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When they paged me to the office that day, family was the last thing on my mind. I’d been a witness to the candy corn incident on the steps that morning, for one thing, and I hadn’t been asked yet about what went down between Devlon Burks and Mr. Winchester during P.E. last week. Since our principal knew me from middle school, it wasn’t unusual for her to call me for testimony on things like that.

But the first thing I saw was Mikyah Byrd curled in a chair, shaking like January with the windows down instead of October with no A/C. I wanted to run to him, but I forced myself to walk to the desk first and announce myself to the secretary.

“Oh, yes, Jenna.” She looked down at her notes. “Your mother said you’re to go home with Mikyah. Someone’ll pick you both up shortly.”

The lady was obviously one of the unconcerned types with the way she squished the name into two syllables with the stress on the “mik.” People were always mangling his name like that, like he wasn’t worth the trouble to learn to say it right.

“Mi-KY-ah,” I corrected her, but if she heard, she didn’t answer. I walked over to the row of chairs and put an arm around Mikyah’s shoulders. As I’d suspected, his chocolate-milk skin was burning hot. “Finally got it, huh?”

“Thought I was clear.” He was talking through clenched teeth, probably to stop them from chattering with the shivers he couldn’t control. I gently rubbed his arm, and his head rolled over to rest on my shoulder.

The secretary shot us a pointed look, but I ignored her. I’d started this round of flu, so I wasn’t scared of catching it again, and if she was worried about us touching, Mikyah was like a big brother to me, and one day we’d figure out how to make people understand that.

“This leaves who—your mom, my dad, and Davie?”

He didn’t answer, just held his breath like he was stifling a groan, and I winced in sympathy. Even my bed hadn’t felt soft enough for my bones when I’d been hit with it three weeks ago, and a blue plastic chair and bony shoulder had to be ten times harder. I thought about offering to let him lie down with his head in my lap, but the secretary probably would have blown a fuse. I put my free hand to his forehead instead, as if that would do anything to cool the warmth that radiated through it.

“It’ll be all right, Ky,” I murmured. “You know the drill. First couple days you just want to curl up and die, and then it gets better. You’ll be back at this old place in a week. And don’t worry about the kids,” I added quickly, knowing what his biggest concern would be. “We’ll take care of them—and you—when your mom’s not around.”

His breath caught sharp for a second before he nodded, and I couldn’t tell if it was from pain or something deeper. His mom hadn’t been around much the last month or so, but that didn’t have to be a bad sign, did it? I didn’t like to think bad of people, but I had to admit that Ms. B hadn’t done much to justify my optimism.

“Why’d they pull you?” Mikyah murmured, and I caught myself before a shrug that would have jostled his already aching head.

“Obviously because they know I’m the nurse extraordinaire.”

Mikyah gave a halfhearted snort that turned into a cough, and I smiled a little as his dark, curly hair brushed my cheek. We’d both done our share of nursing in the last couple weeks as the members of our families passed the bug back and forth. His nine-year-old sister, Amary, had been the last to come down with it and could have gone back to school on Saturday, if they’d had it. We’d all hoped that would be the end of it, but apparently we’d hoped too soon.

I thought of the leaky air mattress on the floor of the tiny room Mikyah shared with his two brothers and winced. He really needed something more comfortable, at least for the duration of the fever. Was there any chance Mom and Dad would agree to drag my mattress next door and let me camp out in a sleeping bag until he was better? They did a lot for Mikyah’s family, but dismantling my bed might be over the top. Then again, they knew how much the Byrd kids depended on us. We weren’t rich by a long shot, but we weren’t nearly as poor as they were—and my parents were a lot better at spending their money carefully than Mikyah’s mom.

I wasn’t sure how they’d managed until we’d moved in the summer before little Dayzha was born. Mom and Dad hadn’t liked the look of the neighborhood, but Mom’s medical bills had piled up, and the house we’d been renting got sold, and this apartment was ground floor and near enough to the therapy center that Mom could get there on her own so Dad could work regular hours again.

