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For the quiet girls who have the loudest minds and the boldest dreams

—E. C.

For Milo

—T. W.

For Zoey. I hope you’ll always be just as curious as Ada.

—R. K.




Chapter One

GOOD-BYE WITH A SIDE OF BACON



Ada was sick of sitting. She was sick of the cast on her leg. She was sick of watching the world go by without her. She should be outside, exploring the neighborhood and researching the local wildlife, but she was stuck inside. And it was her own fault.
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Their first week in San Francisco, Ada had attempted a bungee jump from a eucalyptus tree in the park. It was a jump she could have made with no bungee. The bungee was capable of stretching 50 percent of its length with her attached to it, but the branch was barely high enough to make the line taut. It was a careless mistake.

While Ada was brooding, her mom came in.

“Do you think you might come have breakfast with me before I go?” her mother asked.

“I guess so. I was hoping we could skip the good-bye part,” said Ada.

“I’ll only be gone for a few days,” said Ada’s mom. “These artists need a little bit of handholding. They aren’t as tough as you are. I’ll be back in time for your first day at school.”

Ada attempted a smile and, on her crutches, followed her mom down the stairs only to be nearly flattened by her brother, Elliott, outside the kitchen. He was wearing an eyepatch and a vest. A stuffed parrot hung lamely from his shoulder. Ada had been reading Treasure Island with Elliott. Now Elliott was determined to find buried treasure. Until then he was dressing the part.

“Easy there, mate,” said Ada’s mom. “You almost capsized your sister.”

“Yarr!” said Elliott. “That’s ‘Captain’ to you. Get that straight, lady, or you’ll walk the plank!”

“Tone it down, Elliott, or you’ll spend the weekend in your room,” said Ms. Lace.

“Sorry, me lady,” said Elliott.

“Do I have to make you swab the poop deck, Elliott?” asked Mr. Lace. He placed a plate of French toast in front of Ada. It had crossed eyes.

“Thanks, Pop,” said Ada. It was hard to stay grumpy around her dad.

“This blasted parrot won’t sit!” said Elliott.

“You need to secure his tail feathers.” Ada wrapped the string around the parrot’s tail and feet then tied it. “That requires a square knot. What you had was a granny.”

“Arrgh! There ye be, Ruffles. Good bird,” said Elliott.
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“Ada, do you remember that lady we met at the farmer’s market? Glenda?” asked Ada’s mom. “Her daughter’s about your age. They live over on Polymer Street. You should get together with her.”

“And do what, jump rope?” said Ada, looking down at her cast.

“Very funny,” said Ada’s mom. “How about you have her over?”

Ada shrugged. She wasn’t in the mood to entertain.

“It would give you a head start on being the new kid,” said Ada’s mom. She stood, stuffing one last piece of bacon in her mouth. “Just think about it. I’ll leave the phone number.”

“Kay,” said Ada. Her mom gave her a kiss on the cheek. Ms. Lace hugged her husband and her son and collected her bags.

“Bon voyage!” yelled Elliott. “Bring me back some gold!”

Ada’s mom squatted beside Ada’s chair. “Cheer up, sweet pea. You’ll be the queen of Juniper Garden before you know it.”




Chapter Two

JUNIPER GARDEN



After her mom left, Ada returned to her room to unpack the last few boxes. As she opened the first one, she was lost in a sea of memories. In it were soil samples, rocks, and some pressed leaves from the woods by her old house in West Virginia. The whole box smelled like West Virginia. There was also last year’s science project, which she’d worked on with her friend Anna. Anna and Ada had been partners in everything. They’d had a pet-sitting business together, and they had been three-legged race partners on field day. They had even placed first and second in the spelling bee. Most important, they had always been science project partners. Everyone called them A&A, but they called themselves A2.
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Ada gazed out her window at her new neighborhood. The back of her family’s town house faced a common area shared by a circle of small apartment buildings and other town houses. There was a fountain in the center of the courtyard. Elliott was in the middle of a fierce foam sword fight with his new friend Jack, a kid who lived on Polymer. To her left, Jacob Swift was on his patio filling his bird feeders and hanging a big blob of fatty suet for the woodpeckers. Jacob was one of the first neighbors Ada and her family had met. He was dressed for work. He probably works for some cool tech company, she thought.

Next to Jacob’s building was a brick building. Ada had seen an older man with orangey-brown coveralls walking out of it the other day, but she hadn’t met him yet. To the right of his building was an alleyway that led to a street on the other side of Juniper Garden. To the right of the alley were five more buildings that curved around the courtyard, and another small driveway with metal gates. Ada looked over at Jacob’s patio again. A bunch of birds had gathered around the feeder. There were finches of different colors and a lot of sparrows. She saw Jacob standing at his back door, smiling. From the apartment two floors above him, Jeanie Frances watched too.

A squirrel came and muscled out the birds. Then a little Yorkshire terrier ran from the ground floor apartment at the far right side of Juniper Garden. The dog barked and barked and scared every living thing away. The terrier’s owner, Ms. Reed, came out of her apartment chattering on her phone. She talked so loudly, Ada could make out every word.

“I know,” Ms. Reed said. “They have no business putting something that expensive on the registry. . . .”

The man in coveralls came out the back door of the building next to Jacob’s. Mr. Coveralls bent down and whistled, holding his hand out toward Ms. Reed’s dog, which trotted over to him.

“MARGUERITE!” Ms. Reed yelled. The dog romped happily back to her owner. Ms. Reed let her inside. The man in the coveralls looked disappointed.

Jacob came back outside with a leather case and a newspaper. He handed Mr. Coveralls his paper with a friendly nod, then walked down the alley that led to Polymer Street. Mr. Coveralls headed back inside. A few minutes later Jeanie came down dressed in wide-legged trousers and carrying a blue case. She looked like she could work at the gallery where Ada’s mom was the curator.

Ada instantly felt lonely thinking about her mom. Ms. Lace was away meeting a new artist, which wasn’t unusual. But did she have to go so soon after the move? It was hard enough being in a new place with Mom at home and with a healthy leg.

Ada hobbled over to the bookshelf and pulled out a book about Charles Darwin’s Galapagos journey. It had a bunch of his field notes in it. She sat back by the window and tried to read but couldn’t focus because her foot itched. She grabbed a pencil and tried to scratch it, but the pencil wasn’t long enough. She picked up a ruler from her desk, but the ruler was too thick to fit inside the cast. The itch grew and spread! It danced up and down her leg. Ada searched desperately around her room for the right tool.

On the shelf above her desk, Hydrogen and Oxygen, her two pet turtles, were having a slow tug-of-war with a carrot. Next to their tank she spotted an old radio antenna that she had rescued from the trash. She hoisted herself up on a crutch and reached up for the shelf. Her fingertips just touched the antenna, but it rolled away from her and down behind the desk. The itch itched more. It tickled. It burned! She knew it was really just a feedback loop in her neurons, but that didn’t make it less annoying.
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