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NEW BEGINNINGS







The problem with guinea pigs is that they don’t respect the rules.


“Nugget!” I called, my voice echoing in the emptiness of the Create Space. He didn’t answer, of course—he’s a guinea pig. But he didn’t make any other sounds, either: no scratching or scrabbling to help me track him down. I grumbled to myself as I searched under all the chairs. “You know the rules. You stay in your pen when we’re here!”


I don’t know about other guinea pigs, but Nugget is very social. Most pets would have wigged out after everything that happened over the summer. You know, new friends and visiting aliens, but not Nugget. Nugget enjoyed new things, so I’d been bringing him to the Create Space that I opened with Juan Carlos and Kareem.


The Create Space was designed to be a sanctuary for all the scientists and inventors and imaginators who didn’t have a place to call home. I was fortunate to have the abandoned factory as my personal sanctuary, but I was being selfish keeping it all to myself. So, with money our family received from the police department—after they wrongfully accused my dad of harboring a criminal and wrestled and cuffed him on our front lawn—we turned the factory into a functioning learning center.


On both sides of the floor we put up shelves and stocked them with science, engineering, and math books. We had smaller office rooms toward the back of the space where kids could work on projects or read in a quiet nook. And, in the center, we had rows of computers for friends to use as they pleased.


We opened every day after school and any kid in the neighborhood could come as much as they wanted, or at least until the streetlights came on and I had to close up shop.


The first few weeks were slow, so I figured I’d bring Nugget to keep us company. It had been fine until this week. Somehow, Nugget figured out how to lift the door of his cage and escape. Today I closed the door with a bread tie and Nugget chewed right through it and escaped anyway!


“Nugget!” I called in a sterner voice. “This is getting ridiculous!”


“Have you found him yet?” Kareem asked, emerging from the bathroom drying his hands.


“No,” I groaned. “I can’t believe he’s pulling this game when he knows I need to get home and get ready for the first day of school.”


“Um, does he really know that?” Kareem said. “Nugget is a guinea pig.”


“Oh, he knows,” I glowered. “This is all part of his twisted sense of humor.”


Kareem shook his head.


“Well, I would stay and help you look for him, but my dad says I have to get some last-minute stuff for school.”


Juan Carlos would usually be here with us, but he had to get stuff for school, too. He and Kareem both like to wait until the last minute for things. I must be the only one excited about school because I’ve been prepared for weeks.


“No worries,” I said, peering under the bright orange thinking couch. “I’m going to eat a granola bar in a second and that will lure him out.”


Kareem walked toward the door, laughing, but all of a sudden the laugh turned into a yelp and he dove down low to the floor.


“Ethan, duck! Quick! Before he sees you!”


I flung myself to the ground, my heart thumping. I immediately had flashbacks from the summer, remembering the Others and their hunt for Cheese.


“What is it? What’s going on?” I whispered.


“That dude,” he hissed. “Jodie!”


Kareem was close to the door, and he crawled over to it, reaching up to lock the entrance to the Create Space.


“Jodie?” I whispered. Then I remembered. “Oh, the new kid? The alien kid?”


“Yes,” he groaned quietly. “He’s coming right this way.”


I hid under a table, and, sure enough, a moment later I heard the sound of the entrance rattling as Jodie tried the knob.


“What does he want?” I said.


“To ask me a million questions,” Kareem sighed. “Or you. He says he’s starting some new group when school starts—for alien enthusiasts.”


My heart started thumping again. Jodie had showed up at the Create Space a few weeks back, asking questions about aliens. I never remember his name. In my head I just call him Guy to Stay Away From. At first, he seemed normal and like he just wanted to be part of the Create Space community. But then he started asking questions about aliens. Too many questions. Did we believe in them? Had we ever seen one? Did we think they’d ever come to Ferrous City? I’d always made sure to be busy when he stopped by, and I hadn’t seen him in a while. I thought he’d given up. But it looks like I was wrong.


“You don’t think he knows anything, do you?” I whispered to Kareem.


“No, I don’t think so. How would he?” Kareem answered, pressed against the door. I’m glad the windows of the building are too high for Jodie to peek through. “I’ve heard him asking other people the same questions. He’s fixated on this building for some reason, but I don’t think it’s us.”


“Is he gone?” I whispered when it went silent.


Kareem slowly stood up and then peeked through the peephole.


“Looks like it. My dad is going to be here any minute. Are you going to lock up?”


“Yeah, I’ve got it.”


“Okay, well … I’ll see you in school tomorrow. Ugh. School. Tomorrow.”


I grinned a wide, obnoxious grin, and Kareem sucked his teeth.


“Peace,” he grunted.


“Peace.”


