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For Klaus—my love and fellow bird-spotter







Chapter 1

Nyla Braun sat on her hands, sealed her lips, and pictured a yellow-rumped warbler snapping up a mosquito. Anything to keep from breaking the squirmy silence that followed Mrs. Green’s question. Nyla disliked squirmy silences. To her, they were as loud and irritating as the cry of a red-tailed hawk.

“Come on, people. You know this!”

Fists on hips and in full drill sergeant mode, Mrs. Green had been shouting rapid-fire questions but only getting slow-dribble answers. Not all that surprising to Nyla. By now, most of her classmates were already mentally out the door. It was Friday afternoon, after all, and the wall clock ticked ever so close—and ever so slowly—to three.

But here was the problem: Nyla had already swooped in and answered two questions in a row. One more, and she risked a round of sneers from Curtis and the gang. That or a “Great job, Encyclopedia Braun!”

Probably both.

Which was why now she kept her mouth shut and imagined that warbler darting around in a sycamore tree, patches of yellow peeking out from its rump and under its wings.

Mrs. Green let out a sigh. “I’ll ask again. If you see a yellow-rumped warbler at your bird feeder in the morning, and then one at noon, and then one at three o’clock, how many do you record for the day?”

More silence. Nyla shifted her focus to the folder on her desk:

SPRING BIRDING TOURNAMENT

Anderson Elementary, aka the City Birders

vs.

Penn Elementary, aka the Burb Birders

Stuffed inside were the tournament rules and other materials she’d need for the birding battle between her class and the one from the suburbs, which would be kicking off next Friday via video chat. After that, the classes would meet every Friday (except for spring break), as well as for two special “Trivia Tuesday” contests.

Nyla couldn’t wait to get her first glimpse of the competition. She just hoped they didn’t all show up in safari clothes and carrying binoculars. At the same time, she hoped her City Birder classmates would show at least one ounce of excitement.

“Um...let’s see...” Miguel said, breaking Nyla’s concentration. She watched him tap his pencil against his temple like he was thinking hard, but Nyla could tell he was just being funny. He and Curtis competed for class-clown status. Miguel was more bearable, though, which was a good thing since he sat right next to her.

Nyla glanced up at the clock, and her resistance broke. “One! One yellow-rumped warbler!”

“Correct,” said Mrs. Green, slumping her shoulders in relief. Then she straightened back into drill sergeant mode. “And why?”

Uh-oh. Question number four.

Nyla cut her gaze to Miguel, then said, “Um...because it could be the same bird each time.”

“Yes. But what if we know for sure that one was male and the other female. Can’t we at least say two?”

Nyla shook her head. “No, because it’ll mess up our results because for some birds the males and females look exactly alike and we wouldn’t be able to tell. Like blue jays. So then those species would always be counted less. And we want to count all the different bird species the same way so we’re not counting some birds more and messing up the—”

“Squawk!”

Nyla winced and twisted in her seat. Curtis. Either him or a minion he egged on to do it. Mrs. Green narrowed one eye, then opened her mouth to speak but was drowned out by the ding-dong-ding of the closing bell. Throwing up her hands, she let out a breath, then reminded everyone in class to submit photos of their bird feeder stations by Wednesday evening at the latest.

The sounds of backpack zippers and squeaking chairs filled the fifth-grade classroom next. Mrs. Green breezed past Nyla, most certainly to give somebody a talking-to. Turning around to watch would’ve been awkward, though, so Nyla eyed her birding tournament folder again, trying to imagine what could motivate her class to get excited. Because right now, things weren’t looking good.

But really, should that have been a shock? For some people—okay, most people—bird-watching had to be one of the nerdiest hobbies out there. On the other hand, Mrs. Green had hinted at a huge prize for the winning class, plus extra credit for participating. That should be enough motivation, shouldn’t it?

And speaking of motivation, Nyla had tons of it. Maybe enough for half the class. Who knew? Maybe she alone could lead the City Birders to victory. It could be like last year when she helped her class—many of the same kids—win the fourth-grade Math Olympics. True, some of her classmates had thought that competition was nerdy, too, but they all sure enjoyed that hoagie party Nyla won for them. She soaked up the cheers and appreciation like a sunbathing cormorant.

And for a while, she wasn’t “Encyclopedia Braun.”

Until she was again.

Now she had another chance to win a big prize for her classmates and leave Anderson Elementary on a high. She’d once again be the girl who was smart and popular all wrapped up in one.

Yes. One more chance.

As she packed up her bird folder, Nyla’s cheeks warmed with pride.

“Wha—?” She whipped around, startled by two pokes to her right shoulder. Miguel, who she’d thought was already in the dismissal line, leaned close, his hand curved around his mouth as if he were about to spill a secret.

Then, in the loudest whisper possible, he said:

“We gonna LOOOOOOOSE!”







Chapter 2

Shaking off Miguel’s nonsense, Nyla rushed up to her best friend, Tasha, in the schoolyard, ready to flood her with all the tournament details. But at the last second she switched tactics. Best to leave that for their stoop-sitting time. There’d be fewer distractions, and with March indeed going out like a lamb, they should be able to spend a good amount of time sitting outside before Tasha started her usual complaining about the cold.

So on the walk home down Gorgas Lane, Nyla used all her powers of self-control to talk about everything but the birding contest, even though that was practically all she was thinking about. She also wished for the hundredth time that Tasha were in her class.

This year’s tournament only involved Mrs. Green’s fifth graders and a class from Penn. They were the trailblazers—or guinea pigs, as Nyla thought of it—paving the way for next year, when the entire fifth grades at both schools would compete.

Sure, months ago Tasha had given Nyla an odd look when she first learned that Nyla’s class would be doing some kind of bird-watching thing in the spring. But Tasha—ever on a quest for the perfect report card—would have given it her all just for the extra credit.

Now equipped with a very cool folder explaining everything, Nyla looked forward to showing Tasha exactly how the tournament worked, hoping that would be all it would take to get her excited and make her want to help out.

“So you’re stopping by after your chores and stuff, right?” Nyla asked when they reached Birchwood—their one-way street of brick row houses.

“Yep,” Tasha responded. “Already have a few videos picked out!”

“Videos?”

“Uh, yeah.” Tasha pointed to her hair while her face said Duh.

“Oh, right!” Nyla’s brain had been so filled with birds that she’d completely forgotten the main reason for their Friday get-togethers. Friday was hair day—or hairstyle choosing day, to be exact. Tasha would bring over a tablet for them to watch hair videos on, and then they’d pick out a style to try out over the weekend. Last week was rag curls using torn-up T-shirt strips for curlers (and tons of hair mousse). Tasha’s came out nice and springy, but Nyla’s resulted in a hot mess. By the end of the weekend—after relentless ridicule from her big sister, Mia—Nyla had returned to her usual style: cornrows ending in a puffball ponytail.

Now that she had bird-watching and bird-counting to do, Nyla would likely have to ditch all that hair stuff—at least during the tournament. Although, if she was going to twist her friend’s arm into helping her watch birds, she probably should at least find a way to make it up to Tasha.

“Um, first let me show you something from class, and then we can switch to our hair.”

Tasha spun and exhaled. “Sure, fine,” she responded with a playful eye roll.

On their block of Birchwood, the girls bid one another a farewell-for-now before Tasha crossed diagonally to her house. Nyla climbed the steep steps leading to her own yard, then stopped to smile at a sparrow singing in the lone budding tree.
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“Okay, nothing against birds,” said Tasha an hour and a half later while sitting on Nyla’s front stoop.

Shifting her gaze to a squirrel now watching them from the lone budding tree, Nyla braced for what was coming next—one thousand percent sure it would begin with the word but.

“But counting them for six weeks?” Tasha continued. “And with all those rules?” She returned the collection of bird facts, checklists, and instructions, then leaned back against Nyla’s railing like she wanted to get as far away from the folder as possible. “So glad I’m not in Mrs. Green’s class!”

“It’s not that complicated,” Nyla said, her face now hot despite the crisp March wind. Annoyed, yes. But not exactly surprised. After all, she’d just watched Tasha frown, shake her head, arch her brows, curl her lip, then wrinkle her nose like she’d just smelled a dozen rotten eggs. All in the one minute it took for her to flip through the bird folder.

Still, Nyla decided she’d go ahead and explain how it all worked, since that had been the plan. She’d have to be careful not to go overboard, though, which often happened when it came to stuff that fascinated her. Like the time she tried explaining the difference between cloud formations and lost Tasha somewhere between cumulonimbus and cirrostratus.

“Okay.” Nyla cleared her throat. “For the counting part, all I have to do is watch my bird feeders a few times each day and count all the different birds that visit—even if they’re just hanging out in the yard and not eating. The only trick is that for each kind of bird, you only count the most you see at one time. Like, if blue jays are coming and going all day long but the most I see together in my yard is three, then that’s what I’ll put for the day. Or else I might be counting the same bird twice because the same one could have gone off and come back.”

Tasha stared back with a glassy-eyed look.

Nyla kept going. “And the same for birds where the males and females look different, like cardinals. Or northern cardinals, I mean.”

“As opposed to southern cardinals?”

“Huh?” Nyla paused to think for a second. “Um, I guess there might be something called the southern cardinal? I only said northern because Mrs. Green likes us to use the full proper names when we’re talking about a specific kind of bird. Anyway, so say you saw a bright red northern cardinal stop by and then he leaves, and ten minutes later a female comes to your feeder. Well, the females look different—instead of bright red, they’re pale brown with a little bit of red on the wings and tail. So in that case, you know for a fact that two different cardinals visited your feeder, but you’d still only count one for the day unless they showed up together.”

“Like on a date?” Tasha asked.

“Uh—yeah. Sure.” Nyla dismissed Tasha’s attempt at distraction and readied herself for the home stretch. “So like I said, we’d only count both if we saw them together because that’s how we’re counting the other birds where males and females do look alike and we want to do everything the same way for good results. But on the other hand, say a bird flies off in one direction and then right away the same-looking bird comes from somewhere else. Then you know those can’t be the same bird. But it would have to be real quick, like right after, because birds can swoop around and come back from other directions real fast.” Nyla took a big, satisfied breath. “See. Not that hard.”

Tasha stared blankly again, then made an exploding head gesture with her hands.

“For real, though,” she said. “Do you honestly think your class has a chance? Against kids from the suburbs? With their huge yards and all that nature around?”

Nyla opened her mouth, ready to give an answer. Then she closed it and searched through the file cabinets of her brain. In all the prep she’d done for her talk with Tasha, not once had she thought of having to defend her class’s chances of winning.

Sure, there’d been Miguel and his “We gonna looose!” But Tasha? She was the ultimate competitor. When Nyla got a perfect report card in third grade, Tasha went on a mission to get one for herself (still trying, though). Then a year after that, she was Nyla’s biggest cheerleader in the Math Olympics. Now this year Tasha reigned supreme as the top double Dutch jumper in school.

And just like that, the lightbulb blinked on.

How could Nyla have overlooked Tasha’s competitive spirit? Now all kinds of responses flooded into her mind.

“Sure we have a chance,” she said, and pointed down the block. “Um, did you forget about that big old park across Sixth?”

“It’s not all that big.”

“But it’s got trees and stuff, and where there’s trees, there’s birds. We just never paid attention to them. And as for my class, some are just as excited about the contest as I am. And a few of them do have big yards.”

Well, of course that first part about her class was a fib. Sort of. Technically, there could have been a few who were excited on the inside. For instance, Kyle could’ve been, but he was also the quiet “blend into the woodwork” type—kind of like a mourning dove. Nyla would have no way of knowing whether he was excited or not unless she outright asked him.

The yards were a different story. The streets closer to the school and on the other side of it had twin houses instead of row houses, which meant more room for grass. And she knew for a fact that some of her classmates lived there.

“Whatever. Look, I’ll go on some of the bird-watching walks with you,” said Tasha. “That part actually sounds fun. But sitting at your bedroom window waiting for birds to land in your backyard sounds booooring.”

Nyla perked up. “Okay, that works!” Actually, the most she’d dared hope for was help monitoring her bird feeders. But walking the neighborhood? For birds? In public? No way had she thought Tasha would go for that! Last summer Tasha had flatly refused to go on Nyla’s quest to identify every tree on their block. Although she did appreciate finding out that the pretty red-leafed tree in Nyla’s yard was a Japanese maple.

Rocking onto her hip, Nyla smiled and slid the folder under her bottom so the wind wouldn’t blow it away. Tasha shivered and jammed her hands into her jacket pockets. Nyla pointed left. “Wanna move to the patio?”

Tasha stayed quiet, staring off into space.

“Um, hello?” Nyla said with a chuckle. “Thinking about birds?”

Tasha snapped to attention. “Huh? Birds?”

“I was asking if you wanted to move to the patio.”

“What’s that got to do with birds?”

“No. I was just—never mind.”

A slamming door drew Nyla’s attention across the street. Terrell, Tasha’s twin brother, skipped down the front steps of their house—football in hand, as usual.

“Y’all wanna play catch?” Terrell shouted, now from the middle of the street. He tossed up the ball, spun around, and tried some fancy snag-out-of-the air move but failed big-time. Tasha and Nyla laughed as he chased down the wobbly football, then laughed again when he tripped on the curb.

“Careful!” Tasha yelled. Terrell smirked and rolled his eyes, then climbed the steps leading from the sidewalk up to Nyla’s yard. Tossing his ball much lower now, he journeyed to the second set of steps, where Nyla and Tasha sat like royalty overlooking their Birchwood kingdom.

“Cameron can’t come out cuz he got in trouble.”

“I’ll play,” Nyla said.

“Don’t you have to go count some birds?” Tasha asked, grinning.

Terrell tilted his head. “Birds?”

“It’s for a contest at school,” Nyla told him. Then, with a narrow-eyed glance at Tasha, she added, “And there’s more to it than just counting. But anyway, it doesn’t start till next week.”

Terrell looked totally confused. “That’s...weird. What’s the point of counting birds?”

“It’s not weird. Scientists do it all the time to check their numbers—you know, with the environment and all. And plus, with climate change—”

“Okay, okay, Encyclopedia Braun!” said Terrell, jumping back and raising his palm.

Nyla bristled. Bad enough to hear that from Curtis and the clown crew, but now that Terrell had gotten wind of the nickname, she had to hear it from him. Although it could’ve been worse. The original pronunciation of her last name, thanks to her half-German great-great-granddad, had been “Brown” before it got Americanized to “Brawn.” That was one fact she wouldn’t be doling out to her classmates anytime soon.

Tasha added, “And get this. They’re going up against a suburban school, so they lost already!”

Nyla rose to her feet and grabbed her folder. “We gonna play catch or what? I’ll put this inside and meet you out back.”

She’d had enough of bird talk.







Chapter 3

The alley behind Nyla’s side of the block wasn’t prime real estate for a game of catch, but she had no choice because her mom didn’t like her playing in the middle of the street. Out back, there was much less of a chance she’d get mowed down by a speeding car.

For one thing, the cratered concrete pavement made for slower driving. And second, hardly anybody parked in the back—this despite every house having its own garage. (Case in point: Nyla’s own back driveway sported a beat-up fishing boat on cinder blocks, and her garage was chock-full of her dad’s tools and machinery, boxes of long-forgotten stuff, and other random odds and ends.)

Stepping through the squeaky screen door, Nyla squinted up at the sun hovering over flat rooftops. Then she walked around her dad’s beat-up boat and headed down the sloped driveway. Tasha had already taken her usual spot across the alley from Nyla. Terrell was jogging a few houses down to make their tall triangle formation.

Catch typically went this way: Nyla would throw the football to Terrell, who often had to run up to catch it despite Nyla’s “strong arm for a girl.” Then Terrell would run backward and throw to Tasha, who had less than a fifty-fifty chance of catching it. Then Tasha would toss to Nyla and they’d start all over again.

The football was on its sixth trip around the triangle when a large bird drew Nyla’s attention skyward. A hawk? Unfortunately, that was the precise moment Tasha threw the ball.

“Watch—”

Nyla felt a clunk upside her head, then froze before breaking out laughing along with the twins. Her body shaking from giggles, she fumbled her first attempt to scoop up the ball.

Terrell held up his phone. “Tasha! Boss Man says dinner’s ready!”

Nyla turned to Tasha, who rolled her eyes and snorted.

“Stepdad cooking again?” Nyla asked, walking up to her.

“Yeah. And I have to be on my best behavior because last time I got in trouble for insulting his food.”

“Was it that bad?”

“Remember? That nasty gumbo with the slimy okra I told you about?”

“Oh, yeah. I forgot! Well, fingers crossed that this one’s edible.”

“It should be. I mean, who could mess up frozen lasagna?”

“He can,” Terrell said, taking the ball.

Nyla snorted. “Well, next time if y’all find out early enough that he’s cooking, just let me know and I’ll have my mom invite you for dinner.”

“Deal,” said Tasha.

Making her way back up the driveway, Nyla ran her fingertips alongside the boat, then stopped and turned.

“Oh, hey!” she yelled, catching the twins just before they reached the corner.

Tasha whipped around. “Huh?”

“We forgot about the hair!”

Tasha flicked down her hands. “No biggie! We’ll do it next week!”

Nyla heard what Tasha had said, but focused more on her hands. They were empty—and had been the whole time. Which meant she’d forgotten to bring the tablet for watching the videos in the first place. How had Nyla not noticed until now?

“Okay!” was all she could think to reply. Although deep down she wondered about Tasha. “No biggie” from the undisputed winner of the weekly hair wars? And forgetting the tablet to start with? Although...maybe fussing with hair had lost its appeal for her, too. Wouldn’t that be something? Then Nyla would be getting her wish after all:

Weekends just for the birds!
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At the top of her driveway, Nyla crossed in front of the boat, lifted the horseshoe latch of her backyard gate, and stepped inside. She eyed the clumps of grass that had survived the winter. Fescue grass. She’d made that discovery after her tree identification spree had morphed into bushes, plants, and anything else green in her neighborhood.

At the far end of the small, rectangular yard stood a giant boxwood bush. Being evergreen, it stayed nice and full all year. Too bad she couldn’t hang any feeders on it. Those twiggy branches would droop like Charlie Brown’s Christmas tree.

Instead, Dad had helped her plant three shepherd’s-hook poles in front of the bush. That was where she hung her feeders—empty feeders, since there was no way she was going to waste any seed before the contest even began. Birdseed wasn’t cheap, even if the bulk of her current stash had come free from stores that were helping to sponsor the tournament.

Anyway, she had until Wednesday to submit her entry for Best Feeder Station. Mrs. Green had encouraged every City Birder to enter—small-yard people, big-yard people, apartment dwellers with feeders on their balconies. Even suction cup feeders on windows counted. The winner would be announced at Friday’s official tournament kickoff.

Nyla’s eyes dropped to the fescue again, but this time the patchy clumps made her cringe. Should she buy some grass seed to fill in the bald spots? Maybe if she watered like crazy they’d sprout by Wednesday. She squatted and pressed her fingers into the cold, hard-packed soil and quickly threw out that idea. No, the only quick greening would come from a can of spray paint or some fake grass from the craft store, and that risked certain ridicule if some eagle-eyed student pointed it out.

She shuddered, suddenly embarrassed by her yard. Embarrassed, and also a bit annoyed at Tasha for wedging new doubts into her head back when they were on the stoop. Miguel had been a different story. He was easy to brush off because...well, Miguel was Miguel. But Tasha and her words meant much more to Nyla. And now, as she closed the cagelike fence surrounding her tiny yard, she felt the sting of them again:

Do you honestly think your class has a chance?

Nyla mulled over those words all the way up to her room—and bumped into a vacuum cleaner. She took the hint from Mom and vacuumed her carpet, all the while trying to think of ways to make her backyard look better. Photoshopping was a no-no, of course. Not just because of cheaters, but to avoid clowns like Curtis and Miguel showing bald eagles, ostriches, and pterodactyls lining up at their feeders.

Maybe she should simply move her feeder station to the front. The budding Japanese maple tree made for a prettier picture even without its deep red summertime leaves. But her bedroom faced the back, and she wanted to be able to watch the birds first thing when she woke up in the morning.

No, the backyard would be more practical. She just had to make it look as good as it possibly could.

Jamming the vacuum into the hall closet, she returned to her room and climbed across her bed to the window. Elbows propped on the sill, she thought long and hard while staring down at the tiny patch of yard under the darkening sky. Then she lifted her gaze to the house across from her, and the idea struck like a lightning bolt.

She had the next-best thing to Photoshop—her mom!

Yes! Mom used to work for a real estate company, taking fancy pictures of houses people were trying to sell. She could make anything look bigger and better than it was in real life.

Nyla hopped off the bed and did a little spin on her crumb-free carpet. Problem solved...and just in time for dinner.
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“No phones at the table!”

A tense scene unfolded as Nyla rounded the stairway banister: Mom standing in the kitchen doorway; Mia sitting defiantly at the dining room table—her eyes locked on her phone. Mom often had to remind Mia of the dinnertime rule, but her tone this evening made Nyla wonder if something else was amiss.

Mia looked up and set the phone down, only to pick it up again when Mom disappeared into the kitchen.

Nyla took her usual seat opposite her big sister and silently willed Mia to ditch the phone before Mom returned. Then the upstairs toilet flushed, followed by the sound of Dad’s whistles and descending footsteps.

Put it away! Nyla yelled in her head.

Oddly enough, Dad said nothing as he approached the table, and when Mom came out of the kitchen, she also said nothing. Nyla didn’t know what to think. Had they given up or was this just the calm before the storm? Spats between Mia and their parents—especially Mom—were becoming a thing nowadays.

Placing a casserole dish of steaming green beans on the table, Mom sat down across from Dad and glared at Mia, who finally stood, grunted her way to the living room, and slammed the phone on the coffee table.

Nyla exhaled, then focused on tonight’s menu—pork chops, mashed potatoes, and green beans. Not her favorite meal, but at least she didn’t have to eat burnt lasagna at Tasha’s place.

Mom cleared her throat. “So, Granddad’s in the hospital,” she announced, stirring the mashed potatoes on her plate.

“What’s wrong?” Nyla asked, leaving her fork sticking out of her chop. Granddad having a medical issue wasn’t exactly breaking news, but this time the look on Mom’s face and the tone of her voice seemed...well, different.

Mom shook her head. “You know your grandfather. He’s got a little bit of everything.” Then, as if trying to brush it all off, she stopped stirring and quickly scooped up some of her potatoes. “This time it was a diverticulitis flare-up.”

“Diver—who?” Nyla frowned at her, then looked at Dad, who slowly shook his head while gnawing meat off an almost bare pork chop bone. Nyla marveled at how he was able to eat so fast.

Mom swallowed her potatoes, then looked to the ceiling. “Why, oh, why did they have to open a Philly cheesesteak place in his neighborhood? A couple days ago he convinced Cherise to pick one up for him. Said he heard they were authentic because the owners were from around here. He promised he’d eat it over two days, but nope, he went and ate the whole thing at once and that’s probably what’s stuck in his gut.”

“Ew,” said Mia.

“Why didn’t Aunt Cherise just take the other half from him?” Nyla asked. Their aunt—Mom’s big sister—lived just down the road from Granddad and helped with errands and stuff.

Dad chuckled while picking up his second chop. “You ever try to separate your mom’s father from a cheese-steak?” Then he pretended to study her hands. “I see you haven’t, ’cause you still got your thumbs.”

Laughter echoed throughout the room, most of all from Mom, who probably needed it the most. “But seriously,” she said, now shaking her head, “one day he might not be so lucky. Always living on the edge like that and eating the wrong things. Speaking of...” She pursed her lips toward Nyla.

Nyla lifted her brow. “What?”

“I found that stash of hard candy in your nightstand this morning. Remember what I said? If you break those braces we’re not paying to fix ’em and you’ll have to walk around the rest of your life with broken metal on your teeth.”

“Ha! Now that would be funny!” Mia exclaimed, seemingly recovered from her bad mood. That was Mia nowadays—up and down, up and down.

Nyla rolled her eyes, then turned to her mom. “I was careful not to chew.”

“But you might bite down out of habit. Well, anyway, the candy’s gone.”

“That’s fine,” Nyla said, now cutting her chop. “So I guess our Easter trip down to Virginia is off?” Right away she regretted how that sounded. Of course Granddad’s health was more important. And if he was still in the hospital, they’d just come down to visit him there instead of at his house. It was just that she was so looking forward to racking up some major birding points during spring break. Everyone was allowed two out-of-area birding walks, and Granddad, being a birder himself, would’ve made the perfect guide.

“I don’t think he’ll be in the hospital that long,” Mom replied. “At least Aunt Cherise doesn’t think so. Wait...that’ll be her now.”

Mom got up to answer her chiming phone. Nyla stopped eating and kept her eyes on the kitchen doorway.

“Well, I guess I spoke too soon,” Mom said on her return. “He might have to stay in the hospital longer than we thought. His colon is in really bad shape.”

Mia dropped her fork. “Ew! Thanks, Mom!”

“Mia,” Dad said with a raised palm.

“So that’s what that diver thing is?” Nyla asked. “Something with the colon?”

“Yeah, it’s when people have these little dimple-like pockets in their large intestines. Actually, a lot of people have them. Only, with some people they can get infected and cause trouble—like really bad constipation or a total blockage.”

Mia slapped her hands over her ears.

“Is it dangerous?” Nyla asked.

“Very, if it goes untreated. And painful. But...” Mom took in a breath, and Nyla knew what was coming—Mom’s go-to phrase whenever a problem came up.

“It’ll all work out.”

Nyla watched Mom’s face for any hint that she really believed that everything would work out, but found nothing. And as for Virginia birding, Nyla didn’t give a hoot about that.

All she wanted was for Granddad to be okay.







Chapter 4

All right, City Birders, we’re about to start!”

Perched at the edge of her desk, Mrs. Green rolled her dangling feet in circles, face beaming. Nyla had never seen her so excited. She’d also never seen that outfit before. Normally Mrs. Green wore a businesslike skirt suit in blue, gray, or drill sergeant green. Today’s was goldfinch yellow.

All day Nyla had felt the buzz of anticipation growing in the classroom, and now it hit fever pitch. Mrs. Green put her finger to her lips, then lowered her palms to quiet down the class. Nyla sat on her hands and bobbed her heels until the giant American robin on the SMART Board switched to live video.

“Hi, City Birders!” shouted the Penn Elementary class.

“Hi, Burb Birders!” the Anderson class yelled back, just as they’d practiced. Their enthusiasm gave hope to Nyla.

From her front-row seat, she studied the sea of faces staring back from the SMART Board. Dark and light were almost completely reversed, kind of like the film negatives Granddad had shown her once. The Penn Elementary class was almost all White with one Black student, two who looked Indian, and one who looked Asian. Their teacher was White and had short, pitch-black hair.

Nyla’s class was mostly Black, with three Puerto Rican students and two of Korean heritage. Mrs. Green was Black and had chestnut-brown braids that she wore pinned back in a bun the size of a grapefruit.

“And how are you, Ms. Horowitz?” Mrs. Green asked, now swinging her crossed ankles. “Is your class excited about the tournament?”

“Yes, we are!” Turning to her class, the suburban teacher threw up her hands and went “Woo-hoo!” like she was trying to start a wave in a football stadium. Her students giggled; then a boy with curly blond hair punched the air and shouted, “Yeah! It’s on!”

Cheers broke out on the SMART Board, and Mrs. Green reared back. “Wow! You Burb Birders really are excited!”

Nyla smirked. Teachers were so easily fooled. Her own classmates had cheered the exact same way when Principal Krueger showed off his cringey moonwalk during an assembly.

“And what about my City Birders?” Mrs. Green said, meeting Nyla’s eyes as though encouraging her to lead the class.

Not being the woo-hoo type, Nyla clapped as loudly as she could, but that only ginned up a smattering of applause and less-than-stellar yays. Wondering where all the excitement had gone, Nyla looked around at her classmates, then jumped when a single woo! erupted beside her.

Miguel, of course. With a grin on his face.

Mrs. Green put her fists on her hips. “Now come on, people! Let’s raise the roof for the biiiirds!” She pumped her palms toward the ceiling, then yelped and grabbed hold of her desk after almost falling backward. That brought out enough cheers and laughter to rival Penn’s. Nyla chuckled and shook her head.

Amazing what cringey teacher antics could do.

“That’s more like it.” Mrs. Green tugged her yellow skirt back toward her knees.

“So, on this first meeting we’ll be handing out the award for Best Feeder Station. Ms. Horowitz and I reviewed all the photos you sent us and were really impressed with how much effort some of you put into your stations.”

