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To anyone who has ever gazed into a starry night sky and dreamed


To my dad, who will forever point out infinite possibilities and stars


To my family, who are always by my side as I search mine out


And to Boston, my furry, brilliant friend, for leading me to one—thank you!
























[image: ]


STERLING CHILDREN’S BOOKS and the distinctive Sterling Children’s Books logo are registered trademarks of Sterling Publishing Co., Inc.


Text © 2020 Leah Henderson


Cover © 2020 Brittany Jackson


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means (including electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without prior written permission from the publisher.


ISBN 978-1-4549-3407-3




Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Names: Henderson, Leah, author.


Title: The magic in changing your stars / Leah Henderson.


Description: New York : Sterling Publishing Co., Inc., [2020] | Audience: Ages 8-12. | Summary: After bungling his audition to play the Scarecrow in The Wiz, fifth-grader Ailey is magically transported to 1930s Harlem where he meets his own grandfather and legendary tap dancer Bill “Bojangles” Robinson.


Identifiers: LCCN 2019055928 | ISBN 9781454934066 (hardcover) | ISBN 9781454934073 (epub)


Subjects: CYAC: Self-confidence—Fiction. | Dance—Fiction. | Grandfathers—Fiction. | Time travel—Fiction. | African Americans—Fiction. | Magic—Fiction.


Classification: LCC PZ7.1.H462 Mag 2020 | DDC [Fic]—dc23


LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2019055928





For information about custom editions, special sales, and premium and corporate purchases, please contact Sterling Special Sales at 800-805-5489 or specialsales@sterlingpublishing.com.


sterlingpublishing.com






















[image: ]


Hold fast to dreams


For if dreams die


Life is a broken-winged bird


That cannot fly.


~from Dreams by Langston Hughes
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CHAPTER ONE



IF I ONLY HAD A BRAIN
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Can you strut like the Scarecrow?


G-r-r-r like the Lion?


Or follow the Yellow Brick Road like Dorothy?


Then THE WIZ needs you!


Auditions after school Friday.


Ms. Hansberry’s classroom.


Research THE WIZ and come prepared with a one-minute monologue & Stun us with sixteen bars of a show-stopping song.
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It hadn’t been two minutes since Ailey’s last mini fiasco, but before Mr. Rock could even read the first word of the announcement, Ailey was out of his seat—again. He needed a closer look at the emerald green paper covered in silver script.


“I can definitely strut like the Scarecrow, Mr. R.,” Ailey said. He popped his shoulders up and down, bouncing instep to a beat in his head.


Titters went through the class.


“Really, Mr. Lane?” Mr. Rock exhaled, crossing his arms. “How many recess points do you need to lose—today alone—to understand you need to stay parked in your chair like everyone else?”


Realizing defeat, Ailey bowed his head. Without a peep, he moonwalked down the row of desks, his feet sliding effortlessly across the linoleum like it was ice, before dropping back into his seat.


“There’s more than just the Scarecrow in The Wiz anyway,” Juano Hernandez, another student, said.


“Yeah,” Mahalia Jackson, the know-it-all who didn’t know-it-all, added, “There’s also the all-powerful Wiz. My sister played her last year at summer camp. So, I already know all the lines.”


Ailey grumbled. Mahalia always opened her mouth, and to make matters worse, Ailey had to look up at her a little, even while seated. Actually, he had to crane his neck to look up at most of his classmates, except for his best friend, Maceo Merriweather, the only kid shorter than he was in the whole fifth grade. “Who cares,” he said when she turned his direction. “She can’t beat the Scarecrow’s moves.” Ailey rocked his neck, hands up in a challenge.


“Dance won’t get you anywhere,” Mahalia said. “You need to know how to act.”


Mr. Rock walked over and pressed his fingertips against Ailey and Mahalia’s desks, his eyebrow lifted almost to his hairline. “I’m guessing you two don’t want to take this party down to Principal Coppin’s office? But that is exactly what is about to happen if I have to come over here again.”


