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For anybody who’s ever felt like they’re not enough

and

for Aunt Tricia, who’d be fast friends with Gran
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CHAPTER 1



SWEAT TRICKLING DOWN my neck, I eased the old café door open and a blast of AC hit my face. It was like stepping off Venus and onto Pluto.

My backpack chose that moment to fall off my shoulder. I’d forgotten to zip it again, and books and pencils tumbled out. The alarm clock I’d been taking apart landed below a table near me. Beep! Beep! Beep! I scrambled after it and ripped the remaining wires apart to turn it off. I still hadn’t figured out how it all went back together.

Hopefully, Mr. Millson hadn’t heard it. If he was in a bad mood…

I spotted the small brown bottle rolling away from me and lunged after it. I didn’t want him seeing that, for sure.

At the counter, Mama handed Mrs. Blackburn her usual plain Earl Grey tea (blech). Mama popped the register drawer shut with her hip. “I hope Laurie gets that promotion,” she told Mrs. Blackburn.

“Thank you, dear.” Mrs. Blackburn picked up her purse. “She’s a hard worker. Just like you.”

“Is Mr. Millson here?” I hissed to Mama, stuffing things back into my backpack.

Her eyes flashed.

That was a yes. Lava testing would have to wait.

Once everything was back in my backpack, I dragged myself to the tall stool in the corner behind the main counter. The stool was gummy with years of grime. It had a broken rung I couldn’t fix, and a folded napkin I’d wedged under one leg so it wouldn’t wobble.

Unfortunately, this was my stool. Mr. Millson, who owned the café and was Mama’s boss, let me stay with her after school, but only if I sat right here. It was like being banished to Mercury, the most boring planet in the solar system, because it was just a big rock.

“Well, hello, Miss Saffron.” Mrs. Blackburn waved her bony hand at me.

“Hi, Mrs. Blackburn.” I flopped my planet encyclopedia open on the narrow strip of counter next to me, scooting aside a small, dusty spice rack. How much longer would Mr. Millson stay? I glanced behind Mama to the kitchen. Now I could see him—he was unpacking a box of paper cups. I reached up to make sure my bone-anchored hearing aid was screwed into my skull all the way. It helped me hear better on my right side, but not so much for things that were far away. So from the front door, I couldn’t see or hear Mr. Millson.

“How is the volcano coming, dear?” Mrs. Blackburn had seen me working on it yesterday.

“It’s ready.” I’d spent the last three weeks watching every elephant toothpaste video I could find online, so I’d know the perfect way to design my volcano. The inside had a wide base but a narrow top, so the lava would shoot straight up. “Epic” was an understatement for how the eruption was going to be. “I just need to test the lava. My mom even got me some potassium iodide online. It makes more foam than yeast does.” With a glance at the back, I pulled the small brown bottle out of my backpack. “See?”

Mrs. Blackburn looked at Mama. “Oh. Well. That was nice of you.”

“No, not Mama. Mimi. My other mom.”

“Oh.” Mrs. Blackburn chuckled. “I always forget you have two. Don’t mind this old lady; I don’t think I’ll ever catch up.”

Mama smiled politely as Mrs. Blackburn left.

“Saffron,” Mama hissed as soon as the bells on the door jingled. “Why was that bottle in your backpack? I thought you and Mimi were going to work on your lava at home tonight.”
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“Well, yeah. I just… wanted to show my teacher,” I said. “Besides, I don’t need Mimi’s help. I can test it here, by myself. Just a teensy, tiny bit, and after Mr. Millson leaves. The Project Showcase is next week.”

“It sounds messy. I think it’s best if you wait.” Mama stepped closer. “And watch your volume when you ask whether Mr. Millson is here.”

“Sorry,” I said. I didn’t want to get Mama in trouble. I just wanted to be able to do things. Another fun fact about Mercury? It was either really hot or really cold. Just like the café. When Mr. Millson was here, I felt frozen and trapped. But when he was gone, and it was just me and Mama and customers, it felt warm and cozy.

Mama pushed my short, snarly red hair back from the implanted screw behind my right ear. “He’s leaving soon,” she whispered.

The door jingled again then, and Mama went to help the customer.

I went back to my book. The Biggest Space Book Ever was full of cool facts about our solar system. Without it, I wouldn’t have known that it rained diamonds on Uranus and Neptune. Or that Uranus smelled like farts. (Seriously.)