Nyla swelled with pride. No doubt hers was one of those impressive stations. With help from her mom and Tasha, she’d spent Wednesday afternoon creating a backyard buffet she knew the neighborhood birds would flock to in droves. The main dining area stood in front of the boxwood, where her three feeders hung on the shepherd’s-hook poles. The outer two were simple tube feeders, but the one in the middle looked like a copper lantern. She’d filled them all with the seed mix donated by the sponsors.

Behind the tube feeders hung netlike socks filled with little black seeds called Nyjer. Those were cheap enough for Nyla to buy with her own money, and they were supposed to attract American goldfinches. Never in her life had she seen the bright yellow birds flying through her neighborhood, but she figured she’d give it a try.

Nyla had also bought suet cakes, which were like big square granola bars for birds. They came in different combos of seeds, nuts, berries—even worms—all pressed into a block of animal fat. Nyla had gagged at the thought of touching something like that, but birds apparently loved the stuff, it was cheap, and since the weather was still cool, you didn’t have to worry about the fat melting. She’d put them in special suet cages (which were also cheap) and hung them like ornaments along the chain link fence.

And just as she’d hoped, the photos from her mom’s fancy camera came out great, with the alley and the houses across it hardly visible. After her mom emailed them to Mrs. Green, she sent them to Nyla, who texted them to Granddad in Virginia. He texted back a photo of himself raising a thumb from his hospital bed.

Right afterward, Nyla took all the food down because she didn’t want the birds to start eating it up before the official counting started. Tasha shook her head in disbelief but helped anyway. She’d also helped set everything up again on Thursday night, which Nyla took as a sign that her friend might want to help watch the feeders after all. In exchange, Nyla had helped Tasha escape from her stepdad’s liver and onions. There was more than enough spaghetti and garlic bread to go around at the Braun house.

Now the moment of truth had arrived, and soon she would learn if all that work was worth it.

“First up is City Birder Kyle,” Mrs. Green announced. Kyle’s feeder station photo now covered most of the screen, while the Burb Birders shrank to a corner. Nyla looked at Kyle with a smile, even though she was still miffed that his house finch drawing had gotten chosen for the tournament folder cover. Mrs. Green said the six winners—three City Birders and three Burb Birders—had been chosen based on the quality of their art and how well they captured the local spirit of the contest. Nyla had missed the memo about “local spirit,” or else she wouldn’t have drawn a flamingo.

But anyway, Kyle would not be beating her this time around. Nyla was sure of that. He only had one feeder hanging from a tree in his front yard. Sure, it was a nice feeder—big and wide with rows of little openings on both sides—but still, only one.

Nyla’s confidence took a hit, though, when Mrs. Green pointed out that Kyle had built the feeder himself. Both teachers complimented him on the size of the feeder and the fancy design, with Ms. Horowitz saying it was like a swanky restaurant for birds.

A homemade feeder. Why hadn’t Nyla thought of that? She and her dad could’ve built an even fancier one!

Nyla looked back over at Kyle. The shy boy ran his hand over his close-shaved head, basking in the compliments.

Next came a Burb Birder station. A girl named Sarah had three feeders in her backyard, all topped with cone-shaped domes that were supposed to keep the squirrels away. Ms. Horowitz called them baffles, and Nyla wondered if that was because they confused the squirrels. For a second she considered raising her hand and asking, but she didn’t want to risk getting laughed at.

Whatever the case, Nyla didn’t expect to have many problems with her neighborhood squirrels. The big front yards plus all the sidewalk trees had to be more appealing than a concrete back alley with a few shrubs here and there.

The photos alternated between City Birders and Burb Birders for the most part, although sometimes there were two Burb Birders in a row. Nyla assumed that meant they’d submitted more photos. Nonetheless, Nyla still believed that her class was representing well. Ji-Soo had even gotten permission to hang her feeders in the common area of her apartment complex. The trees she hung them in were right outside her window, so she had a great view.

As time wore on, Nyla began wondering when on earth she’d be up. That was, until Mrs. Green made an announcement that sent her stomach into a backflip: “Time to present the finalists!”

Nyla gripped the edges of her desk. Finalists? I’m a finalist!

But after all that, she still had to wait, because first up was Portia. No surprise she would make the finals. From her perfectly arranged coil-spring curls (natural, no rags required!) to her perfectly assembled outfits, Portia lived to impress. Even her house was a step up—two, actually—from most other City Birders’. It was a twin house, and on top of that, made of natural stone instead of boring brick. Nyla had seen it in person back in third grade when she attended Portia’s birthday party. (Portia had invited the entire class, no doubt to show off her fancy stone estate.)

Even though Portia didn’t have any feeders out front, she made sure the first photo was of her house. Furthermore, she’d taken it at an angle where if you didn’t look closely, you might’ve thought the whole thing was hers instead of being a twin.

Nyla sighed with impatience.

Following Portia’s unnecessary “here’s my house” intro, Mrs. Green clicked to the backyard, where two feeders dangled from curved metal arms affixed to the far corners of a wooden fence. One was lantern-shaped, like Nyla’s middle feeder, and the other was a cute mini-gazebo like some Burb Birders had. Portia’s third feeder was just a plain tube design hanging in a tree—but of course, the most high-fashion tree out there! It didn’t have leaves yet, but who needed leaves when you had branches full of huge pink blossoms? Nyla had seen the same kind of tree while running errands with her mom recently and meant to look it up.

“Ah, a lovely saucer magnolia,” Ms. Horowitz said. “A very early bloomer. Just beautiful, Portia!”

Nyla sank in her chair like a deflating balloon, then reinflated when the next photo filled the screen: Mom’s perfect shot of the backyard buffet!

“As you can see,” Mrs. Green began with a proud lift of her chin, “Nyla is offering quite a bit of variety for her birds.” The SMART Board switched to close-ups of her suet cakes and Nyjer seed socks.

“She sure is,” added Ms. Horowitz. “And I believe she’s the only one who hung up Nyjer seed. In fact, I believe she’s offered the most variety of food out of everyone. Way to go, Nyla!”

Basking in the applause, Nyla glanced across the room at Portia, who tugged a coil of her hair and let it spring back like she didn’t care.

Nyla sucked in her lips to hide her pleasure. Oh, she’s so hating this.

A Burb Birder named Matthew came next. He not only had feeders, but a birdhouse, too. Nyla counted four feeders, but they all seemed to be filled with the same mix.

“And our last finalist is Caleb,” Ms. Horowitz announced as the SMART Board visuals switched.

Nyla’s jaw dropped.

Then dropped even lower.







Chapter 5

First of all, Caleb’s backyard might have been bigger than all of Birchwood combined! And with each new photo came a new reason Nyla knew she’d be losing this round: a pond filled with giant goldfish called koi; behind the pond, a huge oak with a woodpecker house attached to its trunk; to the left and right of the pond, different kinds of feeders on poles, a birdbath that looked like a fountain you’d see at a park, and a bluebird house.

And if all that wasn’t enough, at the edge of his sunny patio were two bright red hummingbird feeders. He hadn’t yet filled those with sugar water, though, since hummingbirds were still on their journey north and wouldn’t be arriving until late April.

None of the pictures showed Caleb’s whole house, but Nyla imagined it had to be a mansion.

Nyla’s neck tightened as the SMART Board feed switched back to a full view of the Burb Birders. Some classmates were high-fiving Caleb, who Nyla recognized as the blond boy who’d shouted “It’s on!” at the start of the event.

No wonder he was so excited.

“Well, we lost,” Miguel announced loudly enough for everybody to hear. Both the City Birders and the Burb Birders laughed, but Nyla didn’t. All that work she’d put in, only to be shown up by a display that could’ve fit right in at Longwood Gardens! And she should know. The first time her family made the hour-long trip to that sprawling botanical wonderland, she thought she’d arrived at the most beautiful place on earth.

“Lost? We’ve just gotten started!” said Mrs. Green. “Remember, in addition to your feeder counts you’ll be getting points for taking birding walks and telling us what you find. And then there are the extra points you can get for good bird photos and recordings. And on top of all of that, we’ve got two Trivia Tuesday competitions!”

“Sharon’s right,” Ms. Horowitz blurted before covering her mouth. “Sorry. Mrs. Green’s right!”

“Hey, Sharon!”

Nyla couldn’t help but laugh with her classmates as Curtis waved from the back row. By the time she turned back around, Mrs. Green was already giving him “the eye”—a one-eyed squint that everybody knew meant you were on thin ice. Nyla shifted back to Curtis, who put his hand to his chest and gazed around like, Who, me?

Nothing bad followed the eye, which was a relief to Nyla since she didn’t want to have her class embarrassed in front of the Burb Birders. All Mrs. Green did was hop off her desk and proclaim in a weirdly official voice, “And now we shall announce the winner of the Best Feeder Station award. Take it away, Ms. Horowitz!”

With a nod, the petite suburban teacher waved an oversized envelope above her head, then began talking like she was on a TV awards show. “And the award for Best Feeder Station goes to...” She opened the envelope and Nyla’s mouth went dry as tree bark. Ms. Horowitz flipped the card over for all to see the name written in black marker.

“Caleb Swann!”

Wow, thought Nyla. He even has a bird last name!

“Ha ha! Swann!” said Miguel, pointing.

Mrs. Green aimed her eye at Miguel, then faced the SMART Board and congratulated Caleb. “One of the reasons Ms. Horowitz and I chose Caleb was that he provided not only food, but also water, in the form of a birdbath. And yes, there’s also a pond in his yard, but birds don’t like to bathe in deep water—”

“And our koi might eat ’em!” Caleb blurted.

Ms. Horowitz chuckled while handing him a certificate and a bird calendar. “That, too.”

Mrs. Green threw a nod to the screen, then smiled. “Also, we’d like to give a special mention to Nyla Braun, who offered the most variety of food.” She walked to Nyla’s desk and handed her a certificate. Nyla mustered up a “Thanks” amid the applause. Sure, she might’ve earned the City Birders some points for this, but she couldn’t help feeling she’d just received a participation prize.

“Okay,” Mrs. Green said to both classes, “next Friday you’ll be handing in your week one feeder counts and birding walk observations. And remember, this is an honor system, which means what?”

Normally Nyla would raise her hand, but right now she didn’t feel like her usual fact-filled self. Mrs. Green decided not to wait. “It means that much of this contest is going to be based on your honesty, since we’re not there monitoring your feeders with you or going on your birding walks. But you will need to have your sheets signed and dated by a parent or guardian. Anything you’d like to add, Ms. Horowitz?”

“Yes. Please also remember to take down and wash your feeders every two weeks, according to the instructions in your folders. This helps prevent diseases from spreading.” She then gleefully rubbed her hands together and cued her class.

“Bye, City Birders!” they shouted, some waving to the screen.

Mrs. Green nodded to her own class.

“Bye, Burb Birders!” came the response.

Except from Nyla, who stared down at her certificate.
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The moment Nyla stepped into the schoolyard, Tasha—whose class always dismissed quicker than Mrs. Green’s—rushed up to her with expectant eyes.

“So, did you win?”

“No,” Nyla answered. “Well, no, but kind of yes at the same time.” She headed toward the side gate.

“All right. I’m confused. So was it a tie?”

“Not exactly.” Outside the gate, Nyla stopped on the Gorgas Lane sidewalk and pulled her award out of her backpack. “Here, look.”

SPRING BIRDING TOURNAMENT
 CERTIFICATE OF RECOGNITION

Congratulations, NYLA BRAUN,

for having the widest variety of

bird food at your feeder station!

Mrs. Green and Ms. Horowitz

Tasha handed it back. “Okay, well, that sounds good.”

“Yeah, I guess. But a boy from the Burb Birders won the big award for Best Feeder Station.” Nyla forced a puff of air through her nose. “You should’ve seen his yard. My granddad in Virginia has a big yard, but Caleb’s blew that one away. It was like the size of our whole block!”

“Wow, that big?”

“Okay, maybe not that big, but still, he had huge trees, a pond with actual fish, a birdbath—even feeders for hummingbirds!”

“See? I told you they—”

Two short whistles drew the girls’ attention ahead to Thouron Avenue, where Ms. Linda the crossing guard stopped traffic and waved a group of children and parents across. As Nyla ran with Tasha to join the procession, she rewound Tasha’s sentence and finished it in her head.

I told you they would win.

Nyla inhaled some fresh spring air to tamp down the heat rising inside her. A distraction up ahead took care of the rest. Not Terrell and Cameron, who were tossing a football back and forth, but who she spotted beyond them.

Mia?

The teen girl had her back turned, but the waist-length braids and pink leather purse gave her away.

“Okay, that’s weird,” Nyla said to Tasha. “What’s she doing here?” All of a sudden the worst possible explanation came to mind. Granddad! Something really bad had happened and maybe Mom and Dad had to rush down to Virginia and Mia had to come tell Nyla in person because that wasn’t something to send via text!

Nyla picked up speed. “What’s wrong?” she shouted to Mia’s back.

Mia, who had been leaning on a utility pole and texting, whipped around.

“Wrong?” she asked, wide-eyed, before narrowing her gaze into an Oh, it’s just you look. “Nothing’s wrong.”

“Then why are you here?”

“As opposed to where?”

Now walking behind her sister, Nyla dropped her head back in frustration. Why can’t she just answer a simple question?

“If you must know,” Mia began with an air of formality, “I was visiting a friend.”

“Oh, okay. You’re cutting it close, though, aren’t you?”

The rule was that Mia had to be in the house by the time Nyla came home from school, which was easily doable since her high school let out much earlier. “So you stopped at home first?” Nyla asked, noticing Mia’s lack of backpack.

“Um-hmm.”

“Did you happen to see any birds out back?”

Nyla still cared about her feeder station, despite the disappointing tournament kickoff and Tasha’s negativity.

“Um...I wasn’t really looking,” Mia said as they approached Birchwood. “Oh—wait.” She stopped and turned to Nyla. “When I was microwaving some popcorn, I did glance out the kitchen window and saw some visitors at your feeders.”

Nyla gaped at Tasha, then turned back to her sister. “And?...Who? Who visited?” Talking to Mia was like extracting a wisdom tooth.

“Squirrels,” Mia replied with a smirk.

Nyla stomped. “Ugh! Who told them about my feeders!”

“Guess you ended up making a squirrel buffet instead of a bird buffet,” Tasha said through a giggle.

The first thing Nyla did when she got home was head straight to her bedroom, climb across her bed, and look out the window. Unbelievable! Hanging upside down like circus performers, two squirrels were shoveling food from the tube feeders into their rodent faces. A third clung to the chain link fence and feasted on the suet, working its muzzle between the bars of the cage.

“You have a whole park down the street, and you have to come to my feeders?” That did it. The moment Mom got home she would ask to get some baffles. No way was she going to let a bunch of squirrels sabotage her plans!







Chapter 6

Tasha had to cancel their stoop-sitting at the last minute, so Nyla took the opportunity to finish as much homework as she could so she’d have the weekend free for birding. What she didn’t count on was that work getting interrupted by images of seed-devouring squirrels. Not that she could actually see them; her writing desk faced the wall. But in her mind she could see them...and also hear them munch-munch-munching away.

She considered bringing in her feeders and suet cakes for now, then decided it was probably too late for that. No, the squirrels had won this round. Once she got the baffles, she’d fill everything up again and start anew.

The imagined crunching got louder and louder until Nyla slammed down her pencil. Focus. Focus. Determined not to run to the window, she studied the big seashell poster on the wall in front of her, then reached into the jar below it and pulled out a slipper shell. Rolling the small pink shell between her fingers brought her back to the day she’d picked it up on the Jersey shore. Which also brought back the laughing gulls she’d watched hunting for shoreline snacks. And that made her think of birds, and food...and unfortunately, gluttonous squirrels.

Putting away the shell, she leaned back and growled.

“So? How did it go?” Mom said, peeking through the door.

Nyla startled. “Oh, hey, Mom,” she said, sitting back up in her chair. She had followed the rule of no calling or texting Mom or Dad at work unless it was an emergency, so neither of them had gotten the Best Feeder Station results yet. (Of course, Nyla might have considered breaking the rule if she’d won.)

Not really knowing what to say, she simply handed over the certificate. Mom reacted with appropriate Mom enthusiasm, reading the words of praise out loud and finishing with a hug and “Congratulations, Ny!”

“But somebody else won,” Nyla said, and told her all about Caleb’s yard.

Mom flicked her hand and said, “That doesn’t matter,” while keeping her eyeballs locked on the certificate as if under a spell. Nyla was about to ask why it didn’t matter, then realized it was just another way of saying “It’ll all work out.”

“Did you tell Granddad?” Mom asked, spell finally broken.

Nyla slapped her forehead. “Oop—totally forgot! Sure, I’ll call him.” Although still in the hospital, Granddad had a private room and could talk on the phone whenever he wanted.

“He’ll love to hear about it. And here’s some more good news for you. I took one last peek out the kitchen window before leaving for work and saw two sparrows perched on the lantern feeder!”

Nyla sucked in a breath. “Really?”

“Really.”

“Yes!” Nyla said with a fist pump. She’d gotten up extra early that morning to watch her feeders, pencil at the ready, and had come up with zilch. “Too bad they didn’t come back for dinner. But I don’t blame them. Look who’s hogging all the food now!”

Nyla waved her mom across the bed to the window, where they both got an eyeful of squirrels. Annoying as it was, Nyla now had the evidence she needed to ask about getting squirrel baffles.

“That’s a great idea,” said Mom. “We could even go tonight so we can install them first thing in the morning.” She gave Nyla another congratulatory hug before leaving. Nyla stowed her certificate in her desk drawer and picked up her phone.

“Hey there, Nyla,” Granddad answered, his voice weaker and slower than the last time they talked.

“Hey, Granddad. How are you feeling?”

“Oh, I’m fine. Just a little weak. You know I don’t get real food up in here. Just this...nasty beige stuff they’re...pushing through my veins.”

“Yeah, you mentioned it last time, how that nasty taste travels all the way to your mouth. So weird.”

“Mm-hmm. Weird is right.”

“Well, I don’t want to keep you too long, but I just wanted to tell you about what happened today at the contest.”

“Oh, yes. How’d you do?”

“I didn’t win.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Yeah, some boy with a huge yard won. I did get a special certificate for having the most variety of food.”

“Well, see, that’s something,” Granddad said through a yawn. “Anybody else get anything?”

“Nope. Just me and that boy—Caleb.”

“Okay, well, then that is something.” He took a long breath. “You get points for that?”

“Yeah. I guess a few—the teachers are kind of making things up as they go. But we’ll see.”

“Mm-hmm.”

Nyla wondered if Granddad was nodding off.

“Okay, well, I’ll let you get some sleep.”

“Okay, then. I’m sure glad you called. And I’m looking forward to that birding walk when you come down.”

“Yep. Me too!”

Perking up after that positive note, Nyla dove back into her homework and completed a good deal of it without thinking about the munching squirrels. But afterward she couldn’t resist checking on her feeders, so she climbed back to her window, this time with checklist and pencil in hand. How rewarding would it be to get some actual bird sightings before dinner? Who knew? Maybe the squirrels had finally had their—

Ugh!

Nyla scrambled to her nightstand and grabbed a polka-dot noisemaker from the bottom drawer. She lifted her window screen, leaned out, and blew the New Year’s Eve trinket as loudly as she could. The squirrels fled, but right after that she got called down to eat.
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“You shouldn’t blow horns out your window like that,” Mom said at the table. “Almost gave me a heart attack. Plus, people might think you’re calling for help. Like there’s an emergency in here or something.”

“Oh, you heard it that loud?” Nyla wondered how, then noticed that the dining room window was open, and most likely the kitchen window, too. “Yeah, I was trying to scare the squirrels away. By the way, when should we go get the baffles?”

“We can go right after dinner.”

“Baffles?” asked Dad.

“Yeah, they’re like upside-down cone things to keep squirrels away from feeders.”

“I could probably make you something like that,” he said. “I’ll look online after dinner and see.”

Dad was always looking for ways to get stuff on the cheap, which often meant making his own version. Which was fine because he was good at making things. But Nyla wanted the baffles now, and Dad didn’t always get around to his “special projects” right away.

“Okay, thanks,” she said. “The squirrels are really eating up all the food...and birdseed’s expensive.”

That should be enough to get those baffles in a snap.

Nyla took a chicken tender and dipped it in sweet-and-sour sauce. “So Granddad will be out by Easter break? He said he looked forward to our birding walk.” While chewing, she caught a fleeting glance between Mom and Dad.

“Well, let’s hope and pray that happens,” Mom said. “They want to be on the safe side, and I think that’s good. Even if Granddad is getting sick and tired of being cooped up in that place.”

“Yeah, it sounded like it.”

“Hope he’s treating the staff well,” Dad said. “You know how he can get.”

Nyla did, sort of. Back when she was little, she used to think of him as Grumpy Granddad. Not that he was ever grumpy or mean toward her—just the general vibe she got from the way he talked and how he sometimes dealt with people. But over time she’d begun seeing through his sometimes gruff exterior to the kind man he really was.

And, of course, he loved birds.

When he still lived in Philly and Grandma was still healthy, he would point out birds that landed on his backyard feeder and any others he spotted when the family was out and about. Nyla also remembered that his basement was full of bird-related stuff—binoculars, books about birds, bags of seed. Sometimes during family visits she’d catch him reading one of his bird books while everybody else was watching TV or chatting in the living room.

All of that stopped when Grandma got sick with cancer. And after she died and Aunt Cherise convinced Granddad to move down to Virginia (initially to live with her, but stubborn Granddad chose to buy a house of his own), he didn’t even set up a feeder. This with a backyard nearly ten times bigger than the one he had in Philly.

But late last summer, everything had changed. Nyla had arrived at the small house with the big yard to find the back patio room filled with bird stuff and a feeder set up outside.

And on that visit, the birding bug finally bit Nyla.

It happened while she and Granddad were sitting in that enclosed patio (aka the bird room) sipping sweet tea. Out of nowhere, a giant pileated woodpecker flew into the yard and landed on a pine tree trunk. Nyla gasped and nearly choked. She’d never seen a bird like that—and so big! That was when she made Granddad tell her about all the birds that visited him down in Virginia. And even though she didn’t take her birding hobby home to Philly, she enjoyed sharing it with her granddad and saw it as something special to look forward to on Virginia trips.

An emergency pushed that next visit sooner than planned. On New Year’s weekend, Granddad broke his foot when a cinder block he was carrying slipped through his hands and landed on it. Two weekends after that, Nyla and her mom drove down to lend a hand, since Aunt Cherise needed to travel out of town.

Nyla had just learned that her class would be doing something birding related in the spring, and she told her granddad about it. He was so enthused that he gave Nyla one of his old pairs of binoculars. They were big and clunky but in perfect condition and came in a nice velvet-lined case.

He also let her have some old cassette tapes for learning bird songs. When she told him she didn’t have anything to play them on, he handed her a flat rectangular machine with a speaker at one end, a row of keys to press at the other, and a plastic window in the middle where you loaded the tapes. He showed Nyla how to use the contraption, then told her he’d have a surprise gift waiting for her when the whole family came back down for Easter.

The trip, birding walk, surprise gift—none of that was certain now. And the more Nyla thought about it, the more she realized Granddad hadn’t sounded too good on the phone—not good at all, actually. Had he just mentioned the birding walk to make her feel better? He was usually a straight shooter, though, a “tell it like it is” person.

Be like Mom and think positive, she commanded herself while stabbing into some steamed carrots. Mom might’ve been telling the truth when she said they just wanted to be on the safe side. And according to what Aunt Cherise had said last week, that hospital had a stellar reputation.

Nyla also had good reason to think positive about the contest. First of all, she would be getting baffles one way or another. And second, she had a whole week of bird counts ahead of her, plus five more weeks after that. That was more than enough time to attract a bunch of birds to her yard.

No, Granddad’s getting good care, and this tournament isn’t over by a long shot!







Chapter 7

CHECKLIST—WEEK 1

City Birder: Nyla Braun

Total Time Spent Watching Feeding Station (best guess): 12 hours and 30 minutes

In the table provided, list the species and the largest number of them seen at one time. Count birds at or around your feeding station, even if they don’t stop to eat.

Tell us about bird habits and any other action at your feeder station. Fights? Curious events?

Squirrels were eating up all the food, but now I have baffles. Two different kinds to keep them from climbing up the poles or jumping from the big bush. We didn’t buy them. My dad made some over the weekend. The baffles are only on the pole feeders. The squirrels ate up all the suet. I don’t think I’m buying any more. Also, somebody stole one of the suet cages! My mom and dad think it was a raccoon, because it happened at night when we were all asleep. On Monday, a gang of blue jays came and took over the yard and everybody left. Also, some birds like to go into the big boxwood bush and then come back out and eat. I guess they’re hiding. The mourning doves and American robins stayed on the ground. The doves ate spilled seed and the robins maybe ate some but I think they were mostly looking for worms. They do that in our front yard. I see robins really early when I wake up. Cardinals eat in the daytime but also after sundown.
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Did you take any birding walks? Where did you go and what birds did you see? What was the habitat like?

First me and Tasha just walked around our block. Our block has big trees and brick houses with front lawns. At the corner there is a store that sells food and small stuff. We saw pigeons outside the store. On the block we saw robins on the front lawns. There was a blue jay in a tree and we also heard house sparrows in bushes out front and back. A big bird flew in the sky but we didn’t know what it was. On Sunday we walked with my mom at Furley Park. The park has lots of trees and some benches. We saw a DOWNY WOODPECKER on a tree trunk! And we even heard it make its woodpecker song! It was so small and cute. It kept running away from us, but I was able to see the red patch on the back of its head. The red patch means it’s male. The rest of the birds we saw were like the birds on our block.

Lastly, tell us any other bird sightings that were not planned—like an unusual bird you saw on your way to school or while out playing with friends.

Tasha and I saw a crow when we were sitting on my steps. We heard it first and then we looked around. We saw it fly off a roof down the block. When I went to get my braces tightened, I saw a northern mockingbird. He was sitting on one of the signs in the parking lot. He was singing really loud. He sang four or five notes and then switched tunes, just like we learned in class.

Tasha’s brother Terrell told me he heard Woody Woodpecker out his window but I think he was playing around. My dad told me he heard an owl in the morning but I told him it was probably a mourning dove because they have deep voices and hoot like owls when they sing.

I would love to see an owl in person.







Chapter 8

One block from school, Nyla stopped and squinted up, distracted by a flicker of movement in a tall oak tree. The five seconds of quiet was the longest so far on that Friday-morning walk, with ninety-nine percent of the noise coming from Nyla.

“Like I was saying,” she said, giving up on finding the bird. “If we do decide on the owl thing, we could, like, make it a slumber party in the car and stay the whole night.”

The “owl thing” had first come up on Monday, after Terrell’s Woody Woodpecker report. Somehow woodpeckers led to owls, and the girls had started musing about how cool it would be to hear a real one. Nyla suggested they both leave their bedroom windows open and set their alarms for midnight so they could listen out for hooting.

Unfortunately, Nyla set her alarm too loud and ended up waking up the whole family. She stayed up a little after the hubbub, although the only nature sounds she heard were a couple of cats fighting. Tasha didn’t wake her family but didn’t hear any owls, either.

Then on Wednesday, after her dad had mistaken a mourning dove for an owl, Nyla had another idea: Why didn’t they get one of their parents to drive them to a woodsy area one weekend night? They could park and crack the windows open to listen for owls, and Nyla could record some for the tournament.

The slumber party angle had come to her just a minute ago— the latest in a stream of thoughts and ideas that had been pouring into her head and out of her mouth.

“You mean, like with pajamas?” Tasha said, the most she’d uttered since the beginning of the walk.

“Yeah, and snacks, too.”

“Okay, maybe.”

That had been the vibe the entire journey to school—Nyla going on about birds and the contest and Tasha barely responding. Nyla had a feeling something might be wrong but couldn’t bring herself to ask. Instead, she talked and talked to fill the silence. Besides, it was entirely possible Tasha simply hadn’t gotten enough sleep. That happened sometimes, and even on good days Tasha wasn’t much of a morning person.

“Oh—I forgot to ask you,” Tasha said, suddenly energized. “Could your mom drive us to the rink? Something came up and my mom won’t be able to.”

Rink?

Nyla searched her memory. “Oh, right! The Galaxy Dome! Yeah, I’m sure my mom can take us!” She’d become so bird-obsessed—and today in particular, it being the first end-of-week birding chat with the Burb Birders—she’d nearly forgotten all about tonight’s plans for pizza and skating at the new roller rink.