“But . . .” Mahalia whined then closed her mouth. But of course, she couldn’t keep it that way as Ailey wormed his upper body toward her. “It’s his fault. And I bet he doesn’t even know what The Wiz is.”


Ailey stopped. “Do too,” he shot back, glaring at her. “Last year my parents took me and my sister to see it in New York. And the Scarecrow did his thing.”


Mr. Rock tilted his head back toward the ceiling like Ailey’s mother always did when she was “praying for strength.” Then he looked between both of them. “We still have a few minutes before the bell. Why don’t you enlighten those who may not know what it’s all about?”


“Yeah, Miss Smarty-pants,” Ailey baited. “What’s The Wiz about?”


Mahalia laughed. “He’s looking at you.”


Ailey turned to see Mr. Rock staring him down, that eyebrow still talking to his hairline.


“Oh . . . um.” Ailey straightened his polo shirt. “The Wiz is the Black version of The Wizard of Oz. The movie—not the book we’re reading. Some parts are way different from the book. But one thing’s the same—the Scarecrow is the smartest of them all.” He flapped his hand in the air, nodding along.


“Okay, Ailey. Thank you. That’s enough, but he is right—”


“For once,” Mahalia said, too low for Mr. Rock to hear, but Ailey did.


“The movie is a bit different from Baum’s The Wonderful Wizard of Oz,” continued Mr. Rock, addressing the whole class. “For one, in 1978 it was made with an all-Black cast, including people like Diana Ross, Michael Jackson, Lena Horne, and Richard Pryor. And now, thirty-two years later, in 2010, it will be made with all of you. I can’t wait to see how you all make it your own. Plus, it’ll be nice to see another one of the books we’re reading come to life on our stage. So, I hope you’ll all consider trying out.”


Murmurs of excitement zipped through the class.


Mahalia tapped her finger against her lip, and her eyes roamed the room before landing on Ailey. “I think I’m going to be the Scarecrow,” she informed the class, grinning at Ailey, as his mouth fell open. Her chubby cheeks looked crammed with gumballs. “I played Wilona in last year’s production of The Watsons Go to Birmingham. I’m sure you all remember that standing ovation. Everyone said I was amazing.”


“Whatever.” Ailey squinched up his face. “I’d be a perfect Scarecrow with the skills I got.” Ailey jumped up again and spun.


This time there were no titters from his class. They were too distracted, chattering about which roles they wanted.


“I’m glad you’re excited,” Mr. Rock said to him. “But the role isn’t just about the dancing. You’d need to learn a number of lines as well. So, you may want to keep your options open. The stage crew is pretty cool. Maybe you’d want to consider something there?”


For once, Ailey’s feet went still.


“Being out front is a huge responsibility,” Mr. Rock went on. Though Ailey wished he wouldn’t. “Lots of people would be counting on you.”


“But I can do it,” Ailey said. “Really.” Suddenly he wasn’t sure if he was trying to convince himself or Mr. Rock.


“Yeah, right,” Mahalia snickered. “You’d mess that up too. Just like you messed up your poetry recital, your science presentation, and . . . oh, what else . . . everything.”


“That’s enough, Ms. Jackson.” Mr. Rock clapped his hands once, silencing her and a couple students who dared giggle. “I’m never one to stand in someone’s way,” he said and turned back to Ailey. “So, if you think you’re up for the Scarecrow, give auditions a try.” He backed toward the front of the room. “I encourage you all to think about the best roles for each of you and go for them. And don’t forget the importance of the stage crew. They help make the magic happen. The play couldn’t go on without them.”


“But it definitely couldn’t happen without the onstage talent,” Mahalia cut in again.


“It takes everyone,” Mr. Rock said returning to his desk.


“I can do it, Mr. R. You’ll see.” Ailey tried again, feeling a sting like a paper cut that instead of just being tiny, made your whole arm burn, taking over—EVERY. SINGLE. THOUGHT.


