring down at my jeans at the monsters: Sticky and Goober. I try Sticky Hooperman and Goober Hooperman.

			Nothing.

			And then I see Dorothy Dingle.

			My hands tremble and my heart pounds in my ears as I type D-o-r-o-t-h-y D-i-n-g-l-e into the prisoner locator.

			The processing icon circles slowly round and round. And then the name pops up.

			Dorothy Dingle is in jail in Vista Tornado. She has been there since November 2, the date my mother disappeared.
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			The Sun Has Fallen from the Sky

			I found her! I found her! She didn’t leave us. She couldn’t come home. She was in jail.

			My feet fly over the sidewalk. I drag my backpack, which bonkety-bonk-bonks my leg.

			But by the time I get to Mumford Street, my feet slow down.

			My mother is in jail.

			The weight of these five words crashes down on me.

			How long will she be there? What did she do? What will we do? Nobody wants to be friends with a kid whose mother is a criminal.

			Criminals’ kids don’t have friends. Criminals’ kids don’t get chosen for basketball teams. Criminals’ kids don’t get invited anywhere except maybe to detention.

			And Ray…what will he say?

			He’ll tell Tadeo and Tadeo will tell everyone. Ana, Carmen, Legend, Quincy, Coach P. They’ll all walk away.

			I imagine trying to explain this to Ana’s mother: Your daughter’s best friend’s mom is in prison.

			And Lou Ann? No way she’ll take care of a kid whose mom is in jail.

			

			—

			But Mom is alive. She’s alive. My face is wet, and my hands are shaking. I sit down on the curb and curl forward like I’m going to puke.

			There is a roaring in my ears.

			I could visit her. I wipe my face and start walking again.

			Do they let kids visit? How will I find out? Do jails have websites? But just as suddenly as the hope pours in, it drains out again. I don’t want to visit Mom in jail. And if she is in jail, why didn’t she call us? Prisoners get phone calls, don’t they? Or is that just on TV?

			My head throbs. My legs are sandbags too heavy to lift.

			I don’t want Mom to be a criminal, but maybe she isn’t. Maybe it’s a mistake. Maybe there’s a real-life Dorothy Dingle.

			What are the chances a real-life Dorothy Dingle went to jail the same day my mom disappeared?

			How can this be my life?

			Nutty up, nutty down. Crazy all around.

			

			—

			When I get to Lou Ann’s house, it’s afternoon snack time and Celia and Lou Ann are in the kitchen with Boo and the other tiny tadpoles.

			I drag myself upstairs, put out the sleeping mat, find my pillow, and pull the blanket over my head.

			The sun has fallen from the sky. All I want to do is hide.

			

			—

			It’s Boo who wakes me up. “Pooperman nap?” she asks, her head upside down, peering into my eyes.

			I blink the sleep away.

			Lou Ann stands in the doorway. “Are you feeling okay?”

			“Oh, um, yeah. Didn’t sleep well last night,” I mutter.

			“Better get up. You won’t sleep tonight either if you nap much longer. Ray was asking after you. Go see what he wants.”

			Lou Ann disappears. Boo stands watching me like I am the Road Runner on TV.

			“Pooperman sad?” she whispers.

			The pressure builds in my chest, my throat, my nose, behind my eyes. I try to push the feelings down, but I can’t hold them in anymore. Tears slide down my cheeks.

			Boo sits next to me. She tips her head against my arm and worms her warm little hand into mine. “Pooperman sad,” she says.

			We sit like this until I can get myself under control. Boo doesn’t ask what’s wrong. She seems to know all I need is for her to be with me.

			When I’m done crying, she follows me to the bathroom.

			“Pivate?” she asks.

			I shake my head. “No. I’m just washing my face,” I say. I don’t want her to leave. She is the only thing holding me together. I splash cool water on my hot face, open the gate, and Boo follows me downstairs. Lou Ann is in the living room, soaking her feet in a blue plastic basin. “Can Boo come to Ray’s?” I ask.

			Lou Ann gives me a once-over. I’m guessing from the look on her face that I don’t look so great. “Ray’s not a babysitter. She can watch her cartoons here.”

			“Elmo!” Boo claps. Lou Ann doesn’t let her watch TV very much. She misses it.

			I want her to come with me, but I feel like my bones have dissolved and I can no longer make anything happen. I can’t even hold up my clothes.

			I manage to find Ray’s basketball and head over there. He’s in the back throwing CPU’s toy into the bushes. She loves fighting the bushes to get at it. Usually this makes me laugh, but I don’t feel like laughing today.

			I do my best to act normal, but when CPU brings back her toy, Ray doesn’t throw it again. “What’s the matter?” he asks.

			“Nothing,” I mumble.

			“Really?”

			My chest heaves. I can’t control myself if I speak, so I shrug.

			“Nothing you want to talk about just yet,” Ray says.

			I wipe my eyes with the back of my hand.

			“I thought we could shoot some hoops…but you don’t look like you’re in shape for that. You want some hot chocolate?”

			I follow him inside and climb on a barstool in the kitchen.

			Ray takes out the milk and pours it into two mugs. He pries open the tin of hot chocolate powder with the end of a spoon. He puts the mugs in the microwave, then fills a plate with cookies.

			When the microwave beeps, he brings the hot chocolate over to the bar and sets the cookies in front of me. “Cookies are the only thing that might be better than basketball.”

			I try a smile but my lips can’t hold on to it.

			Ray chatters on about the hot chocolate. CPU has found another toy and sits with it in her mouth, hoping one of us will throw it.

			Ray’s in the middle of telling me the secret to his chocolate chip cookies when I blurt out: “I found my mom.”

			Shock shoots across Ray’s face. “Hank…that’s good news!”

			I stuff a cookie into my mouth and swallow without chewing. The cookie pokes against my throat the whole way down.

			Ray’s forehead furrows. “Where is she?” he asks gently.

			I glance up at him, then back down. “Promise you won’t tell anyone?”

			“Is that going to be a hard promise for me to keep?” Ray asks.

			“Maybe.”

			“Then you better not tell me,” he says.

			I know he’s being sensible, and I should listen to what he says. But I can’t hold this inside any longer.

			“She’s in jail.”

			“Ohhhhh,” Ray groans. “How’d you find her?”

			“I woke up in the middle of the night. And, I dunno, I just thought if she got arrested, she wouldn’t give her real name. She wouldn’t want people to know.

			“I found this website that tells you about prisoners in California. You enter the name, and it tells you where they are and how long they’ve been there.”

			“How’d you figure out the name she used?”

			“Mom and Grandma Mae had this running joke about the perfect mom. Whenever Grandma Mae would get mad at Mom, Mom would say the perfect mom would put the house on roller skates so the kids wouldn’t have to get out of bed to get to school, stuff like that.” I show him the Dorothy Dingle I drew on my jeans. “We call the perfect mom Dorothy Dingle…”

			“And that’s the name she used,” Ray finishes for me.

			“Right.”

			“Good detective work.”

			Not even this makes me feel good. “I wish I hadn’t thought of it. I wish I didn’t know.”

			He frowns. “Has she been in jail before? Because they can tell who you are by your fingerprints.”

			“I don’t think she’s ever been arrested. And the car belongs to Grandma Mae.”

			“But her driver’s license?”

			“My mom is clever.”

			“Even so, seems like they could figure out her real name. Do you know what she did?”

			“It didn’t say. But maybe drinking and driving. She does that sometimes,” I mutter.

			“Do you know the name of the jail?”

			“Vista Tornado.”

			“Okay. Well, first thing, let’s confirm she’s there.” He offers his phone to me.

			I don’t take it.

			“You want me to call?”

			I nod.

			“Shall I put the call on speaker so you can hear?”

			“No.”

			“Okay,” he says.

			Ray’s voice is calm and polite as he works the phone, asking one person after another about Dorothy Dingle.

			I find a pen and draw doodles over Dorothy Dingle on my jeans. CPU parks on my shoe. She’s given up on getting me to throw a toy for her.

			“Here’s what I found out.” Ray’s voice comes from a long distance away. But he’s right here. “The website hasn’t been updated recently. She’s not in jail anymore.”

			I look up from my drawing.

			“It gets better,” he says. “Dorothy Dingle, who they now know is Geri Hooperman, went to court and was sentenced to ninety days in rehab. They’ve got a new program that streamlines things so people who need treatment can get help.”

			“Three months?” I ask.

			“Good news, right? So, you’re going to need to call the social worker lady…what’s her name?”

			“Este. I don’t know her number.”

			“You’ll have to talk to Lou Ann.”

			It suddenly feels hot, like I’m in an oven.

			“It will be up to CPS what happens next. There must be protocol for this.”

			“Protocol?” I whisper.

			“A plan. The rules they need to follow.”

			Some strangers with a bunch of rules are going to decide what happens to me and Boo?

			My head hurts. I try to tune in to what Ray is saying, but I’m having a hard time hearing, and all I see is gray.
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			Things Happen Fast

			Boo has all the board books out. She’s stacking them according to size. Lou Ann is vacuuming.

			“Um, I have something to talk to you about,” I shout over the roar of the vacuum cleaner.

			She flips the off switch.

			“In private,” I whisper.

			We look at Boo, who is busy with her task. Lou Ann motions for me to follow her to the kitchen. “What’s up?” she asks with the door partially closed.

			I take a deep breath. “I found Mom.”

			Lou Ann’s eyes go round and her mouth gapes open. “You’re kidding me?”

			“She’s in rehab.”

			My voice sounds weird in my head, like a recording of my voice, not me talking. I explain how I figured out what name she would use and how Ray was able to confirm where she is.

			Lou Ann nods. I wait for the I-told-you-so look, but it doesn’t come. Lou Ann just looks tired.

			“I’ll call Este. And, Hank…” Her eyes search mine. “This is the best possible news. She’s in rehab. She’s getting the help she needs.”

			“Yeah,” I say, but all I feel is numb.

			

			—

			After school the next day, Este calls to explain what’s going on.

			“Your mom was in jail for a DUI, driving under the influence, just as you suspected. She did give her name as Dorothy Dingle, but when the attorney got involved, he convinced her to tell the truth. Apparently, the website is updated monthly. So she’s still on the site as Dorothy Dingle. Her trial happened last Friday. She lost her driver’s license for ten months, but no more jail time. The judge has agreed to rehab. If she completes rehab and stays sober, she’ll be out in ninety days. After that, she’ll have to check in with the parole officer for the next year. If she doesn’t complete rehab, she goes back to jail.”

			Mom will complete rehab. She’s not stupid. Still, ninety days is a long time. I count on my fingers: December, January, February. She’ll be out right after my birthday.

			“We’re going to find out more about the circumstances here. Hopefully, you’ll stay at Lou Ann’s until your mom completes rehab, and then you’ll go back with her if we feel your mom can take care of you. If she can stay sober. We make every effort to keep families together.”

			“Hopefully?”

			“Lou Ann said she needed to think about it.”

			“Can I see my mom?” I ask.

			“Not just yet.”

			“Why not?”

			“The rehab has rules. They discourage family visits for the first thirty days.”

			“Why?” I ask.

			“Rehab may be the toughest thing your mother has ever done. There’s the physical withdrawal, though hopefully she went through some of that in jail. Hard to know these days.”

			“She can’t get alcohol in jail.”

			“You’d be surprised what a person can get in jail. Either way, she’ll be emotionally and psychologically raw and fragile. Having interactions with family can be too much.”

			“Thirty days!”

			“You can exchange letters. She’ll write you first, then you can write her back. This is good news, Hank. She’s alive. She’s safe. And she’s facing her problems. You can’t ask for more than that.”

			I’m getting tired of adults telling me what good news this is. Everything is still all screwed up. “What happens if Lou Ann says we can’t stay?”

			“You and Boo will go into the foster care system. But hopefully not for long. Your mom is anxious to get this all straightened out. She is motivated to stay sober. She has a lot going for her. She just needs to get back on track.”

			“When will we find out Lou Ann’s answer?”

			“I think she’ll agree to this, but I don’t want to put pressure on her by giving her a deadline.”

			Este doesn’t want to pressure Lou Ann…but what about us? I feel like I’m going to explode.

			“Come on, Este!” I say.

			“There’s nothing else I can do, Hank. You’re just going to have to be patient.”

			Patient? What if Este didn’t know where she’d be sleeping tomorrow? I’d like to see how patient she’d be.
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			Things Happen Slow

			The days pass slowly. I monitor Lou Ann’s moods like a weatherman watches the sky. I wake up in the middle of the night with ideas for how to make her life easier.

			I vacuum the living room every afternoon without being asked. I clean the kitchen counters and empty the trash and the diaper pails even when they aren’t full. I bring Lou Ann a basin of hot water to soak her feet.

			I’m not going to make one single mistake with her. Not one.

			Hour by hour, day by day, we get closer to Mom coming home.

			

			—

			At school I turn my homework in early and play basketball like my life depends on every point. I laugh with Legend, Ana, Carmen, and Luisa. But my insides feel like they are on a Tilt-A-Whirl. I’m depressed one minute, jittery the next.