“Yeah. No problem at all,” she assured Tasha, then pointed out a pigeon strutting near the schoolyard fence.

“Ooo, look at that exotic bird,” Tasha said sarcastically, and the two giggled as they stepped through the open gate.
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At lunchtime, Portia lifted her grilled cheese sandwich while glancing from Nyla to Kyle. “I still can’t believe y’all two saw mockingbirds! I’m so jealous!”

What Nyla couldn’t believe was that she was sitting next to Portia. Or more precisely, that Portia was sitting next to her, way down at the far end of the long table. That spot was reserved for the “hush puppies”—a stupid nickname Curtis had given Nyla, Kyle, Farouk, and Aisha, the quietest eaters in Mrs. Green’s class. The four had naturally gravitated to that spot early in the school year to get away from the noise, and even though they weren’t friends friends, Nyla welcomed them as lunch buddies until she could meet up with Tasha at recess.

But on this curious day, Nyla gaped to find Portia squeezing in between her and Aisha.

And it was all due to the birds.

“Yeah, the mockingbird was cool,” Nyla said to Portia while breaking off a corner of her own sandwich—tuna on white. “But I think Kyle won the morning, even if his photo was gross.” She shuddered, then popped the food into her mouth.

The photo in question had been the highlight of the bird discussion, beating anything offered up by either team. (Caleb’s woodpecker video came close, but it didn’t have the drama of Kyle’s submission.)

Nyla felt happy for Kyle, but a little disappointed, too. All week Mrs. Green had encouraged everybody to keep their sightings a secret until Friday’s big reveal, so Nyla had woken up that morning jazzed to impress her class, convinced hers would outshine them all.

Boy, had she been mistaken.

Before Kyle had even gotten to his show-stopping sighting, Miguel surprised Nyla by reporting that he’d seen turkey vultures along the side of the road on a trip to the flea market. Curtis promptly raised his hand and asked why vultures would be taking a trip to the flea market. Mrs. Green gave him a stare, then laughed the loudest of everybody. After that, Curtis brought up a fight he witnessed between two sparrows, giving a play-by-play like a commentator for an MMA matchup. It was silly, but he had both classes in stitches.

Not to be outdone, Nyla tried making her own experiences sound as thrilling as possible. She described the downy woodpecker in detail and made a mystery out of her stolen suet cage. Mrs. Green played the video Nyla had sent her of the northern mockingbird singing on the parking for dental patients only sign.

But then came Kyle.

Slumped low in his chair as usual, Kyle matter-of-factly reported that he went birding in a park near his dad’s house. After rattling off the typical birds, he casually dropped that he saw a red-shouldered hawk swoop down from a tree...and catch a snake! Curtis accused him of lying until Mrs. Green displayed the action shot on the SMART Board.

Nyla averted her gaze at first because snakes gave her the heebie-jeebies, but curiosity brought her back to the photo, which she inspected through fanned-out fingers. When she heard somebody complain that they couldn’t see the snake, she took the risk and lowered her hand.

Big mistake.

Because at that exact moment, Mrs. Green pointed out the reptile under the hawk’s talons. Nyla could almost feel it squirming. When she pictured the hawk gobbling it up, she nearly gagged.

“So remember,” said the Burb Birders’ teacher as the video chat wound down. “Although we’re not meeting next Friday due to spring break, that doesn’t mean the contest is put on hold. Keep watching those birds! And when we return, we’ll have our first Trivia Tuesday battle and then meet again that Friday to catch up on two weeks’ worth of birding.”

“We City Birders are looking forward to it!” Mrs. Green responded.

The students bid farewell to one another; then Mrs. Green hopped off her desk and faced the class. “Okay, I’ll need three volunteers to go head-to-head with three Burb Birders.”

Nyla froze. Volunteers? She had assumed the contest would be a whole-class thing, and all she’d have to do was raise her hand first and get the answers right. In other words, a normal day at school.

Mrs. Green put her hand on her hip. “I can’t believe it. No one wants to be on the team?”

Knuckles and veins on the back of Nyla’s hand twitched as she tried prying it from her desk.

“Really, no one? Do I have to pick a team?”

Nyla dropped her head and thrust up her hand. She’d survived the spotlight at the Math Olympics last year. She could make it through this.

Mrs. Green’s eyes widened. “Okay! We have our first volunteer!”

Her arm still stretched toward the ceiling, Nyla twisted left toward Kyle, who sat in the middle of the next row. Their eyes met. Nyla arched her brows.

Ugh, all right, said the look on the boy’s face as he raised his hand.

“Now we’re getting somewhere,” said Mrs. Green. “And who will be the third to show off their skills?”

Portia said “Ooo!” and shot up her hand. Show off had obviously been the magic phrase.

[image: image]


Funny. Now, sitting next to Portia at lunch, Nyla viewed her in a whole different light. Maybe she really was interested in birds. Or better yet, maybe she really wanted to hang out with Nyla!

“Hey, I’ve got an idea,” Portia said, picking at her salad. “Us three can get together a couple times during spring break to study for the contest!”

“I’m in,” Nyla blurted. “Well, at least till Wednesday. Then I’m leaving to visit my granddad in Virginia.”

Kyle shook his head while sipping milk through a straw. “Sorry,” he said, putting down the carton. “We’re leaving on a trip tomorrow and won’t be back till late Sunday.”

As they all fell silent, Nyla wondered whether Portia was going to suggest that the two of them study together. Should she ask? Or did that sound too desperate?

Portia slapped down her hand. “Hey, what about tonight?”

“I can ask my mom,” Kyle said. “I think she’ll be okay with that.”

Nyla nodded. “That works for me!”

“Great! We usually just eat takeout on Fridays anyway, so I’ll tell my mom to order more. It’ll be like a study party!”

“So you already know she’ll let us come over?” Kyle asked.

Portia whisked her hand through the air. “My parents are cool about stuff like that. Since I don’t have brothers or sisters, they like it when I have friends over. Give me your numbers and I’ll let you know what time.” She looked across to Farouk and then to Aisha. “I’m sorry. Did y’all want to come?”

“To study bird songs?” Farouk asked with a crinkled nose. “No thanks.”

Nyla often caught that look on Farouk’s face whenever birds came up. Did he dislike them that much? Maybe he had some kind of bird phobia. That was actually a thing, bird phobia. Nyla had read that on the internet.

Leaning forward, she looked past Portia at Aisha, who was also shaking her head. Although in Aisha’s case, Nyla figured she was just being her usual shy self. Or maybe she resented being an afterthought.

“Okay,” Portia said, not sounding all that disappointed. “Y’all can come next time I have a get-together.”

Nyla gave Portia her home phone number to call, since she wasn’t allowed to give her cell number to anyone without getting permission first. Kyle did the same, but that was mainly because he didn’t even have a cell phone. Portia gave her number to both of them.

“Anybody want some?” Nyla asked, holding up a brownie as big as her sandwich. Her mom had been packing big brownies, mega-sized muffins, and other soft foods to keep her distracted from hard candy. So far it had been working.

The boys declined the offer, while Aisha held out one of her own treats, which looked like some kind of lumpy cookie. Nyla passed. She’d tried one of Aisha’s cookies before and they’d tasted...well, healthy.

Portia broke off a piece of Nyla’s brownie, though, and Nyla had to stop herself from watching her eat. Don’t look too desperate! Turning forward, she gazed over Kyle’s head as she took a big bite of the rest. Her eyes lit up as she chewed. Could Portia want to be her friend? Like, for the whole rest of the school year...and after?

Maybe Nyla really would leave Anderson Elementary on a high.







Chapter 9

At recess time, Portia made a beeline to her crew without so much as a glance toward Nyla.

Whoa. Guess we’re only bird friends right now, Nyla said to herself before joining up with Tasha and Michelle. Still out of sorts from the Portia brush-off, she barely listened as squeaky-voiced Michelle went on and on about her spring break plans. Something about a lake or a river. And tubes.

From Tasha, Nyla only heard the occasional “Uh-huh” and “Wow”—just like on their walk to school.

Two other girls stood waiting for them at the center of the big oval track at the far end of the yard, where the four would be jumping double Dutch. Nyla groaned. She had so enjoyed double Dutch when it had just been her, Michelle, and Tasha. Now that Jasmine and Grace had elbowed themselves into the group, she couldn’t stand it.

Jasmine—aka the Menace—lived on Birchwood Street, only one block up from Nyla and Tasha. They used to all sometimes hang together with a girl named Tameka, who lived around the corner. Jasmine wasn’t too bad, just annoyingly pushy, but Tameka was bossy and sometimes even a bully when she was in a bad mood.

So about a year ago, Nyla and Tasha had decided they’d start avoiding them as much as possible. At school it was easy; Jasmine had her own school friends and Tameka went to an academy across town. (“The one for wayward girls,” Nyla had overheard her mom tell Ms. Glover, their neighbor.)

Home was trickier, though. Nyla and Tasha either had to stay indoors or hide out in Tasha’s backyard. But the strategy worked, and before long the foursome had permanently split into pairs.

But now Jasmine was back, at least for recess. She and Grace had left their own jumping group last week to join Nyla’s (they claimed they’d gotten tired of the group, but Nyla suspected they’d been given the boot). In a strange coincidence, that was when Nyla apparently lost her ability to turn. “Your rhythm’s off. I can feel it!” Jasmine would say whenever she held the rope ends opposite Nyla. And whenever Jasmine was jumping and Nyla just happened to be one of the turners, she’d accuse Nyla of making her trip. Grace followed her lead, but only with body language and dirty looks.

So a couple of days ago, even though Tasha had always come to her defense, Nyla decided to stay on the sidelines. “I’ll watch and cheer y’all on,” she’d said as they made their way to the spot.

Albeit today, “cheering on” took a backseat to birds as Nyla spent most of her time gazing around the schoolyard.

What a big concrete ocean, she thought, as if seeing her surroundings for the first time. Poor birds don’t have a tree to perch in!

Not to say birds didn’t land every now and then to peck at crumbs. Mostly pigeons and sea gulls—or at least birds that looked like sea gulls. Maybe they also confused the yard for an ocean.

A distant squeal drew her eyes to the playground, a colorful island of equipment in the otherwise drab yard. Portia was chasing a boy who was clutching something close to his body, obviously snatched from her. But even from far away she could tell Portia was smiling.

Nyla imagined herself in that group. Would she even fit in? Or would she be off on the sidelines like she was now with double Dutch? The only one of Portia’s three friends that Nyla knew by name was Belinda, a classmate of Tasha’s. Belinda had lost to Nyla in the Math Olympics finals last year and obviously still hadn’t forgiven her, judging from the eye rolls and look-aways Nyla would get whenever they happened to cross paths. Maybe Portia really wanted to let Nyla in but was hesitant because of Belinda.

Nyla scoffed. Well, I’m the one going over Portia’s house tonight.

With that, Nyla drifted into visions of the two girls laughing and having a great time, then to a near future where she, Tasha, and Portia became fast friends for the rest of the school year. They’d hang out all through summer, then all through middle school...and beyond. Outsiders would envy them. Boys would admire them. And Nyla would complete her transformation from slightly awkward and nerdy to smart, cool, and popular.

“Here you go,” Tasha said, holding the rope ends out to Nyla.

Nyla snapped out of her daze and studied the handles like they were objects of mystery.

“So you can get a chance to jump after me.”

“Oh, okay. Thanks,” Nyla said, breaking into a smile as she took them. The rules were that you had to serve time on the ends in order to get a chance in the middle.

Holding on tightly, Nyla stared across at Grace and mirrored the girl’s actions as she slowly swung her arm in the air to begin turning. It took a few beats for the two to fall into rhythm, but soon Nyla was hearing an even clap-clap-clap of plastic against asphalt. Tasha gave a nod, then jumped inside while Jasmine stood on the sidelines. First Tasha ran in place, then hopped on one foot, then spun and did other tricks while Michelle, Grace, and Nyla counted and rhymed.

Nyla snuck peeks at Jasmine’s face. The souring started after Tasha’s spin, only to brighten when she finally tripped up. On Tasha’s second go she jumped even longer, causing Jasmine’s nostrils to flare like a bull’s. Nyla turned forward and grinned.

Huh. Guess I’m not the problem after all.

Now it was her turn, a chance to prove to Jasmine that she could not only turn well, but jump, too. She just had to get through the scariest part—getting inside those ropes. Holding one hand out in front of her, she jerked forward and back, forward and back, while the double arc whooshed through the air and smacked the ground. She’d felt the stinging slap of those ropes on her arms and face before and wanted to avoid that at all costs. Ignoring Jasmine’s impatient sigh, she jerked forward and back once more for good measure. Then she held her breath and leaped inside.

Success!

Unfortunately, her jumping lasted barely seven seconds.

On round two she made it inside the ropes quicker and got further with her jumping, but nowhere near Tasha’s length—and probably not close to anyone else’s, either.

This time it was Jasmine’s turn to smirk, but Nyla tried her best not to care.

“Thanks, Tasha,” Nyla said with a smile before heading back to the sidelines.

It didn’t take much for her thoughts to fly off to the birds after that. Pivoting right, she gazed beyond the tall chain link fence to Gorgas Lane. That was where the trees were. Big trees that lined the sidewalk. Maybe she should start bringing her binoculars for some recess bird-watching. Although that would definitely bring stares. Ridicule, possibly. Even from some City Birders.

Nyla then switched to prepping for the birdsong contest, replaying all kinds of trills and melodies in her head. A long whistle snapped her out of it.

“Keep going!” Jamine yelled while hopping in a circle. “This is my best so far!” She tripped ten seconds later when Mr. Barnes—one of the recess supervisors—blew his time-to-go whistle again, this time in their direction.

Jasmine stomped and whined in the most annoying way.

“So, you excited about tonight?” Tasha asked Nyla as they walked together toward the school building.

Nyla wrinkled her brow. “How did you know about tonight?”

Tasha looked at her all confused. “What do you mean, how do I know about tonight?” she said with a giggle.

“Wait—huh?” Now it was Nyla’s turn to be confused. Then suddenly it hit her, flash-freezing her insides and halting her breath.

The Galaxy Dome!

Nyla’s knees buckled and she missed a step. “Oh, right,” she said, finally unlocking her jaw. “Sorry, I got confused for a second.” A tangled ball of guilt, fear, and panic tightened in her stomach as she tried to figure out a way to go skating with Tasha and study at Portia’s house. “I—uh—what time were we going again?”

“Six, right? So we can have pizza there and then skate? And your mom’s driving us?”

Nyla nodded absently while trying to harness every bit of problem-solving power she possessed.

Okay, got it!

She and Tasha could go skating right after school and then they could have their pizza after skating and Nyla could still make it to the study party.

Just as Nyla opened her mouth to suggest that change, she remembered her mom didn’t arrive home from work until five-thirty. Now she had no choice but to fess up.

“Um...okay, like, the thing is,” she said, her eyes fixed on the open double doors they were approaching. “I accidentally promised Portia and Kyle that I would study for our birdsong contest tonight.” Wincing, she steeled herself for some high-level awkwardness.

“Nyla! How could you forget about the Galaxy Dome twice in one day?” Tasha barked. Nyla turned to find the most surprised look she’d ever seen on her friend’s face.

“I know, I know. I mean, I don’t know how I forgot again. I think it was just all the stuff with the birding contest, and plus, Kyle’s going on a trip all next week so we won’t be able to study together and that’s why we needed to do it...tonight.”

Tasha’s face went from surprised to furious. “But our plans came first!” she shouted, her voice now ringing through the school hallway.

Nyla stopped and stared for a moment. Tasha had never yelled like that before—at least not at her. At Terrell, yes. And once at Curtis when he hit her on purpose with a soccer ball during recess. But never at her.

“I know. I know.” Nyla kept her voice low, hoping Tasha would follow. “How about we go tomorrow? And hey—I can ask Portia if you could come to the study group tonight. It’s gonna be like a party with food and everything.” Nyla immediately regretted that last sentence.

“I might be able to go with you,” chimed in Jasmine from behind.

Nyla turned and frowned. Ugh! Was she eavesdropping the whole time?

“To your classrooms!” bellowed Mr. Barnes to the hallway stragglers.

Tasha sucked her teeth and marched off with Jasmine.

Nyla stood stiff and dumbstruck for a moment. Then, with a heavy heart, she lumbered off to Mrs. Green’s room.

The lack of resolution (mixed with a heavy dose of shame) tortured Nyla all afternoon and made her totally mess up her math classwork. Really, what solution was there other than canceling with Portia and Kyle? But would Tasha even still want to go skating with her? Considering how she blew up like that, she’d probably tell Nyla to just forget about it. And as weird as it sounded and as guilty as it made her feel, Nyla was much more excited about studying than skating.

But she owed it to her friend to at least make the offer. Yes. That was what she’d do the moment they met up in the schoolyard for the walk home. (As for Portia and Kyle—she’d hold off on canceling with them just yet. That way she could keep her options open.)

Take deep breaths, Tasha, Nyla repeated in her mind while packing up her bag. She imagined her mental message floating out of Mrs. Green’s room, down the hall, and through Tasha’s classroom door. And when those good vibes landed on her friend, they’d calm her down and soften her heart.

After the closing bell, it didn’t take long for Nyla to find out how bad a psychic messenger she was. Stepping out into the schoolyard, she watched Jasmine grab her little brother’s hand. On her other side was Tasha, who crossed with them through the side gate without looking back.







Chapter 10

Portia slammed her palm on the floor. “No, not ovenbird! Black-and-white warbler! Didn’t you hear that fast weesy-weesy-weesy?”

Kyle’s cheeks dimpled as he shook his head. “He didn’t go weesy-weesy. He went teacher-teacher.”

Both of them looked to Nyla, who swung the laptop around and showed them a brownish-green bird that had two dark stripes on its head and a patch of orange in between. Standing proudly on a branch, the bird stuck out a white chest flecked and streaked with black marks. “Yep. Kyle’s right,” she said. “That was an ovenbird singing. But Portia, you were right that the black-and-white warbler is the one who makes that high squeaky-wheel sound. That’s just not what this bird was doing.”

Portia growled and twirled a coil of her hair.

They were now deep into hour two of their basement study session. Hour one...well, it had started off okay, at least. Eager to show off her granddad’s cassette player and birdsong tapes, Nyla had them out of her backpack before she even stepped through Portia’s front door.

Once Kyle arrived and they all settled downstairs, Nyla operated the ancient machine like a pro—much to Portia’s amazement. Kyle and Portia laughed at the man introducing the birds, just as Nyla had done when she’d first heard him try to mimic some of the songs.

Then the takeout food arrived, which happened to be pizza, which replaced Nyla’s hunger with a big pang of guilt over the Tasha situation. Her friend had so looked forward to pizza at the Galaxy Dome.

Nyla took two slices anyway, but mental rewinds of the big schoolyard blow-up made her fumble with the cassette player keys. She stopped and breathed in. That had helped steady her fingers, and after a few more breaths, the aroma of cheese, oregano, tomato sauce, mushrooms, and pepperoni wafting from her paper plate reawakened her hunger.

After about ten minutes, though, Portia suggested they jump around to find the specific birds on the long list Mrs. Green had given them. But “jumping around” a cassette tape was no easy feat. Nyla broke into a sweat trying to figure it out, and her fingers got all twitchy again on the keys. She could feel Portia and Kyle getting impatient with all the fast-forwarding and rewinding.

At the end of the hour, Portia finally put her out of her misery by suggesting they switch to her laptop and use the website Mrs. Green had told them about. That was how they’d been studying for the past forty-five minutes. Not that the change had helped Portia all that much. The ovenbird/black-and-white warbler confusion was her third mix-up in a row.

“You’ll get it soon enough,” said Mrs. Lambert, Portia’s mom, while ironing a pair of pants.

Nyla nodded as she nibbled her second chocolate chip cookie. With her other hand, she caressed the blue carpet she remembered so clearly from Portia’s birthday party two years ago. At the time, that party had been a real highlight of Nyla’s life. She’d felt special, part of the in-crowd, even if everybody else in Portia’s class had been invited.

Her favorite item in the room was a velvety gray sofa that had sections you could move around like building blocks. Right now, Portia and Kyle sat with their backs to the sofa while Nyla sat cross-legged facing them. Hallie, Portia’s fashionable mini-poodle, was relaxing in her dog bed at the far end. Watching the little dog all curled up and happy brought back mixed memories for Nyla, though. Peaches, her family’s beloved shaggy Yorkie mix, used to curl up like that. They all missed her.

“Okay, next pair of singers,” Nyla said, scooting forward. She played the songs of the American robin and summer tanager, two birds that were also easy to mix up.

Which Portia did.

“Ugh, I’ll never get these birds!” she wailed.

“But you were doing good,” Nyla told her. “It’s only these soundalike birds that are tripping you up.”

“Yeah, but on top of the songs we have to know the calls, too. Ugh! This is such a lost cause.”

“That’s true,” Nyla admitted. “About the calls, I meant. Not about this being a lost cause.” She kept quiet about the fact that she herself had known about the differences between songs and calls long before Mrs. Green brought them up. The songs—which were usually longer and more complicated—mostly came from males, especially during mating season. Although some females sang, too.

Calls, on the other hand, were usually shorter and used for warnings. But then on the other other hand, birds like the downy woodpecker had such unmelodic vocals that some people referred to everything that came out of their mouths as calls.

“Yeah, I get confused sometimes, too,” Kyle said, crossing his short, stocky legs and rocking side to side. “But remember, Mrs. Green said the calls were going to be extra hints—like she’d play them together with the birds’ songs.”

“Oh, yeah. I forgot,” said Nyla. “And plus, we’ve got over a week to study on our own.”

“True,” Portia and Kyle said in unison, then faced each other and laughed.

Mrs. Lambert clipped the freshly ironed pants on a hanger. “And you’ve got Nyla the Bird Expert to help. You can always call or text her if you have questions.”

Nyla brightened as she pictured Portia texting her, then calling just to chat. But then, quite unexpectedly, Portia’s image morphed into Tasha’s angry face. Nyla reacted with a sharp and audible breath.

“What?” Portia asked.

Nyla wagged her head and replied, “Nothing,” despite echoes of a voice asking, Could Tasha stay mad at you forever? Over skating?

In her defense, she had texted Tasha an apology after school. All she’d gotten in return was a “Whatever” and news that Jasmine would be going skating with her instead. Part of Nyla hoped they were having good a time, because that would lift Tasha’s mood and maybe make her not so angry anymore. But then another part hoped it would be a total disaster so Tasha would realize that Nyla was the better friend.

Nyla picked up her phone. She needed to know how things were going with Jasmine.

How’s skating?

After sending the text, Nyla blocked out the nagging voice in her head and dove back into studying with her City Birder teammates. Portia did get a few more soundalike birds wrong—including this time confusing the tufted titmouse’s Peter-Peter with the ovenbird’s teacher-teacher. But when that happened, they all laughed it off.

Then it was time to go. All too soon for Nyla.

“Well, I’m still confused, but I guess we’re off to a good start,” Portia said as she walked Nyla and Kyle to the door.

Nyla thought so, too. A good start for the contest, and—considering Tasha never responded to her text—maybe even for a brand-new friendship.
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“I haven’t seen those two around here in a while.”

Mom’s words brought an end to Nyla’s dreamy morning reliving last night and imagining life in Portia’s inner circle. It also squelched the good vibes she’d gotten from almost-good-as-new Granddad.

Oh, I keep forgetting about Valley Green, Nyla had told him when he brought up the park during their chat. So she wouldn’t forget again, she put Granddad on hold and arranged an early-Monday birding walk there with Mom.

Now shock waves knocked away all those warm fuzzies. Slowing her descent down the front stoop, Nyla watched Jasmine and Tameka laugh while sitting on Tasha’s lower set of steps. Like her mom, Nyla couldn’t remember the last time those two had hung out on their block.

A bigger zap happened when the girls’ eyes met. Nyla didn’t know what else to do but wave, so she waved. Tameka and Jasmine half-waved back. Tasha glanced down at her feet.

Slowly dropping her hand, Nyla continued to the car. So much for Mom’s words from yesterday: You’ll be best friends again soon. It’ll all work out. You’ll see.

“Can we hit the craft store after the supermarket?” Nyla asked as they climbed into the car, deliberately choosing not to discuss Tasha, Jasmine, and Tameka.

“Sure.”

Nyla focused forward as they pulled away from the curb. After the left turn on Sixth, she unclenched her teeth and began a mental discussion with herself. By the time the car pulled into the Acme parking lot, Nyla concluded that Tasha must’ve been miserable back there, stuck with bossy, mean Tameka on her steps. When Tasha chose Jasmine over her yesterday, she must’ve forgotten that Tameka came with the deal.

An hour and a half later, Nyla and her mom pulled back to the very same spot to find Tasha, Jasmine, and Tameka still hanging out on the steps. Although now the order had changed, with Tasha and Jasmine sitting next to one another and Tameka below them, licking an ice pop from the corner store. Nyla gnawed at her thumbnail as the engine stopped and her mom’s keys jangled. She glanced down at her bag of art supplies from Clever Crafts.

“You can go over if you want. I’ll take care of the bags,” Mom said.

Nyla opened her door, checked for traffic, and crossed the street fast before she could change her mind. Thankfully, the girls were sitting on the bottom set of steps. Having to march all the way up to the house with them staring at her would’ve made for an awkward trek.

Tameka extended one leg sideways like a barrier gate, then laughed and drew it back.

“Hey,” Nyla said to her and Jasmine. Then she turned to Tasha and reached into her bag. “I got the watercolor pencils we wanted to try out. You can use some if you want. Just pick out the colors.”

Nyla caught a quick flash of excitement in Tasha’s eyes, but the words that followed fell flat. “That’s okay,” Tasha said, and glanced at Jasmine. “I’m gonna get my own.”

“Lemme see,” Tameka said, snatching the metal tray and opening it with her messy red fingers. “Ooo, these are nice! Can I use some?”

“Uh...okay, sure.” Nyla helplessly watched as Tameka took a handful of the pencils and gave the tray back to her. Her heart sank as she doubted she’d ever see them again. On top of that, Tameka’s fingers left sticky cherry syrup over everything. Yuck!

“My favorite color,” Tameka said, admiring a purple pencil.

That’s it. Nyla turned to go home, fully regretting her stupid decision to come over to the girls.

“Wait, you’re not gonna hang out with us?” asked Jasmine.

Nyla whipped around in shock. “Oh—yeah. I guess I can hang out for a little bit.” She watched Tasha’s eyes go from Jasmine to Tameka and then down to her own fingernails.

Nyla had no luck finding a seat, since Tameka—now admiring a green pencil—had stuck her leg out again. So Nyla leaned her hand on the railing and tried to look as cool and unbothered as she could.

“So like I was saying before,” Jasmine said, rolling her eyes toward Tasha. “I heard there’s a secret swimming pool that the teachers use.”

“You talking about Wheatley?” Nyla asked. Wheatley was the middle school they’d all be going to in the fall. Although perhaps not Tameka. Her “academy” went all the way through to eighth grade.

Jasmine nodded at Nyla, who shook her head. “Uh-uh,” she corrected. “Mia said that’s a trick the older kids like to play on all the new sixth graders. Remember, Tasha? To make them go looking for the swimming pool?”

“Well, I heard it wasn’t a rumor and it was true,” Tasha said.

Nyla raised her brow. Did she really think Mia was lying when she told them that? Or was she just siding with Jasmine out of spite?

Jasmine sucked her teeth. “Well, anyway, I hope you get to go.”

“Why wouldn’t you be able to go?” Nyla asked Tasha.

Jasmine and Tasha exchanged looks but didn’t say anything.

After that, Nyla stayed out of the conversation and just listened, eventually feeling more like an eavesdropping ghost than anything. So she left with her half tray of watercolor pencils and the sinking feeling that it was time to move on. Tasha definitely seemed to have moved on from her, with brand-new friendships of her own.

But why so fast?







Chapter 11

By Wednesday afternoon, Nyla was more than ready for Virginia. Between Granddad’s diver-something being healed, birds waiting to be spotted, and a surprise gift waiting for her, the trip had enough positives to push those Tasha troubles away.

Well, at least for the rest of spring break.

The birding walk would be a first for her and Granddad together. If the weather cooperated, they planned to head out bright and early Thursday morning. As for the promised surprise, Granddad hadn’t brought it up during their last few conversations, which had started getting Nyla kind of nervous. But after some thought, it made sense to her. Why risk spilling the secret?