“Okay, Ailey,” Mr. Rock sighed. “We’ll see.” He shuffled a stack of papers on his desk.


Another cut.


Ailey could tell his teacher wasn’t convinced. But he would show him. He would show everyone, he could be the Scarecrow.


Then right on cue, the alarm on Ailey’s Marvel Comic Black Panther watch growled, just as the dismissal bell rang. He snatched his bag off his seat and rushed toward the open door.


“Mr. Lane, we are walking, right? And class, don’t forget to read chapter 16 of Baum’s book tonight,” Mr. Rock reminded. “And answer the questions at the end.”


Everyone groaned.


But Ailey wasn’t thinking about that now. All he wanted to do was get home to Grampa. He would believe Ailey could do it. This would be Ailey’s big chance to show everyone he could be something besides a goof-off. Teachers weren’t going to pass him over for important tasks anymore, and his sister, Jojo, wasn’t going to be the only one in the family getting praised. It was his turn.


He was going to show everyone that he, Ailey Benjamin Lane, could be a star.
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CHAPTER TWO



A LITTLE DIFFERENT FROM THE REST



“I’m going to be the Scarecrow and it’s going to be awesome,” Ailey said, headed down the hall with his best friend, Maceo, who’d heard the announcement in his homeroom class.


“You sure you want the part?” Maceo asked.


“Why wouldn’t I?” Ailey stopped, hoping his best friend didn’t doubt him too.


“Mahalia, that’s why. In homeroom, she kept going on and on about how she’ll be the best Scarecrow anyone’s ever seen.” His eyes rolled up as he shook his head, his dreadlocks swinging. “I wouldn’t want to do anything that involved competing against her. She probably bites worse than my neighbor’s German Shepherd and he’s a retired police dog. Plus, she has to win at everything or she gets in your face about it FOREVER,” Maceo said. “I’m thinking of trying for the Lion. It’d be pretty cool to be fearless and all.”


“I’m not scared of her.”


“I am.” Maceo wrinkled his nose, causing his glasses to tilt a little.


“I’m playing the Scarecrow and no one, especially not her, will stop me,” Ailey said, pushing through the doors of the school.


“Okay . . .” Maceo shook his head again. “But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”


Ailey glanced down at his Black Panther watch, a tenth birthday present he’d gotten two months before from Grampa. The clawed black hands of the Marvel comic character told him he was going to miss his window of opportunity to beat his sister home.


“You wanna come over and play Dungeon Avengers?” Maceo asked on the school’s front stairs.


“I can’t. I have to get home before Jojo. You know how she hogs the computer and I have some stuff to look up.” Ailey barreled down the last steps. “Later,” he called out to his friend.


“Later.”


The April breeze tickled the leaves and nudged at the grass. Parents in parked cars, windows down, listened to talk radio or old people’s music while waiting for their kids. Ailey sauntered down the tree-lined street, grinning and humming.


He threw out lines, trying to see which ones stuck.




I can flow like water


And shine like a star


I’m not too close


Yet I’m not too far


Actin’ ain’t nothin’


I got this y’all


Even with straw


Scarecrow’s smart


Not dumb at all.


And although I notice how they doubt my skills


When I step on the stage I’m gonna show ’em the real.





Ailey slid, arms out, to one edge of the sidewalk. People gawked as he moonwalked over to the other side, holding his belt buckle. He bit his bottom lip and swayed his head. He felt like he was flying.


When he got to the corner of Fort Mose Avenue, he stopped across the street from the red brick building that was the center of his family’s world. In the window of their hardware store, a dust rag hung from Grampa’s hand. The display of paint cans and hanging brushes was spotless. Ailey was sure nothing even had a sprinkling of dust on it because Grampa had probably already cleaned the display more than once. He always said, don’t let the dust settle on nothin’ you do. Stir it up. Don’t let things be forgotten.


Ailey rushed to the other sidewalk and shoved open the front door. A chime tingled over his head, alerting everyone a customer entered the store.