But my favorite planet was Venus. It was covered with volcanoes and lava rivers, and it rained sulfuric acid. It was the most exciting planet in our solar system, and my volcano would fit right in.

My “lava” only had three ingredients. I’d already grabbed the bottle of hydrogen peroxide from the first aid kit yesterday, and hidden it behind the spices. And now I had the potassium iodide. I set them side by side on the counter next to me. The last ingredient I needed was dish soap.

Mama was restocking the glass case full of stale pastries. (The ones she made at home were way better, but Mr. Millson wouldn’t let her sell them here.) I watched her load in a tray of croissants, and then I saw it: Behind her, under the sink, was an extra bottle of clear dish soap.

“I’m taking off, Emily.” Mr. Millson strode out. He saw me just as I made it back to my spot. “And you. Stay on that stool. The last thing we need is a child getting in the way. What are you doing with those?” He pointed to my lava ingredients.

The frozen feeling took over my body. “Uh…”

He squinted at the bottles, then humphed. “I don’t violate child labor laws. No cleaning. You stay on that stool.”

He thought they were cleaning products.

I nodded.

Mama took a deep breath. “Ed. I wonder if you’ve had time to consider what I suggested yesterday, about selling some fresh-baked chocolate chip cookies? Muffins from scratch? I’ve been trying out new recipes for…”

Mama and Mr. Millson had some version of this argument once a week. Mama loved baking, and everybody knew that the pastries here were just from the grocery store’s freezer section. Mama thought he should do other things to increase business too. But Mr. Millson wanted to save money. He thought people just needed time to come back after the pandemic. That hadn’t been the right strategy at the last café Mama had worked at, though. It had closed six months ago, and now we were stuck here, because it was the only café left in Cedar Springs, Iowa, where we lived.

With another humph (he was good at those), Mr. Millson finally stormed out the front door.

I felt myself begin to thaw. I hated that Mr. Millson was Mama’s boss. I hated that she had to work here.

I also hated that I had to come here after school. Mr. Millson made me feel as small as bacteria. But despite what he (and maybe also the kids at school) thought, I wasn’t just a mess-maker. I was a scientist. And someday, I was going to win a Nobel Prize. Or maybe I’d just go to a really fancy college.

Something.

And I was starting with a blue ribbon at the Project Showcase.

Mama was now playing peekaboo with the toddler of a friend who’d just come in.

I didn’t have my volcano here, and Mama wanted me to wait. But I could at least mix the hydrogen peroxide and dish soap here at the café. That part wasn’t really a chemical reaction—as in, nothing would happen. It wasn’t until you added the potassium iodide that the huge snake of boiling-hot foam would happen.

On the counter next to me, I poured some hydrogen peroxide into a glass jar. It wasn’t the same perfect shape as my volcano, but this was just a test. I squirted in a bunch of dish soap. With a wooden spoon I stirred.

I stared at the bottle of potassium iodide. It looked so lonely.

Mama was still chatting with the woman and her toddler.

I should have put a lid on the jar. I should have waited for Mimi to help me at home.

But the circuit connecting those thoughts to my hands must’ve shorted.

Because I was already tipping the bottle of potassium iodide into the jar.

The liquid fizzled. And then… it grew.

Orange foam built so fast that it shot straight up. I scrambled off my stool, barely rescuing my space book in time.

“Saffron!” Mama shouted.

The foam didn’t stop. It formed a mushroom-shaped cloud as it gathered in the air above the jar. Then the mushroom splattered onto the walls and back down onto the counter, as more and more and more foam kept coming up out of the jar. Heat radiated out from the chaos, steam rising to the ceiling.

Now, this was lava.

“Wow,” I breathed.

But someone grabbed my arm.

Mr. Millson’s eyes bulged, his face inches from mine. “What have you done?”
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CHAPTER 2



OH NO. “I—I’ll clean it up—”

He must’ve forgotten his coat or something.

The foam was slowing down now. It looked like puffy orange clouds had taken over the entire corner, even my stool. Dark yellow patches were left behind on the walls.

Using his free hand, Mr. Millson scrubbed at the wall with a rag. The yellow didn’t come off.

“Emily!” he roared.

I pulled at my arm. He was holding it so tight, it hurt.

Mama rushed to us, eyes boiling like magma. “Let go of her.”