Nyla’s latest guess was a fancy birdbath, like one of those stone fountain-looking things Caleb the Burb Birder had. Even if it cluttered the yard, that didn’t matter. Nobody ever really spent time there. And when Dad grilled, everybody took their food inside to eat.

Thoughts of splashing robins and chickadees brought a smile to Nyla’s face as she ran downstairs with her packed travel bag. Then she stopped and ran back upstairs, the splashing birds replaced by a picture of her field guide left behind on her study desk. No way could she go without that. She retrieved the narrow, vinyl-covered book filled with bird photos and facts, then made a stop at her closet to pull out the Songbirds of North America tote bag she’d picked up at Food for Feathers on Monday after the Valley Green birding hike. She hadn’t planned to use the bag much; all those pretty bird pictures were too nice to get dirty. Might even end up as a wall decoration. But for now it could come in handy if the surprise gift turned out to be smaller than a birdbath. Plus, Nyla wanted to play a little game with Granddad: she’d point to each bird and see how fast he could name it.

As the car pulled away from Birchwood Street, Nyla eyed Tasha’s closed door with a pang of guilt. Guilt, but also relief that she was escaping the drama for a while. Thank you, Virginia, she thought, setting her jaw and facing forward.

“I know it’s been a few months,” Mom said later at the highway entrance ramp, “but I feel like we were just making this turn yesterday. And with only us two. Same as last time.”

Although things weren’t exactly the same. Dad would eventually be coming down, only he had to wait until Friday since that was the earliest he could take off work. And to absolutely no one’s surprise, Mia had said she’d wait and ride down with him. Nyla didn’t mind. It spared her three and a half hours of Mia complaining about Virginia being boring and that she was old enough to stay home alone.

“Yeah, it does feel like that,” Nyla responded, thinking back fondly to that winter weekend—even though Granddad’s broken foot had been the reason for the trip.

Wait. His foot!

Nyla was so focused on the gut issue that she never did ask whether his foot had fully healed. Now suddenly she pictured pushing Granddad in a wheelchair on their birding “walks.” Or maybe he’d have to creep along with one of those old-people walker things with wheels. How would that work on dirt paths through the woods?

“Mom, how’s his foot?” Nyla asked nervously.

“Oh, yeah. The big boot is off, and he can walk okay now. Still has gout, of course,” Mom added with a sigh. “Causes horrible pain in the toes. But thank goodness he hasn’t had a flare-up of that in a while.”

The news allowed Nyla to resume her fond memories from that January visit—in particular, all the backyard birds she spotted. Who knew winter bird-watching was a thing? Her favorites had been those slate-gray cuties called juncos. They had white bellies and pink beaks and always came in groups of five, six, or more to eat up seeds that spilled onto the ground (usually from squirrel shoveling, which Granddad didn’t mind).

And the cardinals were beautiful, of course. They seemed even brighter red in winter. When a bunch of males gathered in Granddad’s cypress, waiting for a turn at the feeder, they made it look like a Christmas tree decked out in red ornaments.

But when it came to attitude, no one could compete with the Carolina wrens. Tails cocked up and heads lifted, the little brown birds announced their presence with an ear-piercing Teakettle teakettle teakettle! Usually only one or two stopped by at a time, but their spirit filled the yard.

Nyla wondered what birds she would see this time at Granddad’s feeders. And more importantly, what treasures would she spot on Thursday morning’s birding walk? If it were up to her, she would go out birding the moment she set foot in Virginia.

Somewhere along Interstate 95 in Maryland, as Nyla daydreamed about being surrounded by bluebirds, rain began to tap at the windshield. By the time she and her mom arrived at Granddad’s, it was like someone had turned on a giant sky hose.

And when Nyla woke the next morning, her heart sank at the sound of more raindrops pattering the window.

So much for early-morning birding.

[image: image]



“If my feet hold up”—Granddad coughed, cleared his throat, then took a sip of orange juice—“we can hit the marsh, too.”

“Great!” Nyla said, sitting across from him at the breakfast table. “I haven’t done any real marsh birding yet.”

Her mood had already lifted after she’d heard the forecast while helping Aunt Cherise make her famous maple pecan pancakes. “A warm and sunny afternoon,” the voice from Granddad’s living room TV had said.

Her stomach now full to the brim, Nyla studied the last lonely piece of pancake on her plate, then stabbed it with a fork. “Yeah, so far it’s just been the neighborhood, Furley Park, and Valley Green.”

“Oh, right! Let’s hear the report.”

Nodding, Nyla forced the nutty-sweet morsel down, then left the table to get her phone.

She would be forever thankful to Granddad for reminding her about Valley Green when they’d talked last Saturday. (Well, technically Wissahickon Valley Park, but most people called it Valley Green—saved a bunch of syllables.) The oasis of greenery lay tucked at the bottom of a secluded, twisty road, which was probably why Nyla kept forgetting about it even though it wasn’t that far from her house.

Out of sight, out of mind.

In a repeat of last year, the moment Nyla got out of the car she exclaimed, “I forgot how nice this place was!” The towering stone bridges took her breath away, and she loved that if she wanted to, she could walk for miles and miles through all that nature and still be inside the city limits. After their Monday walk, she and her mom made plans to visit more often and one day eat at the Valley Green Inn, which was right off the walking trail (and why a lot of people just called the park Valley Green).

Nyla bet Granddad totally missed going there. Who wouldn’t? Did they even have parks like that in Virginia?

“Okay,” she said, sitting back down and pulling up her birding files. “So, we went really early to catch the birds waking up, but at first it was really frustrating.”

“Oh? Why?” asked Granddad.

“All those whistles and chirps and whatever—just way too much singing. I couldn’t pick anything out! And this was after studying with Portia and Kyle. And then I was like, what if Mrs. Green plays all these different songs at once and we have to pick them out for the contest?”

Granddad’s eyes widened. “Ooo, that would be tough. Even for me.”

“But then as we kept walking, things got a lot better.” Nyla went on to tell him how, farther down the trail that ran along Wissahickon Creek, she suddenly picked out a melody that sounded less like a bird and more like a person whistling through the woods: Ohhhh, Saaam Peabody-Peabody-Peabody!

Aiming with her binoculars, it wasn’t long before she spotted the distinctive white patch on the bird’s throat as he sang his heart out. When he stopped for a breather, Nyla got a full view of his black-and-white-striped head and the two yellow dots that looked like somebody had pressed a yellow marker on his forehead.

“A white-throated sparrow!” exclaimed Granddad.

“Yep! And here, listen. I recorded the song!” Nyla played the tune and watched a smile break out on Granddad’s face. “Too bad he flew away once I got close, though. Otherwise I’d have video of him, too. Oh, and right after that, two American goldfinches flew right across the path and landed in a tree! I was like, ‘Yo, there’s some Nyjer seed at my house if y’all want some.’”

Granddad laughed. “You never know. Maybe some’ll stop by. What about ducks? I remember that place was full of ducks. Especially up near the entrance.”

“Oh, yeah. I got some good photos of wood ducks—exactly at that spot.” Ducks didn’t interest Nyla as much as other birds, but wood ducks were different because they nested inside holes in trees, and those holes could be, like, sixty feet above the ground. And when they were only one day old, the little ones had to jump from the tree all the way to the ground, but they didn’t get hurt because they were so fluffy.

Too bad it was too early for ducklings. But she did get great photos of the handsome males.

“You sure you don’t want to come with us this afternoon?” Nyla asked her mom and aunt, hoping all the bird talk had whetted their appetites. Neither of them was a bird enthusiast, although Mom seemed to be coming around.

“No, you and Granddad go have a good time together,” Mom said.

“Yes, and tell us all about it when you’re back,” Aunt Cherise added with a grin.

Nyla glanced over at Granddad, who took another sip of his orange juice. Last summer they’d been sipping sweet tea in the bird room when she asked him whether he’d ever taken her mom and Aunt Cherise out birding as kids. “Yep, a few times,” he said as they sat together on a cushioned wicker sofa. “But the birding bug doesn’t bite everyone. Your grandma wasn’t much into them, either.”

Nyla knew all too well how it felt to have no one to share a hobby with. That was why when Mrs. Green first brought up the birding tournament, she was so excited that her “Yes!” came out louder than expected (followed by snickers from Curtis and the gang, of course). Tasha agreeing to go on birding walks was like buttercream frosting on the cake.

Although she wasn’t going to think about Tasha right now.







Chapter 12

Stepping into the promised sunshine, Nyla took in a noseful of southern air. No jacket needed on this warm afternoon, but she wore one anyway so she’d have deep-enough pockets to stow her phone and field guide. (Not about to risk getting mud stains on her songbird tote bag.)

Granddad wore khaki pants and one of those safari-type vests with lots of pockets, although nothing appeared to be in them. Instead of binoculars around his neck, he wore a new digital camera Aunt Cherise had gifted him. In his left hand he gripped a cane.

The two birders turned left and headed down Granddad’s street, which was lined with small, widely spaced ranch houses. It wasn’t until Nyla was halfway to the corner that she noticed all the after-rain worms stranded on the pavement. Picturing some already stuck to the soles of her sneakers, she hopped and tiptoed around the worms while Granddad just went on as normal, even squishing some with his cane.

At the corner they made another left—a familiar route to Nyla, since her family had taken a couple of meadow walks on prior Virginia visits. None for bird-watching, though, and as soon as the grassland opened up in front of her now, birds were all she could think of.

One in particular topped her list: an eastern meadowlark. She loved the name as much as anything else about the bird, and since they were heading to a meadow, she figured there was a good chance she’d come across one. And who knew? Maybe she’d come across a bunch of birds nobody in the competition had ever seen in their whole lives. Birds who didn’t feel like flying all the way up to Philly.

Because to be honest, as much as Nyla looked forward to helping her team on Trivia Tuesday, she was even more excited about that Friday’s video chat, when the classes would meet again to show off their spring break birding highlights and more. If she could just get a slew of impressive Virginia bird sightings, no doubt she’d be the top City Birder.

Maybe even the top birder, period!
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“See over there?” Granddad stopped and pointed toward a wall of trees to the right. “Hidden in there is a trail that goes through the woods, across a pond, and then to the biiig marsh.” At biiig he flung both arms open so wide, Nyla had to hop back to avoid getting whacked by his cane.

“You got more nature around here than even the Burb Birders,” she said as they continued along the muddy dirt path cutting through the meadow. “If you were in the contest, you’d win the grand prize.” Mrs. Green hadn’t mentioned anything about there being a grand prize winner, but Nyla still pictured Granddad holding up a golden winged trophy, just as she’d dreamed about for herself.

Granddad pointed again, this time to the left. “Whup—over there, near the tree!”

Nyla came to an abrupt stop and faced a lone tree in the middle of the field. Within seconds, she glimpsed a bird hopping around in it. Then another. She lifted her binoculars and rotated the stiff dials as fast as she could to focus. “Ooo,” she said, now getting an eyeful of blue birds with orange chests. “Eastern bluebirds! That’ll be a new one for me.” She took out her phone and typed it onto her list, adding details about the habitat:

Big field with woods on right and way back. On left is road, but really far away.

A series of short whistles stopped them a minute later. Starting slow, the rhythm gradually sped up like a Ping-Pong ball bouncing on a table.

“You know what that one is, don’t you?”

Now it was time to put all that birdsong studying to the test. Trouble was, although Nyla remembered the sound, she’d forgotten what bird it went with. She took a half-wild guess. “Um...some kind of sparrow, right?”

“Yep. But what kind?”

“Um...”

“Well, where are we?”

“Virginia?”

Granddad’s shoulders shook in laughter as he leaned on his cane. “Virginia is correct. But where are we standing?”

“In a meadow.”

“And what else do you call a big area of grass?”

“Um...Oh, got it! Field sparrow!”

“Bingo!”

“Yes!” Nyla got her phone ready to record the bird once it sang again, which it soon did. She couldn’t wait to play it in class!

“Ready to hit the marsh now? We can spend more time here in the meadow on the way back.”

“Sure!” On impulse Nyla started walking across the grass, but Granddad said it was best to stay on the dirt path to avoid snakes. Nyla squealed and returned.

They made a one-eighty back to the point where the trail split, then turned left and headed toward the woods. Granddad cleared his throat and said, “Nyla, about that surprise I promised you.” His tone was flat, almost somber.

Nyla didn’t like the sound of it. “Uh-huh?” she said, gripping her binoculars.

“It’s just that—well, that particular surprise didn’t work out.”

Nyla’s heart sank, and her gaze dropped to her knuckles. “Oh? Well, that’s okay.”

No, it wasn’t. Of course it wasn’t. Since yesterday’s arrival, she had managed to convince herself she was getting a deluxe birdbath. In fact, in the wee hours of the morning she’d even dreamed about a huge fountain birdbath that looked like a wedding cake with water cascading down its tiers. (The steady raindrops on the bedroom window had probably caused that one.)

But Nyla needed to make it okay really fast or else it would spoil the good time they were having so far.

Granddad cleared his throat again. “Yeah, I was gonna get it from a farmer guy I know. Friend of mine. Or used to be.”

A farmer guy? Nyla quirked her brow. Okay, well, then it probably wasn’t going to be a fountain. Still, she wasn’t going to ask exactly what it was because she didn’t want to get upset about what she was missing. Besides, the “used to be” friend part was more intriguing at the moment.

“Did y’all get into a fight?” she asked, then stifled a laugh while picturing her granddad and another old man whacking each other with their canes.

“Let’s not talk about that and spoil our birding. And don’t worry. I got some backup surprises for you anyway.”

“Really? Thanks!” Nyla perked up—or at least tried working herself up to feeling perky again. As curious as she’d been about the whole matter, avoiding friendship talk was actually a good thing. Friendship talk brought back Tasha thoughts, and those were off-limits for this Virginia getaway.

The familiar sounds of cardinals and chickadees soothed Nyla as she stepped into the woods, drawing her back into birder mode. Granddad stopped every now and then and looked up into the trees, as if something had caught his eye. Nyla wondered if he just needed a rest, because she never saw anything where he was looking. Well, except for a downy woodpecker, but he was scaling the tree trunk below and not up in the canopy.

The path eventually transitioned from dirt to wood planks and then became a boardwalk bridge crossing a shady pond. This time Nyla herself felt like stopping for a while, amused by two turtles sunning themselves on a nearby rock.

Then she scanned farther out and gasped.

Standing still as a statue along the pond’s edge was a huge grayish-blue bird with a long curvy neck and spearlike beak.

“A great blue heron!” she said in a loud whisper.

“It’s huntin’,” Granddad said. “Waiting for a fish to spear.”

Nyla took a photo with her phone and then switched to video, hoping to record some drama. She waited and waited, but to her frustration, the bird hardly budged.

“Oh, well,” she said, shrugging off the disappointment. At least both the photo and video were clear. Lowering her phone, she gazed around to take in the scenery. “This place is so nice.”

“And we’re not even at the marsh,” Granddad said. “Like they say, you ain’t seen nothin’ yet!”

This time Granddad took off in a flash, and Nyla stumbled to catch up. They journeyed a little farther through the woods, and then—almost like curtains parting in a theater—the trees gave way to a vast marsh. Nyla felt like a character from a fantasy movie, her jaw dropping, mouth agape as she stepped from one world into another, harp music and all. It was like everything back on the other side of the woods—including Philly—was somewhere in another dimension.

Still gaping, Nyla took in the wetland, which had to be at least twenty times the size of her big schoolyard. She spotted a few humans scattered on the web of boardwalks passing through the landscape. Some held up binoculars, while others bent their bodies over cameras attached to tripods.

“People like coming here to take pictures,” Granddad informed her.

Now scanning for birds, Nyla noticed one...no, two great blue herons out in open water. A big white bird caught her eye next, stalking through one of the many grassy island patches dotting the marsh. It couldn’t have been a great white heron because they only lived in Florida. A great egret, maybe? Nyla had lifted her binoculars for a better look when a nearby Conkoreeeee! distracted her. A red-winged blackbird! Nyla lowered her binoculars. Where to look first?!

Fortunately, the next bird gave her a break, landing just a few feet away. Sitting on a tangled thicket on the other side of the boardwalk railing, the small bird sang a high-pitched Witchety, witchety, witchety! It had a yellow throat and chest, a light-brownish back, and a thick black mask straight across its eyes. Nyla took out her field guide and flipped through the perching bird section, which was divided by color. Before long the masked bird was staring back at her from a photo: a male common yellowthroat.

Nothing common about him, though.

Nyla turned to say as much to Granddad, but he was already snapping photos of the bird with his new camera. She tried with her phone, but just when she had the bird in frame, it took off. Luckily, Granddad’s photos came out pretty good.

“I’m gonna rest my feet for a little bit now,” he said, pointing his cane toward a bench a short walk away. “Why don’t you go exploring on your own and report back to me what you find?” He leaned closer to Nyla and added, “Just don’t tell your momma I let you run off in a foreign state.”

Nyla chuckled and said, “Okay!” before skipping away. Turning on a connecting path, she decided to stop the skipping, since the boardwalk’s vibrations could scare off birds and other wildlife. (Plus, she’d already gotten a sharp glance from a woman trying to find something with her binoculars.)

Quietly winding her way through the marsh, taking in every sight, smell, and sound, Nyla pretended she was an explorer discovering a land no human had ever set eyes on before. She just had to ignore the man-made walkway under her feet—and of course, the other people making their own discoveries.

“Hey, watch it!” barked the next one.

Nyla stopped and faced forward. She’d been fully absorbed by a flock of killdeer that had landed a short while ago. They were easy to identify, since they were filling the air with high-pitched calls that sounded just like their name.

“Oh, sorry,” Nyla said to the man, who was wearing eyeglasses that were way too big for his face. She took a step back from the tripod she’d nearly knocked over.

“That’s okay,” he said, letting a rush of air out of his nose. Then he hunched forward toward his camera, now aimed at the same flock.

“I was studying the killdeer, too,” Nyla said on her way past him.

The man peeked over his shoulder. “How did you know what they were?”

Nyla stopped. “Oh, I’m a birder myself.”

“Huh,” he said, staring at her for a beat before turning his bespectacled eyes back to the camera.

At a safe distance on the other side of the man, Nyla recorded the killdeer on her phone before continuing on her walk. By the time she finished her marsh exploring, her phone was chock-full of images and recordings of red-winged blackbirds, mallards and wood ducks, turtles, a flock of loud Canada geese flying overhead, the crying killdeer, and an assortment of herons.

Back at the bench, Nyla showed her granddad what she’d captured and also told him about her encounter with the killdeer man.

“Well, that can happen sometimes in the birding community, which is why I do my birding alone.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well—and I don’t know this guy; he might just be a photographer. But sometimes real serious birders don’t have patience for the newbies. You know, they can become like a closed society, so to speak. But I don’t want to cast aspersions on them all. People are people. You just gotta keep looking for the right ones. You know, test them out and keep the good ones. Throw the bad ones back.”

Nyla had no idea what aspersions were, but from the context, she figured it was something bad to cast. As for his other advice, it sounded good enough. Although sometimes easier said than done.

“Guess we should head back now,” he said, rising to his feet with some effort. Nyla didn’t want to, but she took his standing as a signal that he was ready.

A heaviness fell upon her as she walked through the forest curtain that had separated the marsh fantasy world from reality. But it lifted when she stumbled upon another surprise.

On the bridge over the pond where she’d spotted the hunting heron, she slowed and squinted. “Whoa, Granddad,” she said, watching a dark blue spot balancing on a tall, swaying stalk. Then she stopped to look at it through her binoculars. “Okay, there’s this blue bird that I think might be an indigo bunting ’cause it’s darker than an eastern bluebird and doesn’t have the orange chest. But wait...it’s got rusty stripes on its wing, though. And a really thick-looking beak.”

“That’s a blue grosbeak then. Definitely a blue grosbeak.”

The only blue birds Nyla remembered from class and her own research were the blue jay, eastern bluebird, and indigo bunting. And the only grosbeak she knew was the rose-breasted grosbeak. Lowering her binoculars, she turned to ask her granddad to take a close-up photo of the bird, but he was already on it. He showed her the results, and she hopped with joy.

Oh, she was so killing this. No way anybody—City Birder or Burb Birder—would be turning in sightings that could match hers!







Chapter 13

You got everything, Ny?” Mom asked.

Nyla opened her Songbirds of North America tote bag and searched inside. Field guide? Check. Binoculars? Check. Giant Easter basket taking up most of the space? Check.

The Easter basket that had greeted her at sunrise was one hundred percent Aunt Cherise’s creation, even if both her name and Granddad’s were on the label. Packed on the bed of fake grass were chocolates, a set of fancy headbands, nail polish, and colorful light strips for her bedroom. Mia had gotten a basket, too—a really swanky one with gourmet chocolates, bath bombs that looked like ice cream, and a pair of earrings.

Still, Nyla had that nagging feeling that she’d forgotten something. She checked the tote again and found it—a plastic container hiding beneath her binoculars. Inside it was the mini lava cake Aunt Cherise had packed up for her after dinner.

“Um...yeah. Yeah, I think so,” Nyla answered.

But was that everything everything? Granddad’s backup gift had been on Nyla’s mind ever since Thursday’s birding walk, but she’d held her tongue about it so as not to be rude. For a second she thought the Easter basket could’ve been it, but there was nothing “Granddad” about it. No, he wouldn’t have just slapped his name on that and called it a day.

“Nyla?”

She swung around toward the gravelly voice coming from the bird room. I knew it!

Rushing to the back of the house, Nyla found Granddad leaning against his cluttered desk, hands clasped in front of him. “So, like I said, the real surprise unfortunately didn’t work out. And I’m sorry about that.”

“That’s okay,” Nyla said. Then suddenly strawberry shortcakes popped into her head.

Two years ago, he had told her and Mia that there were two little slices of cake in the fridge for them. Nothing special. Just something he picked up at the supermarket. Nyla went with her sister to get them (and to make sure Mia didn’t steal any of hers), and there on the top shelf of the fridge were two fancy strawberry shortcakes, three layers high, stuffed and topped with strawberries and whipped cream. One of the round cakes was labeled mia and the other nyla.

Could Granddad’s droopy face be all an act? Was this whole argument-with-a-farmer-friend story one of his tricks?

Now convinced this was a repeat performance, Nyla played along with a sad tilt of her head, coupled with a closed-lipped smile.

“I know it’s a disappointment,” Granddad said wistfully, “but I really wanted you to be able to get some good birds at your feeders.” He let out a sigh. “See, there’s this special birdseed mix that my friend—former friend—puts together. Some of the stuff he even grows himself. Anyway, apparently the birds go crazy for it, but the squirrels don’t eat it because of a secret ingredient he puts in there that keeps them away.”

Nyla’s smile dropped. Wait. So this isn’t a trick? “Did his crop get ruined?” she asked, then remembered the issue had to do with an argument.

“No, no. Like I said, he and I had a little...spat, that’s all. Over politics.”

Well, at least now she knew what it was about.

“Yeah. Anyway, we’re not talking at the moment. But...I still wanted to give you a little something.” Reaching across his desk, he picked up a thin, wide book and handed it to her.

Nyla looked down at the brown cover. In the middle was a photo of a man sketching a bird while standing at an easel: How to Draw Birds: A Step-by-Step Guide. The book had to be about fifty years old. Nyla’s insides slumped.

This really was a backup gift.

She forced a happy face. “This is great! Thanks, Granddad!”

“You’re very welcome,” he said with a courteous nod. “I’ve had this since I was a young man, you know, but I’m not much of an artist. I just kept it for sentimental reasons because my mother gave it to me. I think you can make better use of it.”

“Nyla, we’re getting ready to go!” Nyla’s own mother yelled from the living room.

Granddad held up a finger. “Whoops. Almost forgot the other thing.” He opened the desk drawer and pulled out a red wooden object with a metal ring sticking out of the top. To Nyla it resembled an odd-looking spinning top or one of her dad’s fancy fishing lures.

“This is old, too, but not as old as the book.”

Nyla took the object and frowned down at it. “What is it?”

Granddad held out his hand, and she placed the odd thing back into his palm. Then she watched him grab the metal ring and twist it sharply back and forth. Bird chirps and short whistles filled the room.

Nyla’s eyes widened.

“I’ve only used this a few times and then stopped because I didn’t want to get the birds confused. But this might be something you want to show your class. Oh—” Holding up a finger again, he rummaged back through the drawer and this time pulled out a small capsule. “In here is rosin powder. That’s what helps it squeak. But use very little—just dab a toothpick in the powder and put a little of it in the gap up top here. And if you run out you can get rosin powder at stores that sell sports equipment.” He gave the capsule and bird caller to Nyla.

“Wow, Granddad!” Nyla squeaked the caller. “I’m definitely gonna show this to my class on Friday! Thanks!” She twisted it again, and this time she didn’t have to paste on a smile.

“I’m so glad you like it.”

“I do. And the book. You know I like to draw.”

Granddad thinned his lips and looked to the floor. “I am disappointed about the birdseed, though.”

As much as Nyla had tried to keep her own friendship issue at bay, suddenly it all came flooding back. “Yeah. I’m going through the same thing,” she said with an unexpected quaver in her voice. Why all the guilt, sadness, and anger decided to well up now, she had no idea.

“Oh, birdseed issues?”

Nyla furrowed her brow in confusion, then—grateful for the absurd turn—chuckled and said, “No, my birdseed’s fine! My issue is with my friend Tasha. She’s really really mad at me because I didn’t go skating with her. Mom thinks we’ll be best friends again soon, but...” As her voice trailed off, the lump returned to her throat. She swallowed and coughed to clear it.

“Well, I certainly hope so,” Granddad said, patting her on the shoulder. “But things don’t always work out.”

Nyla blinked, stunned. Wait a minute. Sure, Granddad spoke his mind, but were adults supposed to be saying stuff like that to kids?

Things don’t always work out rang in Nyla’s head on the way to the car, and kept returning on the ride back north. Strange, she thought, how different Granddad and Mom were—at least when it came to that. Maybe Grandma had been the eternal optimist, and Mom had gotten it from her?

Of course Granddad was right, though. Nyla had experienced enough disappointments in her eleven years on Earth to know that. She was just surprised to hear him flat-out say it that way.

The sky dimmed with each hour of the drive and had taken on a downright somber hue by the time Nyla and Mom arrived on Birchwood Street. Nyla gave Tasha’s door a good look as she got out of the car.

Would everything work out between them?

Maybe.

But maybe not.
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The first thing Nyla did Monday morning was review her birdsong study sheet. She’d created the guide the night before to stop her from thinking about what Granddad had said. But now, just like then, her mind took a sharp turn to where it really wanted to go. Although unlike last night, this time she actually made a decision.

She would prove Granddad wrong.

Not wrong wrong, because he didn’t say that things never worked out. It was just that when it came to Tasha, she felt his words had a little too much “Might as well give up” in them. No mention of how to make things work out.

Which was what Nyla planned to try—again.

Arriving in the schoolyard five minutes before the opening bell, she spotted Tasha right away and took it as a sign. Even seeing Jasmine standing there didn’t shake her. Peace offering gripped firmly in hand, Nyla marched straight up to her friend, hoping to have a civil conversation before the bell rang.

“Hey, my granddad gave me this yesterday,” she said, diving right in as though things were picking up from where they broke off. Well, from before the big argument, at least. As best friends, the two had long gotten past the whole exchange-of-greetings thing anyway.

She lifted the book by its corners and tilted it side to side. “Maybe we can try it out one day.” Then she held her breath.

Tasha’s eyebrows dropped into a frown. “Try it out? What would we do with an old book about birds?”

Okay, well, that wasn’t the most positive answer. But silence would’ve been worse to Nyla. And Tasha did say “we,” which Nyla took to mean the two of them. Together. Pointing to the title, she smiled to soften Tasha’s prickles. “No, it’s about drawing birds.”

Jasmine butted in. “Ha! That’s worse!” She snatched the book, then asked, “Is that your grandpa?” while pointing to the obviously Caucasian man with the pencil-thin mustache.

Ugh! Why can’t she just vanish in a puff of smoke! thought Nyla. She grabbed the book back, then turned to Tasha, who pressed her lips and flicked her eyes upward. Was she annoyed at Jasmine for mocking Nyla? Or annoyed at Nyla for coming over in the first place? Mentally Nyla urged Tasha to say something, defend her like she used to when Jasmine would complain during double Dutch.

But Tasha kept silent.

Nyla searched around for Kyle or Portia, tapping the book against the side of her leg, feeling she had no choice but to move on.

Maybe one day, she thought, when she got a chance to talk to her friend alone, everything would work itself out.

Or maybe it won’t.