“It’s just me,” he called when his dad’s head popped out from behind a shelf as he helped a customer.


“What up, Two Foot?” his dad said and then disappeared back behind the shelf.


Out of the corner of his eye, Ailey saw Grampa at the end of the cleaning aisle across from the window display. He was staring off, the rag still hung in his hand. A smile crinkled the skin at the corner of his eyes like he was in a trance. He hadn’t even looked up when the entry bell rang out. He usually greeted customers three seconds before the bell chimed, every time.


Instead, this time, Grampa stared off, as if seeing something no one else could see. Although his upper body was almost completely still, his feet pivoted from toe to heel back to toe, as he tapped in place. His knees were slightly bent and his feet danced in a relaxed motion. Ailey paused for a second, staring. Grampa only tapped like that when he thought no one was watching.


“Pops. Hey, Pops,” Ailey’s dad called to Grampa. “Can you help Mr. Taylor pick a prybar and the right sealant?”


There was no answer from Grampa.


He still faced the window. And he still tapped.


“I apologize.” Ailey heard his dad say. “My father-in-law’s hearing isn’t what it used to be. Let me go grab your replacement shingles, then I’ll give you a hand out here.”


Ailey went over and tugged on Grampa’s sleeve. “Grampa, Grampa.”


His feet stilled, as he blinked. Then he glanced down at Ailey as if just realizing where he was.


“Ah, there’s my favorite skygazer,” Grampa said. He pushed his newsboy cap back on his head a bit and pressed at his forehead with the back of his hand. His ears curled away from his head almost like an elf’s. The same way Jojo’s did. “You gonna be ready to give it a go tonight?”


“I’m not sure I can. I have important stuff to do first,” Ailey said.


“Well, I hope you can. You know it isn’t the same up there without my wingman. It’s ’pose to be a clear night too. Not a cloud in the sky. But I understand. Not even the stars should come before homework.”


“It’s not homework, exactly.” Ailey grinned.


Grampa reached for his wooden cane resting against the wall even though he always said it was more for show than need. “I see.” He smiled. “Don’t forget your Uncle Sammy’s bringing his ole bones over here this weekend for Josephine’s birthday, so we might not get another chance for a while.”


“Ugh.” Ailey’s backpack hit the floor. Jojo’s birthday was Saturday and he’d definitely tried to forget it. Even with her reminding everyone, even the mailman, every chance she got. “Something kind of important’s come up though.” A smile nearly split Ailey’s face in two.


“Well now.” Grampa’s smile grew too. “Something more important than our skygazin’? Now you got me curious. Do tell. I’ve never known you to pass up an evening of trying to spot some stars.”


“Grampa, I’m gonna be the Scarecrow in The Wiz and I need to practice!”


“The Scarecrow? That’s a big part,” Grampa said.


“The biggest.” Ailey stretched out his arms. “He’s a star.”


“Alright then, you gonna be ready for such a big role?” Grampa studied Ailey’s face.


Not Grampa too.


“I can do it.” Ailey knocked his foot against his backpack not meeting Grampa’s eyes.


“I know you can do it. That’s not what I asked.” Grampa rested his hand on Ailey’s shoulder, raising his chin. “I asked if you’re ready to put your mind to this. To get up on that stage.”


Ailey smiled, relieved. “I got this, Grampa. You’ll see. Everybody will.”


“Okay, Jackrabbit. I hear you.” Grampa lifted his hands, palms out. “Need any help with your lines?”


“No thanks. I’m really just going to dance. That’s what everyone wants to see anyway.” Ailey wobbled, moving his arms like he drove a car, then ran his hands past his head doing the Dougie.


Grampa slapped his thigh. “Alright now! We know you got moves. That’s in your blood.” Then his smile thinned out. “But I want to make sure you’re learning the rest of the stuff you’ll need. It ain’t gonna be easy. Trust me, I know.” He looked off in the distance. His hand rested over his cane.


“Grampa.” The word hung in the air.