			I don’t discuss this with Ray. He asks how things are going, and when I answer okay or fine, he doesn’t push. Mostly, we’ve just been talking about the tryouts.

			Every afternoon I practice.

			Practice calms me down. On the basketball court, it’s just the ball, the hoop, and me. In the late afternoon, Ray and I play basketball. This is the best part of my day.

			Ray seems as excited about the tryouts as I am. He wants to come and watch.

			

			—

			The thing I can’t do right now is draw. My mind is too crowded. My hands too shaky.

			All I think about is when we’ll get a letter from Mom. And when Lou Ann will let us know if we can stay.

			Ray didn’t tell Tadeo about my mom. So nobody at school knows anything. But on the way to Ms. Chang’s class, Ana asks: “How come you’re so jumpy?”

			“Just thinking about stuff,” I say, waiting while some eighth graders carry a model of the earth down the corridor.

			“What kind of stuff?” she asks as we slip into our seats.

			I glance around. “Where’s Ms. Chang?” I ask, hoping to change the subject.

			“What kind of stuff are you thinking about?” Ana rests her elbows on my desk. “Are you leaving?”

			I start doodling on the inside cover of my book. My head low over my work. “I don’t think so,” I whisper.

			“Hey!” She slaps my desk and I jump.

			“Why don’t you know?” she asks.

			I look into her intense dark eyes with the long, long lashes. “It depends on the lady we’re staying with.”

			“The friend of the family, Lou Ann?”

			“Yeah.”

			“She might decide no?” Ana asks.

			I push down on my pencil so hard the lead breaks.

			“Uh-huh,” I say.

			“Oh,” she says, a hitch in her throat. Shock in her eyes.

			I break my pencil in half, then just stare at it.

			When I look up, Ana has put a brand-new pencil on my desk.

			

			—

			After school at Lou Ann’s, Celia has the little kids on the back patio with tambourines and maracas.

			“Hank.” Celia smiles at me. “There’s a letter for you on the kitchen table.”

			I take off for the kitchen and skid to a stop at the table. There is an envelope with my name, Hank Hooperman, in my mom’s curlicue handwriting with hearts above the o’s. No address, no stamp. Este must have dropped it off. I sit down with a thump and open it.

			
				Dear Hank,

				It’s hard for me to write this letter or to imagine you reading it.

				I’m in shock from everything that has happened. You must be too.

				I can’t believe all these people are interfering in our lives and setting ridiculous rules for us. I’m not allowed to see you for thirty days. How silly is that?

				It’s true I have been a little distracted these past few months, what with getting the residuals on my commercials squared away and raising two kids as a single mom without my mom to help. But I’m not complaining. You know how much I love you and how hard I try to make a good life for us.

				It must have been very hard for you with me gone. It was smart of you to take Boo to Lou Ann’s house. You take such good care of your little sister.

				I didn’t write to Boo because she’s too young to understand. But please tell her I love her. We will get through this, and all be together soon.

				I love you both with all my heart.

				xoxoxoxoxoxoxoxoxo

				Mom

				PS Maybe you tried to call me? I lost my purse, which had my phone. They won’t let me near a phone in rehab. (More dumb rules.)

				PPS I got a little banged up in the accident, but I’m almost all healed. Good as new now.

			

			I find some paper and write back.

			
				Dear Mom,

				Boo and I miss you so much.

				We are counting the minutes until we can see you. (Boo can count to 500 and write her name, and no more Pull-Ups! You won’t believe the changes in her.)

				I’m playing a lot of basketball and trying out for the team. I wish you could be there for tryouts.

				It has been hard without you. Especially not knowing where you were. Did anyone tell you that I figured out how to find you?

				I am so glad you are getting better.

				Please please please write back as soon as you can.

				Love,

				Hank (and Boo)
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			A Fresh Start

			Lou Ann still hasn’t said we could stay, but we kind of are and everything feels a little better. I’ve found ways to help that Lou Ann likes. Sweeping when she isn’t in the kitchen. Using the cleanser that smells like lemons for the counter, and the one that smells like bleach for the sink. Folding the laundry as soon as I hear the dryer beep.

			When Este came by to get my letter, I asked her if Lou Ann said we could stay, and she winked and said: It sure looks that way.

			I haven’t exactly let my guard down, but I haven’t been waking up in the middle of the night as much either. And since the tryouts are today, I have been thinking about them all day.

			

			—

			In Spanish, I’m just finishing my vocabulary test when Ms. Rivera taps me on the shoulder. “You done?” she asks.

			I nod.

			“Good. They want you in the office.”

			Uh-oh. I’m in trouble? Ana shoots me a questioning look.

			I shrug.

			“It’s probably you didn’t get your shots or something,” she whispers.

			I try to remember the last time I went to the doctor with Grandma Mae. I got shots, I think. And I’ve been doing fine in all my classes, except for one B-minus on a science experiment. But it wasn’t worth that many points, and besides, they don’t call you in the office for a B-minus, do they?

			Boo! What if she’s sick? I stuff my book in my backpack and take off just as the bell rings.

			Ana grabs her stuff. “Wait! I’m coming with you,” she yells, busting through the door after me.

			We thunder down the hall and out to the covered corridor before the swarms of students pour out. We weave around the kids in wheelchairs, then cut across the grass to the office.

			By the time we get there, we’re breathing hard. Ana shoulders the glass door open, and I step through. I’m headed for the counter to ask the office lady why they sent for me when my heart skids to a stop.

			I stare at the woman talking to the office lady. “Mom,” I whisper.

			My mother whirls around.

			“Hank.” She gives me her most dazzling smile. Her eyes slip to the office lady and back to me. “You have a doctor’s appointment, remember?”

			But I’m already rushing in for the hug. My arms flying around her. She smells like baby powder.

			“Oh, Hank, what a sweetheart you are. I reminded you this morning, remember?” Mom holds me away from her, her eyes drilling into mine.

			I stare at her as the meaning behind her words seeps in. She’s dressed for work. Tan pants, high heels, fuzzy blue sweater, her long brown hair curled.

			“Hank?” Ana’s voice behind me.

			Ana!

			I glance back at Ana’s questioning eyes. “This is my mom,” I say woodenly.

			Ana waves at Mom. “Hi, Mrs. Hooperman, I’m Ana Lopez.”

			Mom turns her warm smile on Ana. “Nice to meet you, Ana. Hank has told me so much about you.”

			I forgot how good my mom is at this. She doesn’t know one thing about Ana Lopez. But this isn’t really a lie. It’s just what people say, right?

			Ana blushes.

			The office lady pulls a flower pen from a vase of fake flowers. “I’ll need you to sign him out,” she says, handing the pen to Mom, who writes: Hank Hooperman. Doctor’s appointment. Geri Hooperman, then draws hearts over the double o and curlicues after the n.

			“You’re coming back for tryouts, right?” Ana asks under her breath.

			Her question hangs in my head.

			But I can’t take my eyes off Mom. She looks sober, healthy, strong. Like the mom I love. The one who cares about me. The one who always has my back.

			Mom waves at the office lady. “All righty, then, you have a good afternoon. You too, Ana,” she says.

			“Let’s go,” Mom says under her breath.

			We push through the double doors and hurry down the path to the parking lot. I match her long strides.

			“I thought you had to stay in rehab for ninety days or they’d send you back to jail.” I choke the words out.

			“Oh, that. Yeah.” She flaps her hand. “Don’t worry, I talked to the judge. I got it all worked out.”

			She stops at Grandma Mae’s old blue Toyota, which is all dented in on the side, from her accident, I guess. I look at my mom. She looks fine!

			“Our car!” I say with a rush of affection for that stupid car. It feels like us.

			She smiles, patting the hood. “You have no idea what I had to do to get this baby back.”

			“What did you do?” I ask.

			“I don’t give away my secrets, but you know your mom could—”

			“Sell sand in the Sahara,” I finish for her, because this is what Grandma Mae used to always say.

			We both laugh.

			“I’m sorry for that little charade.” She flicks her fingers in the direction of the school. “You wouldn’t believe what I had to do to get you out. I gave them my driver’s license number, but that wasn’t enough. They had to call Mission Elementary because you are still technically a student there. But I figured it out!” She beams at me.

			The front passenger door is too dented to open. I get in the back and then climb up to the front.

			“Oh, Hank.” Mom reaches over and hugs me long and hard, her tears wet on my cheeks.

			I’ve imagined this moment so often. It’s hard to believe it’s really happening. That my mother is here. I melt into her arms and a moan from someplace deep slips out.

			“Oh, honey, I am so sorry,” she says.

			I’m crying now. I can’t help it. “They called the morgue. They thought you were dead.”

			“Oh, now, you know what a tough cookie I am. Nothing’s going to happen to me.” She smiles, her eyes full of love.

			“I didn’t believe it,” I say.

			“Of course you didn’t. Now come on…let’s go get Boo. She’s at Lou Ann’s, right?”

			“Yeah, 131 Mumford Street in Rancho Renato.”

			“I know the place. She’s lived there forever.” She turns the car on, glancing over at me. “God, it’s good to see you, Hank. You can’t believe how much I missed you.”

			I smile at her, soaking her in. You don’t realize how much you love your mom until she’s gone. “You look good…healthy,” I say.

			She shines her bright smile on me. “I feel great. How is Boo?” she asks as we wait for the light to turn green.

			“Good. She can write her name and three other words.”

			“One of them is Mommy, I bet. Does she ask for me?”

			“Yes,” I say, my chest thick. “When I tell her she did a good job, she makes me pamiss to tell you.”

			Mom laughs. “I’ve got the world’s best kids, you know that? And you have grown, Hank. You’re going to be taller than me, that fast.” She snaps her fingers.

			“I think I already am,” I say, though this makes me think of basketball. The tryouts! I crane my head, looking back in the direction of the school.

			“You do, do you?” she laughs.

			“Um, Mom, there’s something I need to do now.”

			“What’s that?”

			“I’m trying out for the basketball team after school today.”

			“At McNulty? Honey, you won’t be going to school there.”

			“But I said I would and…”

			She pulls over on Las Flores. “If only we could. But we need to get on the road. We’ve got a long drive ahead of us.”

			“A long drive? Where are we going?”

			She turns the car off. “Tucson.”

			“Tucson, Arizona?”

			“The very same.”

			“Why?”

			“I have a friend there. He loaned me money, and he’s letting us stay with him until I get back on my feet.”

			“But Ray is meeting me at the tryouts.”

			“Who is Ray?”

			“Lou Ann’s neighbor.”

			“Oh, honey, you can play basketball in Tucson. I’m sure this Ray person will understand.”

			My grip tightens on the door handle. “They said you wouldn’t be done with rehab until February.”

			“Well, you know what? Your mom did very well in rehab. An A-plus student. They let me out early.”

			“So that’s it? You’re done.”

			“I’m done. We can put it all behind us. All we need to do is get Boo and we’ll be on our way.”

			My hand begins to shake. “Lou Ann’s house is around the corner.” I point to Mumford.

			“Lou Ann and I have never seen eye to eye on much of anything. She was Grandma Mae’s best friend, but she never made a secret of how little she thought of me. I think it’ll be better if you get Boo.”

			“Why’d you put Lou Ann’s name on the field trip form, then?”

			“The what?”

			“You put Lou Ann Adler in the space for an emergency contact person.”

			“Did I? I don’t remember.”

			“You did. That’s why I went there.”

			“That was smart, honey. I never worry about you. You are so responsible.”

			My head is whirling as I try to grasp what’s happening.

			She smiles at me. “Go on now. We need to get Boo.”

			I climb into the back seat, where the door opens, but I don’t open it. “What do I tell Lou Ann?”

			“Just say you’re going out for a walk.”

			“You want me to lie?”

			“It’s not a lie. You are going for a walk…to the car.”

			My mouth tastes sour. My head is woozy, like I’m going to throw up. “Boo likes her,” I whisper.

			“Who?” she asks.

			“Lou Ann.”

			“Of course she does. Boo likes everyone.”

			I don’t move.

			Mom scowls. She grinds her teeth. “So, we either get Boo now or I’ll have to come back from Tucson for her.”

			“What? We can’t go without Boo,” I say, thinking about Boo waiting for me the way she waited for Mom.

			“Right. So go get her,” she says.

			I stare at her. “But what happens if you don’t stay in rehab for ninety days?”

			“I graduated early. I explained that to you already, Hank.”

			“Yeah…but could you, um, come in and explain to Lou Ann?”

			“Like I already said…Lou Ann is not my biggest fan.”

			I nod stupidly, my whole body numb.

			I try to imagine telling Lou Ann I’m taking Boo for a walk and then not coming back. Lou Ann isn’t my favorite person, but she took us in when we had nowhere else to go.

			But if I tell Lou Ann the truth, what will happen to Mom? She’ll go back to jail and Boo and I will go to foster care.

			Every choice feels like the worst possible mistake.

			“Tucson is beautiful. Big blue sky. Gorgeous sunsets. Always warm. Way less expensive than California. We’ll make a fresh start there!” Mom smiles.

			“A fresh start,” I say uneasily. Mom is always talking about making a fresh start. We’ve had a lot of them.

			“Exactly,” she says.