Chapter 14

TRICKY BIRD STUDY GUIDE

BY NYLA BRAUN

BIRDS THAT SOUND LIKE R2-D2

Gray catbird:

Makes all kinds of crazy sounds. Listen for a mew that sounds like a cat.

Bobolink:

Long fast song with all kinds of stuff coming out. Listen for notes that sound like metal. Also does a Pink! call.

Cowbirds and starlings:

Cowbird sings a short, gurgly-liquidy song with whistle at end. Starling song also kind of gurgly and liquidy but does a lot of other stuff as well.

OTHER TRICKY SOUNDALIKE BIRDS

House finch vs. purple finch:

Listen for rough-sounding zeeee at the end of the song for the house finch.

Summer tanager, rose-breasted grosbeak, scarlet tanager:

All sound like robins. Summer tanager has a shorter song, rose-breasted grosbeak has a sweeter voice (like it went to singing school), and scarlet tanager is like a robin with a scratchy throat.

Downy vs. hairy woodpecker:

Downy’s laugh goes down and hairy’s stays flat.

Pileated woodpecker vs. northern flicker:

Pileated woodpecker’s laugh changes rhythm a lot.

Chipping sparrow vs. dark-eyed junco vs. pine warbler:

All “trill” but dark-eyed junco and pine warbler are more musical than chipping sparrow. Also pine warbler a bit slower than other two. Still tough to tell apart!

PEP TALK:

(MEMORIZE AND REPEAT IN HEAD)

I am a birder. I know birds. Getting the answers right is a good thing. Ignore Curtis. Don’t be scared of the Burb Birders. Try to have fun!







Chapter 15

Wonk KA-chonk, wonk KA-chonk, wonk KA-chonk.

Nyla kept her eyes down despite the giggles twittering behind her. This was a competition, after all. Any signs of help could disqualify the City Birders. That meant no talking or signaling or gazing around, especially when the birds were singing.

Or burping.

Out of the corner of her eye Nyla spied Mrs. Green putting a finger to her lips, silencing the laughing classmates. Sealing her own lips with a pucker, Nyla uncapped her blue marker, wrinkled her nose at the fake blueberry vapors, then wrote her answer on the whiteboard propped on her lap:

American bittern.

There had been no need to add that one to her tricky bird list. One thousand percent sure of her answer, Nyla let the top of the board fall against her chest, then stared across at the three Burb Birders on the big screen. As they sat in front of their own classroom, their desks were as far apart from each other as the three City Birders’ were. Emma—a petite girl with a long reddish-blond braid draped over her shoulder—stared directly at Nyla while hugging her own clipboard. From the middle seat, Caleb—aka Mr. Fancy House with Koi Pond—leaned back casually with his hands behind his head. Black-haired Kunal wore a look as smug as Caleb’s, only he was twirling his marker and pretending to whistle.

“All right. Time’s up,” Mrs. Green announced.

“Reveal your answers!” commanded Ms. Horowitz from the screen.

Nyla flipped her board around, then quietly sucked her teeth in disappointment. All three of the Burb Birders had gotten it right. Breath held, she glanced left to see what Kyle and Portia had written. She exhaled in relief.

Okay, well, at least they wouldn’t be losing any points. And that meant they were still one point ahead in the contest.

The Burb Birders disappeared, replaced by video of a brown-striped water bird filling his thick neck up with air. Pointing his beak to the sky, he began his wonk KA-chonking while the words American bittern faded in across the bottom of the image.

“Woo!”

Nyla startled and turned. Miguel waved back at her and laughed.

“So that’s three points for the City Birders,” Mrs. Green said.

Miguel wooed again.

“And two and a half points for the Burb Birders,” said Ms. Horowitz. She turned to her team. “Sorry, guys, but Caleb’s answer wasn’t complete. There are two different kinds of bitterns in the US—the American bittern and the least bittern—and unfortunately, their songs are different. So in this case you needed to be specific.”

Kunal got up, raised his whiteboard high, and pretended to slam it over Caleb’s head. Nyla joined in the laughter while shaking her head. Those two. From the first few minutes of the contest she’d realized the “Don’t be scared of the Burb Birders” part of her pep talk hadn’t been necessary. They were as goofy as her class. And most of them seemed friendly, too.

Ms. Horowitz continued. “So that concludes the individual portion of our Tuesday Trivia Contest: Birdsong Edition! City Birders are one and a half points ahead, but the game is far from over. Team members, you can now push your desks together for the group answers.”

Nyla scooted left and angled her desk-chair combo toward Kyle, while Portia did the same from his other side.

“But a reminder to the rest of you,” Mrs. Green said, staring deliberately at Miguel up front and then at Curtis in the back. “Even though the team members can now talk to each other, the rest of you will still have to stay quiet during decision time. And we’ll also be muting the video feed.”

“These are going to be harder to identify,” Ms. Horowitz added. “So good luck to you all!”

Nyla smiled a mix of happiness and relief. Honestly, she’d worried about Portia, despite all the contest prep they’d crammed into the last day and a half: lunchtime and recess studying yesterday, another study party at Portia’s after school, and then even more studying during lunch today. Sure, Nyla had fun hanging out with her teammates; she’d genuinely missed them during spring break. The only problem was, with each session it became clearer that Portia was their weakest link.

However, Nyla felt bad thinking that way now, because right off the bat her new friend came through with one right answer after another. Sure, those early songs were the easiest: the cheerily, cheer-up, cheer-up, cheerily of the American robin, the downward giggle of the downy woodpecker, and the loud teakettle teakettle teakettle of the Carolina wren. And later Portia did get her owls confused, writing down barred owl instead of great horned owl for the deep-voiced Who’s awake? Me tooo. But that must have been nerves, because they’d actually spent extra time on those owls and even had fun hooting in Portia’s basement before her dad put an end to it.

None of that had mattered, though, because Caleb proved to be the weakest of links, getting two answers wrong and then losing half a point for his bittern.

For this second half of the contest, though, team members were able to put their heads together. That meant the stronger ones would cancel out the weak ones. So the new question was, would Nyla and Kyle be able to beat Emma and Kunal?

Right away Nyla recognized the liquid warbles, trills, and squeaks now filling the room. Portia nodded confidently, then covered the side of her mouth and leaned forward.

“Cowbird, right?”

Nyla nearly choked.

“What? No, that’s a European starling.”

Leaning back, Portia shook her head, then turned to Kyle, who suddenly appeared confused. Nyla leaned toward him and said, “Starling. Totally starling.”

To Nyla’s surprise, Kyle still looked unsure. Or was he just doing that to make Portia feel better? “I don’t know now,” he said. “They do sound alike.”

Nyla blinked twice, her lips parted in shock.

The unmusical collection of sounds played again. Nyla was now a million percent sure it was a European starling. The problem was, she couldn’t remember exactly what it was that had clued her in so she could explain it to her team. But she knew for a fact it wasn’t a cowbird.

“All right now. Time to write down your answer,” Mrs. Green announced.

Kyle, the designated writer, uncapped his marker and wavered between the girls.

“Five seconds left!” warned Mrs. Green.

Kyle took a deep inhalation and started with a large B. Nyla just about died.

“No!” she whispered in panic, but Kyle kept writing until the mini-whiteboard read Brown-headed cowbird.

Nyla folded her arms as the video chat unmuted and the two teams revealed their answers. Of course, the Burb Birders had answered correctly: European starling.

And video of the singing bird confirmed it, bringing cheers from the suburban classroom.

“Sorry,” Portia whispered sheepishly to Nyla.

“It’s not your fault,” Nyla whispered back, then tossed Kyle a stony look, her lips cemented together. Nyla liked Kyle, but right now she had a hard time not being really, really angry with him.

Kyle, meanwhile, slid down in his chair and brought the whiteboard over his face.

Thankfully, from that point onward Portia went along with whatever Nyla and Kyle came up with. They were able to keep a half-point lead all the way up to the last question. One more right answer, and they’d win today’s Trivia Tuesday. Even if they got it wrong, they’d win—as long as the Burb Birders got it wrong, too. But Kunal and Emma were obviously just as good as Nyla and Kyle. Emma in particular came across as a real bird person.

Nyla’s foot couldn’t stop tapping the floor as they all waited for the last song to play. When it finally did, all three City Birders burst into laughter.

“Uh, what’s so funny?” Mrs. Green asked.

“Nothing,” said Portia, turning to her with a big smile. Nyla smiled, too, a happy warmth rising within her as she remembered their first study session.

Kyle and Nyla leaned forward and whispered: “Ovenbird.”

“Wait. Are you sure it’s not the black-and-white warbler?” Portia asked.

Nyla opened her mouth, but nothing came out, her jaw locked at the thought of Portia causing them to lose the competition. Then Portia giggled, and Nyla’s mouth loosened into a smile. Kyle shook his head with a chuckle and wrote down the correct answer. After that, he pointed to the SMART Board. “Hey, look.”

Even with the sound muted and their faces covered, it was clear that the Burb Birders were arguing. Or at least having a heated discussion.

“Ten seconds left,” Mrs. Green said, while Ms. Horowitz appeared to say the same to her students. Laughing, Caleb scribbled quickly on his team’s whiteboard; then Kunal wiped it off, took the marker, and wrote something in its place.

Teams now unmuted, it was time to reveal the answers.

Both had gotten it right: Ovenbird.

“Yesss!” Nyla shot up her arms, surprising herself with the outburst. She slapped hands with her teammates as a familiar brownish-green bird with a speckled chest appeared on the screen.

Mrs. Green officially announced the City Birders as winners, and the exuberant cheers sent Nyla back to the fourth-grade Math Olympics. Glory regained, she kept smiling and smiling until her cheeks hurt.

So what if she had to wait until Friday to impress everyone with her Virginia birding report? She was already on her way to stardom.







Chapter 16

Nyla brushed her teeth with a smile as wide as an albatross’s wingspan. How could a week that had started out so bad turn itself around so completely? She was on such a high that Thursday night that no slingshot on Earth could bring her down.

Not even one from Tasha.

Sure, Monday’s snubbing of Granddad’s art book had knocked the wind out of her. Add to that Tasha ignoring her all week, and she’d been left with an unhealed bruise. But Nyla was getting better at ignoring the pain, tucking that bitter problem away.

Besides, she belonged to a new flock now, one that Mrs. Green had dubbed the Dream Team after Tuesday’s win. Not only did she, Portia, and Kyle continue to eat lunch together, but they’d been staying behind all week during recess—first to review bird songs, and then to get a head start on next week’s Trivia Tuesday.

This time they had to learn all about bird behaviors, bird habitats, and identification. For instance, “Is this bird a downy woodpecker or a hairy woodpecker?” Or, “Are you more likely to find a ring-necked pheasant deep in the forest or in a farm field?”

To help with the bird identification part, Kyle brought in a deck of playing cards he’d gotten for Easter that had bird photos on the back. Nyla shuffled through them with envy. Besides Granddad’s backup gifts, she hadn’t received anything bird related for the holiday. (Well, Aunt Cherise did cook an orange-and-honey-glazed duck—a dish Nyla had raved about two Christmases ago when she tried it for the first time. But seeing the cooked bird on the Easter dinner table made her think of the Valley Green ducks frolicking in the creek, so she stuck with the ham.)

Continuing her bedtime ritual, Nyla opened a new pack of dental wax and pinched off a piece, then rolled it between her finger and thumb to soften it. With her left finger she pulled back the corner of her mouth to reach the spot on her braces that irritated her the most. But as she brought the wax toward it, her eyes met her own in the mirror, and a memory tapped her on the shoulder.

“Ew, how did snot end up on your teeth?!” Tasha had said one morning, pointing at Nyla’s broad smile. They’d been laughing at something that Nyla couldn’t remember now, but she did remember how Tasha’s comment had made her laugh even more, so much so that it took a few stops and starts before she was able to explain that it was wax to keep her new braces from rubbing her cheeks raw.

“Oh. Well, they should’ve made it bright blue or neon pink so people would know it’s not snot!”

They laughed the rest of the way to school.

The memory didn’t bring smiles now, though. Instead, it left an emptiness mixed with sadness and a dash of anger. Quickly Nyla pressed the wax onto the offending spot, then switched back to thoughts of her flock before climbing into bed. She could hardly wait for morning. Friday was going to be HER day—even more so than the day of the contest. Because this time she alone would be getting all the praise.

And as for Tasha—well, there were always going to be little things that would bring back memories of her friend. Things that would rub and irritate, just like her braces. But she tried her best to forget them, because remembering hurt too much.
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Cheerily, cheer-up, cheer-up, cheerily...

Nyla bounced out of bed to a robin’s song rising from her backyard. Grabbing her binoculars, notepad, and pen from her desk, she climbed back over her bed and knelt facing her wide-open window. Nothing but the proudly strutting American robin to report. She wrote it down anyway, this being the first morning of a new recording week. After that her eyes lost focus as her thoughts turned to the afternoon.

Hopping back off the bed, Nyla zipped like a hummingbird to her purple backpack and checked again that her last two checklists and birding reports were safely in her folder, ready to hand in. Mrs. Green already had the photos, video, and audio; Nyla had sent them way before Wednesday night’s deadline to ensure they’d make it in time for today’s video chat.

Nyla washed up, even though she still smelled like vanilla from last night’s bubble bath. Then she put on her favorite outfit: a moss-green top with puffy sleeves over black stretchy pants and matching black canvas shoes. Racing downstairs, she made her own plate of waffles and microwave bacon and scarfed them down in record time. Somehow she’d gotten it into her head that the faster she did things, the faster time would pass. Unfortunately, the laws of physics held up—and on top of that, by the time she’d finished eating, she found evidence of gravity: drips of blueberry syrup on her shirt.

“Nooo!” she whined.

Mia stopped on her way out the door. “What happened?”

“I got syrup on my shirt!” Nyla choked out the words through her tight throat. Now feeling ashamed for sounding like a crybaby, she turned her near tears to anger, slamming her hand the way Portia always did.

Mia frowned. “Uh,” she began slowly, “it’s not like you have only one shirt.”

“I know.” Nyla coughed to get the wobbliness out of her voice. “But I wanted to wear this one.”

“Well, clean it or pick another one. You got time. Or Mom can do it when she comes down.”

As Mia headed out, Nyla ran down to the laundry room.

The spot cleaner did do its job...eventually. Sort of. Nyla could still see faint evidence of the purple stain, but her mom said a person would have to look really, really hard to find it, especially with all the pleats coming down from the neckline. On the way to school—accompanied by her mother now that Tasha and Jasmine walked together—Nyla kept looking down at her shirt, pulling it forward and checking from all angles, until Mom told her to stop obsessing. “Really, it’s hardly noticeable. And I’m not just saying that to cheer you up.”

Nyla examined her mom’s face and this time it looked sincere, so she stopped checking her shirt and, as the morning progressed, all but forgot about the stain. Which didn’t mean she wasn’t anxious. Why did today’s video chat have to happen so late in the afternoon? Time was moving at such a snail’s pace that by lunchtime she was about to explode.

“I saw a white-throated sparrow!” Nyla blurted as soon as she unwrapped her sandwich. She had been keeping mum about her sightings all week, saving them for the grand reveal in front of everybody. The fact that Mrs. Green held most of the evidence didn’t matter; their teacher had also been big on building up suspense for Friday.

“I got a really close-up look with my binoculars. I could even see his throat move when he was singing!” Both Kyle’s and Portia’s eyes lit up, and Aisha looked impressed, too. Farouk took a bored bite of his turkey dog. Nyla had no idea what it would take for him to become a bird person.

“Did you record it?” Portia asked.

“Maybe,” Nyla replied with a mysterious grin.

Later, between bites of a big cookie she secretly shared only with Nyla, Portia said she might be able to hold another study session over the weekend. Her aunt and uncle were coming down for a visit, though, so she’d have to text or call once she knew for sure.

Nyla matter-of-factly said, “Sure, sounds good,” while her insides screamed, Three visits to Portia’s house?! In one month?! That and secret cookie sharing were sure signs they were on the road to best-friendship.

“Just let me know what time,” she added. “I don’t have any plans.” Well, that wasn’t exactly true. She’d been hoping to go with her mom to Fort Adams Park to rack up another round of impressive bird sightings. But that could be scheduled around the studying.

“Ooo!”

Portia hiked up her shoulders and whipped around. A boy from the table behind her, who Nyla assumed had just tapped her, held out a note. “It’s not from me,” he said with his palm raised. Portia took the note, read it, then twisted around again, craning her neck and rising from her seat as she scanned the other end of the cafeteria. Then she nodded and sat back down.

“What was that all about?” Nyla asked.

“Just Belinda. Wondering if I’m coming out for recess today.”

“Oh,” said Nyla, recalling Portia’s nod. “Yeah, it’s nice today. I was thinking of going out myself.”

“You can hang with us, if you want,” Portia said.

Nyla dropped her drink box.







Chapter 17

After hours that felt like days, the moment of truth closed in. Nyla panicked. Not that she’d had much competition yet. In fact, none of the reports so far could hold a candle to what she would be showing her classmates. But doubts with a capital D cropped up anyway. What if her report ended up a BIG flop? Or what if the next Burb Birder spent spring break in Florida and recorded flamingos in the wild!

Wait—do they have flamingos in Florida?

While pondering all of that, Nyla missed whatever Mrs. Green had said after introducing her. But when the SMART Board video switched to an image of trees she recognized—the spot in Valley Green where she’d recorded the white-throated sparrow’s song—Nyla snapped back to attention. She bit her lip as the whistled Ohhhh, Saaam Peabody-Peabody-Peabody! filled the room.

Nyla grinned at Portia and Kyle, who both grinned back at her. “Wow, I didn’t know they actually sounded like that in real life!” a Burb Birder exclaimed, bringing laughter from both sides. This was the first time either team had submitted their own recording of the white-throated sparrow’s song.

Layers of Nyla’s doubts peeled away as her presentation went on, replaced by pride from all of the oohs and aahs she was getting. She outright beamed when Caleb interrupted her field sparrow recording with “Whoa! You got the Ping-Pong bird!”

She answered lots of questions about the habitat behind her granddad’s house, and also talked about his bird room and the birds that visited his feeder and backyard. To close it out, Nyla showed off her wooden bird caller, twisting it to make chirps and squeaks.

“Nyla’s on fire today!” Mrs. Green exclaimed, to which Curtis added, “Yeah, Encyclopedia Braun’s on fi-ya!”

More laughter...only, not quite the laughter Nyla wanted. She stopped her squeaking. Leave it to Curtis to throw shade on her moment.

“Thank you, Nyla,” Ms. Horowitz said. “That was really impressive! All of it!”

“Yeah, it was cool,” Miguel added. Surprised, Nyla flashed him a smile, then faced the SMART Board and held up her bird caller. “This is just for fun, though. I don’t want to use it outside and confuse the birds, especially since they’re nesting right now.”

Ms. Horowitz nodded. “That’s smart.”

With a quick turn, Nyla tossed Curtis a smug dip of her chin.

Only two other presentations followed, neither of them containing flamingos, so in Nyla’s eyes she had officially won the day. She couldn’t wait to tell Granddad, who was apparently the coolest grandfather around—at least according to one of the Burb Birders.

As things wound down, Ms. Horowitz asked both sides to quickly share any challenges they’d been having at their feeders or during their birding walks. Squirrels were nuisance number one for most. “Those furry-tailed rodents are sneaky!” a Burb Birder boy whined. Somehow the squirrels had figured out how to get around his baffles. Nyla said the baffles her dad had made were working well, and that she’d switched to a hot-pepper-flavored suet. All it had taken was one sniff or little taste for the squirrels to leave it alone. But because birds were immune to the taste of hot pepper, they gladly ate it.

Caleb told a story about how he found feathers on the ground one day, probably from a dove. He suspected a hawk had gotten to it. Another Burb Birder mentioned deer sampling her birdseed.

“And what about you, City Birders? Do you have any troublemakers at your feeders other than squirrels?”

“Probably rats!” shouted the Burb Birder boy with the sneaky squirrel problem.

A squirmy silence dropped before Miguel broke out in laughter. Nyla flinched and turned to her flock. Portia held her hand over her mouth while Kyle just shook his head.

Ms. Horowitz seemed not to know how to respond. “Henry,” she said firmly to the boy.

“Sorry. I wasn’t trying to be funny,” Henry said, even though he was smirking. “I only thought that because you always hear about rats in the city. You know, with all the trash—”

“Actually, Henry...” Mrs. Green interrupted, hopping down from her desk.

Nyla stiffened. Uh-oh. He’s gonna get the eye and then some!

“My brother lives in the suburbs and used to put orange slices out for orioles, but he stopped because he caught a rat on his security camera stealing them.”

Nyla unclenched her abdomen, then tilted her head with interest. Orange slices. Hmm...

Emma from the birdsong contest raised her hand. “Ooo! Mrs. Green’s right. I read an article about how there might be just as many rats in the suburbs as in the city. They’ve got more places to hide here, though—with more nature and all—so that’s why we don’t see them.”

Mrs. Green nodded, then checked the wall clock above the door. “Ms. Horowitz, it looks like our bell’s gonna ring any second now.”

“Okay,” Ms. Horowitz responded, still looking embarrassed. “Till next—”

The bell drowned out the rest, and the Burb Birders disappeared before the usual farewell. Mrs. Green opened the door but held up her hand. “Before you go,” she said, returning to her desk. “I need to hand out some extra study material for the next Trivia Tuesday to go with what’s already in your folders. You’ll all be getting one because this is a group effort, and we’ll be doing a mock contest among ourselves to help the Dream Team prepare. To make it fair, both classes are getting the same exact guides. Oh—and you know there’ll be a quiz on this at some point in the future.”

Curtis booed.

Mrs. Green rolled her eyes as she counted out the stapled sheets and laid them on the first desks of each row to be handed back. Nyla immediately began reading hers, until a shout from the hallway startled her.

“Bird Nerds!”

A bunch of sunflower seeds landed on the floor in front of her. The next thing she knew, Mrs. Green was rushing out the door.

“Mr. Isaacs, catch those boys!” Nyla heard her teacher shout.

Miguel got up to take a peek. “Ooo, they in trouble,” he said, scrambling back to his seat.

A paper ball soared from the back of the classroom into the trash can near the door. A perfect three-pointer. “Y’all can go ahead with your nerdy bird stuff,” Curtis said, standing at his desk.

“Yeah,” Miguel added. “Especially since all our rats are gonna eat up the birds!” He laughed at his own joke while making a less-than-impressive shot from only a couple of feet away from the can. Then he turned wide-eyed to Nyla. “Oh, wait. She said there was a quiz, right?” He got up and fished his paper back out.

Before Nyla could say anything, Mrs. Green returned with three boys: Sean, Jayden, and Devonte.

No surprise there. Sean was super popular, but also a troublemaker. Jayden and Devonte followed his lead, and the three of them strutted around like blue jays, thinking they owned the school. Most of Nyla’s classmates were either scared of them or desperate to be their best friends. Curtis made no secret of being in the latter group. She’d seen it in the schoolyard, watching them play basketball together. To her, it always felt like they were teasing him, but he’d laugh right along with them.

As for Devonte, he was the one the girls liked—Portia included. At least that was what Nyla now suspected. At recess, she’d caught him whispering to his friends from the basketball courts while looking over at the playground where she and Portia’s friends were hanging out. Putting two and two together, Nyla realized it was him who Portia had been chasing the Friday before last—the one who’d snatched something from her.

Mrs. Green folded her arms. “Go ahead.”

“Sorry,” the three boys said, with Sean lagging a half beat behind.

“For what?”

Sean smirked. “For calling you Bird Nerds.”

“And for what else?”

“For throwing the sunflower seeds,” said Devonte.

Jayden, meanwhile, was biting his lips to keep from laughing.

“Okay, get to work,” Mrs. Green ordered, and the boys rushed to pick up every seed from the floor while the class looked on in uncomfortable silence. When they were done, the three tripped over themselves on the way out the door.

As most of the class laughed, Nyla watched Portia, whose face was turned to the window. Nyla then dropped her gaze to Portia’s hands, which were pressing a crease into her now-folded study guide.

Then she watched in horror as Portia began rolling it up.







Chapter 18

She’s just a fidgety person, that’s all.

Brooding alone on her front stoop, Nyla landed on one positive that she hoped could squash all the negatives swirling in her head. And it was true: Portia did have fidgety fingers. At any given moment those digits could be preening the coiled strands of her hair, flicking the charms on her silver bracelet, or twirling her pencil like a baton. Mrs. Green’s study guide just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.

Right now, those pages were probably unfurled and sitting on Portia’s desk at home, ready to be studied, reviewed, and reviewed again whenever the Dream Team got together that weekend.

Nyla checked the time on her phone: 11:12 a.m. Still early in the day. Lots of time left to hear back from Portia. Really, she should just relax and watch Terrell and Cameron throw their long passes back and forth down the middle of the street. Who knew? An exotic bird might even stop by for a perch on the Japanese maple.

Just one problem. Nyla’s mind wouldn’t let her relax. And by 11:14 the negatives had already returned, led by a memory of Portia’s blank expression yesterday on the way out of class. Nyla had caught up with her in the hallway and tapped her on the shoulder.

“So, I’ll wait for a text about studying?” she asked.

“Yeah, sure,” Portia responded, then picked up speed. “Have to go. My dad’s waiting.” Then she left Nyla in the dust.

Portia hadn’t been fibbing—her dad did pick her up two days a week for piano lessons and the other three for dance—but Nyla couldn’t help feeling brushed off. All week they’d stuck together after school until Portia got to her car. Then Nyla would bid her farewell and set off on a lonely walk home.

Had the ridicule gotten to Portia that much? And if so, what had hurt her more—having others think she lived with rats or being called a Bird Nerd? Nyla suspected the latter, but only because Devonte, Portia’s crush, had been involved in that. Losing face in front of people you hardly knew was one thing. Getting teased by Sean, Jayden, and Devonte was another.

Once the nickname caught on—which it surely would (Nyla knew all too well how quickly nicknames caught on)—she and her class would probably be getting all kinds of bird-related taunts. In the hallway, at recess, before and after school:

Hey, you’re one of those Bird Nerds, aren’t you?

Have you seen any yellow-spotted poopers lately?

I heard y’all eat birdseed!

Not that Henry the Burb Birder hadn’t made his own kind of trouble. His rat comment had kicked off the downward spiral of awkwardness yesterday. And as much as Nyla hated to admit it, those words had gotten her wondering: What did the Burb Birders actually think of the City Birders? That they were all really poor? Surely not. Right? But Nyla did wonder what they imagined life in her neighborhood would be like, outside of the photos they saw in class or Google Street Views.

Nyla let her mind wander to the trash that sometimes littered the pavement in front of Clive’s Corner Store, especially on a windy day. Then to the broken concrete in the back alley, to her dad’s paint-chipped wreck of a boat, and finally to the shady figures who used to hang out at Furley Park until the new mayor cleaned it up and made it safe again.

On the other hand, huge sycamore trees with pretty bark and big leaves lined the street, adding loads of coziness. Sure, Dad complained about the large roots buckling the sidewalk in spots, but Nyla thought the trees were worth it. And although the back alley wasn’t much to look at, almost everyone on the block kept their front yards tidy and decorated with shrubs and trees.

Plus, whatever the Burb Birders did know or think about her neighborhood, should it even matter?

Birds didn’t care how a neighborhood looked, as long as they got their food. And they didn’t care who it was watching them, either. Although Nyla imagined a dove would freak out if a hawk was staring at it. And downy woodpeckers didn’t seem to like anybody looking at them, as she and Tasha had discovered that day in Furley Park—now a lifetime ago, it seemed.

Tasha had first spotted the bird on a thick tree trunk after they’d both heard the call. “Great catch!” Nyla had said, and the girls crept toward it as quietly as they could. But once they got near the tree, the bird kept scurrying to the opposite side of the trunk from wherever they were, like a game of cat and mouse.

That birding walk was almost too much for Nyla to even think about, especially now that things with Portia had fallen apart, too.

If only—

“Woo!”

Terrell spiked his football and did a little dance, jarring Nyla from her thoughts. But soon it got her pondering something else: Did suburban kids play catch in the middle of the street? Sure. Why wouldn’t they? She could easily picture that exact scene playing out at that exact moment in front of Caleb’s house. Only, his house—his whole block, really—would look completely different.

And guess what? That was okay.
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“See any weird birds lately?” Terrell asked Nyla as she walked down her bottom set of steps. She had no idea where she was heading but had just grown tired of sitting on the concrete stoop thinking and worrying.