Mr. Millson dropped my arm roughly. Only then did we notice that the few customers in the café were all watching. One guy had his phone out and was filming.

“In the back,” Mr. Millson growled.

Closing the door behind us, he glared at me, then turned to Mama. “I did you a favor, letting her stay here with you. That wall is ruined. This is the most troublesome child I’ve ever known!”

Mama’s jaw clenched. “We will pay for the damage. And I sincerely apologize for it. But don’t touch my daughter, and don’t yell at her. If you have a problem, come see me.”

My teeth began to chatter. I wasn’t sure whether to be scared of Mr. Millson or in awe of Mama.

“This”—he pointed at me—“isn’t working out. Find another job.”

Mr. Millson spent the next ten minutes hovering over us as we gathered our stuff. He didn’t even want us to stay to clean up the mess. He scooted us out the back door with a growl. “Expect a bill in the mail.”

The door slammed. The icy feeling spread, sliding down my spine, even though the September air was so humid that it should have been thawing me right out. Feelings didn’t obey the laws of physics.

Mama put an arm around me. Her eyes were far away. She hadn’t been happy working here, but obviously, not having a job at all was much worse.

She took a deep breath. “When Mimi and I tell you to wait, we have good reasons.”

I swallowed and nodded.

“Mimi and I are going to discuss how you can work to pay for this.”

I nodded again.

“But no one gets to treat you like that,” she sighed. “This is for the best.”

“He should have fired me,” I whispered.

But Mama stroked my hair. “We’re a package deal, kiddo. That’s what family is.”

I hugged her harder. “I’m really, really sorry.”

“I know, sweetie.” She rubbed circles on my back as we made for the car. “I know.”



“She’s only ten.” Mimi ran a hand through her razor-short, bleached-blond hair. She was still sweaty from her evening run. “We can’t leave her——alone——you find a new job.”

I lay at the top of the stairs in my pink plaid pj’s, toothpaste stinging my tongue. If I watched, and pushed my left ear toward them, I could just barely understand what my moms were saying in the kitchen.

“Well, she can’t——at a construction site with you,” Mama said.

“No,” Mimi agreed. A cupboard creaked open. “——smart and——bored. She needs an outlet for her energy, and——wasn’t getting that at the café. Maybe we——d try sports again.”

An outlet for my energy. That was what Mimi always said. But it wasn’t what other people called it. My teacher last year said I was “all over the place” and that I “just needed to focus.” The other kids at school told me to “calm down” and gave me weird looks. They asked why I liked space so much. (As if the answer wasn’t obvious?)

“I let her do all those projects,” Mama was saying. “The crystal growing? The homemade slime? I can’t keep her busy enough. And Ed expected her to just——t on a stool for three hours every day.”

Mimi brushed Mama’s pale cheek with her thumb. “How are you doing?”

“Mixed.” Mama sighed. “Ed was a terrible boss. But I’ll——the customers. And how am I gonna earn the money to open my own café now? We were so close.”

That was what Mama wanted. She’d been talking about it for years.

A cell phone buzzed. Then Mimi started the water in the sink, and I couldn’t hear anything else.

Sitting up, I squeezed my knees to my chest. I’d made a huge mess. And not just the walls at the café; walls could be fixed. I couldn’t fix Mama losing her job. I couldn’t buy her her own café.

The water stopped, and I scooted down another step to see better.

Mama was on the phone, her back to me. “Mom, slow down.”

It was Gran!

Gran was the coolest person in the world. She dressed like a rainbow had exploded next to her, and she was always trying new things, like skiing or basket weaving. I hadn’t seen her in person since before the pandemic, but she video chatted with us a lot. Gran owned a coffee shop near San Francisco, where Granpy had been friends with tons of scientists from the NASA center near them. I’d wanted to visit again for a long time, and not just to see Gran. The coffee shop was in Silicon Valley, where people appreciated scientists.

Probably nobody like Mr. Millson lived there.

“Six months?” Mama said into the phone.

I scooted down another step, poking my face between two of the stair rails.

“Mom, Jess and I have jobs here. Well, Jess does. And Saffron has school. We can’t just—” Mama paused. “What about Toby?”

Mimi held out her hands, palms up, and shook them—the sign for “what” in American Sign Language—to Mama, to ask what was going on.
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Mama covered the phone with her hand, whispering, and Mimi’s eyes got round like moon craters. She started whispering back. I couldn’t hear any of it.

