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Chapter 1
Fufu for Dinner 


			“Ayana Alice Ndoum, close that book and come set the table for dinner, please!”

			This was not the first time Mommy had called Ayana to the table. The Secret Library was just too good to put down. So, once again, Ayana pretended not to hear her. She curled up tight on her beanbag chair and kept reading. 

			She wouldn’t be able to resist forever. The smell of okra stew wafted up the staircase—a simmering swirl of rich, peanuty tomato sauce with chicken. Ayana’s stomach growled. It was her favorite dinner. 

			“Yana?” said a small voice from behind her. The beanbag shifted as her little brother, Joel, climbed up onto it. He was four years old and basically a wrecking ball of energy. There would be no more reading once he had his way.

			Ayana laughed and reached for her bookmark. She set the book aside just as Joel flopped down on top of her, demanding snuggles. He was like a paperweight and a wriggling octopus, all at once. She kissed his little forehead.

			“Yana, din-din,” he said.

			“Ah, Mommy sent in backup,” Ayana answered. She might be able to resist her mother’s call, but she could never resist Joel. He could be super annoying, but he was also very cute and her favorite person in the whole world.

			“Din-din,” he repeated.

			“You hungry?” Ayana asked. “Me too.”

			“Okra stew!” Joel crowed. “And fufu!”

			“Whoa, fufu? Not just rice or potatoes?” Ayana twisted her way out from under her brother. “Why didn’t you say so?”

			Okra stew with fufu was beyond delicious—it was the greatest meal in the world. A ball of fufu looked very much like a scoop of mashed potatoes, but with a firmer texture. You didn’t eat it with a spoon or fork. Instead, you pulled off a piece with your fingers and used it to scoop up some stew. It felt soft like Play-Doh, and it tasted wonderful!

			Ayana leaped to her feet and raced to the stairs. 

			She darted into the kitchen. Mommy was standing by the stove with a frown on her face. She was mixing cassava flour with hot water to make the fufu, then pounding the ingredients together in a saucepan with a wooden spoon. It was hard to tell what was making Mommy frown—the fufu or the fact that Ayana had not come when she called.

			Ayana quickly grabbed some silverware and got out of the way.

			Mommy didn’t make fufu very often because it took a lot of work. You had to mix the flour and hot water for a long time. It made your arms very tired! Cooking rice or boiling potatoes was much easier.

			Ayana laid four place settings out. She set hot pads for the stewpot and the fufu bowl in the center. Then she filled four water glasses and carried them carefully to the table.

			“Something smells delicious up here,” Daddy’s voice boomed from the basement stairwell. A moment later, the basement door swung open. Their father appeared, and Joel and Ayana both started laughing. 

			Daddy climbed up the last few stairs very casually, sliding both hands into his pockets. He was carrying a basket full of clean laundry . . . on his head.

			He ducked slightly to get through the doorway. Once he was in the kitchen, he stood up tall. The ceiling was just high enough that the laundry didn’t touch it.

			“What?” Daddy asked, pretending to be confused. He looked left. He looked right. The laundry basket turned with him. “Is there a problem?” He patted his chest, then his cheeks. “Did I miss a button? Do I have something on my . . . face?”

		[image: ]

	“On your head!” Joel chortled. He ran in a delighted circle.

			Ayana rolled her eyes, fighting back her smile. Daddy loved to carry things on his head. He had learned to do it when he was a child, living in Cameroon, West Africa. Ayana was very used to his antics, but Joel thought it was new and hilarious every time.

			Daddy pointed upward. “On my head? What? Where? I don’t feel anything . . .”

			Joel grabbed the tissue box from the kitchen counter and put it on his head. It immediately fell off. He picked it up and tried again. He was laughing too hard and wriggling too much to make it work.

			“You have to stand still,” Ayana told him. “Straighten your back.” She held the tissue box above her own head, modeling how to carry it. 

			She successfully balanced the tissue box for a moment, but when she tried to take a step, it slid off. She caught it with her arm.

			“Want some help?” Daddy asked. 

			“No,” Ayana declared. She had been trying for a long time to master the art of carrying things on her head. She knew she was close to getting it totally right. She had to be. “The tissue box is too soft. I need something firmer, like a book,” she decided. A hardcover book was the thing she could carry longest, but she’d left her book upstairs. “Maybe a plate!”

			The fufu platter was nice and flat, Ayana realized. It was already piled with fufu balls. She reached for it. “This is perfect!”

			“Hang on, I worked hard on that fufu.” Mommy swiped the platter back. “If anyone’s going to send it sliding to the floor, it will be me!” She plopped the fufu platter on top of her head. She let go of it with one hand but held on with the other. Then she danced her way to the table. 

			Daddy danced forward to meet her, still carrying the laundry on his head. They met and did their family high five, smacking hands several times as they chanted: “Up high, down low, side to side, boogie-boogie.” They linked arms and twirled in a happy circle. 
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