“Yeah, a couple,” she responded absently. Normally a question like that would’ve sent her into a flurry of details, but at the moment she wasn’t in birder mode. The binoculars around her neck were just out of habit, sort of how Terrell never left the house without a football.

Right now she would rather talk about Tasha. She and Terrell hadn’t spoken much at all since the big schoolyard blow-up. That wasn’t all that unusual, since Nyla was only the backup neighbor-slash-friend when Cameron wasn’t available.

Nyla lifted off the binoculars, wrapped up the strap, and tucked them under her armpit, ready to ask point-blank about what was up with Tasha.

“You know we might be moving, right?” Terrell said, his voice low as if he were telling a secret.

Nyla blinked back at him, hardly believing what she’d heard. “What?”

Terrell threw a long pass to Cameron, then faced her again. “Yeah, moving,” he said, and scratched his shoulder. “Tasha wanted to be all secretive about it, though, for some weird reason.” This time his words landed clearly on Nyla while her own stayed stuck in her throat. As she struggled to get them out, Cameron shouted “Incoming!” and Terrell turned to catch the return pass.

“I didn’t like it at first, either, but then I found out the neighborhood where we might be moving is all single homes with big yards. And the high school has, like, the best football team in the state!”

“Pennsylvania?” Nyla said, her vocal cords finally unglued.

“Uh-uh. Maryland.”

Nyla’s chest heaved. Tasha might be moving to the burbs? In Maryland?

“When did you find that out?”

“Right before Easter break.”

Nyla gulped as Terrell threw to Cameron, her thoughts drifting back to the day of the big recess blow-up and how Tasha had been quiet that morning on the way to school. But why wouldn’t she have told Nyla about the move—her best friend?

“Y’all still arguing over skating?”

“Skating? Oh, yeah. I guess. You said ‘might.’ When will you know for sure?”

“About Maryland?” Terrell shrugged. “Probably before school’s out for summer.”

“So Tasha doesn’t want to go?”

“You can ask her,” he said, pointing past Nyla’s shoulder. Nyla twirled to find Tasha rounding the corner from the direction of Tameka’s block. She carried a small duffel bag over her shoulder.

“What?” Tasha barked once she got close to the two of them.

“You might be moving?” Nyla asked in hushed surprise.

“Terrell! Why are you telling everybody our business!”

“It’s not his fault. He just—”

“Was I talking to you?”

Nyla opened her mouth and made an ack sound, both offended and scared by this new Tasha. Then, as her once-friend stomped away to the curb, Nyla’s throat unlocked and her words erupted like a volcano. “You’re a bully now just like Tameka!”

Tasha whipped around. Nyla glowered and hiked her fist to her hip. The wrong fist, because down went her binoculars, straight to the asphalt.

“Ugggh!” she grunted, snatching up the binoculars, then dropping them again. When she finally had them in her grasp, Tasha was already heading back to her house.

“Man, sorry about that,” Terrell said sheepishly to Nyla.

Nyla sniffled and wiped her face. “Not your fault.” She walked off, ready to climb into bed and block out the light, sound, and world with her blanket. Or better yet, with her pillow. That way she could cry and yell without anybody hearing.

But on her way to the door, she stopped and sat on the top step. She needed to pull herself together—dry those weepy eyes and get that pesky lump out of her throat. Mom was in the living room watching TV, and Nyla was in no mood to answer for any tears. No mood to talk at all. To anybody.

She looked to the sky; then her gaze fell to Tasha’s steps. Ghosts from two weeks ago appeared. Well, anyway, I hope you get to go, Jasmine had said when they talked about Wheatley Middle School. A strange statement, Nyla had thought at the time, but she’d been so distracted and nervous it never crossed her mind that it had to do with Tasha moving out of state.

Now she was bouncing between feeling sorry for Tasha because she’d been so excited about going to Wheatley, feeling ashamed of herself for not picking up on the signs that something might’ve been wrong, and being confused and angry at Tasha for being so secretive in the first place and then getting all huffy.

Letting out a frustrated sigh, Nyla picked up the binoculars she’d set down beside her and aimed them toward the top of a sycamore tree. Her heart squished like a fistful of dough. The drop had shifted something inside, and now it was like somebody had pulled a dark shade over most of the lens, leaving only a corner of light.

Nyla stood up and a squirrel scolded her from the Japanese maple.

“Oh, shut up,” she mumbled, then headed inside.
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“What happened?” Mom asked.

Nyla slumped. Her tears had vanished, but she’d stupidly let her anger shine through.

“I dropped my binoculars.”

“Oh, no. Let me see.” Still nursing a twisted ankle from her morning jog, Mom reached forward from the recliner, her left foot raised and wrapped in ice.

Nyla held them back. “It’s not cracked or anything like that. Just something moved inside that made most of it dark now.”

Mom jabbed her finger toward the coffee table but kept her eyes on Nyla. “Leave them down here. I’m sure your father can fix them or knows somebody who can.”

Nyla set the binoculars down but failed to control her quivering lip and leaking eyes. Because at that moment, she was convinced that nothing in her life could be fixed.







Chapter 19

Oh, I’m so sorry,” Mom said.

Nyla took in a long, shaky breath while still locked in a hug. She’d just spilled the story about Tasha’s possible move and the spat they’d had in the middle of the street. (A tamer version, though, with the worst words left out.)

“I’ll be fine. Just want to go up to my room now,” she said, wanting to put an end to the drama.

“You sure you don’t want to stay down here for a bit?”

“No, I’m okay. I’m sleepy.” Nyla pulled gently away, then rushed off before any version of “It’ll all work out” could reach her ears.

As much she tried forcing it, however, sleep didn’t happen. After a half hour she gave up and switched to a hidden-object mystery game on her laptop, and then when she got bored with that, puttered around aimlessly until she realized she had some homework to finish. So she did that.

Now at her open window, she watched a blue jay standing guard at the lantern feeder below. There wasn’t much in there to get all possessive about, though. Both the lantern and tube feeders needed refilling, but Nyla hadn’t felt like it when she woke up that morning. And she definitely didn’t feel like it now.

The Nyjer seed socks were still stuffed to the brim. Which also meant they were a complete failure. She should’ve known. Why would pretty yellow finches show up in her ugly backyard? Now she didn’t even care if they visited. Her binoculars were broken and the City Birders were dropping like flies.

And most of all, her very best friend might be moving to Maryland.

As the blue jay flew off, Nyla scoffed at how excited she used to get when there were birds to tally up: song sparrows and house sparrows, northern cardinals and house finches. The mourning doves and American robins who loved pecking seed from the ground.

Who cared about that now?

But then a small bird landed in the blue jay’s place, and Nyla surprised herself by reaching for binoculars that weren’t there. She only had her eyes now, so she rubbed them clear and focused on the latest visitor—a tiny sparrow with a rust-colored cap clear enough to make out. The chipping sparrow pecked at the remnant of seed, then flew off in disappointment, tugging at Nyla’s heart.

It’s not their fault everything’s gone wrong.

“Hey, Mom,” Nyla announced on her way downstairs. “I’m gonna fill the feeders. And then I can fertilize the azalea bushes for you.” She tried to sound upbeat, not wanting her mom to get all huggy and sentimental again. She’d mourned enough over the past two hours.

“Hey, Nyla,” Dad said from the dining room table. He was examining her binoculars with his toolbox open in front of him.

“Oh.” Nyla looked right and left. “Where’s Mom?”

“She’s upstairs taking a rest. There’s some ribs and cole slaw in the kitchen for lunch. Eat as much as you want. We had ours, and Mia’s eating at her friend’s.”

Nyla followed the unmistakable scent of ribs from Charlie’s Place—the most expensive rib joint near or far. Dad got his cheap—one, because he and Charlie were friends, and two, because he did odd repair jobs for him.

“I’ve been working on these things, but I can’t seem to figure out what—”

“It’s no big deal,” Nyla hollered while opening the big clamshell container.

“Sure it’s a big deal,” Dad said. “But here’s what I’m gonna do.” Suddenly he appeared in the doorway. “My friend John repairs old cameras, so he might be able to fix these. I’ll run by his place later today, okay?” He aimed the binoculars toward a spot above the fridge, then gave up and frowned at them.

“All right. Thanks.” Nyla was ninety percent sure Mom had told him about Tasha.

“And if that doesn’t work, we’ll get you a brand-new pair, okay?”

Now she was one hundred percent sure, because Dad didn’t spend money lightly—at least not on anything new. Flea market finds were his thing. And on top of that, he’d already made comments about the birds “eating us out of house and home.”

“Thanks, Dad,” Nyla said, already chowing down on a rib while leaning against the countertop. She hadn’t eaten much dinner last night and had only pecked at some fruit salad for breakfast. It was like she’d gone from stress-fasting to stress-feasting.

After stuffing herself, she went out back and filled her feeders, then came inside and grabbed the container of fertilizer pellets her mom stored under the kitchen sink. A voice greeted her the second she stepped out the front door.

“Nyla?”

She stopped. “Oh. Hi, Ms. Glover.” Her elderly neighbor was standing halfway up the steps to her own door, shopping bags hanging from her hands and wrists. “You need any help?” Nyla asked.

“Oh, no. I’m fine.” Wearing a brown velvety jogging suit, Ms. Glover hoisted the bags up and down as if they were weights. “Coming out to look for more birds?”

“Uh-uh,” Nyla said with a firm shake of her head. “Just fertilizing the shrubs.”

“Well, I saw the prettiest bird in your yard yesterday.”

“Really? What did it look like?”

“It was yellow...”

Nyla clutched the railing.

“...with black wings, and it was clinging to one of those long white nets you have behind your regular feeders.”

“What time?” Nyla asked, her voice a good two octaves higher than before.

“Hmm. Well, I was making some tea so it was probably ten or ten-thirty. Ooo—and it had a little black cap, too. It stayed maybe a couple of minutes at least.”

“That was an American goldfinch!”

Nyla would’ve dropped the fertilizer and run to her bedroom right then and there if Ms. Glover hadn’t been smiling at her. Instead, she returned the smile while making her way down the steps. Time to fertilize the bushes ASAP so she could begin Operation Goldfinch Watch.

“Well, I hope he comes back so you can see him,” Ms. Glover said. “You know, I’ve been meaning to get a feeder for my own tree here.” She nodded toward the middle of her yard.

“The crape myrtle?” Nyla asked, now flinging fertilizer beads around the azalea bushes.

Her longtime neighbor’s face brightened with surprise. “You know trees, too?”

“Just the ones around here.”

Chuckling, Ms. Glover continued to her door.

Nyla, meanwhile, rushed over to the garden hose attached to the side of the steps, unwound it from the holder, then turned the faucet knob on the brick wall. It didn’t budge. Oh, wait. It’s “lefty loosey”...

“I tell you,” came her neighbor’s voice again. Nyla looked up across her steps. Was Ms. Glover ever going to enter her house?

“It’s almost warm enough to start setting out my lawn chair, isn’t it?”

“Sure is,” Nyla answered. This time she couldn’t help stopping to picture Ms. Glover relaxing on her front lawn with a glass of iced tea in her hand. Around here, that was one of the surest signs that summer was coming.

Her hand still on the knob, she waited for her neighbor to finally go inside before twisting it left and picking up the hose to start watering in the fertilizer beads. As she stared at the arc of water droplets, she let her mind drift to the new backyard visitor. A Burb Birder named Lucy had submitted a photo of her own finch feeder—this one a wire mesh tube instead of a sock—and it was covered in American goldfinches. That was Lucy’s only big news, though, so Nyla had still won the afternoon in her eyes. But she couldn’t help being envious. How cool would it be if she could get a photo like that?

She had to let Portia and Kyle know ASAP!

Sloppily winding the hose back on the holder, Nyla ran upstairs with the fertilizer container still in her hand. She exchanged it for her phone lying on the dresser drawer, then climbed across the bed so she could face the window while texting Portia.

Hey, a goldfinch came to my feeder!!! Btw, any word about studying?

She waited and waited while keeping her eyes on her backyard feeders. After ten minutes her phone tweeted and her heart pounded. Portia!

Sorry. Dropping out. No fun anymore.

No no no. Nyla flipped her phone facedown on the sill. She picked it up and read the message again. Noooooo!

It couldn’t end like this. Not now!

Really? What happened? she texted back as calmly as she could.

This time the response came quickly.

Nothing. Just got other stuff to do now.

Other stuff? Like what? Nyla almost asked, but then realized the “other stuff” was most likely made up.

What about Kyle?

Idk, responded Portia.

Ugh! Nyla started to ask for Kyle’s home number, but stopped mid-text and threw her phone on the bed.

When Kyle had left class yesterday, he’d also rushed out without saying anything to her. Nyla had assumed he was just in a hurry because they’d been held back so long after the bell. But now that memory took on a new meaning: possibly the end of the Dream Team, maybe even for the City Birders.

And as for Portia? Well, Nyla had a feeling she’d just gotten a big fat hint that they weren’t friends anymore.

Probably never had been.









Chapter 20

Aren’t you psyched that we didn’t have to cancel bird-watching? I know I am!”

Psyched? Nyla stayed silent—one, because she didn’t exactly know what psyched meant, and two, because she wasn’t in the talking mood. All she did was clear her throat as she exited the car, her binoculars hanging like a stone around her neck.

Was she happy that Mr. John had been able to fix the binoculars? Sure. But that was only because she would have hated telling Granddad his gift had gotten broken. And broken by her, no less.

When they’d made the pit stop after church to pick up the binoculars, Nyla had smiled and said “Thank you” while her mom practically jumped for joy.

“See? I knew it would all work out!” Mom had said on the way back to the car. On the ride home, she resumed her spontaneous outbursts of “His Eye Is On the Sparrow,” which had been the choir selection that morning. (Unfortunately for everyone in the car, her voice was a far cry from Ms. Juanita’s, the soloist.)

But the enthusiasm didn’t stop there. At home, when Mom pulled out a list of species she was eager to find at Fort Adams Park, Nyla couldn’t help thinking this was all an act for her benefit. Act or not, it had complicated her attempts to break the news that she didn’t actually want to go birding today. Throw in a lunchtime tiff between Mom and Mia—this time over a boy—and it was downright impossible. The tense vibe that followed wasn’t the best environment for Nyla to go asserting herself. So when the time came, she strapped on the good-as-new binoculars and headed to Fort Adams Park.

“A scarlet tanager—now that’s what I want to see!” Mom said while walking out ahead of Nyla.

Nyla sighed a bit louder than she’d intended.

“Listen, Nyla.”

She winced as her mother whipped around. “Moping never solved anything. Things may be bad right now with Tasha and school, but—”

“I know, I know. It’ll all work out.” Nyla’s eyes met her mother’s glare, and she immediately regretted her tone. She’d never talked back to her mother like that, and she could hear the thin ice cracking under her feet. “Um, we’d have to go really deep in the woods to find a scarlet tanager.”

Mom blinked and stared for a moment before saying, “Oh. Well, I don’t mind trying as long as my ankle holds up.”

They left the nearly empty parking lot, passed a picnic shelter, then stopped at a big sign with a map and animal photos on it. Despite the slight thaw in tension, Nyla felt a kinship with the great horned owl frowning back at her. You and me both, she thought. Then a memory flooded her with all kinds of other feelings.

The owl-watch slumber party. If it hadn’t been for the blow-ups with Tasha, seeing that owl would’ve brought back memories of a fun time parked in the woods listening for hoots. If it hadn’t been for the blow-ups, Tasha would’ve been recalling it, too, right by her side.

“So, do you want to hit the hawk watch first? How cool would that be to see a bunch of hawks flying overhead!”

Nyla forced words out through the pain. “Yeah, that’s only during fall migration. I read about it online.”

“They gotta come back, though, right?”

“Yeah, but...I think they take a different route or fly in smaller numbers or something like that? Anyway, it’s just a fall thing here.”

“Aw, too bad.” Mom pulled a folded map from a plastic holder attached to the sign and held it out to Nyla, who took it even though she really didn’t want to. “Where should we start?”

Without opening the map, Nyla looked around, then pointed left to a path leading into the woods. “Might as well start here.” If she’d been in a better mood, she would have suggested the other side of the parking lot, where the landscape reminded her of the fields and marshland near Granddad’s house. But honestly, she just wanted to get this over with.

“I hope we hear that Peabody bird again. Ooo, and maybe...”

As Mom kept talking, Nyla slowed her pace and unfolded the big paper map. Then she buried her nose in it. That way she’d have an excuse for staying silent.

“Ow!”

With a shwoosh, Nyla lowered the map and stuffed it under her arm. “Mom?!” She jogged up to her mother, who crouched awkwardly along the right side of the wooded trail, her left heel raised.

“Ugggh!” she said, her voice filled with frustration. “I was trying to get a photo of these blue flowers and went and rolled my foot on this rock.”

Grabbing hold of her mother’s left arm, Nyla glanced down at the rock, the foot, and then back up to her mom’s wincing face.

“Let me see if I can...” Her mother gently lowered her foot, then hissed and lifted it again, nearly tumbling over. Gripping as hard as she could, Nyla helped her hobble back to the middle of the path.

“It had felt so much better this morning. Ugh.”

“We can go home. I don’t mind.”

Mom dipped her chin. “I’m sure you’re completely heartbroken. But let me rest on that bench for a while and see what happens.”

“Should we call Dad to pick us up?”

“No, I’ll be okay to drive with my right foot. I just want to rest a bit before walking all the way back to the car.” She nodded toward a bench diagonally across from them.

As they sat down together, Nyla finally lifted her eyes. Since yesterday afternoon, she’d stubbornly refused to look for any birds in the sky or trees—even at her feeders.

“Whoa. Where did all the clouds come from?”

“Beats me,” Mom said. “I thought the rain wasn’t supposed to come till much later.”

“That’s probably why nobody’s here.”

It was Mom’s turn to speak, but silence took over. The nature kind of silence, though, with soft wind rushes and a distant chorus of birds. Suddenly a new song whistled above the others.

Pee-ah-WEE! PEE-ahhh!

The sound forced a smile out of Nyla, who pictured the little gray bird singing high in a treetop, just like in the video Mrs. Green had played last Tuesday. That night, Nyla had been in such a good mood she’d drawn the bird and then worked on a little poem about it, which she’d finished Thursday afternoon. She’d never thought of herself as a poet, but it had come out so good she’d almost shared it in class on Friday. But fears of snickers got the best of her.

“Eastern wood-pewee,” she said, turning to her mom.

“Oh, the bird you drew and wrote that nice poem about! Hey, how about you try and get closer to record him? Maybe even get a picture.”

“That’d be almost impossible. They stay really high up in the trees and blend in.”

“Oh.”

Nyla rose to her feet. “But I can go and try anyway.”

“And go look for some more birds, too,” Mom said, pointing. “This trail goes straight for quite a while, so I should be able to see you from here.”

“Um...okay,” Nyla said. “Sounds good.” Her mood had improved a notch, but talking was still a strain. A walk alone in the woods actually sounded good right now.

After only a few steps down the trail, Nyla picked up woodpecker and chickadee laughter. She ignored them and retuned her ears to the pee-ah-wees coming from the lone bird somewhere high in the canopy. A surprising sound for this early in the season. Eastern wood-pewees were East Coast birds, but, according to her field guide, were one of the last to arrive in spring. Then again, maybe this one was en route to his summer residence in Maine or Canada. Except, would he be calling out like that if he was just passing through?

Nyla gave up trying to solve that mystery and went about recording the song, holding her phone high in the direction it was coming from. She played it back, careful to keep the volume low and the phone close so as not to confuse the bird. The pee-ah-wee...pee-ah sounded even cuter than in person.

She double-checked that she was alone, then quietly recited her poem:

Deep inside a forest green,

I danced along a winding stream,

While up above, high in a tree,

A little bird sang “pee-ah-wee!”

Smiling, Nyla let the poem fill her head while the woodsy air filled her lungs. If only she could pop a tent and spend the next few days alone with the pewee and all the other birds of the park. Nothing to think about or worry about. Just listen.

If only...

Nyla arrived at a crossroad in the trail. Turning, she waved at her now-tiny mom, then leaned back against a massive oak on her right. She unfolded the big map and studied the trail system. Should she ask permission to explore the park on her own? The path crossing hers led to the fields in one direction and a wetland in the other, and she really wanted to see a wetland again. Mom could stay with her on the phone to make sure everything was okay.

Suddenly a wicked itch flared up between Nyla’s shoulder blades, sending her squirming against the rough oak bark. Keeping her eyes on the map, she rubbed and rubbed while trying to estimate how long it would take to reach the marsh based on the measurements shown in the key. She shut her eyes, lowered the map, and tried blocking out the bird chorus and her itch so she could concentrate on the math now. But another flare-up got her scratching again.

“What are you, a bear?” a voice shouted.







Chapter 21

Nyla clapped the map shut and frowned at the approaching human. Wait, is that...

“It’s me, Emma!” said the girl, twirling her long, reddish-blond braid in a circle.

Breaking into a smile, Nyla stepped away from the tree and into the intersection. “Burb Birder Emma?”

Emma laughed. “And that’s my cousin, Chloe. She’s in college.” She aimed her thumb at the girl walking a distance behind her, feet dragging and nose to her phone. “Are you birding here all alone?”

“Nah, my mom’s back there on a bench.” Nyla pointed down the trail. “She hurt her ankle but wanted me to go ahead.”

Emma squinted. “Oh, yeah. I see her.” To Nyla’s surprise, Emma waved enthusiastically at Nyla’s mom, who, after a moment of probable puzzlement, lifted her hand in a wave. “Hey, Chloe,” Emma said when her cousin finally reached them. “This is Nyla from that class I told you about.”

Nyla’s ears perked up. Class I told you about? What exactly had Emma told Chloe about her class?

“Oh. Hi, Nyla,” Chloe said with a quick smile.

Nyla returned the greeting, but to the top of Chloe’s head, which had drooped back toward her phone like a limp flower.

Emma tugged her cousin’s shirt while facing Nyla. “Hey, why don’t we all go birding together? I know it’s supposed to be a contest and all, but—pshht—who cares?”

“I know, right?” said Nyla. “Umm...but let me text my mom first.” As if her mother had been listening all along, a text popped up on Nyla’s phone asking who she was talking to. Nyla texted back and asked if she could go off with them. She got a thumbs-up back.

“Okay. I’m good to go. How about the wetland?”

“That’s exactly where I was heading!”

With Chloe dragging behind, the girls continued on the path that crossed the woodland trail. Nyla found out that Emma lived about the same distance from the park as Nyla did, only in the opposite direction. It had made sense, in a way, considering the park straddled the city and the suburbs. Nyla also learned that Emma had only one sibling, too—but a little brother instead of a big sister. Chloe lived nearby, though, so she got stuck with all the “big sister duties,” as Emma put it.

“She reminds me of Mia,” Nyla said.

“Really, how?”

“Well, put it this way. If Mia could drive and had to take me to the park, she’d probably be on her phone the whole time, too. Would probably bump into a tree!”

Emma laughed loud enough for Chloe to ask what was so funny. “Nothing,” Emma yelled, spinning all the way around. “Just something about trees!”

The conversation meandered from family to school to class clown comparisons. Nyla entertained Emma with stories about Miguel and Curtis, and Emma told Nyla about Caleb’s most recent antics. On Monday he’d showed off some purple eggs that everybody had assumed were from Easter. But then he held one up and squeezed it to show that it was already peeled. He said they came from some rare type of duck from his grandma’s farm. He was so convincing that even Ms. Horowitz started believing him.

“He sliced it in half to show how the white part of the egg was purple almost all the way through,” she said. “But then when some of us started taking pictures, he was like, ‘Gotcha!’ Turns out the eggs were purple because they’d been soaking for a month in beet juice!”

“Beet juice? Ew!” Nyla turned her mouth down in horror while Emma pulled up a photo of the sliced egg. Each half had a bright purplish-pink outer ring, then a little white, and then the yellow yolk. “It is pretty, though,” she said with a tilt of the head.

“Right?” Emma said. “But yeah. Yuck to the beet juice! But that’s so Caleb.”

Nyla chuckled. “Well, at least you guys have only one clown to deal with.”

“No, we have two, too. Henry’s the other one.”

Nyla cringed. “Rat Boy” Henry. She pictured a rat eating the City Birders’ birdseed, its skinny tail whipping back and forth. Which then got her wondering again what Emma might have told Chloe about the City Birders.

Too bad she was too afraid to ask.

“I think Burb Birders is a stupid name,” Emma said, changing the subject after a bit of silence. Had she suddenly remembered the rat thing, too? “It’s got way too many bs.”

Nyla chuckled. “Yeah, half of our class says it like ‘Burr-Birders,’ like they gave up trying to fit all of them in.”

Emma lifted her hand. “Same!”

The path split at the edge of the woods, and Nyla opened her now-wrinkled map. “We need to keep this way,” she said, curving her hand to the right. Before long, the landscape fully opened up to a flatland with a marsh and boardwalk lying ahead of them. Not as big and impressive as the one in Virginia, but it would do.

Nyla stopped and aimed her binoculars.

“Whoa,” Emma said, her eyes as big as quarters.

“What?”

“I didn’t realize till now how huge those binoculars were! Aren’t they heavy?”

Nyla chuckled. “They were at first, but now I’m used to it. I guess I got stronger.” Listening to her own voice, she remembered how stone-heavy those binoculars had felt when she first arrived at the park. Somewhere along the way, they’d mysteriously gotten lighter. “They were my granddad’s.”

“Oh, is he dead?”

Nyla raised her brow. “Uh, no. He lives in Virginia. Remember I—”

“Duh!” Emma said, slapping her forehead. “That’s right! That was what your whole presentation was about. Although, technically, he could have died since then. You know, once you get really old it can happen like that.” She snapped her fingers.

Nyla stiffened. “Uh, yeah,” she said, giving Emma a slight side-eye. Okay, well, maybe she’s just nervous. Nyla certainly had been. More earlier than now, though. But that was always the case around people she didn’t know well. And this was the longest time she’d spent hanging out with somebody White. Was it the same for Emma in reverse?
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The air changed as they got closer to the boardwalk. Marsh air? Nyla sniffed again, trying to remember if that was the same smell from the wetland near Granddad’s house. Not stinky, just...marshy.

“Guys, we probably shouldn’t stay too long,” Chloe shouted from behind them. Plopping down on a bench, she looked to the darkening sky and held out her palm for raindrops. Nyla squinted skyward as well.

“All right, we won’t be too long,” Emma said. Then she and Nyla picked up speed and headed onto the boardwalk. The raised walkway didn’t cross to the other side of the pond but ended at a pier overlooking the water. A gray-haired couple returning from the pier smiled and nodded to the girls in passing.

Reaching the end of the walk, Nyla felt a sharp shoulder squeeze. She flinched and turned to Emma. “What’s wrong?”

Emma held a finger over her shushing lips, then pointed left to one of the few trees near the water’s edge.

Bursts of high-pitched buzzes and squeaks overtook the silence.

Nyla nodded and whispered, “Eastern kingbird.” She raised her binoculars along with Emma and began searching for the bird, which was about the size of a blue jay but had a black head and a gray back and was white underneath. “Oh, there it is!” Nyla said. “He’s fighting with another bird now.”

“Yeah, I see. But I can’t figure out who that other one is.”

Right after that, the mystery bird took off.

“They’re such bullies, kingbirds,” Emma said.

Nyla slowly lowered her binoculars as echoes of You’re a bully now just like Tameka! made her heart ache a little. And now she wondered who’d been hurt by them more—Tasha or herself.

The echoes only stopped when Emma began blurting out facts.

“Their scientific name, Tyrannus, even means ‘tyrant.’ You know, like a mean king. They’re part of the flycatcher family, and they feed on insects, and they catch them in midair. But they also like to eat fruit, too.”

“Whoa,” Nyla said with a step back. “I’m scared of you for the bird facts contest!”

“Sorry. Sometimes I can go overboard with the facts. My classmates even call me Google.”

Nyla’s jaw dropped. No way. “Well, Google, meet Encyclopedia Braun—also known as Factoid sometimes.” She extended her hand.

“I remember Encyclopedia Braun from Friday!” Emma said, shaking Nyla’s hand with a smile. “Funny!” Her smile faded. “Well, I guess not funny if you don’t like it. Does it bother you?”

“Yeah, but...I don’t know. Now I almost don’t care anymore. Actually, my teacher from last year, Mr. Walker, had said it first, but not to be mean. And then it just took off, thanks to Curtis. When Mrs. Green first heard it she asked after class if it bothered me, and I said no.”