			I stare out the window at a man sweeping leaves off his driveway. I wish that leaves on the driveway were my only problem.

			Mom fidgets in her seat. “Go on and get your sister. We need to get out of here.”

			I pause, my hand on the door handle.

			“I’m sure we can find a basketball team in Tucson, if that’s what you’re worried about. And it will be way better than the one here. You’ll see.”

			“How’d you find me?” I ask.

			She grins. “That social worker, what’s her name?”

			“Este.”

			“Yeah, Este. She said you were at Lou Ann’s. That’s the McNulty school district.”

			Mom is smart. She knows how to get what she wants.

			But when she drinks, everything falls apart.

			“Hank, go now!” She makes a sweeping motion with her hands. “We don’t have a lot of time.”

			I get out of the car and run to Lou Ann’s. I pass Ray’s house, but his truck is gone.

			I wish he were here. I wish he would call out: What are you doing back so early, Hank?
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			Best Kids in the World

			When I get to the house, it suddenly occurs to me that Lou Ann is going to ask this same question…what am I doing home so early? And I’m going to have to think of a lie that she’ll believe.

			At my old school, once a month we had teacher prep day. We went home early, and the teachers got extra time to prepare their lessons. I take a deep breath and open the door.

			Everything is quiet. Must be nap time.

			I hurry up the stairs to where Lou Ann is sitting in the comfortable corner chair. The little kids are waking up. Boo sees me.

			“Hi, Lou Ann,” I whisper.

			“Hank? What are you doing here? Everything okay?”

			My heart beats hard like it’s trying to escape my rib cage. I dig my nails into my palms to steady myself. “They let us out early for teacher prep,” I whisper, my eyelid twitching. This is a mistake. A bad one too.

			“Pooperman.” Boo runs to me like she’s taking ownership.

			“Okay if I take Boo for a few minutes?” I ask.

			The lie rolls off my tongue like my mom’s always do. But what choice do I have? We have to stay together. Mom and Boo and me.

			The two other kids sit up.

			“This is Pooperman!” she tells the new kid.

			The new kid watches Boo, not sure what to make of me.

			Lou Ann frowns. “Now?”

			“I have basketball tryouts later. Remember? I’m going to be home late. This is the only time I’ll have with her,” I say.

			“What’s after nap time?” Lou Ann asks the kids.

			“Baat-room, then number time!” Boo jumps up and down. “One, two, buckle my shoe.”

			“You can take her for a few minutes after the number song,” Lou Ann says under her breath.

			My pulse throbs in my temple as I open the gate and hold two little kids’ hands to walk down the stairs.

			Mom said to hurry, but I have to do what Lou Ann says.

			After Boo and the other two kids have had their bathroom time, Lou Ann starts: “One, two, buckle my shoe.”

			They all hold up one finger, then two, and sing along. “Three, four, open the door.”

			When they finish the first song, I jump in. “Boo and I are going for a walk,” I tell Lou Ann. The lies keep getting bigger, but I’ll figure out a way to make this true. I’ll go to the tryouts. This will all work out.

			“Make it quick, please, and stay in the cul-de-sac,” Lou Ann whispers.

			“Sure.” I smile as agreeably as possible.

			Boo skips outside. “See, I can kip!” she says.

			It’s true. She doesn’t skip lopsided anymore.

			“Yes, you can. And guess what…I have a secret surprise for you.”

			Her eyes get big. “A sooprize?”

			“Yeah. Come with me.”

			I take her hand and we hurry down the road to Las Flores. As soon as we turn the corner, we see the old blue Toyota with the bumper sticker My Child Is an Honor Student at Mission Elementary.

			“Mommeee!” Boo screams, running to the car.

			Mom opens the door and Boo jumps into her arms.

			“Mommee! Mommee! Mommee!” Boo cries, hugging her.

			Mom smiles, her face flooded with happiness, tears running down her face. “My sweet girl.

			“Come on, we’re going home,” Mom says to Boo. “What took you so long?” she whispers to me as I climb in the back with Boo.

			“Number time,” I explain.

			“I was two,” Boo says.

			“My favorite number.” Mom starts the car.

			“We go home?” Boo asks.

			“We go home.” Mom turns to me. “Oh, what a love she is.”

			“Yeah, and while you were gone, Mark Chesley almost got her,” I mutter under my breath.

			“Mark? Did they really dredge him up?” Mom pulls forward onto Las Flores.

			“He’s on her birth certificate. It says Bridget Chesley.”

			“That was a mistake. I’ll get that taken care of. But it’s water under the bridge. The important thing is we’re all together now.” We head for the freeway.

			I think about telling Mom about the eviction notice, and the bus ride to Lou Ann’s, and how I thought she wouldn’t come back because I made too many mistakes, and how Lou Ann doesn’t like me and we almost got sent to foster care.

			The mistakes are piling up. I’ve lost count. Though I’ll never see any of these people again, so does it even matter?

			I try hard to convince myself it doesn’t, but my head hurts and I feel dizzy.

			Out the window, the wind scatters the leaves across the road. A leaf doesn’t choose which direction to go. It just waits for the wind to blow it.
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			The Car Seat

			“Mom!” I cry as she guns the Toyota onto Pine Hill Road. “Why are we going so fast? Boo doesn’t have a car seat!”

			“Don’t worry, we’ll get her one first thing,” Mom says.

			My heart squeezes into my throat as I get us buckled together in the seat belt.

			“We need to keep moving.”

			“Why?”

			“We have a long way to go.”

			That’s when the pieces begin to fit together. We have to get out of here before Lou Ann calls the police.

			The police. We could be chased by the police!

			My lunch shoots up my throat…a mouthful of chewed-up burrito. I crank down the window and stick my head out into the cold fresh air.

			What do I do? This is my family. We have to stay together. Boo and Mom and me. If we go back, Mom will go to prison and Boo and I will be in foster care.

			I breathe in Boo’s baby-shampoo-and-apple-juice smell and try to calm down.

			I look around the car. It isn’t just that there’s no car seat. There are no toys, extra underpants, or baby wipes. No small bags of crackers, no sippy cups of juice, no board books, no anything.

			“Mom, we have to stop and get a car seat,” I say.

			“Of course, babe”—Mom glances back at me—“just not right now.”

			I like how she says this. She is going to take care of everything. I don’t have to worry. She’ll get it together. We’ll start again, and it will be like it was when I was little.

			“In the olden days when Grandma Mae was a kid, babies didn’t have car seats, and it all worked out fine. You know I’m a good driver,” Mom says.

			She is a good driver when she’s sober. She’s a good mother when she’s sober.

			And she’s sober now. I need to give her a chance.

			Everything is happening so fast. I didn’t even bring my backpack, my skateboard, or my sketchbook.

			Mom hops on the freeway and moves to the carpool lane. It starts to rain, so she flips on the windshield wipers. They stick to the window with every swipe. Fwapadup-fwapadup.

			I loosen my grip on Boo, and she curls up against me. I wish I could be three again. Then I wouldn’t have to worry about Ray and Lou Ann and Coach P. and Ana. I close my eyes and try to forget.

			Ray! My eyes pop open. I need to call him. Tell him I won’t be at the tryouts. I need to let Ana and Legend and Quincy know.

			I want to go to the tryouts. But if I’m not going to McNuts, what is the point?

			I glance at the dashboard clock: 3:30. Tryouts start at four. We could still make it.

			“Mom, could I go to my tryouts? Please. It’s really important,” I plead.

			“Oh, honey, I wish we could. But we have so far to go.”

			“Where we go?” Boo asks.

			“Our new home,” Mom says.

			“But I promised I’d be there,” I say.

			“Sometimes things come up and you have to change your plans. Being flexible is important,” Mom says. We’re sailing along the freeway in the carpool lane. Boo rests against me. The car vibrates, going faster than an old car should go. Rain comes in the half-open window.

			I want time to stop. But we keep moving forward: 3:41, 4:05, 4:33, 5:07.

			It’s too late now. We’ve left our old life behind.

			At six-thirty, Mom says, “We need gas.” She pulls into a station with a 7-Eleven. But she doesn’t park at the pumps. She parks in front of the door. “You want something?”

			Lou Ann never stops for junk food. Something I’ve really missed. “Usual,” I say.

			Mom smiles at me. She knows that means Cheetos and blue Gatorade for me and Cheerios and lemonade for Boo. Mom and Boo and I like to roll down the windows, blare Rihanna, and eat junk food.

			“Nutty up, nutty down,” Boo whispers, watching Mom go in.

			She doesn’t usually say this when Mom is only going into a store. Maybe it’s because Mom has been gone so long. She doesn’t know when she’ll disappear again.

			We wait for Mom to come back.

			I crack my knuckles. My left leg starts to bounce.

			Where is she?

			It starts to rain harder. Pounding down on our car. Boo is quiet. Her eye twitching the way mine does. “Where Mommeee go?” she asks.

			“She went in the store. She’ll be right back,” I say, though I have no idea if this is true or not.

			It’s been too long. Even Boo knows that.

			“C’mon, let’s go find her.” I open the car door. But just as we get out into the rain, Mom appears.

			“Sorry, dare was a big line.” She winks at me as she gets in, smelling strongly of mint.

			Mom’s hands shake. She turns on the car and flips on the windshield wipers. But she doesn’t put the car in reverse. Her head tips forward against the wheel.

			“I need to cose my eyes for two minutes. Then we’ll be on our way,” she says.

			Fwapadup-fwapadup-fwapadup. The windshield wipers go back and forth.

			“A nap?” I whisper.

			“We got a long dive in front of us. I need to be in sheep shape.” She smiles at me, her eyelids sagging, then hits her forehead with her palm. “Ya know whaa? I fogot your Doritos.”

			“Cheetos,” I say.

			“You run in and get ’em, will you?” She hands me a twenty-dollar bill.

			Boo and I go in and get Cheetos, Gatorade, lemonade, and Cheerios. At the cash register, I glance out at the car. My mom is drinking from a bottle in the brown 7-Eleven bag.

			The mints. The nap. The slurred speech.

			No. No. No. No.
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			Boo Has Rain boots There

			I hold Boo’s hand tightly as we walk to Mom’s side of the car. I knock on the window, my arms trembling. “Mom, what’s in the bag?”

			“No need to worry, babe.” She smiles at me. “I got this.”

			I stare at her.

			“Don’t give me that look. Ehbeebody drinks, Hank. Ehbeebody. It’s the drugs that are the problem. See, I’m good now.” She wipes her mouth with her hand and starts the car. “Get in. You’re getting wet.”

			I’m shaking like I have a fever. The rain is coming down, but I hardly feel it. “You didn’t finish rehab. They’ll send you back to jail.”

			“Oh, c’mon now. It’ll be fine in Arizona. My frien’ has a tree-tousand-square-foot house with a pool! You and Boo will have your own rooms. We’ll stay dere till we c’n get our own pace.” She takes another long pull from the bottle in the bag.

			I’m frozen. Unable to move.

			“Get in!” she cries.

			It all comes flooding back. Going to bed hungry. Waiting for her to come home. F’s at school because I was absent and absent and absent again. The lies. The eviction.

			“No! I can’t, not with Boo,” I say.

			“Hank, I’m your mudder. Geddin.” She doesn’t shout. She doesn’t have to. Even drunk she is tough.

			I turn away from her, holding Boo’s hand. We step onto the curb and head back into the 7-Eleven.

			This is all for show. She won’t leave. She’s our mom and she loves us. She’ll come in and get us. The three of us will stay in the car until she sobers up. And then she won’t ever drink again. She won’t drive Boo when she’s drunk. Not ever. I won’t let her.

			Boo’s hand is still in mine. She’s shivering. We stand inside the 7-Eleven, watching through the glass door. Mom takes another swig.

			Silent tears run down Boo’s face.

			I think about how orderly everything is at Lou Ann’s house. How Boo has rain boots and a raincoat and books and toys there. How she got to “go to school” and get out of her Pull-Ups, and learned to write her name.

			Until today, the mistakes I made at Lou Ann’s were small. I put wet clothes in the hamper. I didn’t fold the towels the way Lou Ann likes them. I lost the lid of the peanut butter jar.

			But today’s mistakes are not small.

			I watch while Mom starts our car. Pulls out of the parking space. Drives away.
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			I’ll Take Control

			Boo and I huddle by the door, waiting.

			Mom will be back, and then I’ll take control. I’ll take the bottles out of the car. I won’t let her buy any more.

			But Mom doesn’t come back. And we are cold and wet. And I’ve never been able to make her stop drinking. Grandma Mae couldn’t either.

			

			—

			A man in a turban works the 7-Eleven counter. When he’s helped everyone in line, he looks over at us. It isn’t a mean look. But it reminds me that we can’t stay here much longer.

			Boo and I walk up to the counter. “We are kind of stuck here. Um, do you think it would be possible to borrow your phone?” I ask as politely as I can.

			The man stares at me with his golden-brown eyes. He looks as if he has seen a lot of things in his life.

			“You look cold,” he says.

			A lady clicks up to the counter in red high heels. She sets a six-pack of Coke down, and he tells her how much she owes.