With Kareem gone, the place felt even emptier. Even though I was glad that Jodie hadn’t come in, just thinking about him and his questions made me feel lonely. Time had passed. Things are supposed to get easier with time. But even though I was busy and life was fun at the Create Space, I really missed Cheese.


I didn’t bother to stand up. I reached into my pocket, pulled out the granola bar, and unwrapped it slowly, thinking about everything that happened this summer. I got Kareem back as a friend. But I had to say goodbye to Cheese. It had only been two months, though it seemed like forever.


I’d taken two bites of the granola bar when I heard a scratching sound coming from the orange thinking couch. I looked under it in my search for Nugget, but the cushions on top wiggled. A moment later he appeared, his beady black eyes shining.


“Go figure,” I muttered, and took another bite.


Nugget beelined across the floor of the old factory to my lap, where he climbed up on my shoe and paused. I offered him a piece of the granola bar and we both sat there silently eating.


When the Create Space was full of people doing experiments and building stuff, it was easy to be distracted and not think about what had happened in this place—the things that only me and Kareem and Juan Carlos and the Others knew about. But when it was empty, it felt the same as lying in bed at night. Wondering where in the galaxy Cheese was. Wondering if my friend was happy and safe.


I gave Nugget the last bite of the granola bar, trying not to be too sad. At least the thought of school starting tomorrow was exciting. Maybe it would be just the distraction I needed.
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THE NEWCOMER







I could understand why some people wouldn’t be excited about the first day of school. Not everybody likes being around new people—or even the old people they know are going to be there. Maybe if Juan Carlos and Kareem weren’t going to be in my science block, I would be dragging my feet on the way to school. But knowing they’d be there made me feel like I was flying as I walked the eight blocks.


Plus, I’m a sixth grader now. That means I finally get to have Ms. Erivo for science, which I’ve been looking forward to since third grade. The older kids always talked about how cool her classroom is and how she does lots of projects. I smiled as I climbed the steps to the school. Kareem hates projects. But I’d make sure we get paired for it and then he wouldn’t hate it so much.


When I stepped inside the school, it looked like a typical first day. Everybody had new shoes, new backpacks, new clothes, new everything. I never really needed to buy clothes. With two big brothers, every year I had a fresh new wardrobe. Well, new to me at least. They had a way cooler style than I ever did so I didn’t mind getting their hand-me-downs. But shoes were something different. By the time I could fit into my big brothers’ shoes, they were already a little too worn for back-to-school material. Everybody, no matter who you were, sported brand-new kicks on the first day of school. Walking through the halls toward my locker, I noticed Jordans, Vans, Nikes, Chucks, all of them sparkling new. Even Juan Carlos, who was positive his abuela wouldn’t get him a new pair of kicks, was wearing some brand-new Adidas.


Juan Carlos wasn’t smiling as I walked up to him. I felt my stomach sink. Even after the time that has passed, I still got worried when he or Kareem were worried. My first thought was always Did something happen to Cheese? Then I’d remind myself that Cheese was long gone, and my stomach would sink even lower.


“What’s wrong?” I asked when I reached him. He stood by his locker, looking deflated.


“I got here early so I could make sure I got my locker open,” he said. “And it didn’t even matter. I’m never going to get this thing open!”


“You have your combination?”


Looking miserable, he handed me the slip of paper he’d been squinting at. It was kind of damp from his sweaty palm. Gross. I held it by the corner and peered at it.


“1-11-9,” he groaned. “I’ve done it over and over.”


I reached for the lock on his locker and tried the combination. No luck. Then something occurred to me. I flipped the piece of paper upside down. Juan Carlos craned his neck to see what I was doing. His eyes widened.


I tried the new numbers.


“6-11-1?” I said as I turned the dial.


The locker popped open. Juan Carlos grinned, but he still looked miserable.


“Oh man …” he said. A blush crept over his cheeks. “I hope the rest of the day isn’t like this.”


“It’s going to be fine!” I said. “Just relax. Take a few deep breaths. After this summer, you can handle anything.”


I realized this wasn’t just Juan Carlos’s first day of sixth grade, it was his first day at a whole new school after moving to town over the summer. Kareem and I were the only people he knew.


“We have science block first thing after homeroom. What could be better than that?!”


He nodded, but he didn’t look convinced. I gave his shoulder a light punch and then continued down the hall. I hadn’t seen Kareem yet, but he usually slid into his seat just in time, even if it was the first day of school.


“19-9-47,” I whispered to myself as I made my way down to where I knew my locker would be. A lot of things made me nervous, but not school. The world often didn’t make sense, but school always did. I found my locker—number 39—and confidently spun the combo lock to open it.


Nothing happened.


When I yanked on the lock, there was no click. I tried again. And again. Nothing happened!


“19-9-47,” I said, and tried again. Nothing.