“Yeah, Jackrabbit?” Grampa shifted his gaze back to Ailey.


“How come you don’t dance anymore? Gramma Franny always said you were great.”


The corner of Grampa’s lip turned up again. “I was somethin’ in my day. But it’s a long story, Jackrabbit. For another time,” he sighed.


“That’s what you always say.”


“I know, I know. But I earned it—I’m old.” He winked. “Besides, you don’t need to hear about my old days of tappin’. Not when you have a role to prepare for, and I’m sure your mom and Josephine could help you too. And your dad—” He popped a spearmint candy in his mouth. “He’s got some moves in him too now.”


“No, I’m good.” Ailey shook his head. “I told you, I got this. I kind of want to do it on my own.”


“There’s no shame in that. But just remember you got us if you need us.”


“I know, Grampa.”


“Don’t let me hold you up.” Grampa patted Ailey’s shoulder. “You got a star to become.”


Ailey couldn’t hold back his smile as he Dougied the short distance to the register and the curtain that divided the front of the store from the storage area and the back office. He nodded his head pretending to slick his hair to an imagined beat, rocking his knees low as he did a shimmy-strut, almost colliding with his dad when he emerged from the back holding a box of shingles and a pair of pliers.


“Whoa. My bad, Dad. My fault.” Ailey continued his wobble-rock around him. “I’ve got work to do.”


His dad swung his arm up, balancing the box over Ailey’s head. His muscles flexed. “What’s that move, Two Foot?”


“It’s the Dougie.”


“The Dougie?”


“Yeah, it’s new, it just came out.”


His dad popped and locked his arms out straight, then he bent one up and the other down like a robot. “Well in that case: You need to Dougie upstairs/there’s no time to waste.”


“Come on, Dad. Can you sound any cornier?” Ailey smacked his hand against his forehead.


“Okay, okay.” His dad nodded, pointing a finger at Ailey. Then he held the pliers out toward Ailey like a microphone. “Show me how it’s done then.”


“Time is a ticking clock . . .” Ailey said, searching the ceiling for the next words. But his dad jumped in.


“Always going and never stops,” he finished for him. “The only direction is to the top.” A smile pressed to his lips. “Just make sure it’s a swish when you take your shot.”


“Awww, sweet!” Ailey grinned.


“I just showed you how it’s done, so give me my props.” His dad extended his hand, waiting for a fist bump.


Ailey laughed. “Okay, Dad.” He pushed his fist against his dad’s. His smile wider than wide. He wanted to keep rhyming, but his dad still had a customer and Jojo would be home any minute.


Ailey was up the back stairs and in his family’s apartment above the store before anyone could have said “Scarecrow” three times fast.


He dropped his bag in the middle of the hallway and kicked off his sneakers, nearly tripping over Grampa’s one-eyed, farting bulldog that left a pool of slobber in his wake. “Sorry, King!”


Ailey dashed across the living room to the computer. He’d beat Jojo, who always claimed she had homework to do, even though she was always on video chats or looking up stupid bedazzle projects, clicking off the screens and back to her assignments when anyone walked in the room. He slid onto the seat at the desk and rubbed his hands together like he was about to dig into his favorite meal of crab legs.


“Oh, no you don’t, mister,” his mom called from the doorway.


“But I have research to do!” Ailey clamped his feet around the legs of the chair, keeping his bottom firmly planted on the cushion.


“Um hmmm?” Mom crossed her arms at her chest and stared, not quite believing him. Her Ailey Lie Detector, or A.L.D as Ailey joked, was in full power mode, searching Ailey’s face. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m thrilled you’re trying to get a head start on your work, but not before you pick up this bag, move your shoes, and give your mother a kiss.”


Without grumbling, he rose from the chair, pecked her cheek, lined up his shoes, tossed his bag into the basket next to Jojo’s violin case, and was back at the computer before she took a full breath.


“What’s the rush?” she asked.


“Ummm . . . it’s a surprise,” he said.


“Really now?” She narrowed her eyes, searching his face. “It better not have me coming down to that school again.”