			When they’re done, the man looks back at me.

			“One call,” he says, fishing his cell phone out of his pocket.

			“Thank you,” I say. I take a big breath and call Lou Ann.

			“Hank! Thank God, do you have Boo? Are you all right?”

			“I have Boo. We’re fine.”

			“Where are you?”

			“At a 7-Eleven.”

			“It’s 5417 Beacon Avenue in South Dorian,” the man behind the counter says.

			“At 5417 Beacon Avenue in South Dorian,” I repeat.

			“Okay. Got it. Stay put. We’ll be right there,” Lou Ann says.

			She doesn’t sound angry. She sounds relieved.

			Boo is quiet. Holding tightly to my hand. “We go to Lou’s?” she asks.

			“Yeah, we go to Lou’s.”

			“Where’s Mommeee?”

			“I don’t know,” I mumble.

			

			—

			Twenty minutes later, a police cruiser pulls up to the 7-Eleven.

			The policeman gets out and comes inside. “Hank Hooperman?” he asks.

			“Yes.”

			“You okay, son?”

			“Yes.”

			“What about the little one?”

			Boo doesn’t respond, her eyes dazed.

			“Okay, come on with me. I’ll get you two home.”

			I die a little bit more right then. Lou Ann’s isn’t home. But being with my mom isn’t home anymore either.
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			It Won’t Happen Again

			In the police cruiser, Boo doesn’t cry. She sits stiffly in the car seat next to me, gripping my hand. When we get to Mumford Street, I unbuckle her and open the door and she shoots out. “Lou!” Boo wraps her arms around Lou Ann’s legs.

			Lou Ann’s face melts as she reaches down to pick up Boo. Tears slide down Lou Ann’s cheeks. She takes a tissue out of her sleeve and mops them up. Then she turns to the policeman. “Thank you, Officer,” she says.

			“No problem, ma’am. I’m happy to help,” the officer says.

			“Where is Geri Hooperman, their mom?” Lou Ann asks.

			“I don’t know. It was just the two kids.”

			“Take Boo inside,” Lou Ann commands me, pointing to the house.

			She stands talking to the policeman for a few minutes. When she comes in, she kneels to Boo, her knees cracking. “Bath time?” she asks.

			Boo takes Lou Ann’s hand.

			Upstairs, I hear the bath running. I pour myself a bowl of cereal and sit down at the kitchen table to eat. When Lou Ann and Boo come back down, Boo is in bunny pajamas. She sits next to me but doesn’t eat the food Lou Ann puts in front of her. She rests her head against me and falls asleep.

			“I’ll put her to bed,” Lou Ann says.

			I want to say, No, I’ll put her to bed. But I don’t. Not when I need Lou Ann to forgive me as much as I do right now.

			When Lou Ann comes back downstairs, she sits across from me.

			“I can’t do this, Hank.” Lou Ann’s voice is tired. “You lied to me. You lied and you took Boo!”

			“It was my mom, what was I supposed to do?”

			“You can’t just take Boo and run like that. You scared me half to death.”

			“I didn’t run away. I went with my mom.”

			“You told me you were going for a walk. You grabbed Boo and ran out of here without a word to me. What do you think that is?”

			“But I called.”

			“Five hours later. Do you know how worried I’ve been? I thought you’d been kidnapped. I called the police.”

			“I didn’t run away,” I repeat. “I went with my mom.”

			“Why did you wait so long to call?”

			“I don’t have a phone….”

			“But you found a phone when you wanted to call. You didn’t call when you left because you knew what you were doing was wrong.”

			“My mom was…I didn’t know what else to do.”

			“You took Boo and put her in the car with a drunk woman driving. You are lucky both of you weren’t killed.”

			“I didn’t! She wasn’t drunk at first. When I saw her drinking, I called you. I didn’t get back in the car.”

			“But you knew she went AWOL from rehab.”

			“She said she finished early.”

			“Hank…you are too smart to believe that.”

			“I made a mistake. I’m sorry.”

			“Sorry is not going to cut it.”

			I look around. “I’ll make it up to you. I’ll do extra errands. Clean your house and—”

			“No!” she shouts.

			“So, what are you going to do? Kick us out?”

			“I’m not going to kick Boo out. It wasn’t her fault. But you should have known better. You’re going to foster care.”

			“No! You can’t separate us. Please. It won’t happen again. I swear.”

			“Why would I believe you now? I can’t live like this. Afraid at every moment that you’ll go off with your messed-up mother. I won’t live like this!”
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			The Big Ask

			I run to Ray’s house and push the bell.

			Ray answers the door holding CPU. “What happened?”

			“Mom came and picked me up at school.”

			“Your mom?” Ray asks. His big hand resting on CPU. “I thought she was in rehab?”

			“She was. But she left and she said to get Boo and I wanted to go to the tryouts, but she wouldn’t turn around and she was drinking, and I couldn’t stop her, and Boo was scared and there were police and—”

			“Hold on, Hank.” He puts his hand up. “Take a breath and come in and tell me the whole story.” Ray steps back, ushering me in.

			I follow Ray inside and sit on the edge of his leather sofa, gulping air. “Can I get you something to drink?” Ray asks.

			I shake my head.

			He sits down and I start again. “My mom left rehab early. She said she graduated, but…”

			“That wasn’t the agreement she had with the judge,” Ray offers.

			“I know. She came to my school and pretended to be checking me out for a doctor’s appointment. We drove to Lou Ann’s and I got Boo and—”

			“You got Boo? Your mom didn’t come in?”

			I shake my head. “No.”

			“Lou Ann said you told her you were going for a walk,” Ray says, a deep crease between his brows.

			“Yeah.”

			“Oh wow, Hank.” Ray shakes his head.

			“Lou Ann is mad,” I whisper.

			“Of course she is. You scared the living daylights out of both of us.”

			This is when it hits me just how bad the mistake I made really was. It was a ten. You can’t get over a ten.

			“Why didn’t you tell Lou Ann or call me?”

			“I could have, except…”

			“Except what?”

			“I didn’t have your number.”

			“But you knew Lou Ann’s and she could have given you my number.”

			I nod miserably. “I knew my mom wasn’t supposed to be picking me up. And if I told you…”

			“I might tell the police,” Ray finishes for me.

			“Yeah, and now Lou Ann is kicking me out. So, could we stay with you?” My voice breaks.

			“Hold on a minute here. Where is your mom now?”

			“I don’t know. We stopped for gas, but she was gone a long time and came back with a bottle. She was drinking and I couldn’t stop her, so I took Boo and went into the store and my mom…drove away. And I called Lou Ann and Lou Ann called the police, and they came and picked us up.”

			Ray winces.

			“So, could we please, um, live here with you? We won’t be any trouble. You won’t need to do anything. I’ll take care of Boo. And CPU, and I’ll wash your truck and—”

			“Hank.” Ray’s palms fly up like he’s blocking me.

			I talk faster. “Just me, then. Lou Ann will take care of Boo. She’ll be next door.”

			“Let’s take this one step at a time. I’m going to go talk to Lou Ann and see if we can work something out. Sit tight, okay?”

			

			—

			With Ray gone, I wish I could dig a hole in the floor and hide in it forever. How could I have messed up my whole entire life? CPU jumps onto the couch and curls up next to me. She doesn’t care how many mistakes I made. She’s just happy to be near me. I run my hand along her back, wishing there were a world where CPU was in charge.

			

			—

			I watch the door, hoping Ray comes back and hoping he doesn’t. It is the longest I’ve ever waited and the shortest. When the door finally opens, Ray walks in like his feet hurt. The couch makes a whoosh sound when he sits down.

			“That did not go well.” He sighs. “She’s not going to change her mind. She doesn’t feel she can take care of a teen, especially now that your mother has disappeared again. She has a son who went off the rails when he was a teenager and she’s not going to go through that again.”

			“I’m not a teen. I’m not even twelve.”

			Ray shrugs. “She thinks you look like a teen. And in any case, Hank, you will be soon.”

			I pet CPU faster. “It’s my fault I’m tall?”

			“I told her I thought she was doing fine with you, but it didn’t help. She thinks you could have gotten Boo killed. She said she had only agreed to take you and Boo for a few days, and it’s been six weeks.”

			The doorbell ring-ring-ring-rings like somebody jammed it. CPU leaps off my lap, barking.

			“I’m sorry I didn’t call you. I’m sorry you went to the tryouts and I wasn’t there,” I whisper as Ray lumbers to the door. He freezes, one hand on the knob, glancing back at me.

			“I hear you, Hank,” he says as Lou Ann explodes through the doorway.

			“I’m sorry to bother you, Ray, but”—she turns to me—“your ride is here. We have your stuff.”

			“Please, could I stay with you?” I ask Ray.

			“That’s a lot to take on, Hank. I don’t even know if it’s possible.”

			“Don’t you dare ask Ray that!” Lou Ann shouts.

			“Lou Ann. Please, I’ll do anything you ask. Please don’t separate Boo and me,” I beg.

			“You should have thought of that before you got in that car with your mother,” Lou Ann says.

			“Is this really necessary, Lou Ann?” Ray asks.

			“Boo’s my sister. She’s all I have,” I whisper.

			“I can’t worry he’ll do this every time I turn my back. I won’t live that way.” Lou Ann’s face is set hard and mean.

			Este, dressed all in purple, comes up behind Lou Ann. “Calm down, Lou Ann. No need to make this harder than it already is,” she says.

			Lou Ann shuts up and Ray gathers CPU in his arms.

			“Hank, I’m sorry but you need to come with me,” Este says.

			I stare at her stupidly, like she’s speaking a language I don’t understand.

			She beckons with her fingers, her eyes kind.

			“Where is Boo? I have to see Boo,” I beg.

			Este looks at Lou Ann. Lou Ann shakes her head no.

			“Come on out to the car and we’ll talk about it.” Este’s voice is gentle, like she’s trying to calm a wild dog.

			I don’t look at Ray, or Lou Ann. I follow Este out the door.

			“Please, please, can I say goodbye to Boo?” I call back to Lou Ann.

			“She’s asleep,” Lou Ann says.

			“What are you going to tell her about where I went?”

			“I don’t want to get into this with you,” Lou Ann says.

			“Shhhh,” Este whispers. “Try to calm yourself.”

			“Can I get my sketchbook?” My voice breaks.

			Este raises a trash bag. “I have it right here, Hank.”

			

			—

			I’m not forced or dragged or carried. I walk on my own numb feet. The next thing I know, I’m in Este’s car and everything is blurry. I’m not inside my body. I’m watching myself from up in the sky. There is no way to change what’s happening. No way to undo the mistakes. This can’t be my life. But it is.

			And now Boo will think I abandoned her just like Mom did.
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			Loser, Loser

			The walls are a dreary green, like a paint color you didn’t mean to mix. None of the rooms have doors. Rules and chore lists are staple-gunned to the walls. The name of each kid is scribbled on a whiteboard next to the place where the door is supposed to be. The common area has an old TV, a worn-out sofa missing cushions, and a bookshelf full of dog-eared paperbacks and bent-up board games. It smells like SpaghettiOs.

			How did I end up here?

			Why didn’t I stay with my mom? She’s got a lot of problems, but she’s my mom. The only one who really loves me.

			Now I’m just a loser. Nobody’s kid.

			As mad as I am at myself, I know why I got out of the car. I couldn’t risk it. What if something happened to Boo?

			Why did I think Ray would take me in? Ray is a nice guy, but not family. It was crazy for me to expect anything more from him.

			How did I get so confused?

			Loser, loser. The words go around and around in my brain.

			The decisions I made seemed right at the time. They made sense. But now…

			I take my spiral sketch pad out of my trash bag. At least whoever packed my stuff—Este or Lou Ann—remembered to put it in. I turn to the winged leopard I’ve been working on. I thought I was getting close. But now I see how wrong I was. I hate everything about it.

			I rip the winged leopard out of the sketch pad and tear it up. It feels good to destroy that stupid thing.
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			Hank Hooperman Fails at Everything

			I stare at the pieces scattered across the floor, tears washing down my face.

			I pick up part of a wing. I spent a long time trying to make the wings as light and feathery as a bird’s wing. I did my best. The wing’s not perfect. But maybe I don’t want to throw it away. Soon all the pieces are on my bed, and I am trying to fit them back together.

			“Lights out in fifteen,” Manny, a staff person with multiple earrings and tight black jeans, tells me when I ask to borrow tape.

			I head back to my room.

			A few minutes later, Manny tosses a roll of tape onto my cot. “First nights are hard,” he says.

			I sit on my cot and tape the drawing back together as best I can. Then I stick it in my sketchbook.

			

			—

			When the lights go out, I lie in bed.

			I love my mom and she loves me. But everything she does gets me in trouble. What happens when you love someone like that?

			Este said that some people have a sensitivity to alcohol. They are allergic. Alcohol is poison for them. But why would she drink it if it’s poison?

			It doesn’t make sense.

			But now I’ve made a mess of everything, just like my mother has. Maybe we’re both doomed.

			Then I think about Boo. Boo is my mom’s kid too. She is cute and bubbly and happy and smart. She isn’t a loser and she’s not doomed.