“Here, let me help,” said a voice. A pair of hands appeared in front of my face. They belonged to a girl I’d never seen before—a girl with deep brown skin and thick hair braided into a halo around the top of her head. “19-9-47, right?”


She twirled the lock expertly, so fast I was sure she’d pass up the numbers. She did what seemed like the exact same thing I did, except this time the lock made a satisfying click sound and popped open.


“Sometimes they’re tricky,” she said with a big smile. Then she turned away and went striding down the hall.


“Who was that?” Juan Carlos said, appearing a second later. I don’t know if he saw her open my locker or just noticed her confident aura the way I had.


“I have no idea,” I said. Then I muttered so only I could hear, “Somebody who thinks they’re some kind of safecracker.”


“I’m going to be late,” Juan Carlos said, looking a little alarmed. Boy, school really made him anxious. “I’ll see you in science block, okay?”


I nodded, trying to shake off my interaction with the mystery girl. And by the time science block arrived, I had. School always made me feel good. Everything made sense at school, and it seemed like my new teachers were the kind of adults who would take the time to explain things if they didn’t make sense—even if the things that didn’t make sense were sometimes rules. My hopes were high walking into science block. I’d been hearing about how cool Ms. Erivo was for years, and envied all the sixth graders who took her class.


As soon as I walked in, I saw Juan Carlos and Kareem already inside. But then I saw someone else.


The girl from the hallway. The new girl. She was sitting in the seat I absolutely would have chosen, next to Kareem. The seat on the other side of Juan Carlos was open, and it would be fine to sit there. But the one next to Kareem was closer to the window and I prefer natural light when I’m in class. The fluorescent bulbs in school give me a headache.


Why did she sit next to Kareem? She doesn’t even know him!


The new girl was sitting there leafing through papers in her folder. Kareem gave me an undercover shrug. It’s not like he could tell her to move.


I plopped down next to Juan Carlos just as Ms. Erivo closed the door to the classroom and walked to the front of the room.


“Welcome!” she said. “Guess what? You’re in sixth grade! This is going to be the best year ever!”


She almost shouted it. We all jumped a little, but the smile on her face was so infectious that we laughed. I heard Kareem chuckle. From the other side of him, I heard a loud chortle from the girl who had opened my locker for me. Not for me, I thought sourly. Without asking. It’s not like I needed her help.


I had to pay attention now, because Ms. Erivo talked fast—so fast that she even taught us a hand signal that we could use if we ever needed her to slow down.


“Sometimes I get excited about science,” she admitted, smiling. “And I’ll do my best to slow down when you need me to. But consider this your heads-up: Things move fast in this classroom! Buckle up, Reese’s Cups!”


Ms. Erivo was the kind of teacher who made everything fun, even taking roll. She had us go around and introduce ourselves and share a fun fact. Some people were goofy.


“I sunburned my butt this summer,” said Randy Pryce. Some teachers would shush the laughter, but Ms. Erivo cracked up right along with everyone else.


I knew I was going to talk about the Create Space for my fun fact. I wanted Ms. Erivo to know how serious I was about science. When it got to our row, the new girl went first. She even stood up.


“Hi, everyone. My name is Fatima Adebayo,” she said, with the same confident tone that she had used in the hallway. “And a fun fact about me is that I’m an inventor. My favorite subset of physics is electromagnetism and I love trying to apply it into the real world. My parents helped me get patents on two of my inventions this summer. It’s been an exciting time.”


As Kareem started to go next, my mind drifted. It’s been an exciting time? I said in my head. She talked like she thought she was a teacher, too; like she and Ms. Erivo were buddies! And patents? The purpose of fun facts wasn’t to brag. I could feel myself scowling. Suddenly everything I had planned to say for my fun fact seemed ridiculous. I didn’t even hear Juan Carlos’s fact; my mind was racing, trying to find something I could say to one-up Fatima. I thought of Cheese. I guarantee Miss Two Patents had never met an alien life-form and helped it escape intergalactic hunters! But I couldn’t say that. No one would believe me anyway.


Juan Carlos nudged me and I snapped out of it. Ms. Erivo was looking at me curiously, then glancing down at her clipboard of names. Who knows how long I’d been sitting there spaced out.


“Ethan Fairmont,” I said quickly. “My name is Ethan Fairmont. And, uh, I’m an inventor, too. I mean, I’m an inventor.”


I slapped my forehead inwardly. Too?! That implied Fatima was an inventor first, and she definitely wasn’t. And why didn’t I say anything else? I wanted to add something, but Ms. Erivo had already moved on to the next person and I just felt silly. I glanced over at Fatima. She didn’t seem to notice my blunder.


