
[image: Sunny Parker Is Here to Stay, by Margaret Finnegan.]




[image: Sunny Parker Is Here to Stay, by Margaret Finnegan. Atheneum Books for Young Readers. New York | London | Toronto | Sydney | New Delhi.]






This one is for you, Mom

—M. F.
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On the day I got cursed, I was zooming around the Del Mar Garden Apartments, testing out the new brakes on my bike. The testing was totally unnecessary; Dad’s repairs are top-notch. But you can’t spend a month begging someone to fix something and then shrug it off when they finally do. You need to bring the sunshine. So I was sunshining all over the place.

The Del Mar is shaped like a giant rubber band, with all the units facing a central courtyard. On one end of the courtyard, there’s a lawn lined with trees. On the other end, there’s a lawn with no trees. And in the middle of the courtyard, there’s a little building for doing laundry and picking up mail, and across from that is a little play area. That’s where I was: right between the laundry building and the play area.

Suddenly, the laundry building door flung open, and out stepped Sourpuss Scanlon.

She moved toward me like a tortoise on a mission. On her bent head shone the evil white roots of her evil white hair.

I skidded to a stop (Oh, the brakes worked, all right!). Fast as could be, I jerked my bike around and sped to the parking lot. If Sourpuss Scanlon talks to you, you’re cursed. You can’t say a single word until someone says, “Paprika, paprika, paprika.” And since my best friend, Haley Michaels, stayed at her grandma’s during the day, I could not afford that. Who would “paprika-paprika-paprika” me?

It was a weekday, so the parking lot was quiet. The working-people cars were at work. The old-lady cars were in their spaces. And the car-seated cars were taking a nap because—as Mrs. Garcia says—“When the baby sleeps, the smart mom rests.” But I could hear the traffic on the boulevard, with its three lanes in each direction and its hum of cars racing past the Del Mar’s brown aluminum siding and firm-but-fair NO SOLICITING sign.

It’s against the rules to play in the parking lot because cars could splat your brains out (duh), and that was a rule I did not usually break. So it was with a shiver of excitement that I realized now how smooth the asphalt was. I could turn lazy figure eights with just two fingers on the handlebars.

But as fun as that was, the worry cells in my brain started to blare, Warning! Warning! They knew that the longer I stayed out there, the more likely some mom would see me from her window and squeal to my dad. Then he wouldn’t think I was bringing the sunshine. He’d think I was asking for trouble.

I headed back to the courtyard, crossing my fingers that Sourpuss was gone.

But no. There she was, her keys held straight in front of her, shuffling toward me in her pink bedroom slippers. I braked again, hard, and swerved into a tree. With a fwump, my bottom slid forward onto the top bar of my bike. “Ow, ow, ow!” I yelled. “Right in the fanny!”

“What kind of language is that?”

A chill fell over me.

Sourpuss Scanlon had raised her little turtle head and was glaring right at me. “Why are you abusing that tree? That tree has been here longer than you’ve been alive.”

I stared at Sourpuss Scanlon, frozen, my mouth wide.

“Well?” she said. “Say something.”

But if you speak while you’re cursed by Sourpuss Scanlon, you’ll be dead in twenty-four hours. I’m not making that up. Once, a boy at the Del Mar Garden Apartments spoke after Sourpuss Scanlon said something to him, and the next day, he died. If you wander our complex at night, you might see his ghost. (That’s why, if I ever had to go outside when it was dark, I kept my eyes on the ground.)

“Say something,” she repeated.

My mouth defrosted just enough to snap shut.

Sourpuss Scanlon’s beady eyes were locked onto mine, a deep frown wrinkling her forehead. “I’ll be talking to your father.”

Not every kid would have believed that. The Del Mar has three stories and sixty-four modern and attractive units; Sourpuss Scanlon can’t possibly know which adult every kid belongs to. But she knows that I belong to my dad because my dad is both the manager and handyman. If someone’s toilet gets plugged, or if their ceiling drips, or if their oven breaks, my dad is the person they call. So everybody knows him, and that means everybody knows me.