			

			—

			I pull the prison-gray blanket up to my chin, but I can’t get comfortable in this bed. The sheets don’t stay tucked, and the plastic mattress sticks to my skin.

			I toss and turn until finally I sleep. In my dream, I’m running after the flying leopard. My fingers graze the leopard’s fur, but I can’t catch him. I watch as he flies away.

			The next morning when I open my eyes, it’s a shock to find myself here. One desk, one desk lamp, one straight-backed metal chair. Two metal cots, two blankets, two thin pillows. All strange. Nothing is mine.

			

			—

			I’m hungry, so I make my way to the dining room. I’m wearing the same clothes I slept in but who cares? This is the one good thing about being here. There are no mistakes if you don’t care about anything at all.

			There are two guys at one table. Nobody at the other. The place looks like it’s set up for way more kids than this.

			One of the guys has a half-shaved head. The other guy is big all over with shaggy hair and bad acne. Shaggy Hair doesn’t say a word. Half-Shaved talks nonstop.

			I sit at the empty table and look out the window at a dumpster. I pick a cereal, pour it in the bowl, and eat fast, barely bothering to chew.

			Manny walks by. “Hank, right?” he asks.

			“Yeah,” I mumble.

			“Hard time to come in. We’re trying to get everyone out of here for the holidays.”

			“How do you get out of here?” I ask, my spoon halfway to my mouth.

			“Foster placement. Or sometimes extended family checks you out.” He looks at me hopefully.

			I shake my head. I have no extended family. Hank Hooperman fails at everything.

			“You came in late, so…” He waggles his head back and forth.

			“Tough luck for me,” I finish for him.

			He smiles. “Pretty much,” he says. His rubber-soled shoes make a sucking sound as he walks away.

			

			—

			I pocket an orange that is mostly green and return to my room.

			I get my sketch pad and check the winged leopard to make sure it’s safe. I’ve just started to draw a new winged leopard when I hear a ball bouncing. I look out the window, but all I can see is the house next door. I head downstairs and out the back door, around the back stoop, under the clothesline. And there is the guy with shaggy hair shooting a basketball into a hoop.
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			Christmas Eve

			Shaggy Hair tells me how things work. He explains that I will be taken in a minivan to some school I’ve never heard of. And that I should never tell anyone I’m a foster kid. He said on pizza night I should eat as much as I can because that’s the only decent meal they serve. He explains how to check out the basketball. And what chores you don’t want to volunteer for.

			I sign out the basketball first thing every morning and check it back in last thing every night. Whenever I’m not mopping the dining room, sponging down the tables, or sweeping the stairs, I’m shooting hoops. Shaggy Hair doesn’t like to play as much as I do, but he doesn’t talk all the time and he never cheats, so I like it when he plays.

			But then suddenly, three days before Christmas, Shaggy Hair is gone.

			“Where’s Shaggy Hair—I mean, Bowman?” I ask Manny.

			“Gone to a new placement.”

			“He didn’t say goodbye.”

			Manny strokes his goatee. “Nobody says goodbye here.”

			“Why?”

			“It’s his fifth foster home, which isn’t that bad actually. We had one kid who’d been in twelve.”

			“Twelve?” I gasp.

			“Yup. That’s rough. But you’re a good kid. You won’t have that problem.”

			“Shaggy Hair is a good kid too. I liked him,” I say.

			

			—

			Other guys come and go. A guy with glasses that fall off his face. A guy who cheats, and cries if you call him on it. Another one who slugs you if you win.

			

			—

			On Christmas Eve, staff turns on Christmas music and puts out store-bought sugar cookies and gifts a charity bought for us. We each get to open one. Mine is a doll. Everyone laughs when I open it. I leave it in the common room, which is what you do with things you want stolen.

			Manny tries to organize some lame games. But the only thing I’m interested in is basketball. I shoot baskets in the dim back-door light. It’s raining but I don’t care.

			I practice on and on, my hair slicked down on my head, the hoodie Manny found for me wet and cold.

			“Remember the piccolo,” I whisper, and take shot after shot from the dirt square, from behind the shed, from the place where the weeds grow out of the cement. And every time I make a basket, I whisper, “Winner, winner,” and I think about Boo and Ray.

			The group-home lights turn out, but the back-door light is on, so I can still see. I play until staff does a bed check and finds me missing. But it’s Christmas Eve, so I don’t get in trouble for this.

			In my room, I lie on my squeaky cot thinking about Boo. In the common area is a book about animals. I bring it back, turn on the desk lamp, and page through to find Boo’s animal. An owl? A horse? An elephant? Then I see the meerkat. Funny, intelligent, curious…that’s Boo. I begin drawing Boo’s meerkat. When I’m done, I write her a letter.

			
				Dear Boo,

				I am doing a nutty up, nutty down right now pretending you are here with me. I will find a way for us to be together again. I swear.

				Love,

				Hank

				PS The meerkat is my Christmas gift. It reminds me of you.

			

			Then I draw CPU sitting on Ray’s lap.

			
				Dear Ray,

				Thanks for all you did for me. It was so nice of you to help me find my mother and to come to my tryouts. I liked playing basketball with you and when you said to remember the piccolo. It was cool when you animated my drawings.

				I’m sorry if I made you feel bad when I didn’t call you to say I wouldn’t be at tryouts.

				I will never forget you. I hope you won’t forget me.

				Sincerely,

				Your friend Hank

				PS Maybe you could visit Boo at Lou Ann’s? If you write back, could you send a photo of you and Boo?

				PPS Does CPU miss me? Don’t forget she likes three ice cubes in her bowl.

				PPPS Tell Tadeo I said hello.

			

			For Ana I draw a penguin with hearts over his head.

			
				Dear Ana,

				I screwed up and now I’m in a group home. The worst part is Boo is not here and I don’t know when I will see her again. (Maybe just once a year in a stupid camp.) I won’t see you again either because I am going to a new school. I know I said I would tell you if I was going to leave, but it happened so fast. There was no time to tell you.

				Here is my last penguin for you. (Unless you want to write me back. Do you?)

				Hank

			

			For Mom I draw a picture of Grandma Mae’s car with Boo and Mom and me and Dorothy Dingle inside.

			
				Dear Mom,

				I don’t know where you are or if you are all right. I am sorry I got mad at you, but you didn’t have to leave. You didn’t have to scare us. After that, they took Boo away from me. And they sent me to a temporary foster place. I hope Lou Ann will take care of Boo, but I don’t know. Boo will get older just like me and then Lou Ann won’t like her anymore.

				It is really bad when you don’t come home. I worry. And sometimes I get mad.

				I wish you would go to rehab and stay there until you are all better.

				That is the only way we can be a family again. Do you understand that?

				You are our mom, but what you do hurts me and Boo.

				I was almost on the basketball team. And I had made friends. And now I won’t see any of them again because Boo and I got in the car with you.

				You are messing everything up and now I am too.

				It’s confusing to hate someone you love as much as I love you. Please come and get me.

				Love,

				Hank

				PS You don’t have to be a perfect mom. But you can’t drink.

			

			Manny gives me stamps and envelopes. I put Boo’s letter in with Ray’s because I don’t know if Lou Ann will give it to her. I know Ray’s address and Ana’s, but I don’t know my mom’s, so I write: Geri Hooperman, Tucson, Arizona. The letter probably won’t get to her, but I send it anyway.

			Mom won’t forget about me on Christmas. She’d never do that. She’ll dye her hair a different color and pretend she’s my aunt and sign me out.

			Unless she’s mad at me for getting out of the car. Everything I did that day made somebody I love mad.
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			Christmas

			On Christmas morning when I wake up, there are cinnamon rolls. They are baked fresh, warm and cinnamony, with a thick layer of white icing on top. Everybody gets two.

			Since we already opened our presents on Christmas Eve, there isn’t much to do. But one of the staff dresses up like Santa and tosses bags of candy out of a Santa sack. She plays Christmas music, and the guys who are waiting for visitors get all dressed up in suits and ties and sit on the bench by the entryway.

			I wonder about Boo. What did Lou Ann tell her about why I’m gone? Does Boo understand this wasn’t my choice?

			And where is Mom? Did she make it to Tucson? Does she know where I am? I ask the Mrs. Santa staff lady if sometimes guys get unexpected guests on Christmas.

			“Sometimes. Why? Are you expecting someone?”

			“Not really. Just wondering,” I say. “If somebody comes for me, will you tell them I’ll be out by the basketball hoop?”

			“Of course.” She gives me a warm smile.

			The sky is blue and cool, with only a few clouds low over the horizon. There are a couple of other guys out here. A kid with yellow hair who misremembers the score, always in his favor. And the big, slow guy who likes trick shots.

			After a while they leave, and different guys come. Some I’ve seen before. Some I haven’t. It’s hard to figure out what to do in a place like this on Christmas.

			I keep practicing. Just me and the ball.

			

			—

			By dinner the Christmas music has been turned off, the Mrs. Santa staff lady has gone home, and there’s nobody waiting on the bench by the door. Dinner is no different from dinner any other day, except there are more fights. I keep to myself.

			It’s still possible Mom will come. She doesn’t do things the way other people do. She might arrive in the middle of the night. But I don’t know if they’ll let her in if she does.

			I go back out and play by myself.

			

			—

			By lights-out, she still hasn’t arrived.

			I take out my sketchbook, turn on the desk lamp, and begin writing all the mistakes I’ve made and what level of stupid they are. I erase a lot, trying to figure it all out.

			Hank Hooperman’s Mistakes

			
					
					Left my skateboard at Lou Ann’s

				

					
					Took Boo to Lou Ann’s in the first place

				

					
					Couldn’t figure out how to get Lou Ann to like me

				

					
					Thought Ray would help me

				

					
					Didn’t show up for tryouts

				

					
					Lied to Lou Ann

				

					
					Didn’t say goodbye to Boo

				

					
					Let them split me and Boo up

				

					
					Didn’t call Ray

				

					
					Trusted my mother
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			Please Don’t Throw My Skateboard Away

			The day after Christmas, I no longer believe my mother will come, and I know I’m going to have to write Lou Ann and beg her to take me back. I’m so mad at her, it’s hard to think of what to say. She knew how sad I would be without Boo. And how sad Boo would be without me. But she kicked me out anyway.

			It’s three days after Christmas by the time I finally finish my letter to Lou Ann. It takes me that long to write a letter that doesn’t sound as angry as I feel.

			
				Dear Lou Ann,

				Thank you for all you did for me and Boo. You found clothes for us and got our meals, drove us places, and took us to your sister’s house for Thanksgiving. Thank you for taking care of us for so long.

				I’m sorry I worried you. I shouldn’t have gone with my mom. I only did it because I love her. And I wanted us all to be a family again. But I should have known it was wrong.

				Please tell Boo I miss her. And thank you for taking care of her. She is calm with you. She learns with you. And she likes you.

				I am sorry a million billion times. I will obey all your rules if only you’ll give me another chance. If only you’ll take me back. I need to be with Boo. I can’t lose her too.

				Sincerely,

				Hank

				PS Please don’t throw my skateboard away.
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			No Way to Make It Right

			More kids come back after the holidays, but I get lucky—still no roommate. It is nice to have a quiet place to go, because now that a lot of the guys are back, there’s always shouting.

			Things fall into a routine. I play basketball. I draw. I read the worn-out paperbacks in the common room. Some of them are good. Dragon Hoops, The Crossover, and Marcus Vega Doesn’t Speak Spanish. I talk to the guys that play basketball, but otherwise, I keep to myself. There’s no point in making friends here.

			I feel better about my plan to have Lou Ann take me back. I’ve written her three letters, each one asking her to please come get me before McNulty starts again.

			Then at lunch Mrs. Santa staff delivers an email she printed out for me.

			
				Dear Hank,

				Boo is doing well. I know how much you love her, and I am sorry that the two of you are separated.

				It is too bad you made the choices you did. I understand you love your mother, but what you did was wrong.

				I am fond of you, Hank. You are a polite young man. But I can’t take you back. I am too old to raise teenagers.

				I hope you appreciate how much I did for you and Boo. And of course, I will continue to take good care of Boo while she is with me.

				Sincerely,

				Lou Ann

				PS I gave your skateboard to Este. She’s on vacation, but she promised to get it back to you when she returns.

			

			The air grows thick around me. The weight of it pressing in on my lungs. I read the words over and over, trying to make the meaning different than it is. She’s not going to take me back. And take good care of Boo while she is with me sounds like she isn’t going to keep Boo for long either.

			Everything has gone so far wrong there is no way to make it right.

			I consider running away. My mom’s bus pass wasn’t packed, so I’ll have to hitchhike back to Lou Ann’s. Then sneak into the house and get Boo. But where would I take her? Where would we go?

			If this day weren’t terrible enough already, I can’t stop thinking about how the first basketball game of the McNulty season is this afternoon. School hasn’t even started yet, so why do they have a game? And why do I care? I won’t be going to McNulty. I won’t see Legend or Quince or Coach P. or Ana ever again.

			When school starts, Ana will tell everyone what I said in my letter. They’ll talk about it for a few days and then forget all about me. I wasn’t there that long anyway.