The Byrd family had been there already—five dirty kids and a pregnant single mom who sometimes yelled loud enough to hear through the walls. We’d done our best to stay away from them for the first few weeks, but then Mikyah had caught Davie about to wander from the playground into the parking lot and come back to settle Amary’s hash for the argument with Melissa that’d distracted me. Ever since then, we’d counted the younger children our joint responsibility, and over the next three years, we’d all become the closest of friends. Better than that, my family had invited theirs to church and Mikyah and his mom had given their lives to the Lord. Ms. B still struggled a lot at times, but Mikyah’s faith was growing by leaps and bounds, and just last winter he’d led his brother Tyrece, nine at the time, to the Lord as well.

Kids in the neighborhood called us chocolate and vanilla, but Mikyah and I didn’t mind, and we’d made it a joke for the younger kids. We were a bit of an odd mix, and we knew it—my family with such pale skin that a summer in the sun baked us to the color of not-quite-done toast and Mikyah’s family with skin tones ranging from his creamy brown to little Dayzha’s rich dark chocolate. But I didn’t care what anyone else said. We really did go well together, just like chocolate and vanilla.

The door to the office opened to the little beeping sound that was more or less annoying than a bell, depending on which you were listening to at the time, and a dark-haired, olive-skinned woman in a classy-looking business suit walked up to the desk and handed her ID to the secretary. I didn’t recognize her, so I turned my attention back to Mikyah. He’d stopped shaking so bad, but his eyes were closed and his breathing was heavy.

“Jenna?” My head snapped up, and I found the newcomer standing in front of us. She tilted her head toward the door. “Your mom asked me to bring the two of you home.”

I shifted to stand, then paused. I didn’t know this woman, and nice clothes didn’t equal honesty. What if she’d given the lady at the desk a fake ID or something? No way was I getting in some stranger’s car without more proof.

“I need to talk to my mom.”

The woman smiled and held out her cell phone, and I ignored the contact she’d pulled up with my mom’s name and keyed in the numbers myself. Mom’s voice picked up on the second ring.

“Ruth?”

“Mom, it’s me.”

“Oh, hey, Jen. Soup’s in the oven.”

I sighed with relief as my lips turned up at Mom’s goofy code phrase. But the fact that this lady was legitimate didn’t answer all my questions.

“Is something going on? Is everyone okay?”

The silence on the other end held long enough that I knew the answer before Mom spoke.

“Just come with Ruth, sweetheart. I’ll fill you in as soon as I can, okay? How’s Ky?”

“Pretty terrible. Hey, Mom, can we switch mattresses or something for a couple days? You know how—”

“We can talk about it later, Jenna. Ruth’s in a hurry, and she’s doing me a favor picking you up. Just come with her and do what she says, okay?”

“Yes, ma’am.” A little shiver of cold that had nothing to do with fever snaked its way up my backbone. I ended the call and held the phone out toward Ruth. “Thanks.”

“You’re a smart girl, Jenna.” In a hurry or not, her smile seemed genuine. “Ready to go?”

I nodded and slipped from my chair, then hurried to help Mikyah up and put a steadying arm around his waist. We slowly followed Ruth to her car, leaving the scowling secretary in our wake.​
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Ruth glanced back at us as she opened the passenger door.

“Mikyah, is it? Why don’t you take the front so you can put the seat back? Jenna, do you mind sitting behind me?”

I shook my head and hurried around the car as Mikyah collapsed into the posh leather seat and fumbled with his buckle. Strapping myself into the back, I laid a hand against his forehead again as the seat bent smoothly toward me in response to a button.

“Flu, huh?” Ruth glanced at us in the rearview mirror as she maneuvered into traffic, and I nodded.

“Yep. Most of us already got it. Thought maybe Ky’d escape.”

“You two are close?”

I bit my lip to stifle a groan. Were we going to have to go through that again? Why did most of the teens and half the adults we met keep wanting to make our friendship something more than it was?
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