I slid down another step.

“Yeah, I’m still here,” Mama finally said into the phone. “It sounds like you’ve thought a lot about this. I can’t make any promises, but I’ll talk with Jess… Bye, Mom. Love you too.” She put down her phone, eyes as big as Mimi’s.

I was already at the bottom of the stairs. “What’s going on?”

My moms’ eyes were still locked on each other.

Mimi shook her head. “I knew this would happen one day.”

“Jess,” Mama pleaded. And her face, now that I could see it better, was… happy. “This is perfect timing! I could talk her into passing the café to me. I wouldn’t have to start from scratch.”

“You don’t know that,” Mimi said. “And the café in question is in California. I thought we wanted to stay in Iowa.”

I felt like a satellite in their orbit. “Would somebody please tell me what’s going on?”

Mimi held out an arm, and I ran to her. “Gran wants us to come to California for six months. She had another manager quit last-minute, and wants Mama to run the coffee shop while Gran is gone.”

“Why?”

“You know your Gran is always taking up new hobbies, especially since Granpy passed,” Mama said. “Her latest hobby is painting, and she wants to go on an intensive art cruise.” She sat down. “Actually, she’s going on the cruise. It’s six months long, and already booked.”

“So, are we gonna go? To California?”

“Well, you have school, Saff,” Mimi said. “We don’t want you to get behind. And I have a job here too.”

I glanced at Mama. She wanted this. Wanted to go to California.

And suddenly I knew how I could fix everything.

I shook my head at Mimi. “Didn’t you say your project was almost done? The house you’ve been working on?”

“Well, yes, but—”

“And they have school in California.” I folded my arms, swallowing any doubts I had. Six months was a long time, but what would school in Silicon Valley be like? They’d probably have science every day. And maybe the other kids would love space too, instead of giving me funny looks when I talked about the volcanoes on Venus or the rings around Saturn.

“Oh, wait!” Mama frowned. “What about your volcano, though? You can’t miss the Project Showcase.”

No Project Showcase? My lava had been a disaster, of course, but I could still figure out how to make it safer. Maybe use less of something. I pictured my blue ribbon on my bedroom wall. Proof that I didn’t always mess things up. Proof that I was a scientist.

But then I remembered Mama standing up to Mr. Millson today. Even after I’d made the biggest mess of my life. Even though I’d gotten her fired. If we went to California for six months, maybe Mama could earn the rest of the money she needed to start her own café. I could fix this.

“I’ll bring it with me. Maybe I can use it for a project there.”

“Sweetheart.” Mama took me by the shoulders. “I know the volcano is a big deal to you.”

“I’ll be fine, Mama.” I turned to Mimi, hooking arms with Mama. “We both want to go.”

She blew out a sigh. “I love your mom,” she told Mama. “But you know I’m not a fan of Silicon Valley.”

My heart sank. Why didn’t Mimi like Silicon Valley?

“I get that she’s in a bind, though,” Mimi continued, running a hand back through her hair. “And I have to admit, the timing works.” Her eyes bored into Mama’s. “Six months. That’s all.”

“Really?” Mama did a happy dance.

“Yay!” I ran to Mimi and hugged her, and Mama hugged the two of us.

“It’s a Saffron sandwich!” Mama giggled.

Mimi’s lips twitched up into a smile. “You two had better not make me regret this.”

“It’s only for six months, Mimi.” I grinned up at her.

But I hoped I wouldn’t regret it either.
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CHAPTER 3



THREE DAYS LATER, our car turned off the last freeway. I rubbed sleep out of my eyes and pressed my face against the window.

Pillows and blankets were piled next to me. My volcano had the place of honor at the top, and The Biggest Space Book Ever sat right underneath it.

I screwed my hearing aid back in and waited for the start-up jingle to finish. Then I tapped Mama’s shoulder. “What’s that?” I pointed to a white car with a dome of gray glass on top.

“Huh?” Mama had been driving for the past three hours. Her eyes had smears of purple below them, but she smiled. “That’s a self-driving car. We didn’t have them when I was growing up here, but Gran told me about them.”

The car didn’t have a driver? I watched, waiting for it to bump into another car or run a red light, but it didn’t.

“Anything look familiar yet?” Mama asked.

I shook my head. It had been four whole years since we’d been here to visit Gran.
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