			I’ll be loaded into a minivan with the group-home guys and taken to some strange school somewhere. Then when Este gets home from vacation, she’ll find a foster home for me.

			I check the basketball out and head to the hoop. I shoot basket after basket, making a game of how many I can dunk in a row.

			“Winner, winner,” I whisper to myself every time I make a basket. I’m in the zone, so intent on what I’m doing that I don’t hear them call my name.

			“Hank!” the Mrs. Santa staff lady shouts.

			Uh-oh. What did I do?

			She sees my face and smiles. “It’s okay, I’m just trying to get your attention. You have some focus, dude.”

			I hold the ball, feeling its smooth surface under my fingers.

			“You’ve got a visitor coming. I think they’re checking you out for the day.”

			I stare blankly at her.

			“You don’t know who it is?” she asks.

			Of course I do. It’s Mom! She found me. She’s come to get me out of here.

			“Yeah. Sorry, I forgot,” I say, trying to recover. No telling who Mom has said she is.

			Mrs. Santa staff lady nods. “Go wait in the entry. I’ll check the ball back in for you.”

			“I need to get something from my room,” I tell her.

			I want to take all my stuff, but that might make staff suspicious. Mom will want me to play along. I get my sketch pad and leave, hoping I’ll never have to see this place again.

			I cross the fingers on my right hand, please Mom have Boo, and the fingers on my left hand, please Mom be sober.

			Then I go down to the entryway and wait.
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			Footsteps

			I wait standing up. I wait sitting down.

			But Mom doesn’t come.

			Has she been pulled over? Is she sleeping something off? Or did she just forget?

			More staff come in and go out. Manny pushes through the door with a guy who has torn shorts and a hat with furry earflaps. A kid with cockeyed glasses sits waiting with me. His uncle comes and he leaves.

			Manny pokes his head in the entryway. “I’m sorry, Hank, we shouldn’t have called you so soon. They said noon,” he says.

			I look at the clock: 11:45. I’ve been here for an hour and forty-five minutes. But that’s okay. Mom’s coming and she’s not even late!

			I watch the door. The clock. The door. Tick-a-tick-a-tick-a.

			

			—

			At 11:58, I hear footsteps. Not Mom’s quiet sneakers or clicking high heels or clomping cowboy boots. Thick footsteps, like hiking boots. Probably staff.

			I settle back on the bench to wait for Mom.

			And then I see Ray Delgado.
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			Remember the Piccolo

			“Hi.” Ray smiles at me. “I thought you’d want to go to your game.”

			I nod stiffly.

			“Do you know what I need to do to sign you out?” Ray asks.

			I run up the stairs to the common room to find Manny.

			Manny comes down the steps with the clipboard. He hands it to Ray and Ray signs me out.

			“I’ll have him back by nine,” Ray says.

			“That’ll be fine,” Manny says.

			

			—

			“C’mon…might be traffic,” Ray says, walking fast to the bright blue truck.

			I follow him, my arms wrapped tightly around my sketch pad. I set it carefully on the back seat, then climb in shotgun.

			My hands are shaking. My leg is bouncing up and down. Neither of us says a word.

			Ray starts the truck. “That place as bad as it looked?” he asks.

			“Yeah,” I say. “But they have a basketball hoop.”

			“Thank God for small miracles,” Ray says.

			I shrug.

			“How’s Boo?” I ask.

			“Boo is a love. Misses you like crazy, though,” Ray says as we spin down the on-ramp and sail onto the freeway.

			“Lou Ann’s taking good care of her?”

			“Yes, she is.”

			I stare out the window at a flock of blackbirds in the sky. “You get my letter?” I ask.

			“I did. Thank you very much,” Ray says. “You get mine?”

			“No.”

			“I emailed. Sent a picture of CPU and Boo. I wanted to visit, but until I got approved, they wouldn’t tell me where you were.”

			Ray sent me the photo I asked for. He wanted to visit.

			I’ve run out of things to say. If I ask how Ray’s Christmas was, then Ray will ask how mine was, and I don’t want to talk about that. I don’t want to talk about Lou Ann either.

			“How’s CPU?” I ask.

			“She’s great. I didn’t bring her because I didn’t know if the gym would allow dogs.” He hands me a plastic bag of cookies. “You hungry?”

			“Oatmeal chocolate chip.” I smile.

			“Your favorite,” he says.

			“Yeah, thanks.” My chest wells up, but I try hard not to feel anything.

			“Of course. So, have you been practicing?” Ray asks.

			“Pretty much all the time,” I say.

			“All right, then.” Ray smiles approvingly.

			“Remember the piccolo,” I whisper.

			“Remember the piccolo,” Ray says.

			

			—

			There isn’t much traffic. And hardly any cars in the parking lot. We are way early. I don’t know why Ray thought we might be late.

			“Let’s go in. See if Coach P. is there. Show off your stuff.” Ray reaches in back for the basketball.

			“Show off my stuff?” I ask.

			Ray nods.

			“Was Coach mad when I didn’t show up?”

			“Mad? No. Disappointed? Yes,” Ray says.

			“I should apologize,” I mumble.

			“Yes, definitely. I talked to him about it. But you need to talk to him too,” Ray says, pushing the button on his key fob that makes the truck lock chirp.

			“Really? You talked to him about me?”

			Ray’s kind brown eyes take me in. “He asked me why you weren’t there. I didn’t know, so I told him I’d find out and get back to him, and I did.”

			I’ve been dreaming of showing Coach P. how much I’ve been practicing. But I won’t get the chance to do that. This will be apologizing and explaining. Painful and embarrassing.

			We walk in through the side door. The gym is empty. Coach P. isn’t here.

			Ray hands the ball to me.

			“Am I allowed to play here?” I ask.

			“I don’t see why not.” Ray’s voice is decisive.

			I get on the court, and the ball bounces loudly in the empty gym. At first, my hands shake, so all I do is dribble back and forth. After a while, I begin to shoot, awkwardly, missing more than I ever do. But then I get into my zone, like I’m all alone at the group home. Nobody knows. Nobody cares.

			Over and over, I shoot. I miss plenty of times. But I don’t worry because there’s always another try. Coach P. says the best players don’t think about what happened, they think about what’s happening now. Then I get my rhythm and make five baskets in a row.

			When I look up, Ray and Coach P. are watching.

			“Somebody’s been practicing,” Coach P. calls down to me.

			“Yes, sir,” I say.

			Coach P. waves me over and Ray fades away. Coach P. takes off his cap and scratches his short dark hair so thoroughly it’s like he’s in the shower washing it. Then he puts his cap back on.

			“I understand from Ray there”—he nods to Ray, who is sitting up high in the bleachers—“that things have been rocky for you.”

			“Yeah,” I whisper.

			“Sometimes family problems get in the way.” Coach P. lifts his chin and runs his hand along the back of his neck. “Is that what happened with you?”

			I nod.

			“So, Hoop, I’m gonna do something I hardly ever do. I’m gonna give you a second chance. But should you miss even one game or practice for the rest of the year, the deal is off. Null and void. I do not, under any circumstances, give third chances. You understand what I’m saying?”

			“Yes, sir,” I say, “but…I won’t be going to McNulty anymore.”

			“Emmm. Well…if you don’t go to my school, then this isn’t going to work. But if you do find yourself at McNulty…then based on what I saw today, you’re on.”

			“Thank you,” I say.

			“Do you know why I’m making this exception?”

			“Because I had family problems,” I mumble.

			“That’s part of it. But it’s more than that. I see something in you. A talent, sure, and…a hunger. I can’t make a guy want to get better. You have to have the drive in here.” He taps my chest.

			A warmth comes over me. I can’t believe an important person like Coach P. has named something about me I have secretly thought about myself.

			I’m still sad I won’t be going to McNulty. But maybe there will be a team at my new school.

			I find my way to the bleachers just as Legend and Quince arrive.

			“Hey, Hoop,” Legend says. “What happened to you at tryouts?”

			“I had, uh…a problem,” I say.

			“Oh,” Legend says, his eyes searching mine.

			“Hey, wait, we’re supposed to sit over there,” Quince says, pointing at the bench.

			“Come on. Sit with us,” Legend beckons.

			“Hey, Hoop, I’ve been wondering…did you ever kiss Ana Lopez?” Quince asks.

			“Not yet,” I say.

			“What are you waiting for, man?” Legend asks.

			“He needs my lessons, but he doesn’t have the cash.” Quince rubs his fingers together.

			“Like you’re an expert…He practices on pillows,” Legend says. “You know what he told me? He said if you do it right the pillow kisses back.”

			Quincy rolls his eyes. “Shut up, I did not.”

			

			—

			At first, it’s fun sitting on the bench with Legend and Quincy, laughing and kidding around. But when the game starts, it’s hard to fend off the darkness. Legend’s and Quincy’s lives are normal. They live in a regular world, and I live in a zombie apocalypse movie.

			I’m glad they don’t know I won’t be going to McNulty anymore, but they’ll find out soon enough. It feels weird, like there’s a huge space between us that only I can see.

			I get up and find Ray, who is sitting up high in the bleachers talking to somebody’s mom.

			“Hey.” Ray smiles at me. “I thought Coach wanted the team sitting together?”

			I shrug.

			“Everything okay?” Ray asks in a low voice.

			“Yeah, sure.” I try to smile.

			“You want to go for a walk?” Ray asks.

			“No,” I say, “I’ll see you after.”

			I head for the bathroom to splash cold water on my face. When I get a grip, I go sit with Legend and Quincy again. By then the game has gotten exciting, so I’m okay.
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			Second Chance

			“That was a good game,” Ray says when we’re back in the truck.

			“Yeah,” I say. It was a good game. McNulty won 48–39.

			“What did Coach P. say?” Ray asks.

			I feel so mixed up inside I can’t look at Ray. There is no safe place for my eyes to go.

			“That he’d give me a second chance. But if I missed even one practice or game, I’d be out because he doesn’t give third chances. But I told him I’m not going to McNulty anymore,” I say under my breath.

			“Yeah, um, I wanted to talk to you about that,” Ray says.

			Ray doesn’t turn on the truck or put on his seat belt. I stare out the window, my leg bouncing again.

			“I wasn’t sure if I should bring this up before. It’s a long discussion—I didn’t want to have to cut it short.”

			I suck in my cheek, trying to keep control.

			“I, um…” Ray’s voice trails off.

			“It was really nice of you to take me to the game,” I tell the dark window.

			“I got the paperwork squared away, so you can go to McNulty if you want to,” Ray says.

			My head whips around. “How will I get there from the group home?”

			“You wouldn’t be living at the group home. I’m sorry I couldn’t say yes the night you left. But I don’t make decisions that important on the fly. I needed to think about it, and I didn’t want to get your hopes up because I wasn’t sure what I’d decide.”

			“My hopes up about what?” I whisper.

			“There was a lot to consider,” Ray continues. “If I could afford childcare for Boo. As it turns out, Celia can watch Boo. She can’t wait. And the days she works with Lou Ann, she’ll bring Boo along.”

			I stare at him. Trying to take in what he’s saying.

			“And there were a lot of hoops to jump through to get approved as an emergency foster parent. I wasn’t sure they’d take a single dad. But they did.

			“What I’m saying is, I want you and Boo to live with me. If that’s still what you want.”

			“With you?” I ask. “For how long?”

			“For as long as you want.”

			“What about my mom?”

			“I won’t lie to you. That was the hardest part of this decision.” He takes a deep, wobbly breath. “But if your mom gets out of her legal troubles and you want to go live with her”—he nods as if he’s agreeing with himself—“I won’t get in your way.”

			He stares out at the gym lights.

			“I lost a child and it nearly killed me.” His voice breaks. “But as Celia is always reminding me, the joy of having my daughter was greater than the pain of losing her.” He presses the corners of his eyes, tears falling around his fingers. “I know I might lose you someday, maybe. But I don’t want to lose you now. Not if I don’t have to.”

			I’m listening. The words are going in. But I can’t quite believe them.

			“It feels like you could be my son, Hank. Maybe that’s weird, but it does.” Ray gulps.

			I stare at him, my chest welling up and tears running down my face.

			“Is it still what you want?” he asks.

			I watch the last car pull out of the parking lot, and the darkening sky.

			“You need time to think about it,” he says.

			“No,” I whisper, my voice hoarse.

			“Oh,” Ray says, his face crushed.

			“No.” I wipe my face. “I mean, I don’t have to think about it. I want Boo and me to live with you.”

			Ray reaches over and half hugs me, but I stiffen, so he knocks me gently on the head with his fist.

			“Am I going back to the group home now?” I ask.

			“I’m afraid so. We need to do this by the book. I only have permission to check you out for the day. But Este is back. I talked to her this morning. She said if you want to do this, we will get you out of there as fast as we possibly can.”

			“I want to do this,” I whisper.

			“I’m so glad.” Ray wipes his eyes. “Do you have any questions for me?”

			“You’re not going to change your mind?” The words shoot out of me.

			“I’m not going to change my mind.”

			“And Boo will live with us?”

			“And Boo will live with us…. Anything else?” he asks.