“It won’t, I promise.” Ailey swung back around to the computer. “Well, at least not to Principal Coppin’s office. You’ll come see me on the stage . . .” Oops.


“The stage?” She stepped closer. “And what exactly will you be doing up there?”


There goes the surprise.


“I’ll be acting.”


“Acting?” Her brows nearly touched, then relaxed.


“Yep, you’ll see. I’m going to be great.”


“I don’t doubt you could be,” she said. “Just be ready to work.”


“I will.” Some of Ailey’s excitement seeped out like a deflating balloon. Did she doubt him too?


Then she grinned as if knowing his thoughts. “Don’t get your feathers all ruffled. I just want you to practice and really try. Like I always tell Jojo before her violin recitals, you don’t have to be perfect. You just have to give it your best. I’ll be cheering for you.” She spread her warm hands across his cheeks and tilted his head up. “I always do, you know?” She kissed his nose and then left him to his work.


He turned back to the computer, shaking the mouse ’til the screen lit up with a family photo in front of the Black American West Museum. He quickly typed in THE WIZ and hit: enter. Songs, videos lyrics, and parts of the original script filled the screen.


He pressed print on almost all of it, and then he downloaded the videos to his Nano so he could watch and listen to them later because he knew Jojo would never let him have the computer all night. Neither would his mom. Then he typed in THE WIZ THE SCARECROW. Images of the Scarecrow with a painted dot for a nose in a fuzzy white and orange striped sweater bombarded the screen.


Almost every image was the same. The same striped sleeves, a dumpy garbage-looking shirt, floppy brown pants, and a funny paper lunch bag hat. Ailey scrolled through the pictures. Even the ones that weren’t from the original movie looked the same. Everyone made the Scarecrow’s outfit look lame, wack, or just plain boring, when he was the coolest in the show.


“He might have the flyiest moves, but those clothes . . .” Ailey mumbled, shaking his head.


Then he had an idea—he always had an idea!


He’d be a special kind of Scarecrow. Different than all the rest.


“Grampa always says, in order to stand out, think outside of what’s expected,” Ailey said to the screen.


He wouldn’t just be another Scarecrow at the auditions, he’d be a different kind of Scarecrow. With the best dance moves anyone had ever seen. He inched his hands up, slow, swaying and flexing.


He was going to get everyone’s attention.
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CHAPTER THREE



TRYOUTS VS. THE BLACK HOLE



It looked like every kid in the school had turned up for tryouts.


The audition line snaked all the way from Ms. Hansberry’s door down the hall to the principal’s office, a place Ailey knew all too well.


Some of Ailey’s schoolmates wore aluminum foil hats, whiskers, paw mittens, and tails. A number of girls had bedazzled silver or apple red shoes.


Ailey smirked, his head high. Thick-framed black glasses rested on his nose. Nobody looked as fine as he did striding down the hall, decked out from head to toe in style. The orange, blue, and brown plaid suit he’d worn to Auntie Simone’s swearing-in as a judge, fit him just right. His brown tweed vest, gingham shirt, and tangerine tie were saying something, as Grampa always said. And Ailey knew that what they were saying was good. He wasn’t just another scarecrow. His socks were even a cool orange and brown geometric pattern. His brown shoes shined. When he glanced down, he could just make out his faint reflection. He winked. “He-ll-oooo, Handsome.”


He pulled at the sides of the Kangol hat he’d worn a couple Halloweens before, when he, Jojo, and Dad had dressed like Run DMC. He even exaggerated his stride, matching the Crow’s Anthem playing on repeat in his earbuds, so his gold rope chain would swing.


He knew he looked fly.


And just so no one would forget he was supposed to be filled with newspaper and hay, he had a couple pieces of newspaper peeking from under his hat and tucked in his breast pocket and up his sleeves.


Almost everyone turned his way, either smiling or squealing to another classmate. A couple of the guys strutted in place, copying Ailey.