“Ms. Horowitz will sometimes get on people for saying Google, but not always. She’s a little clueless when it comes to class discipline. But she’s nice. I like her. But now that I know somebody who’s got two names, I feel a lot better!”

“Oh, thanks,” Nyla said with a smirk.

“Sorry! I didn’t mean it that way!”

Nyla chuckled. “No biggie.” A drop fell on her cheek, and she wiped it off while looking up. “Uh-oh. Guess it’s time to go. I don’t want my mom to get stuck in the rain with her bad ankle!”

The girls whipped around.

“Well, good luck in the contest,” Emma said as the girls speed-walked side by side. “Even if we’re on opposite teams.”

“Oh, we’ll need it,” Nyla said, then covered her mouth in regret.

“What do you mean? You guys beat us once already!”

Not wanting to betray her team, Nyla only mentioned how tough it was to remember all the facts.

“Well, my class is hardly turning in bird counts anymore—or at least not watching their feeders all that much. Ms. Horowitz said she was really disappointed.”

“Really?” Nyla stopped for a moment. Did the City Birders have a chance after all? Now she felt okay telling Emma about the Bird Nerd incident, which she did. Emma thought that was the most hilarious thing ever.

Arriving at Chloe’s bench, the girls stood and waited for her to finish tapping out a text that seemed to go on forever. Suddenly a loud ka-ka-ka-ka-ka! slowed down to a kow-kow-kowlp...kowlp...kowlp before ending.

Emma and Nyla turned to each other.

“Yellow-billed cuckoo!” they shouted in unison.

Chloe looked up and frowned. “What? Who?”

Emma flicked down her hand. “It’s a nerdy birder thing. You wouldn’t get it.” She swung around to the pond, then said to Nyla, “He’s probably in that tree where the eastern kingbird was. But I doubt that’s the bird that got chased away.”

“Yeah, I think we would’ve noticed him,” Nyla said, forming a mental picture of the bird. It had a brown back, a white belly, a yellow bill (of course), and a long dark tail with huge white polka dots on it.

She set her phone to record, and right on cue the bird cried out again. “Got it!” Then Nyla took the opportunity to spit out some bird facts of her own. “Did you know they’re sometimes called rain crows because they call out more on cloudy days?”

Emma’s face brightened. “Ooo, and did you know—”

Chloe held out her hand. “Before we go down a cuckoo rabbit hole, we better get going. And fast. I don’t want to get all drenched.”

“Okay, but first let me get Nyla’s number real quick before we forget.”

“Um. Oh, yeah. Sure.” Nyla went ahead and exchanged texts with Emma, even though she technically needed permission. Then she sent a quick “coming soon” text to her mom before heading back through the park with Emma and Chloe, who this time outpaced the younger girls.

Since Chloe had parked in a different lot, they said their goodbyes at the big oak crossroads where they’d first met.

“Oh, wait. Does your mom need help?” Chloe shouted from the other side of the intersection, to Nyla’s surprise.

“Oh, thanks. No, I think we’ll be fine.” With Emma beside her, Nyla watched her mom stand up and test out her ankle. She hobbled a little, but not as much as before. She even raised both thumbs in their direction.

“Okay, then. See you on Trivia Tuesday, Nyla!” Emma said with a wide-fingered wave.

“Yep. See you then!”

Halfway down the trail, Nyla glanced back toward the empty path and the big oak tree. Now how did that happen?

Mom’s limping made for a very slow walk to the car, which gave Nyla a chance to tell her all about Emma.

“See? What did I tell you about things working out?”

“Mm-hmm,” Nyla said, and left it at that. Sure, she’d ended up having a good time, but that didn’t mean things had worked out. In fact, the more she thought about it, the more her insides got all jumbled up.

Had this been some kind of sign from above that it was time to give up on Tasha? Or was it a sign that she should try again? How did people know when it was time to give up on anything, for that matter?

Well, one thing was for certain: if she had given up on birding and stayed home this afternoon, she wouldn’t have met Emma. And meeting Emma was a good thing.

Still, on the ride back home, Nyla’s conscience seesawed when it came to the Tasha situation. The end or not the end? Give up or not?

Turning back onto Birchwood, she couldn’t help looking across the street.

One more try, she thought. Then I’ll call it quits.







Chapter 22

Dear Tasha,

I’m really sorry that I didn’t go roller skating with you. I should have. You’re my best friend. I don’t know how I forgot. Also, I’m really sad that you might be moving. Don’t blame Terrell. He just wanted me to know. And I’m sorry I called you a bully, too. I hope you don’t move. But if you do, Terrell said you’ll get a big yard. If you put up feeders you’ll get more birds than around here! Not that birds are all that important. Anyway, I hope you get to stay. And most of all, I hope we can still be friends.

Your (hopefully) friend,

Nyla
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“So nice to see you, Nyla!”

The excited voice had begun speaking the moment the door cracked open. Now in full view, Ms. Mitchell stood alone, her big eyes even bigger than normal.

What a relief. If it had been Tasha, Nyla’s plan was to blurt out something like, “An important message for you!” and then hand over the letter and rush off before her friend had a chance to slam the door in her face.

No, this was much better.

“Hi, Ms. Mitchell,” Nyla said, raindrops tapping her yellow hood. With shaking hands she pulled a pink envelope from her pocket. Inside was a folded letter on floral stationery she’d gotten from her grandma on her father’s side. “This is for Tasha. Could you make sure she reads it?”

“Sure!” Ms. Mitchell said. Then she turned and yelled, “Tasha! Come down here a minute! It’s important!”

Yikes! Nyla had only wanted to deliver the letter, not watch Tasha read it! “Oh, I—”

Ms. Mitchell stepped back. “Come on in out of the rain.”

Glancing back at her own house, Nyla tried forcing her brain to come up with a truthful reason why she couldn’t stay, but it came up empty. She had no choice but to wipe her feet and step inside.

“Tasha!” Ms. Mitchell yelled again.

The creak of Tasha’s bedroom door sent a jolt to Nyla’s neck. Then the thump of Tasha’s feet made Nyla so anxious she had to look away from the stairs. She inhaled the aroma coming from the kitchen to distract herself. Beef stew? Pot roast, maybe? Stroganoff?

Tasha’s feet suddenly stopped, and Nyla turned back to the staircase. Their eyes met, and for a second Nyla worried that Tasha would stomp back up to her room.

But she didn’t.

“Nyla brought something for you to read.” Ms. Mitchell held out the envelope.

With a sigh, Tasha came down to the living room and took the envelope from her mother’s hand. Nyla’s abs tightened into a plate of armor as she wondered what Tasha was going to do next. She wouldn’t rip it up with her mom standing there, would she?

Tasha’s mom extended her hand toward Nyla. “Let me take your coat. You want some hot cocoa? Or something cold to drink?”

“Um—yeah. Cocoa sounds good. Thanks.” Unbuttoning her coat, Nyla faced fully toward Ms. Mitchell to avoid the extreme awkwardness of watching Tasha do whatever she was now doing with the letter. She heard a rip, but a quick glance confirmed it was Tasha opening the envelope. Okay, that’s good . . . and scary. Because that meant reading came next.

After handing over the raincoat, Nyla kept her eyes on Tasha’s mom as she hung it up on one of the hooks beside the door, then exchanged smiles with her as she passed by on the way to the kitchen.

“Tasha, you want some cocoa, too?” Ms. Mitchell shouted, turning from the doorway.

Nyla finally regarded her friend.

“Yeah, I’ll take some,” Tasha said, her eyes still on the letter. And that was when Nyla knew everything would be okay.

Tasha smiled with closed lips while folding the stationery. “You want to go upstairs?” she asked. “I was just watching videos.”

“Sure. But first—” Nyla stepped up and gave Tasha a hug.
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Crossing the threshold into Tasha’s room gave Nyla an acute case of the warm fuzzies. And it wasn’t just from the fluffy lavender carpet. It was from all the memories of hairstyles they’d created in front of the big silver mirror, the sketching sessions on the floor—feet lifted, ankles crossed—and the movies and videos they’d watched on Tasha’s tablet (or laptop when they wanted to get fancy).

Settling on the comfy carpet, both girls sat cross-legged as they often did, facing one another. But today, the space between them was slightly bigger than usual.

“You know what I think happened?” Nyla offered. “I was so excited about the meeting we’d just had with the Burb Birders and all the birding reports and the birdsong contest coming up that I totally forgot about the Galaxy Dome.”

Tasha tilted her head as if to ask, That’s all?, then began picking at the carpet.

Nyla tensed. Wait. Is Tasha still mad? I mean, we just made up, didn’t we? She cleared her throat and thought back to that afternoon and how excited she’d been to get invited over to Portia’s house. And now she wondered—would she have said yes even if she had remembered about the Galaxy Dome? Would she have just tried to get Tasha to understand? Her heart sank at the thought.

“And you know what else I’m sorry about? What I’m most sorry about?”

Tasha looked up from the carpet.

“Treating Portia like some kind of celebrity. When she invited me over, I was all like, ‘This is my big chance to not be a nerd anymore!’ But it wasn’t like I was picking her over you. I honestly just forgot. Which is still bad, though.”

“That’s okay,” Tasha said, her expression softening. She unfolded her right leg and put it behind her. “All that’s done and over with.”

Nyla exhaled in relief. “But anyway, now I know why you were so quiet that morning. The move, right? Or possible move.”

Tasha nodded. “Yup. Bingo.”

“See. I should’ve asked you back then, but all I wanted to do was talk about birds. But why didn’t you tell me about it? And how long did you know?” Then Nyla stopped. “I mean, not that I’m blaming you or anything.”

“No, I really should’ve said something. I mean, this whole thing started way back two Fridays before that. Like, okay, so that day when I got home I overheard my stepdad on the phone, and I could tell he was talking to my mom, and he was saying something about having more space, and then I heard the word Maryland but didn’t get everything because I was eavesdropping from outside the kitchen. So I waited for my mom to get home—which was why I was late meeting you on the stoop—and I asked her, and she said it was just talk and nothing was decided, so I tried to forget about it.” Tasha swallowed. “But it was hard to forget...”

“Oh, wow. Is that why you were so spaced out when we met up again? I had a feeling something was off, especially with you forgetting to bring the tablet to watch our hair videos. But I didn’t ask, of course,” Nyla said, lowering her eyes.

Tasha made a No worries whisk of her hand and continued, “But then on that last day before spring break, that’s when everything went down.”

“What happened?”

“So, yeah. That Friday morning at breakfast they sprung on me that we were going to drive down to see some houses in Maryland on Saturday, and I was like, ‘What?’ I was so upset my mom and stepdad had gone ahead and decided to move without even telling me! Then my stepdad said it was just to check it out and I might love the house—you know, trying to get us all excited. I rolled my eyes at him, and my mom got all mad at me.”

“Oh, wow.”

“Yeah, it was a big argument. That’s why I was hoping your mom could drive us to the Galaxy Dome.”

“Ugh! I feel so bad for being so clueless that morning! I should’ve asked if something was wrong.”

Tasha shook her head and swatted the air again.

“And with all that going on, you still stuck up for me at double Dutch that afternoon,” Nyla added.

“But then I went and yelled at you over skating. I mean, yeah, I was hurt, but I shouldn’t have yelled like that. It’s just that I thought at least skating would be fun, like a way to end the day positive. And I was going to tell you then about maybe moving. But once I got angry, I kept letting it get bigger and bigger. It was like, I didn’t know how to stop it. I’m sorry.”

“No, I get how that can happen,” Nyla said. “When Mia and I have arguments or whatever, sometimes I’ll just keep getting angrier and angrier the more I think about what happened. But then it’ll just peter out eventually...kind of like how a fire does.”

“A fire. That’s a good comparison. But you know what? Also, I think after a while it was kinda like my way of not having to say goodbye. You know? Like if we weren’t friends anymore, it wouldn’t be all that big of a deal to move. With Jasmine and Tameka, it didn’t matter all that much.”

“Are you still friends with them?” Nyla asked, then held her breath.

The old Tasha returned, complete with her just sniffed a rotten egg look. “What? No! Not after yesterday.”

Nyla almost did a fist pump, but instead played it cool and just went, “Oh?”

“Yeah, that’s why I was so upset when you saw me coming home yesterday morning. Me and Jasmine had slept over at Tameka’s house and everything was okay, but then when we were playing a card game Tameka accused me of cheating. And then both of them started ganging up on me!”

“That’s awful!” Nyla said, placing her hands behind her on the carpet.

“But that was more a last-straw thing than anything. It’s not like they were real friends to me.”

“Same here. I mean, not with them, but with Portia. She’s not, like, mean or anything, but I know we won’t be real friends.”

Tasha nodded. “I was honestly thinking about texting you last night, but then my stepdad started bugging me about my chores. And I’m still mad at him anyway ’cause he’s the one who found that ‘dream house.’”

Nyla debated whether this could be the opportunity to ask Tasha about her real dad. Neither Tasha nor Terrell had ever brought him up. Nyla had almost asked once, but then thought if they had wanted her to know they would’ve said something, and maybe there was some really bad story—like he died or something.

Now that they were being all open and honest, though, maybe she should finally bring up the topic. Maybe that was why Tasha didn’t want to move—because it would take her farther from her real dad.

“Did you go and see the house when they went?” Nyla asked, chickening out at the last second.

“Nope. I told them I didn’t want to go, so they dropped me off at my aunt’s house. When you saw me with Jasmine and Tameka on the steps that Saturday morning, I was waiting to leave for my aunt’s. Terrell went with them to Maryland, though.”

“So do you think you’ll be moving?”

Tasha’s expression brightened just a little. “Well, one good thing is that by the time my mom finally decided she wanted to buy that house, somebody else got to it first. Just found out today!”

“What?!” Nyla responded, happy but also dizzy from all the twists and turns.

“And now everything’s up in the air because my mom said that any move would have to happen this summer because she didn’t want me and Terrell to have to change schools once it started back up. So if they can’t find a new house, I’ll be here another year. And maybe after that they’ll give up on the whole thing.”

This time the fist pump was in order. “Well, I hope you get to stay,” Nyla said. “I want us to go to Wheatley together!”

“Me too!” Tasha crossed her fingers.

The cocoa finally came. “Here, I’ll put these on the dresser,” Ms. Mitchell said, then slipped back out the door before the girls could thank her. They got up and sipped their cocoa while leaning on the dresser. “Yeah, my mom would have a fit if I spilled some on this carpet,” Tasha said. “She keeps telling me how expensive it was.”

“You think she’ll pull it up and take it to the new house?”

Tasha choked out a laugh. “That would be weird! But anyway, remember? Fingers crossed?”

“Yep. Fingers crossed.” As they finished up their cocoa, Nyla filled Tasha in on the City Birder drama and her adventure that afternoon at Fort Adams Park. Tasha said she’d like to meet Emma one day, and Nyla said that would be a great idea. “Maybe she’ll even try some of our hair videos!” she added before breaking into a giggle, picturing the blonde with a head full of two-strand twists. Tasha giggled, too, and Nyla wondered if she was imagining the same thing.

“Oh, I have to show you something!” Taking a final gulp from her mug, Tasha stepped over to her study desk and grabbed her tablet. “Beauticia Jones tries this new hair gel and it makes her curls pop. I mean, POP!”

“Ooo!” Nyla said, and they returned to the carpet, this time side by side.







Chapter 23

Okay, people. The Burb Birders are ahead by one, but it’s still anybody’s game. Let us now begin part two.”

In a reversal of last week’s Trivia Tuesday, Mrs. Green pushed her hands apart, cuing the City Birders to separate their desks. The group effort had come first this time around. Now each member was left to answer for themselves—each holding the power to advance or set back their team.

Holding her dry-erase board, Nyla felt tickles in her stomach just like before, but this time they were more excited tickles than terrified tickles. For one, her self-confidence had grown. But even if it hadn’t, enough good things had happened over the past few days to keep the positive vibes flowing.

For one, the Dream Team lived on! It had started with Kyle catching up with Nyla in the schoolyard Monday morning and asking if she’d studied over the weekend. He’d assumed things hadn’t worked out with Portia’s aunt and uncle visiting, so he’d just studied on his own. When Nyla told him the real deal about Portia, he stared blankly, which for low-key Kyle was the equivalent of gasping in shock.

Their hand-wringing didn’t last long, though, because Aisha took Portia’s place (i.e., was volunteered by Mrs. Green and didn’t dare refuse the offer).

But more than that—much, much more—was that Tasha went full Bird Nerd! She helped the three of them study during Monday’s recess, then that night over pizza and brownies at Nyla’s house, and then at Tuesday’s recess. All of that combined with the mock contest in class had been a big boost to Nyla’s confidence and spirit. Sure, the Burb Birders were slightly ahead, but Nyla knew the City Birders would come through.

Ms. Horowitz kicked off the individual round:

“These robin-sized, insect-eating birds are grayish black above, white below, and have white-tipped tails. You’ll find them in trees overlooking water, and they can often be aggressive toward other birds.”

By the time Ms. Horowitz had lowered her index card, Nyla and Emma were smiling broadly toward their SMART Board screens.

“Nyla and Emma, is there something you want to tell us?” asked eagle-eyed Mrs. Green.

Nyla flicked her gaze between the SMART Board and Mrs. Green. “Oh—um...”

“Emma and Nyla went birding together!” rang a Burb Birder’s voice from the screen.

Miguel thrust his finger straight at Nyla. “Mingling with the enemy is illegal!” he said in a deep, official-sounding voice.

Nyla smirked at him, then looked pleadingly to Mrs. Green. “We didn’t plan it or anything. We just bumped into each other at Fort Adams Park.”

“That’s not a problem,” Mrs. Green said.

“And there’s no ‘no mingling’ rule that I know of,” added Ms. Horowitz with a laugh. “It makes sense that you’d bump into each other, especially where that park is situated.”

“Right. And we were only smiling just now because that’s where we saw the—” Emma slapped her hand over her mouth.

“Google almost spilled the answer!” shouted Caleb from three rows back. Like Portia, he’d been replaced on his team (although in his case, Nyla suspected it might not have been voluntary).

Nyla heard one of her own classmates say, “Google?”

Ms. Horowitz jumped in. “Well, let’s see if you’re right. Teams, you have fifteen seconds to write down your answers.”

When the time came to flip over the boards, Nyla’s and Emma’s displayed the name of the bully bird from Fort Adams Park. And so did Kyle’s, Aisha’s, Kunar’s, and Nora’s:

Eastern kingbird.

That meant the score hadn’t changed and the Burb Birders held on to their one-point lead. It also meant that for the next four questions, Nyla’s jitters grew. Every mini-board flip made her heart flutter like a hummingbird’s wings. But then after question five, those flutters came from the excitement of her team pulling to a tie.

“Wow, I can’t believe it’s so close again!” Mrs. Green gushed, then switched back to her game show host voice. “All right, ladies and gents, this is it—sudden death, or whatever you want to call it—the last question of the contest. Well, unless we need to go into extra rounds for a tiebreak, but we’ll see. Anyway, here it goes:

“Eugene Schieffelin released a cageful of European starlings into Central Park, causing this invasive species to multiply throughout our continent. Some say it was because he was obsessed with Shakespeare and wanted to bring all the birds mentioned in Shakespeare’s works from Europe to North America. What year did Schieffelin release the birds?”

Nyla smiled. Easy peasy. After she wrote down her answer—1890—she looked up at Emma, who also had a smile of satisfaction on her face, her arms wrapped around her whiteboard.

“Okay, teams,” said Ms. Green. “Reveal your answers.”

When everyone turned their boards around, the Burb Birders erupted into cheers. Frowning, Nyla checked on her teammates. Her eyes froze on Kyle’s board:

1892.

This time her heart flopped like a penguin on its belly.
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“It’s okay,” Nyla said to Kyle, complete with a reassuring pat on the back. He’d been looking crushed and embarrassed ever since the loss, and now he was apologizing again after catching up with her in the hallway. Nyla couldn’t help feeling bad for Kyle, but she also couldn’t help the little zaps of irritation she’d been feeling. But at least she wasn’t angry. Or, at least not angry angry.

“I think I know what confused me. I got it mixed up with 1492—you know, with Columbus.” Kyle nodded. “Yeah, I’m sure that’s where the ninety-two came from.”

Nyla nodded along with him. “I can totally see that. But it’s no big deal. Things don’t always work out.” Just that moment, Portia breezed by with nary a word. And that’s sometimes for the best, Nyla added in her mind before facing Kyle again. “Anyway, the tournament isn’t over yet.” As they stepped outside, she grabbed Kyle’s arm and leaned toward his ear. “And guess what I heard?”

“What?”

“Don’t tell anybody because we might get in trouble, but Emma told me that a lot of Burb Birders aren’t all that into the competition. And a lot of them aren’t even turning in their feeder counts.”

“For real?” Kyle asked, his eyes filling with hope. It was as excited as Nyla had ever seen him.

The next few days for Nyla were like one of Mom’s “everything” salads—some good stuff (baby corn and tomatoes, for instance), and some not-so-good stuff (like green peppers and kidney beans).

Wednesday’s victory at the double Dutch spot fell into the good stuff column. It started when Tasha told Jasmine that Nyla was playing and if Jasmine said one bad word about Nyla’s turning, she could go and jump elsewhere. After a ten-second staring contest, Jasmine huffed and dragged Grace off to go meddling in someone else’s group. Michelle—who had been left to jump with them while Nyla and Tasha were off studying bird facts—breathed her own sigh of relief.

But then on Thursday, Nyla overheard her classmates complaining about how boring bird counting was. And on Friday, hardly anyone presented their bird sightings during the web chat. There had been a couple of items for the good column, though. First, the Burb Birders were a little on the low-energy side themselves. And second, Nyla and Emma gave a joint report about their Fort Adams Park experience, which was fun. Of course, they stuck to their bird sightings and didn’t blab about all the dirt they’d dished about their classes.

But now Saturday morning, as she watched her backyard feeders, Nyla got to thinking—would it be all that bad to tell her class about the Burb Birders slacking off with their feeder counts? That might be just the motivation the City Birders needed to finish strong.

And besides, Emma might have already spilled the tea about Nyla’s class.

Although...did Emma seem like the type to do that?

Nyla swung back and forth between telling and not telling, much like the tube feeder that was now swaying under the weight of a well-fed blue jay. Then she heard her sister tromping up the stairs.

“Hey, Mia,” she said, running out into the hallway. She felt freer to approach her sister now that the boy issue with Mom had gotten resolved. Mia’s good moods didn’t last long, though, so Nyla only had a narrow window to take advantage of.

“Hmm?” Mia said, her mouth full.

“Okay, so what would you do in this situation?” Nyla relayed the Emma dilemma as well as she could while inhaling the inviting fumes of Mia’s toasted bagel. As soon as she stopped talking, her stomach let out a big growl.

“Did you ask Mom?”

“Nope. She knows about what Emma told me because I mentioned it on the way back from the park. But that was it.”

Mia took a moment, her gaze fixed on the ceiling. “Well, technically it’s not cheating. I mean, you guys still have to do your own...bird stuff. What you could do is tell Mrs. Green. Then she could decide what to say.”

“That’s right. I didn’t even think of Mrs. Green.”

“But do it first thing Monday. You said Kyle’s been quiet for now, but you never know. Put it on Mrs. Green’s lap, and then you don’t have to worry.”

“Thanks!” Nyla said, then ran downstairs for a bagel of her own.







Chapter 24

Nyla had just counted two house sparrows at her feeders when the front doorbell rang. After that came her mom’s footsteps, the door opening, and—

“Surprise!”

Aunt Cherise. Not exactly a surprise since Nyla knew she’d be in town for a friend’s wedding this weekend. But nonetheless, the shout made her drop her pencil.

“And here’s Nyla,” Aunt Cherise said, spreading her arms as Nyla leaped down from the last step. They hugged, then Nyla watched her aunt study her hair, which was divided into a dozen sections that were each twisted into coiled knots. Nyla knew they were a mess.

“Who did your Bantu knots?”

“I did. But just to set my hair. I’m gonna take them out later and see what kind of curls they make.”

Relief washed over her aunt’s face.

“Well, if you ever want to get them professionally done, my friend Missy knows a place around here.”

“Thanks.”

Nyla had never seen her aunt in anything other than a simple fade style—short on the sides and curly on top—but it always looked like she’d just stepped out of a salon.

“So...” Aunt Cherise said, smiling through a rush of breath. “I got a little something for you, Ny.”

“Really? Thanks!” Nyla eyed her aunt’s empty hands, then waited for her to reach into her purse.

“Come on. It’s in my car.”

Stepping outdoors, Nyla watched the back of the burgundy SUV lift like an old-time game show curtain revealing her prize. When she arrived at the vehicle, she couldn’t believe what was stacked inside:

Six huge bags of birdseed!

“So Granddad made up with his friend?” Nyla asked, looking from Cherise to her mom. “He didn’t tell me that!”

“Because they didn’t,” Cherise said with a frustrated smirk. “No, he and Walter are still being pigheaded. What happened was, I was on my way into the garden store to pick up some stakes for when my tomato plants get big, and I bumped into Walter coming out. We got to talking about gardening—he’s always giving me good advice, even helped with my beans once—but then I told him about the contest you were in and how much you liked birds. And would you believe, by the time I got back home there was all this birdseed on my porch!”

“Well, maybe that’s a sign they’ll make up soon.”

“I wouldn’t count on it. Walter was just doing something nice for you.”

Nyla felt her mom’s hand on her back. “Well, I think you’ll have enough seed to last the whole summer, Nyla. Thanks, Cherise!”

They each took a bag into the house, then returned for the last three, stacking them along the kitchen wall to take downstairs later. As she dropped her heavy bag on top of her mom’s, Nyla suddenly thought of her classmates.

Technically, there was enough seed to share with more than a few City Birders. And if it truly was this magical, hard-to-resist seed as Granddad described it, the City Birders could turn in some amazing counts for these last two weeks of the contest.

Now, if she only had the magic words to motivate them.
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Operation Magic Mix kicked off Sunday afternoon.

“Mmm,” Tasha said after putting her whole face into a freezer bag she’d just filled up. “This smells good, like a toasty-crunchy cereal that I could eat.” She held up a skinny dried strip about one inch long and gave it a whiff. “But what are these?”

“I’m pretty sure they’re mealworms,” Nyla said.

Tasha shrieked and dropped both the worm and the bag, spilling a handful of the bird food onto the kitchen table.

Nyla laughed so hard she had to set down her bag and measuring cup. “You’re still gonna help, right?” she asked, grabbing a paper towel to wipe her eyes. Worm-handling—even of the crispy kind—would’ve freaked Nyla out as well, but today she was on too much of a high to let it bother her.

“Yeah, just give me a minute.” Tasha put her hand on her stomach and took a few deep breaths, her face switching from disgust to near laughter. Then she squinted her eyes, scrunched up her face again, and carefully used her hand to slide the spilled seeds and worms back into the bag.

By the time the girls were all done, they’d turned five huge bags of magic mix into twenty gallon-sized zipper bags to hand out. Nyla kept the sixth big bag unopened for herself.

The next morning, Nyla’s mom drove the girls to school early for phase two of the operation. Mrs. Green already knew about the seeds from a heads-up email over the weekend, but she still gaped in amazement when they unloaded all the bags. The early arrival had also opened a window for Nyla to tell Mrs. Green what she knew about the Burb Birders. But at the last second, she decided against it. The special seed mix should be motivation enough—and also better on her conscience.

At the start of class, Mrs. Green jumped right to it.

“Nyla has some exciting news for you all,” she said, gesturing for Nyla to come and stand up front. Nyla gulped. With Mom gone and Tasha in her own class, Nyla was left to do the presentation alone.

“Nyla?”

“Oh, okay.” She tapped into some of the confidence she’d felt during the last contest and stood up despite her wobbly legs. You can do this.

“I—well, my granddad. Well, no, my aunt...” Nyla caught a smirk on Curtis’s face. Was he already thinking up some trouble? She cleared her throat and moved her eyes to Kyle. “Okay, let me start over. So, my aunt Cherise was able to get a bunch of birdseed from this guy who was friends with my granddad but isn’t anymore because they had an argument. Anyway, birds are supposed to really like it, but squirrels don’t, so if y’all want some for your feeders you can take some since we still have two weeks left to beat the Burb Birders.”

“Ha, right,” Curtis said.

Nyla glared back. “We actually do have a chance. I can’t really say why, but I know we do.”

“Nyla’s correct,” Mrs. Green said. “The City Birders still have a good chance of pulling ahead, even with Tuesday’s contest loss.”

Kyle slid low in his seat.