			“Do we have to live next door to Lou Ann?”

			Ray laughs. “Yup. And you’re going to have to work things out with her, which isn’t going to be easy.”

			“When will you come get me?”

			“I don’t exactly know. As soon as Este says I can.”

			“Will you bring Boo and CPU?”

			“Absolutely. I’m sorry I didn’t bring Boo today. But I thought it would be better if we had this discussion just you and me.”

			“Yeah,” I say.

			“So, good news is, we still have a little time before you have to get back.” He wipes his eyes and turns on the truck. “Let’s get something to eat.”

			I’m hungry, so this sounds good to me. But mostly I just want my time with Ray to last longer.

			We roll out of the empty parking lot. It’s just a parking lot. And the sky is just the sky. But it all feels so perfect, like a drawing with no mistakes.

		

	
		
			57

			Where You Go, Pooperman?

			With Este back, things happen fast. On Friday morning, I spot Ray and Boo walking to the door rolling a suitcase. A suitcase?

			Why is Ray bringing stuff to me? Did he change his mind?

			I stand frozen by the window, my head pounding. When they come in and Boo sees me, she plows into me, wrapping her arms around my legs.

			Tears stream down her face. “Where you go, Pooperman? Where you go?”

			“I wanted to stay with you. I begged Lou Ann,” I tell her, leaning down to hug her. I have to make her understand.

			My face is wet. Her little hands grip my arms.

			Ray gives us a minute, then kneels down to Boo’s level. “Remember we talked about this?”

			Boo nods her big nod, her face blotchy and red.

			“Do you remember what I said?” Ray asks.

			“We go get Pooperman.”

			“Right. And why is that?” Ray asks.

			“Pooperman live with Ray.”

			This hits me like a punch. Pooperman live with Ray. Is this for real?

			“And who else?” Ray asks.

			Boo pats her chest. “Me.”

			“Right, and what else did we do?” Ray continues.

			“We made Pooperman’s bed,” Boo says.

			“Because where is Hank gonna live?”

			“With Ray and me,” Boo answers.

			“Right,” Ray says.

			Boo looks wiped out, but she keeps nodding, like the motion of her head calms her. A wobbly smile slips onto her lips.

			“Then why do you have a suitcase?” My voice shakes when I ask Ray.

			Ray looks startled. “I didn’t want you to have to carry your stuff in a trash bag.”

			“Oh,” I say, then I sit down on the floor, unzip the suitcase, and dump my trash bag of stuff inside. I concentrate hard on this to keep myself in check.

			“Pooperman live here?” Boo asks, looking at the entry room.

			“He did,” Ray says. “But not anymore.”

			“Where?” Boo asks.

			Ray turns to me. “Can we show her?”

			“Uh-huh,” I say, taking Boo’s hand. Together we walk up the stairs to the living area.

			Manny approaches when he sees us. “My little sister wants to see where I stayed,” I explain.

			“Well, hello, little sister.” Manny smiles at Boo.

			Boo cowers behind my leg.

			“That’s the kitchen.” I point to the door, locked now as it always is between meals.

			“And the common area.” I walk them by the saggy couch.

			Then we head down the hall to the room where I stayed. “This is my bed.” I point to my narrow cot.

			Boo shakes her head. “Pooperman lives with me and Ray, right?” She looks to Ray.

			“Right,” Ray says.

			“Right. It was my bed, but not anymore,” I explain.

			

			—

			After we check out with Manny, we get in Ray’s truck. Ray buckles Boo in a brand-new car seat in the back of the double cab. I get in front and CPU climbs in my lap.

			“Why you there, Pooperman?” Boo asks, pointing back to the group home.

			“Because Mom messed up. And then I trusted her and…” I take a breath.

			“Dortee Dingle,” Boo says, as if this is the answer to her question. She sticks her arm out, reaching for my hand. I scoot CPU off my lap and climb into the back with her.

			Ray gets in the front seat. He presses his thumb against the bridge of his nose and closes his eyes. “I’m glad to have you out of there,” he whispers.

			I nod, staring blankly into space.

			“Let’s go home,” he says, starting up the truck.

			Boo watches the trucks out the window. When we are on the freeway, I hear her say: “Winner, winner, lutch and dinner.”

			At first, I think she’s spotted a mail truck or found a coin in her car seat. But then I realize the only thing in her hand is my hand.
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			Lou Ann

			Boo and I move into Ray’s house. Our rooms face each other. Ray’s is the big bedroom at the end. Boo’s room is full of toys from his cousins, from Celia, from the store, and from Lou Ann.

			“Thank you, Lou Ann,” I say politely when Lou Ann brings over more of Boo’s favorite things. I try to keep the anger out of my words, but that’s like trying to play basketball without a hoop.

			“She felt guilty about kicking you out,” Ray says when she’s gone.

			“Did she?” My voice is thick with sarcasm.

			“Boo was not the same without you. She was quieter, less sure of herself, which made Lou Ann feel even worse.”

			“Boo thought I abandoned her.”

			“I know she did. And Lou Ann knows it too. Boo woke up in the middle of the night screaming for you and sat by the door saying Where Pooperman? And then when she saw your skateboard, she really fell apart.”

			“Lou Ann told you that?”

			“She did. It upset her.”

			I snort.

			“I can see why you’re mad at Lou Ann. But people can only do what they can do, Hank,” Ray says.

			

			—

			The next day, Lou Ann brings over a first-aid kit with children’s Tylenol, Band-Aids, tweezers, alcohol wipes, and Neosporin. She hands the kit to Ray, then lingers on the doorstep.

			“Come on in.” Ray motions with his head. “I’ve got some of that cinnamon tea you like.”

			“Can I talk to Hank for a minute?” she asks Ray.

			Ray turns to me. From the look on his face, it’s clear what he wants me to do.

			My feet drag as I follow Lou Ann down the path to her house. In the kitchen, she turns on the electric kettle and pours me a glass of lemonade.

			Only thing worse than a stand-up talk is a sit-down talk. I sit on the edge of my seat, ready to spring out.

			Lou Ann lowers herself into her chair. “I couldn’t be happier about how this has worked out for you and Boo,” she says.

			I sit stiffly, nod warily.

			“Did the staff at the group home give you my email?” she asks.

			“Yes,” I say.

			“Well, we’re neighbors now.” She flaps her hand in the direction of Ray’s house. “What do you say we let bygones be bygones?”

			Acid from my stomach burns my throat.

			The kettle boils. Lou Ann hops up to make herself tea.

			Mom would say there’s always a way to act nice. Ray never says that. But he always is nice, which is better.

			“You didn’t have to take us in in the first place,” I finally manage to say.

			“No, I did not. I could have called CPS and had them take you that first night. You know why I didn’t?”

			“Because of Grandma Mae.”

			“That was part of it. But it was more than that. I saw how close you were to Boo, and it melted my heart.”

			Her heart melted? Does stone melt?

			Still, I can’t even think about how awful it would have been to have been separated from Boo that first night. If that had happened, we’d never have met Ray. And we might never have seen each other again.

			“Thank you,” I say.

			Lou Ann smiles.

			“I’m sorry I worried you,” I mutter. “But you could have given me another chance. You didn’t have to kick me out.”

			Lou Ann’s nostrils flare. Her lips press together. “I was best friends with your grandma Mae for forty-eight years and I saw how many chances she gave your mom. Didn’t do any good. And the thought that you would put your sister in jeopardy like that. Uh-uh.” She shakes her head.

			A hot flush of anger runs up my neck, blooming on my cheeks. “I’m not my mom.”

			“No. I see that now.”

			She stares into her teacup. “It wasn’t my finest moment, Hank.”

			My eyes grow wide. Is Lou Ann admitting a mistake?

			“Your mom put you in an impossible situation. I should have given you another chance.”

			My mouth drops open.

			“But I was mad. It hurt that you’d run off without a word to me. I thought we had a better relationship than that. I trusted you.”

			I stare out at the Mumford cul-de-sac, remembering when Mark Chesley’s Range Rover was parked there. Then I look back at her. “I’m sorry, Lou Ann,” I say. And to my surprise, I mean it. “It must have been awful when we didn’t come back.”

			She nods. “You know how much I adore that little sister of yours. And you know what? I’m sure I would have loved you just as much when you were her age.”

			“How come you hate teenagers so much?”

			She sighs and looks away. “I had a tough time with my son, Rowen. I can’t go through that again.”

			I nod. Ray had mentioned this. But it’s the first time I’ve ever heard Lou Ann say she even has a son. She only talks about her daughter. I want to ask what happened to him. Where he is now. Though I can see from the look on her face that I shouldn’t.

			She must see the question in my eyes because she says: “Rowen lives in Seattle. He’s doing fine now, but he and I don’t see eye to eye on much of anything.” She lifts her glasses and dabs at the corners of her eyes. “It’s hard to love someone you don’t trust.”

			I think about my mom. That is, I suddenly realize, exactly how I feel.

			“I know,” I say.

			“I’ll bet you do,” she says.

			I stare at her for a long time. “I really am sorry.”

			She nods. “And I really am too.”
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			Ray 2

			Boo gets used to living at Ray’s so quickly, it’s like she was waiting for everyone to figure out that’s where we belonged. But she still gets nervous when I leave and sometimes sits by the door waiting for me when I’m gone.

			After a few weeks, even that gets better. Mostly because we feel at home at Ray’s. We have our own rooms, our own desks, our own beanbag chairs, and a water bowl for CPU in each of our rooms, though we never have to refill Boo’s because CPU likes the bowl in my room best. At night CPU jumps on my bed and worms her way under the covers, her head on the pillow. And sometimes when I wake up, Boo is there too.

			We’ve worked out a good routine of school and basketball and Sunday dinners at Celia’s. After dinner, Ray reads to Marielle, Marcy, Matty, Tadeo, Boo, and me. Sometimes I read a chapter or Marielle does. Tadeo doesn’t like to read out loud, but he likes sharing his reading time with us now. We make it fun. Marielle is good with voices. Tadeo does sound effects. And Boo makes funny comments out of the blue. She follows the stories amazingly well.

			Then when we get home, Ray plans the week’s menu with us. Everybody gets to choose one night’s dinner. Boo picks chicken nuggets. I pick tacos or hamburgers. Ray picks all different things. After we eat, Ray wants a report. “Was the soup too spicy? The pork too chewy? The cookies too soft?”

			“What you cook is always good,” I tell him.

			“Thank you, Hank. But cooking for a family,” he sighs. “It’s been a while.”

			He looks off into the distance like he’s thinking about the family he used to have.

			“Hey, I was wondering, what was your daughter’s name?” I ask while Boo is in the living room trying to write BOO HOOPERMAN. Hooperman is a long word. She struggles with it.

			Ray looks back at me. “Mia Maria Delgado. She would have been twelve on November seventh.”

			“Twelve. My age.”

			“Your age, yes.” He looks at me. “Anything else you want to know?”

			“Yeah.” I point to a collection of photos of Ray and Mia and another lady who is white like me. “Is that your ex-wife?”

			“Yup.”

			“Do you ever talk to her?”

			He smiles at me. “You’re full of questions this evening.”

			“I’m curious.”

			“It’s only natural. I should have told you about her before. Her name is Nicole. I don’t talk to her regularly. But I ran into her a few months ago. She remarried another guy named Ray.”

			“Ray 2?” I say.

			“Right. Ray 2.” He laughs. “She and Ray 2 have twin girls. She seems to be doing quite well.”

			Ray sinks down on the sofa. “Our divorce was amicable, but it was still hard. She was ready to move on before I was.” He sighs. “I just couldn’t get over losing Mia. I missed her so much.” Ray’s voice breaks as he looks at Boo and me. “I never thought I’d get another chance.”

			I figured Ray was just nice. It never occurred to me that we were giving him something too.

			“Okay, so now it’s my turn for questions,” Ray says. “Where exactly did ‘nutty up, nutty down’ come from?”

			“When my grandma Mae read her newspaper, she’d say”—I do my best Grandma Mae impersonation—“ ‘The world is going to the squirrels. Nutty up, nutty down, crazy all around.’ ”

			He laughs. “I know how she feels.”

			I nod.

			Ray scratches his neck. “Do I want to know where Pooperman came from?”

			Boo looks up from her work. “Pooperman!” she shouts.

			“Potty training. I keep trying to get her to call me Superman, but no, she insists on—”

			“Pooperman,” Boo calls out.

			Ray laughs. “And what about Winner, Winner?”

			“Winner, winner, lutch and dinner,” Boo says, climbing on Ray’s lap.

			“After my mom left, we’d look for loose change in her pockets, in her old purses, in the couch cushions. It was a treasure hunt. And when we’d find money, we’d say—”

			“Winner, winner,” Boo calls out.

			I smile. “Yeah, and then what would we do?”

			“Go to Fred’s,” Boo answers.

			“Right, we’d walk over to Fred’s and buy lunch and dinner. And if we didn’t find anything…”

			“Toozer, toozer,” Boo fills in.

			Ray groans. “That’s hard to hear.”

			

			—

			As my birthday approaches, I find myself thinking about Mom even more.