When he reached the end of the audition line, there was Mahalia. She wore a little straw hat cocked to the side. Her curls were sprayed golden and bright yellow strings stuck out of her hair like strands of straw.


“Attention, everyone,” Ms. Hansberry called down the line.


As always, her shoes were one of the colors out of a Skittles bag. Today, they were sour apple green.


Ailey liked her style.


He smoothed out the front of his suit, ready to impress.


“I’m thrilled you’re all trying out for this year’s production.” She placed her hand over her heart. “In the interest of time, we’re splitting everyone into groups. Dorothys meet at the water fountain. The Scarecrows—”


“That’s me.” Ailey bolted around his classmates and sprang out of line.


“Stop bussin’,” Mahalia hissed. She elbowed him. Even for a girl, she was as strong and as tall as any Pee-Wee football linebacker. “I was before you.”


Ailey winced and rubbed his side.


“I don’t even know why you’re here,” Mahalia said. “I’m going to get the role. I already see my name in that program.” She loomed over him, tapping the air with her finger for each word she said. “The Scarecrow played by the wonderfully talented and beautiful Mahalia Jackson.”


“That’d be a typo. You know you’re the Wicked Witch.” While she sucked her teeth, thinking of a comeback, Ailey slipped by her.


“Scarecrows, you’re up,” Ms. Hansberry said at the same time. She held a clipboard with a pen dangling from it on a polka-dot ribbon. “After you sign in, please go into the music room and have a seat.”


She handed it to the students at the front of the line. Right before she got to Ailey, he pushed up his chin, standing as tall as he could.


“Well now,” she said scanning his outfit. “Interesting choice of costume. I wouldn’t have thought of it. A distinguished hip-hop Scarecrow . . . I like it.”


His cheeks pressed back into the biggest smile he thought he had ever made.


She held out the clipboard and he signed it before Mahalia could grab the pen. Then he passed it back. “Make sure you keep this paper, Ms. H. It’s going to be worth money someday.”


“I’ll keep that in mind.” Her eyes twinkled as she pointed toward the door, which Ailey sauntered through.
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By the fifth monologue, Ailey was finding it hard to keep himself awake. The students before him all read their lines as-stiff-as-tin-men or whispered like cowardly lions.


Ailey knew he’d be better. He’d stayed up every night practicing and had the Crow’s Anthem on loop in his Nano, plus he had a secret weapon: he could dance. For the whole week, whenever he could get on the computer before Jojo, he watched music videos to learn all the dance moves he could. If it was a cool move since he was born, he tried it. And got pretty good at a lot of them.


Out of habit, he reached down to fiddle with his Black Panther watchband, but it wasn’t there. His stomach dropped—he’d forgotten the good luck charm Grampa had given him. How hadn’t he noticed before?


“You’re next, Ailey,” Ms. Hansberry said. “Come on up here and wow us.”


He pushed the thought of his lucky watch to the back of his mind and sprang to his feet. “Don’t mind if I do.”


When he got to the piano, he stretched like a track star readying for a race.


“Are you starting with the monologue or the song?” Ms. Hansberry played a few chords on the piano.


“I’m starting with some fire.” Ailey lifted his leg, twisting his foot in the air.


“That’s great, but in the interest of time, can you boogie and sing, or shimmy and recite?” Ms. Hansberry played a sort of drum roll on the piano.


“I, um, thought I’d just do the dancing first,” Ailey said. “Then you won’t need to hear anything else.”


“Hmmm. We need to see a little more than just the dancing I’m afraid. Sprinkle a bit of the monologue in there too.” She moved her hands across the air like she still played piano keys.


“Okay, but I think my moves are what the crowd will really want to see.” Ailey tried to protest. He hadn’t really tried to learn the lines. He didn’t think he’d need to.


“I hear you, but I’m sorry, we don’t have much time.” Ms. Hansberry nodded toward the clock. “We have other Scarecrows after you, and I still need to get to the lions, tin men, and Totos.”