All I could do now was wait for Sourpuss Scanlon to move on. When she did, I rested my bike on the grass and took a seat on the concrete steps leading up to Haley’s apartment. She wouldn’t be home for hours, not until her parents got off work and picked her up from her grandma’s. But what choice did I have? I needed that “paprika-paprika-paprika” magic.

To make matters worse, Haley and Sourpuss Scanlon both lived between the laundry building and the parking lot. So there was a good chance I’d run into the old turtle-head again before Haley got home. Then what would happen? Would I get double cursed? What would a double curse do?

I was waiting on the steps, trying not to worry too much about getting double cursed, when Mrs. Garcia and AJ walked by. “Well, if it isn’t Sunny Parker,” said Mrs. Garcia. “It’s only the first day of summer vacation! You bored already?”

I shook my head. How could anyone be bored on the first day of summer vacation? I was, at most, maybe only half-bored.

“Want to come for a walk?” Mrs. Garcia asked.

I do love a Garcia walk, and during the school year I’m usually too busy to tag along. But Mrs. Garcia wouldn’t understand why I wasn’t talking, since adults don’t know about the curse. Telling them causes seven years of bad luck. I shook my head again.

A little later, Mrs. Garcia’s daughter, Izzy, walked by in her Yum Burger uniform. She’s sixteen—two years older than AJ—so she’s not technically an adult. But she insists the curse is fake and refuses to say, “Paprika, paprika, paprika.” No use bothering with her.

Finally, my dad found me. He said, “What the heck, Sunny? Mrs. Scanlon told me you rode into a tree. The brakes still not working?” His blue eyes were bright with disbelief. He knew as well as I did that that couldn’t be true.

My mouth pulled downward. It burned me up that Sourpuss Scanlon hadn’t wasted one minute in telling my dad. I wanted to spill everything, but I remembered the curse just in time. So instead I jumped up, grabbed my bike from the lawn, and gave him a smiling thumbs-up.

“Well… just be careful.” He looked up at the sky. It was going to be a scorcher—and it’s one of the great tragedies of the world that the Del Mar Garden Apartments does not have air-conditioning.

“Better yet,” he said, giving my shoulder a friendly pat, “start your chores before it gets too hot.”

I wilted and gave him a less enthusiastic thumbs-up.

My main job at the Del Mar is to take care of the laundry building. I empty the lint traps from the dryers, take out the trash, throw out uncollected catalogs and junk mail, and make sure the tile floor stays dry and clean. I also sweep the concrete in front of the building, since kids are always trudging sand from the play area onto it—and that can be dangerous for the residents. One time, there was a bunch of sand on the concrete and one of the seniors slipped. Dad had to call 9-1-1 and write an incident report for his boss. We were worried the woman would sue the city, the housing authority, the state, the federal government, and anyone else involved in running affordable housing complexes like ours. Luckily, she didn’t.

You know who would sue? Sourpuss Scanlon. You can bet money on that.

The other kids who live here—sometimes even Haley—ask me if I mind helping my dad. And the answer is nope. Dad and I are a team. Besides, I wasn’t named Sunny for no reason. My sunny disposition is what makes me who I am. That’s what Dad says, and I believe him (I guess that’s my sunny disposition in action).

But just because I don’t mind helping doesn’t mean I love my chores either. In fact, what with the curse, and Haley not being home, and Dad not even understanding that the first day of summer break is supposed to be about being half-bored and not about doing chores, I was feeling grouchy as I entered the laundry building and unlocked the maintenance room door. And I was feeling grouchier still as I went outside with the broom and felt the heat already rising from the pavement.