“Now,” Ms. Erivo said when everyone had been introduced. “You have probably heard that I have a reputation for class projects. I love projects.” I felt my heart start to lift again. I loved projects, too. “And this is going to be the biggest project you’ve had in your school career. You and your group will work together all semester long on a topic of your choosing. Now, I don’t want us all to get up and move around, so I’m going to group you into threes by the desks you chose.”


She walked to the back of the room, counting us off into threes. By the time she got to the front of the room, Juan Carlos was grinning and so was Kareem and so, of course, was I. We were going to get to work on the same project together all semester long!


“Ah, we have an odd number,” Ms. Erivo said. I was too busy smiling at my friends to hear right away. “Fatima, you can join this group. We’ll have one group of four. Now, let me tell you more about what I’ll expect this semester …”


She went on talking but my smile was fading and I definitely wasn’t listening anymore. I looked at Fatima and found her smirking in our direction. She had to be in our group? All semester long? What would have been the perfect project was absolutely ruined.
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A SECRET GIFT







“Ethan, it can’t be that bad,” my dad said when I got home. He leaned on the counter and chomped on cucumbers with my brothers while I ranted about the new girl.


“It is, Dad,” I raged. “She is the worst. She’s a know-it-all and a bragger. Oh! You know what she did? She corrected Ms. Erivo! Ms. Erivo said it was 11:45 and Fatima said, ‘Actually it’s only 11:30.’ ”


“Sounds like someone else I know,” Troy said, giving me a pointed look.


I glared at him.


“She thinks she’s smarter than everyone,” I growl. “She thinks she’s some genius because she can open a locker.”


“Uh, okay,” Troy said. “That’s specific.”


“And I have to be around her all … semester … long,” I went on. “She makes me nauseous.”


“It sounds like you have a crush on her,” my other brother Chris teased.


“No, no,” our dad said, straightening up. “We don’t speak like that about people. Especially not ones we have a crush on. Look, son,” my dad continued, eating his last cucumber. “It sounds like Fatima hasn’t done anything but make you feel a little insecure. Deal with that on your own time but don’t you even think about going to school and making the new kid feel uncomfortable. Focus that energy on coming up with a great idea for your semester project, got it?”


“Yes,” I said glumly, and what I didn’t say out loud was that I didn’t think there was anything that could make Fatima Adebaya feel uncomfortable.


I picked at my after-school snack, still feeling low. The first day of school is usually the best day ever, but today felt off. Maybe it was because I was still thinking about Cheese.


The sound of my mom getting home from work made us all lift our heads. Dad was always happy when she got home, but today his smile was extra big. When she came into the kitchen, she and Dad made eye contact. They were doing that thing where parents are talking right in front of you without saying a word. She raised an eyebrow, and he pursed his lips with a half-hidden smile.


“Hi, Mom,” I said suspiciously. She hadn’t even said hello to me yet!


“Hello, Ethan,” she said. “I’m glad you’re here. Your father and I have something we want to talk to you about.”


If it wasn’t for their smiles, I would feel anxious thinking they knew something about Cheese—even though there was nothing to know now that Cheese was gone. But still, they were acting weird. I was afraid they were going to tell me something they thought was exciting but wasn’t, like a family trip to a cabin with no Wi-Fi. But it was the first day of school. There was no way we were going on vacation any time soon.


“Yeah?” I said slowly.


They exchanged another look, smiling. Then my mom reached into her purse. She pulled something out, placed it on the counter, and scooted it across to me.


“Well, you’re getting older. And you proved to be so responsible over the summer, helping Mrs. McGee and all.”


Boy, if they only knew what I was really doing over the summer.


“So, your father and I have decided to get you a cell phone!”


I thought I was hearing things. I remembered very clearly asking them for a phone like a billion times last year and being told no a billion times in return. But now here they were smiling at me and sitting on the counter between us was a new cell phone.


“Is this a trick?” I said, not yet daring to reach for the phone. “Are you pranking me?”


“No, Ethan,” my dad said. “We’ve been talking about it for a while now, and we think you’ve shown a lot of maturity with the Create Space. And after everything that happened in the neighborhood this summer, we want to make sure you have what you need to be safe and to be able to call us if you need us.”


Using his index finger, my dad inched the phone toward me.


I slowly reached for the brand-new phone, picking it up and examining it.


“We know it isn’t the most advanced thing in the world, but it’s something,” my mom said.


“No, it’s perfect,” I said. And I meant it. Having a phone at all was amazing. Besides, I could always try my own special upgrades if I ever got the itch.


“There’s one condition,” my mom said. Her eyebrows arched.


“Okay …”


“You can’t turn this into one of your experiments.”


“Huh?”


“Ethan, you have turned everything from blenders to calculators into random inventions.” My dad laughed. “And we love your curious spirit. But you absolutely, positively, 100 percent cannot turn this phone into something else. I don’t care if it’s an invention that would carry our house to the Moon, you understand?”
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