			I watch her social media. I email her agent and check the California prison website. Now that she’s been in jail before, they have her fingerprints. So even if she gives them a new name, they’ll still know who she is. I print out the pictures I can find of her, and our family, make cardboard frames for them, and hang them in my room.

			Of course, Mom can’t wish me happy birthday because she doesn’t know where I am. But I keep hoping she’ll find me, the way I found her.

			The part of me that hopes doesn’t stop hoping.
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			Cinnamon Churro Cake

			The next day, Ray asks me what kind of birthday cake I want. Chocolate bundt cake? Cinnamon churro cake? Strawberry shortcake? Red velvet?

			I have a hard time choosing.

			Ray shows us pictures of cakes, but I still can’t decide, so Boo steps in.

			“The churro one,” she says. “We had it at Lou’s.”

			Ray nods. “Celia thinks she bakes a better churro cake than I do, but”—he grins—“she’s wrong.”

			“I’ll have to do a taste test,” I say.

			“Yes, you will,” Ray says.

			

			—

			My birthday is on Saturday. Ana knows it’s my birthday, but no one else does because it feels weird to announce. I thought Ana would tell them, but I guess she didn’t because no one says anything.

			Soon I get so into practice I even forget it’s my birthday.

			Celia picks me up because Ray and Boo are grocery shopping. We drive to a cousin’s house and get Tadeo, who is taking drumming lessons there. He’s so excited; he can’t stop talking about his lesson the whole way to Ray’s. Celia parks in the alley behind Ray’s house. “Ray is getting the driveway resurfaced,” she explains.

			“What’s wrong with the driveway?” I ask.

			“You know Ray,” she says.

			I do know Ray. He takes incredibly good care of everything. This is not the first time he’s decided to redo something that seems perfectly fine to me. Even so, the driveway? Who cares about a driveway?

			“Go in the back way so you don’t make giant size-twelve footsteps in the wet asphalt,” Celia tells me.

			“They aren’t size twelve,” I say, opening the car door.

			“Are you kidding me? Your feet are, like, fourteens,” Tadeo says, hopping out.

			“Before you go in, how do you feel about a birthday hug?” Celia asks, getting out of the car.

			“Uh, no thanks.” I step back. My face hot.

			“Yeah, Mom. You can’t go around hugging people all the time,” Tadeo says, and Celia laughs.

			“Can I stay at Hank and Ray’s?” Tadeo asks as Celia sits back down behind the wheel.

			I stare at him, a little gasp escaping from my mouth.

			“What?” he asks me.

			Celia’s kind eyes find mine. “You said Hank and Ray’s,” Celia explains.

			“Well…he lives there, doesn’t he?” Tadeo asks.

			“Sí, la casa de Hank y Boo y Ray.” Celia smiles at me.

			“I’ll pick you up tonight.” She winks at Tadeo.

			The wink surprises me. Celia is not a winker.

			It’s only when I open the back gate and everyone shouts “Surprise!” that I figure out what the wink was about.

			Clusters of balloons are tied to the kitchen chairs, balloon letters spell out Happy Birthday Hank, and bright yellow streamers decorate the wall.

			Ana, Carmen, Legend, Quincy, Marielle, Marcy, Matty, and Boo all cluster around me.

			“The look on your face,” Ana says.

			“You were had,” Legend agrees.

			“You thought we forgot it was your birthday at practice, didn’t you?” Quincy asks.

			Tadeo grins. “He totally bought that bit about Ray redoing the driveway.”

			“He didn’t know it was a par-teee! Par-teee!” Carmen sings. Carmen has changed her hair color. It is lime-green today and matches her shiny green skirt.

			CPU is so excited she’s tearing around the living room with Boo and Matty and Marcy. Boo jumps on me, hanging on my arm. “I get to show you. I do.”

			“You get to show me what?” I ask as Celia appears.

			“Happy birthday, Hank.” She pats my arm.

			“It’s a sooprize!” Boo says, pulling me skipping and hopping to the front door.

			For a brief second, I think our mom will be there, but even before the door flings open, I know that’s not going to happen.

			Outside, everybody crowds around us. Whatever the surprise is, they’re in on it too.

			I look down to see if the driveway looks any different. I know it was a ploy, but I do it anyway.

			Matty is jumping up and down. CPU is barking. Boo is pointing up at the cloudless blue sky.

			And then I see the big green ribbon tied to a basketball hoop above the garage door.

			“Ray!” I gasp.

			Ray smiles big as the moon. He bounce-passes a brand-new basketball to me.

			“Free throw! Free throw!” Carmen calls, and everyone joins in hooting and hollering while I shoot my first basket.

			Soon we’re all playing. Legend picks up Boo and helps her throw the ball. Boo’s eyes grow large and her whole face lights up when she and Legend make a basket. She has fallen hard for Legend, just like everyone else.

			You wouldn’t think everybody playing all at once would be so much fun, but it totally is. And just when we’re ready to wind down, Ray and Celia whisk the little girls inside and I sit with my friends on the pavers and we talk about things that happened at school and stuff like that. Then Boo pops out to tell us: “Pooperman, Ray says cake time.” And ducks back inside.

			“Pooperman?” Legend asks me. “Is that what she calls you?”

			I shrug.

			“You want me to try and fix that?” he asks.

			“Um, yeah,” I say.

			Legend springs up on his long legs and goes inside. A few minutes later, he comes out holding Boo’s hand.

			“Boo has something to tell you,” Legend announces.

			“I’m ’posed to call you Hoop,” she says to me.

			“That’s right.” Legend high-fives her. And Boo grins the way she does when she sees a mail truck.

			“I know how to handle little sisters,” Legend whispers to me as we head inside for cake. “I’ve got three of them.”

			

			—

			Inside, we eat the cinnamon churro cake Ray baked, which is delicious.

			“I picked it,” Boo announces to Legend when he digs into his second piece.

			“When I have a birthday, you are picking my cake, girl,” Legend tells her, and Boo’s face shines. She is smitten.

			Then everything happens fast. I open presents, we play another game, and parents start arriving and I’m thanking people and saying goodbye.

			

			—

			Soon everyone is gone, except Ana.

			She gives me a sly smile. “I told my mom that the party ends at five.”

			Ray, who is in the kitchen putting what’s left of the cake into the refrigerator, looks over at me, then Ana, then me again.

			I can feel my cheeks get hot.

			“You can help with the cleanup, Ana,” Ray says.

			Boo carries dirty glasses to the kitchen, Ana and I wipe the table, and CPU licks frosting off the floor.

			“Hey, Ray,” I say.

			He looks up.

			“That was the best birthday party I’ve ever had. I can’t believe I have my own basketball hoop!”

			Ray smiles. “It turned out really well.”

			“It did. Thank you.”

			“I’ve never been to a surprise party where the birthday person was really surprised,” Ana says.

			“I got a picture of exactly how surprised you were too. You want to see?” Ray asks, and Ana, Boo, Ray, and I sit on the couch looking at all the party photos on Ray’s phone. We have just finished when the doorbell rings. Ana’s mom.

			“Where is everybody?” Mrs. Lopez asks when Ray lets her in.

			“They left already.”

			“I thought Ana said the party went until five.” Mrs. Lopez eyes Ana.

			“I guess I got the time wrong.” Ana smiles innocently.

			Mrs. Lopez rolls her eyes.

			“It was nice to have Ana here. She’s welcome anytime,” Ray tells Mrs. Lopez as Ana puts on her sweater.

			After they leave, Ray raises one eyebrow at me. “Sooooo…Ana, huh?”

			My cheeks flush. “She got the time wrong. It was a mistake,” I say.

			“Sure it was,” Ray says. “Sure.”
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			She’s My Mom

			Mostly, things just get better at school and at home. More comfortable, you know?

			One thing that hasn’t changed is Boo still meets with Heidi and I still meet with Este, because technically we’re in foster care at Ray’s. I like Este. She tries hard and it seems as if she likes me.

			It’s in our May meeting, just after Coach P. tells me and Legend and Quincy that we are in the starting lineup next season, when Este says: “I need to talk to you about something.”

			We’re out on the patio and the sun is hot on my head. But when I hear this, the old knots in my stomach come back. It has to be about Mom.

			Este must see the look on my face because she says: “It’s okay. It’s good. Ray wants to adopt you and Boo.”

			“Adopt us?” I ask.

			“Yeah. He loves you guys. But it’s your choice. You can stay with him just like you are whether you’re adopted or not.”

			“Why didn’t Ray tell me?”

			“It’s my job to talk to you about this. I thought you’d have questions.” Este scoots her chair around so she’s in the shade. She’s dressed all in blue today.

			“What about my mom?”

			“Your mother will always be your mother, but she’s not likely to get custody back.”

			“Ever?”

			“Well…she hasn’t met her responsibilities as a parent. She could contest this. But it’s unlikely she’ll win, given what happened. And in a few weeks, the law states you and Boo are available for adoption.”

			I close my eyes and try to imagine telling my mother that I’ve been adopted by someone else.

			“It’s a big decision, Hank. You don’t have to make it now. But you should know that Heidi is recommending that Ray adopt Boo. Boo’s dad is out of the picture, of course. And Boo is too young to make a decision like this herself.”

			“So, Ray is going to adopt Boo?”

			“Yes.”

			I think about the time Boo had a fever and Mom was passed out on the sofa and I didn’t know what to do. The day I came home from school and found Boo by herself with Mom’s earring in her mouth. And that terrible week when Boo and I were home alone. Then I think about how happy Boo is with Ray and me.

			“That’s good,” I whisper.

			Este nods. “Yes, it is.” She rests her hand on mine. “I know you want to stay with Boo.”

			“But I can stay here with her if Ray adopts her, but not me, right?”

			“Absolutely. Ray says whatever you want is fine.”

			I nod, trying to take this in.

			“It does my heart good to see you thriving here, Hank. I couldn’t be happier with how things have worked out.”

			Este says a lot more stuff, but I can’t focus on anything except that one word: adopted.

			

			—

			After Este leaves, I go into the kitchen and look at the digital screen on the wall. The screen saver is the flying leopard and the meerkat that I drew, and Ray and I animated. The winged leopard flies but not as well as I would like. I made some mistakes.

			Ray says mistakes are good, that’s how you learn. (All adults say that. They must teach it at adult school.) He also says if you lie to people you care about, that’s a betrayal. I learned that one the hard way.

			Even so, it’s tough to let go of counting the times I mess up. Mistakes burn brighter than the good things I do. Ray and I have been talking about this too. He has hung an old school notebook in the kitchen, and we record the good things that happen.

			This week it says:

			
				Ray: Lost three pounds. Went sidewalk scootering with Boo. Played one-on-one with Hank.

				Hank: Got an A on my language arts paper. Drummed with Tadeo and I sounded kinda okay. Did great in practice, Coach P. said I was an animal.

				Boo: Read a book all by myself. Taught CPU how to nutty up, nutty down. Saw three mail trucks.

			

			

			—

			That night I’m reading Boo a book about a dad and a dinosaur. And every time I say Daddy, Boo says Ray.

			After we do “nutty-up, nutty-down,” I walk into the kitchen, where Ray is making cookies.

			“When we were reading, Boo pointed to the dad in the book and said Ray,” I tell him.

			Ray turns around, his face glowing.

			“She loves you.”

			Ray nods. “And I love her. I love you both.”

			“It makes sense for you to adopt Boo. But…I can’t give up on my mom, Ray. Not yet. And I can’t lose you and Boo.” I start out strong, but by the end the words stick in my throat.

			“Hey”—Ray puts his arm around me—“I’m not going to let anyone split up you and Boo.”

			I nod, trying to get a grip on myself.

			“We don’t need a piece of paper to know we’re a family. You know that, don’t you?” Ray asks.

			

			—

			That night when I’m alone, I cry for a long time. Really sob in a way I almost never do. CPU sits on my foot and licks my sock. Then puts her paws on my chest and licks my face.

			I love my mom. I miss her every day. The way Ray folds socks is not the way she does. His spaghetti sauce doesn’t taste like hers. And when I get sick, he doesn’t give me lemon and honey tea the way she always did.

			Why couldn’t she stay in rehab? Why couldn’t she just do what she’s supposed to do for once? Why doesn’t she try to deal with her problems?

			I sometimes imagine telling her off. But mostly I just miss her.

			I cry for a long time, until I feel…better. Not better, like all of this is gone. But better, like this is the way it is.

			It’s hard to have so much change. And to suddenly have a father when I’ve never had one before. I used to hate Father’s Day, and now I hate Mother’s Day and I look forward to Father’s Day. Sometimes even good things are tough to get used to.

			I know I’m lucky to have Ray. I trust him, we have fun together, and I feel more comfortable with him every day. Ray is the world’s nicest guy.

			We are a family: Boo and Ray and CPU and me. And someday I think I’ll be ready to have Ray adopt me. But not today.

			

			—

			When I look up, Ray is standing in the doorway of my room.

			“You okay?” he asks, his eyes full of concern.

			“Yeah,” I whisper.

			“You want a hug?”

			“Tomorrow,” I say.

			Ray smiles. “Tomorrow it is, Hank Hooperman. Tomorrow it is.”
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