“So these next couple of weeks are going to be crucial,” the teacher continued. “Raise your hand if you want a bag of birdseed. But only if you’re really going to use it in your feeders.”

Kyle sat up again and raised his hand, followed by Aisha and Ji-Soo. Then more hands sprouted up around the room. Even “We gonna looooose!” Miguel wanted in on the seed action. Mrs. Green invited them to come up and get their bags.

“And you can stretch it with some of your own seed to make it last longer,” Nyla said. “So it’s not all gone in one day.”

“And don’t forget, feeder reports with photos count more, so try your best to get some!” Mrs. Green added.

By the end, nine bags were left out of the twenty.

“Anyone else?” Mrs. Green asked. “Or does anybody want a second bag?”

Kyle and a few others came up for seconds, and two students came for firsts. After that, three bags remained.

“There’s worms in here!” Miguel shrieked, holding up a dried mealworm.

A chorus of “Ewwww!” and “Yuck!” sounded as classmates studied the contents of their bags. Some opened them and sniffed like Tasha had done the day before. While Mrs. Green tried convincing everyone that dried worms never hurt anybody, Nyla took one of the leftover bags and approached Portia’s desk.

“I know you already get a lot of birds in your yard,” she said, setting the bag on her desk. “But with this you’ll probably get the most of everybody.”

“Okay, thanks,” Portia said with a smile. Nyla couldn’t tell if the smile was real or fake, but by then, she really didn’t care.







Chapter 25

CHECKLIST—WEEK 6

City Birder: Nyla Braun

Total Time Spent Watching Feeding Station (best guess): 13 hours

In the table provided, list the species and the largest number of them seen at one time. Count birds at or around your feeding station, even if they don’t stop to eat.

Tell us about bird habits and any other action at your feeder station. Fights? Curious events?

Just lots of birds! But the starlings did hog everything sometimes. And also, the yellow-rumped warbler that started coming last week keeps coming back!
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I got to know the birds while watching them over all this time. They’re like friends or pets now. The Carolina wrens are like little bullies, but they’re still cute. Maybe they’re just scared they won’t get enough food. The downy woodpeckers love the suet. They always peck, look around to see who’s watching, then peck some more. The cardinals like hanging around at the lantern feeder all casual while eating. The chickadees zip back and forth. And the titmice, too.

Did you take any birding walks? Where did you go and what birds did you see? What was the habitat like?

Tasha and I met Emma at Fort Adams Park. I wanted them to meet. It was nice. We saw a lot of birds. Here’s the special ones we saw: black-throated blue warbler, yellow-rumped warbler (just like at my feeder!), eastern towhee, and northern flicker. I took a photo of us at the hawk watch. We actually saw hawks! Not a big group, but two flying overhead. None of us could tell what kind they were but both of them were big. I took a picture but it came out small-looking. But I did get a nice picture of Tasha and Emma goofing around at the marsh. We hoped the yellow-billed cuckoo would make his sound again, but he didn’t. So Emma started making it herself and Tasha copied her!

Tasha and I did more birding walks at Furley Park but didn’t see anything unusual. But it was still fun!

Lastly, tell us any other bird sightings that were not planned—like an unusual bird you saw on your way to school or while out playing with friends.

My mom and I saw a lot of sparrows at the Home Depot again. They always hang out in the garden center but some come inside, too! Also, Tasha pointed to a male house finch on the way to school. She saw it first.







Chapter 26

One week after turning in her very last checklist of the tournament, Nyla gazed with satisfaction at the bird pictures hanging across the back of the classroom. The banner had been her idea—well, hers or Miguel’s; she’d already forgotten who had brought it up first. But Wednesday was when the idea had sprouted, while Nyla was sketching a gray catbird during some free time in class.

Frustrated with her smeary eraser, she’d opened her backpack to search for a better one. That was when she caught Miguel snatching the sketch from her desk.

“Mig—”

“Hey, can you teach me to do that?” he asked.

Anger diffused, Nyla agreed and took the sketch back while Miguel ripped a blank page from his notebook. Holding up the magazine photo she’d been using as a guide, Nyla told him to focus on the general shape of the bird—which had been facing sideways—and sketch a line going from the back of the bird’s head all the way down its back. Next, she instructed him to look at how the bird was holding its head and sketch an oval for it. After that, another oval for the body position. A few more tips, and Miguel had the beginnings of a decent-looking catbird.

They kept talking while each worked on their own drawings—Miguel adding an eye, beak, and wings and Nyla shading in her feathers. Somewhere along the way the conversation shifted to which birds would be the most fun to draw, and then how cool it would be to have a bunch of bird pictures hanging up in class. By the end of the break they were both standing at Mrs. Green’s desk, asking if they could decorate the room before Friday’s final meeting with the Burb Birders.

“Excellent idea!” Mrs. Green replied. “I’ll gather up the supplies so we can start tomorrow!”

Nyla kicked off the project first thing Thursday morning with the same bird-drawing lesson she’d given Miguel—only with more details from her granddad’s book. Some students tried their hand at it, while others simply traced photos that Mrs. Green projected onto the board. On Friday morning, their teacher set aside time for any last-minute finishing touches. She enlisted Curtis—the only one who didn’t draw a bird—to help hang up the banner.

Now, for at least the third time that Friday, Nyla admired the colorful bird pictures hanging like pennants across the back of the room. Scanning left to right, she stopped to smile at her American goldfinch drawings. The delightful birds were regular visitors to her backyard now, where she’d often find two, three, or even four hanging from new Nyjer seed socks she’d bought to attract as many as possible. Nyla was the only student to draw two birds together—a male and a female—and the only one to show the birds in action. In this case, clinging to a seed sock.

Her gaze moved next to Miguel’s picture of an eastern bluebird sticking out its orange chest. Of course, Miguel being Miguel, the bird had big teeth and wore a goofy smile. That one always made her snort, but it wasn’t the most noticeable bird on the banner. That honor went to Kyle’s perfectly drawn northern cardinal, which Mrs. Green decided to put at the very center. Nyla had spent a moment or two being jealous again. First Kyle’s house finch made the tournament folder cover, and now this. But ultimately she felt it was the right decision, and was glad that such a striking bird would be front and center for the Burb Birders to notice when the web chat began.

Burb Birders. Funny how Nyla had nearly forgotten about them, so focused had she been on her own team. But now that her opponents did come back to mind, Tasha’s words from the end of March arrived along with them.

Do you honestly think your class has a chance?

Granted, Tasha felt different now and had even wished the City Birders luck that morning on the way to school. Still, those pesky doubts wedged their way into Nyla’s brain.

She plucked them out with encouraging words.

No. We have MORE than a chance!

That wasn’t just positive thinking; Nyla’s teammates really had risen to the challenge. Even Farouk had done his part by joining Kyle on a birding walk at the John Heinz Natural Wildlife Refuge, which was way on the other side of the city.

As for the checklists—that “magic mix” worked its magic like a charm, bringing quite a crowd to Nyla’s backyard buffet and other City Birder feeder stations. To avoid bird fights, Nyla had been tempted to sprinkle some on the cinder block grill her dad had built at the opposite end of the yard. But he’d already begun his springtime grilling, and she didn’t want to end up with a roasted robin.

But still, there was an abundance of birds—chipping sparrows, house sparrows, song sparrows, Carolina chickadees, northern cardinals, white-breasted nuthatches, Carolina wrens, house finches—all flocking to City Birder feeders in droves.

And then there were the “Wow!” birds.

The American goldfinch had already been “wow” enough for Nyla, but then another species showed up a few days after she’d filled her feeders with the mix. She’d just rubbed her bleary waking eyes that morning when she spotted what looked like a sparrow of some kind. Yawning, she raised her binoculars to examine it closer as it fed from her left tube feeder.

She focused, and gasped.

Because at that very moment, the bird’s wings slightly parted, revealing a yellow spot at the base of its back. Then the bird turned sideways, giving her a better view of the yellow patches along its upper chest, just below the wings.

A yellow-rumped warbler!

Sure, not exactly a rare bird in the grand scheme of things—except for the fact that their breeding grounds were farther north. In Philly, they were supposed to be winter residents.

Of course, Nyla couldn’t say for sure that it had been the magic mix that had brought him. How would he have known about it? It wasn’t like the seeds and dried worms sent out signals. But that warbler certainly liked what he sampled, because he came back again and again. And that was probably the magic about the mix. It kept birds coming back, which then attracted more birds wondering what all the commotion was about.

Ji-Soo’s “wow” experience had come while visiting her grandparents. She’d poured some of the magic mix into the feeders, just to see what would show up, since their house was across from a wild patch of parkland with lots of shrubs. On a visit a week later, Ji-Soo saw her first-ever eastern towhee! She couldn’t add it to her feeder count since it wasn’t her station, but it did count as a special sighting. On top of that, she got a great photo of it pecking seeds from the ground and used that to make her banner drawing. Neither Emma nor Nyla had gotten a good photo of the towhee from their second Fort Adams trip. The dramatic Drink Your TEA! song had been loud enough to follow, but when they’d finally found the bird, he flew off—leaving only a blur in their lenses.

Nyla checked out Ji-Soo’s towhee drawing again and grinned. A little out of proportion, but cute anyway. Only she, Emma, and Ji-Soo had recorded towhees—Ji-Soo with a great photo and Nyla and Emma with audio. So that was two to one, City Birders. Well, as far as she knew. The teams hadn’t actually met last week, since the Burb Birders were enjoying an all-day festival at school. And there was no extra dirt from Emma, since the two had made a pact not to share anything more about their teams before the big finale.

The question unfortunately brought back new doubts along with it:

What if the Burb Birders had even wower birds?







Chapter 27

Okay, City Birders, it’s almost showtime!”

Nyla rubbed her goose-pimpled arm, now electrified by the energy sparking around the room. In a few short minutes, the City Birders would learn if their last-ditch effort had paid off. She jammed her hands under her thighs and turned to see how the rest of her teammates were doing. Kyle looked calm, as usual, but by now Nyla knew that he could get really nervous inside. Aisha stared motionless with a straight back and unblinking eyes that concerned Nyla, who was tempted to snap her fingers in front of her face. Portia, on the other hand, wore a couldn’t-care-less expression—yet her fingers were drumming nonstop on her desk.

As Nyla pivoted to Miguel, the SMART Board woke up.

“Hi, City Birders!” shouted voices from the screen.

“Hi, Burb Birders!” shouted Nyla along with her classmates. A lump formed in her throat. This would be the very last time the two classes would be greeting each other like this. Emma wore a wistful smile, probably feeling the same way. Nyla smiled back toward the screen, then jumped at a sudden burst of trumpet fanfare.

Over the recorded horns, Mrs. Green shouted, “Welcome one and all to the results of the First Annual Spring Birding Tournament!” Then she led off a round of cheers that only died down after the horns stopped blaring.

Ms. Horowitz took over. “So, guys, you know this was our very first attempt at something like this, which makes you a very special group—two teams that will go down in Spring Birding Tournament history! Having said that, it also means you were kind of our—ahem—test subjects. Honestly, when Mrs. Green and I came up with the idea while jogging one morning, we had no clue what we were getting into. We knew there would be things we needed to iron out, but I think we achieved the main goal.”

“We did,” Mrs. Green said, taking a step forward. “First and foremost, we wanted you to gain an appreciation for the birds and nature that you can find both in the city and in the suburbs. But we also just wanted a fun activity to wind down the last months of your elementary school careers. And hey, maybe for some of you, this was the start of a hobby that will last a lifetime.”

Ms. Horowitz nodded. “That’s right. Because wherever you live, wherever you move to, you’ll find birds. Even scientists in Antarctica have penguins to look at.”

“Amen,” said Mrs. Green with a nod. “Birds are everywhere.”

“Not on the moon!” Miguel interjected.

Mrs. Green stopped the obviously scripted presentation and smirked at him.

“Do you plan to move to the moon, Miguel?”

“Who knows? By the time I grow up we’ll probably have a moon base and I’ll go up there as an engineer.”

Mrs. Green shook her head but smiled at the same time. “Well, I can’t even argue with that, Miguel. I hope you can make those dreams come true.”

“But I think I’d still miss the birds,” he added.

Nyla gave him a thumbs-up.

“Well then,” said Mrs. Green, “that’s proof right there that the tournament worked.”

Ms. Horowitz led off another round of cheering and clapping, then exchanged nods with Mrs. Green before saying, “Okay. Time for the results!”

Nyla’s teeth clenched.

The Burb Birders’ teacher cleared her throat and raised a collection of index cards. Turning to her own class, she said, “So, you guys started out very strong, despite your narrow loss in the birdsong contest. Many of you turned in amazing bird counts and field reports. And Caleb, when that heron landed at your pond, that had to be the feeder station sighting of the tournament!”

As the Burb Birders cheered, Nyla tried imagining a heron landing in her tiny backyard. Impossible, of course. Pretty much impossible for any City Birder. But Caleb hadn’t cheated. He’d just gotten lucky. Just like the City Birders had gotten lucky with the magic mix from Granddad’s onetime friend.

Last week Nyla had told her granddad how much the birdseed had helped and asked him to pass on her thanks to his friend. His reply was, “Okay, I’ll make sure he’s thanked.” Which, of course, could’ve meant he’d tell Aunt Cherise to do it.

Then last night she’d sent him a photo of the bird drawings and told him all about how she used his drawing book to teach her classmates. He immediately called and told her the pictures looked great.

“Yeah, both you and your friend really helped us finish strong,” Nyla said, and left it at that.

Ms. Horowitz continued her presentation. “You edged out the City Birders in the second Trivia Tuesday, and then during the final stretch you got a second wind, which was crucial since you guys were starting to slack off.”

Second wind?! Nyla shot a nervous look at Kyle, who stared blankly but no doubt was all flip-floppy inside. Had the City Birders’ enthusiasm and extra work been for nothing?

Mrs. Green nodded toward the SMART Board and stepped closer to it while angling her body toward her students. “Now, you City Birders also turned in some very good counts and sightings early on, nearly as good as the Burb Birders.”

Nearly? That meant they were definitely behind in the early weeks. Perhaps even more behind than Mrs. Green was letting on, so as not to hurt their feelings.

Nyla began to deflate. Ugh.

“But then you pulled out a win in the birdsong contest, thanks to Dream Team Number One!”

As the class clapped and wooed, Portia lapped up the adoration along with Nyla and Kyle.

“On the heels of that, however, we experienced the narrowest of losses in the bird facts contest. But I still have to commend all three of you—Nyla, Kyle, and Aisha—for putting in an amazing effort.”

Nyla was getting seasick from all the ups and downs.

Mrs. Green smiled. “Then...then came quite the boost from all the high-quality seed Nyla was able to procure. Combined with some renewed enthusiasm on our part, we were able to turn in some super-amazing feeder counts and sightings for the last couple of weeks of the tournament.”

Nyla noticed Ms. Horowitz nodding. Good sign.

“And I’d like to commend Miguel and Nyla for coming up with the idea of the banner, and Nyla for helping to teach the class how to draw birds using a book her now-famous granddad gave her.”

Ms. Horowitz started another round of applause. “Yes, it’s beautiful! I wish we’d thought of that, because we have some amazing artists in our class! Mrs. Green and I decided that next year we’ll be adding a bird art contest to the tournament.” Then she pulled an envelope out of her pocket. “So, I’ll take it from here and make the announcement you’ve all been waiting for!”

“Yes, the long-awaited results!” Mrs. Green said with a smile.

Finally! On the verge of exploding, Nyla grabbed hold of her chair.
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Unfortunately, the torture continued with Ms. Horowitz’s slow-motion opening of the envelope. Nyla had to press her lips together to keep from yelling, “Get on with it already!”

“The results of the first annual Spring Birding Tournament between Mrs. Green’s class at Anderson Elementary in the city and Ms. Horowitz’s class at Penn Elementary in the suburbs is...”

Nyla sat up but was so dizzy with excitement she nearly fell sideways.

“A tie!”

What?

Miguel led off a chain of boos from both sides, complete with tossed-up hands and shaking heads.

All Nyla could manage was a glazed look.

Curtis’s voice rose above the crowd. “See? All that work for nothing!”

Caleb agreed. “Yeah, that’s not fair!”

Ms. Horowitz looked desperately to Mrs. Green, who lowered her hand to quiet everyone down.

“Let me explain our thinking here,” Nyla’s teacher said over the din. “People, settle down and we’ll explain.” She stepped forward. “Like we said at the beginning, this being our very first attempt at this, we realized in the course of the tournament that there were things we could have done differently. I won’t get into all the details, but suffice it to say that we realized this should truly be an experimental round. And that meant it wouldn’t be fair to declare a clear winner. But another huge factor was that both of you were so close—and really, I’m not saying this to make anyone feel better—so close that coming up with one winner would have been really, really difficult. And, we both thought, unfair.”

Miguel raised his hand. “So nobody gets a prize?”

“Who said that?” Mrs. Green said, looking back and forth. “Just because there was no clear winner doesn’t mean you didn’t impress us with your birding enthusiasm and creativity. Ms. Horowitz, tell them what they’ve won.”

“Certainly. So, for being the first participants in the annual Spring Birding Tournament, you all are getting two prizes. First, we’re taking a field trip together all the way to the Ashland Nature Center in Delaware, where we’ll be treated to a special program on birds of prey, including a chance for each one of you to interact with them. We’re talking hawks, falcons—you name it.”

Amid a smattering of applause, Nyla heard Miguel say, “Okay, well, that actually might be fun.”

“And secondly, at a lunchtime in the not-too-distant future, we’ll all be treated to a pizza party. But not just any pizza party. Because this one will be at the Galaxy Dome skating rink!”

No way! Nyla’s eyes lit up as genuine cheers and hoots rang out. She had to find a way for Tasha to come. After all, she’d made some contributions to the City Birders’ success by helping them study for the bird facts contest, going birding with her and Emma, and helping fill and deliver the bags of magic mix. Nyla would ask Mrs. Green after class.

“So I hope that makes up for the tie,” Mrs. Green said. “But just in case you’re still disappointed over there not being a clear winner, we decided to hand out one special prize.”

She picked up a framed certificate from her desk. “Each tournament, we will hand out a special honor for Birder of the Year. This year’s goes to Nyla Braun for consistently inspiring her classmates, for turning in such well-written and detailed feeder count sheets, and for encountering the widest variety of birds. And for this, she’ll receive this award and a fifty-dollar gift certificate to spend at Food for Feathers.”

Mrs. Green had Nyla come up and receive the award in front of everybody, which she did without hesitation. Positioned so she could see both her class and the Burb Birders, she beamed as Mrs. Green led off another round of applause. Nothing but the sound of slapping hands and cheering voices reached Nyla’s ears. No “Encyclopedia Braun,” no “Bird Nerd.”

And by now, even if she had heard things like that, they would’ve rolled off like water over a duck’s back.







Chapter 28

Three weeks after summer’s official start, and the weather was as warm and bright as expected. A season of freedom and birding lay ahead for Nyla. And yet, for the third time that morning, she had to wipe a tear from her eye.

With a sigh she placed a tub of olive-oil-infused hair gel into a nearly full box, then wedged a bottle of leave-in conditioner beside it. Then she tried her best to look happy.

“Okay. You officially won the ‘who’s got the most hair products’ competition.”

Tasha returned a weak smile of her own. “You sure you don’t want any of it? I don’t care how much you take.”

Nyla hesitated. She was starting to feel like a grave robber, already in possession of one of Tasha’s handbags, a pair of flip-flops, and an unopened jigsaw puzzle. But her friend was offering these treasures. A gesture, so to speak. So Nyla took the hair gel back out before folding down the box flaps and taping it shut. Then she looked around the cleared room and realized it was finished. It had been a long morning of packing—one she didn’t want to end.

The movers would be coming later in the day. But by then, Tasha and Terrell would already be in Maryland with their mom, stocking kitchen and bathroom cabinets and making sure their new house in Maryland was clean and ready for the furniture to come. Their stepdad would be coming later, after dealing with the movers and closing up the house.

“Hey, speaking of Burb Birders...” Tasha said, resuming the conversation they’d been having about the contest. “Have you decided whether you’re going to that camp with Emma?”

“Yeah, I’m going. My mom needed to check some things out first, though, since it’s overnight.”

“You’re gonna have so much fun.”

Tasha and Emma had gotten along really well, which was another reason why Tasha’s move was so painful. The three of them would’ve hung out all summer for sure. But less than a week after the Galaxy Dome pizza party came the crushing news: Tasha’s mom and stepdad had found another house in Maryland, and this time they were able to buy it.

“Oh, hey!” Nyla said, changing the subject because she knew how disappointed her best friend had been about camp. “You know how when we visit my granddad, that sometimes my dad has to drive down later because of work. Well, like, next time that happens, maybe my mom could drop me off at your place along the way to spend the night, and then when my dad comes through he could pick me up and I could ride the rest of the way down to Virginia with him.”

“That could work!” said Tasha, although somehow her face didn’t match the voice. Nyla decided now was as good a time as any for the big gift.

She had already handed Tasha a goodbye card and was wearing one of the two matching bracelets they’d made a week ago. Now she grabbed the Songbirds of North America tote bag she’d folded down and tucked under Tasha’s writing desk right after arriving. When Tasha had asked what was in it, Nyla had waved it off and said, “No big deal. Just something for later.” Tasha played along and didn’t try to peek.

Opening the bag wide, Nyla reached in and pulled out the fanciest bird feeder she’d ever held, bought with the gift card she’d gotten for her Birder of the Year prize. Fashioned like a white gazebo with a green tiled roof, the feeder had six arched sides, each one covered in a clear window with a little white railing at the bottom. Nyla showed Tasha how to open the roof to fill the gazebo with seeds, which would then poke out from under the little railings.

“Thanks, Ny!” Tasha exclaimed.

And all of a sudden, the occasional sniffles that had punctuated the girls’ packing broke into full-blown waterworks.

Closing her leaking eyes, Nyla bent forward for a hug, then nearly tumbled over. She opened her eyes to find Tasha running out of the room.

“Tasha?” she called out once she’d regained her balance. Panicked, Nyla rushed to the door and ended up bumping smack into Tasha, who was on her way back from the bathroom with an entire roll of toilet paper in her hand.

The two girls laughed harder than they’d ever laughed before while Nyla held her smarting shoulder. “I—I figured since you’ll be a Burb Birder now,” she said through chuckles, “you should have a fancy bird feeder to match.”

Snorting, Tasha tore off some toilet paper and handed it to her, and they both wiped their eyes. “You should get one, too, though,” she finally managed to say. “It would look nice in that red tree out front.”

“That’s a great idea!” Nyla said. “Then we can send each other pictures of the birds that visit. Could have a little Burb Birder–City Birder contest of our own.”

“That would be awesome!” Tasha set the toilet paper roll on her dresser drawer and picked up her phone. “Who would’ve guessed, me, Tasha, turning into a Bird Nerd?”

“See? Everybody’s a birder,” said Nyla. “Some just don’t know it yet.”

Tasha pulled up photos of her new backyard, and together they picked out the best spot for the feeder.

[image: image]


Ms. Mitchell hugged Nyla. “Thank your mom again for the nice card and gift certificate she brought over last night.”

“Will do,” said Nyla, then gave Tasha and Terrell another hug. There would be no dramatic goodbyes out on the curb, no crying and waving as the packed SUV left Birchwood Street for good. Neither girl wanted that, so they left their farewells at the front door.

Nyla crossed the street to her house, then looked back one more time before walking inside. Then she headed down to the basement and out the back door to check on her little patch of green.

The grass had filled in nicely, and Mom’s handful of radishes and carrots were going strong. So were the coneflowers and bee balms Nyla had planted to attract more birds, butterflies, and bees. And the latest addition to the buffet—a hummingbird feeder—was getting regular visitors now.

Closing her eyes, Nyla lingered for a while and listened to the trickle of her fountain birdbath. Then she opened them.

I can always wave goodbye from a distance, she thought. I think Tasha would like that.

So she headed back inside, grabbed her binoculars, and sat out on her front stoop.







Epilogue

one day in august

I just had to show you this!” Tasha said, her eyes lighting up Nyla’s phone screen. In the background, a chorus of bird chirps and melodies filled the air. “This is my best feeder day yet! Look at all these birds!”

Nyla kept her eyes glued to her phone as the view rotated to show Tasha’s backyard feeder. “Wow!” she said once Tasha returned to the screen. “And all those birds in the tree waiting their turn at the feeder! I saw that once at my granddad’s house.”

Tasha nodded, then said, “You know, my neighbor told us that squirrels don’t like safflower that much, so that’s what I’m using the most. And it’s true.”

“Really? Thanks! I’m gonna try that because I can’t put up baffles out front. My mom said they’ll ruin the look of the tree. By the way, this is what my feeder’s looking like right now.”

Nyla stood up and aimed her phone at the Japanese maple, where two squirrels hung upside down from the roof of her fancy feeder, scooping food into their faces. She turned her phone back around.

“Squirrels!” she said, shaking her fist.

And they both had a good laugh.







Author’s Note

I wish I’d been a birder when I was a kid. I never had feeders, nor did I gaze up into the trees with giant binoculars. And I certainly never went on birding walks like Nyla and her friends did.

So what do I remember about the birds I grew up with in Philly? Well, I could tell the difference between a sparrow, cardinal, blue jay, and robin. I remember my mom always getting excited whenever a cardinal stopped by—whether landing in our backyard boxwood bush or in the pretty red-leafed tree out front.

I have visions of pigeons strutting outside the corner store, looking for spilled snacks. And finally, I recall seeing all kinds of birds (and squirrels—can’t forget squirrels) resting or running on power lines and somehow not getting zapped.

If you haven’t noticed by now, my childhood home and neighborhood are quite similar to Nyla’s. But overall, the Philadelphia in my story is a mix of real and made-up places. For instance, Wissahickon Valley Park (aka Valley Green) is a real park. Two places I mention in passing—John Heinz National Wildlife Refuge and Longwood Gardens, a beautiful botanical garden south of Philadelphia—are both real, too.

Other locales are fictionalized to better fit the story I wanted to tell. Fort Adams Park, for example, is sort of where the real Fort Washington Park would be, but I wanted to add some things that don’t exist at Fort Washington, so I changed the name. Anderson Elementary is very much like the elementary school I attended—at least when it comes to the big concrete ocean of a schoolyard—but I gave it a different name.

And speaking of schools, in seventh and eighth grade I attended a school that, while still in the city, was so far away and in such a different neighborhood from mine that it was practically the suburbs to me. That’s what gave me the City Birders–Burb Birders idea. I loved being able to show kids from different backgrounds all enjoying the same thing. My little way of trying to bring us all together.

And of course, friendship also plays a big role in the story—how important it is to listen to your friends and also how hobbies have a way of introducing you to new ones.

Okay, back to birding. It was only after I got married and moved to Florida that I started paying attention to birds. My husband and I bought a house from a man who used to feed a blue jay who visited the back patio. He asked us to continue the tradition. Although we didn’t feed the bird peanuts by hand as he instructed, we did get a bird feeder. We also started taking nature walks to look for birds, and at some point I got a CD to learn bird songs and calls. I can probably recognize well over 50 by now!

Then, after moving back up north, I began participating in Project FeederWatch, an annual bird counting event that runs from November to April. Much like the tournament in Bird Nerd, it involves counting the birds that visit my backyard feeder station. I look forward to it every year, and so far I’ve counted over thirty different species!

So, has the birding bug bitten you yet? Whether you live in the city, suburbs, a small town, or out in the country, I’m sure you can find ways to participate in some fun birding activities. Here are just a few resources to get you started.

Cornell Lab of Ornithology

https://www.birds.cornell.edu/home/

This is the Cornell Lab of Ornithology. You can learn so much about birds and birding on their website, and also spy on birds around the world through their bird cams. I used both their free and subscription-based resources for this book.

Project FeederWatch

https://feederwatch.org/

This is the Project FeederWatch I mentioned earlier, put on by the Cornell Lab and Birds Canada. Right now, I’m getting my feeders ready for a new season!

The National Audubon Society

https://www.audubon.org/

https://www.audubon.org/conservation/join-christmas-bird-count

The National Audubon Society has a long history of protecting birds and their habitats and is another great resource for all things birds and birding. The Christmas Bird Count, put on by Audubon, is the nation’s longest-running community science bird project.

Great Backyard Bird Count

https://www.birdcount.org

This is the Great Backyard Bird Count, which is put on by the National Audubon Society, the Cornell Lab of Ornithology, and Birds Canada. It takes place every February.

Also, be sure to check out your local parks. Many post birding events on their websites, at their visitor centers, and on info boards outside. Happy Birding!
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