Ailey cleared his throat. What was that first line? Come on, come on, THINK!


His hand reached for his bare wrist again. And his heart tripled its beat.


The room went quiet. All eyes were on him.


He blinked, trying to ignore a strange feeling creeping close. As he stared at his classmates and they stared at him, waiting, his mind went blank, like someone hit erase. Something wasn’t right. He didn’t like having all those eyes on him. He stood stock still trying to remember anything. A word. A lyric. A beat. A move.


Nothing.


“Ms. Hansberry,” Mahalia whined, “He doesn’t even know any lines. Can I have my turn now?”


“That’s enough, Mahalia.” Ms. Hansberry cut her a look then refocused on Ailey. “You ready?”


“I—I—I,” Ailey stammered. His schoolmates kept staring. He wished they’d stop. He couldn’t think with them all watching him. Ready to laugh. Waiting to see him fail. His thumb kept rubbing his skin where his watch should’ve been. So many words filled his head: You? Maybe next time. No. Don’t try. Maybe try something else . . . But none of them were the words he needed. The words to the monologue or the lyrics to a song. Mahalia slid back in her chair and huffed, crossing her arms.


“Do you want to give someone else a chance and try again in a couple minutes?” Ms. Hansberry encouraged. Her lips pulled thin in that strained way people smiled when they felt really, really bad for you. Ailey knew that look—well.


He had to do something before he disappointed the last teacher who still had faith in him.


He turned to Ms. Hansberry. “I’m just going to dance first.”


“Okay, then, Ailey.” She sounded doubtful but didn’t stop him this time.


He got in his opening stance and rocked. Everyone’s eyes were still on him. Wait . . . what was the next step?


Heat crept up his back, under his collar, and spread to his shoulders. Students fidgeted in their chairs, cupped hands over mouths, whispered, snickered, and smirked.


It was hopeless.


He knew nothing: not the words, not the song, not even the moves. Ailey’s memory had been sucked into a black hole. He couldn’t even remember any of his favorite dances, like he’d forgotten how to catch a beat. Even his pitiful attempt at the Dougie went sideways. The newspaper in his pocket, his Kangol, oversize Run DMC glasses, and fake gold chain suddenly felt ridiculous.


“Ms. Hansberry, can I go now?” Mahalia interrupted again. “You won’t need to see anyone else after you see me anyway.”


“I said that’s enough, Mahalia. We can spare a couple more seconds.” Ms. Hansberry floated around the piano toward Ailey. “Would you like to give it one more shot?”


Ailey didn’t raise his eyes to look at her. He’d failed her too. “No. I’m done.”


His chin dropped even lower and he took off the glasses as he slunk past giggling schoolmates. He wished he could get swallowed in the same black hole that had sucked out his memory and his moves.


“Listen everyone, don’t worry if you stumble,” Ms. Hansberry said in her gentlest voice. “There will be other opportunities to be involved, and there will always be other plays. And for those of you who make Monday’s callbacks, be ready to wow us some more.”


Ailey felt her watching him, but he didn’t raise his head.


“It’s my turn.” Mahalia popped out of her seat, her hand in the air.


She brushed past Ailey. “Step aside, scaredy pants. Watch. And. Learn.”


“I wasn’t scared,” Ailey grumbled.


“Well, you sure weren’t good,” Mahalia threw back over her shoulder. “But now you’ll see great. F sharp, please, Ms. Hansberry.” Mahalia handed over her sheet music when she reached the piano.


Ailey sucked his teeth, peeling off the Kangol, newspaper strips falling as Mahalia’s booming voice filled the room. From the very first note, everyone took notice. She sounded as good as the singers on the radio. Everyone said she could sing, but he had no clue she could SING. He’d skipped last year’s performance of The Watsons Go to Birmingham. Then, as if he didn’t feel bad enough, she held her last note longer than Ailey could hold his breath underwater. When she finished, everyone whistled and clapped. Ailey shoved his hands in his pockets.


Round One went to Mahalia.
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