The play area was empty, a real graveyard. And once that word—“graveyard”—popped in my head, I couldn’t help thinking about the ghost boy. I wondered if maybe the ghost boy was nearby. What if he didn’t haunt only at night? What if he haunted all the time? Maybe it was him, not the wind, making one of the swings in the play area creak and sway. My legs turned to jelly at this thought, and I had to stop sweeping for a moment to get ahold of myself.

“What are you doing?”

The sudden voice made goose bumps prickle across my skin. I turned to find Minh. (Hallelujah! Not the ghost boy!) In a flash, I dropped the broom and pointed at my pinched lips.

Minh is nice enough for a nine-year-old. But he wasn’t being nice this time. He took a step back and shifted his weight from one long, skinny leg to the other. “Charades!” he said, pretending this was all a game and not a serious crisis of supernatural origin.

Fire shot out of my eyes as I dropped my hands to my hips.

“Fine. I get it.” He pointed a finger at the sky. “But in exchange for my help”—he looked around for some way to torment me—“you must cross the ring bars with your eyes closed.”

The ring bars hung from the faded climbing structure that—along with the swings—made the play area an actual play area and not just a sandbox. I swooped down and picked up the broom. Pointing the handle at him, I pretend-lunged toward his stomach.

His hands flew in the air. “Okay, okay! Paprika, paprika, paprika.”

Finally! My shoulders moved forward and backward as I loosened my jaw. “Phew. I thought I’d be stuck like that until Haley got home.” I gave him a little bow. “Thank you.”

Minh shrugged. “That’s okay. But I don’t know why you’re afraid of those ring bars. They’re not hard.”

“I’m not afraid,” I said, rolling my eyes. But my worry cells knew the truth. After all, what if I fell? I might break a million bones.

“They’re easy,” Minh said, and he sprinted to the climbing structure.

But just then, we heard the shuit, shuit, shuit of scuffling bedroom slippers. It could have been any of the older residents; they do love their bedroom slippers. But there was something a little scary and a little Scanlon-y about the shuffle of these bedroom slippers.

Whoosh! I ran back to the maintenance closet, leaving poor Minh to face Sourpuss alone. It was survival of the fittest; I had to focus on Sunny Parker. And what I knew about Sunny Parker in that moment was that she would live to see another day at the Del Mar Garden Apartments.
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A few days after the curse crisis, I went for a Neighbor Favor walk with Mrs. Garcia and AJ. That’s what I call a walk that Mrs. Garcia maps out based on something she learned from the phone app Neighbor Favor. Neighbor Favor tells you what’s going on in your neighborhood. People post for things like lost dogs, or if you can help yourself to one of the million zucchinis or (in this case) cherry tomatoes they’ve grown.

It was early in the morning—not even eight o’clock. But that’s summer for you. Mrs. Garcia says that if you’re going to walk, you need to get out before it’s sunburn time.

We were a few blocks from the Del Mar, right across from my favorite house. It’s one story, with a steep roof, shutters, and so many big trees that it stays shady all day. Some of our older residents say that most houses in this area used to be like that, but that over time, the littler homes were sold, torn down, and replaced with bigger, two-story ones.

I nodded at the house and made a confession. “When I was little, I used to hope that that house would be for sale for one penny, but that no one would know but me, so I could buy it for my dad.”

“That house is worth over a million dollars,” said Mrs. Garcia. “I saw it on Zillow. But I don’t know why you’d want it.” She pointed at one of the bigger houses. “This one is much nicer. On Google Earth, you can see its pool.”

She was holding AJ’s hand. AJ kept turning his head left and right and squinting because he doesn’t like to wear sunglasses, but he also doesn’t like it when things are too bright. AJ has something that makes it hard for him to communicate and connect with people. But he connects fine with me because we both have a passion for potato chips and detective shows. During the school year, right when I get home, we watch Law & Order together—even before I do my homework.

I told Mrs. Garcia that I didn’t care about the size of a house. “It’s just me and Dad, after all. And, I don’t know, it makes me think of a fairy tale.”

“But if you lived in the bigger house, you could go swimming every day. I say, if you’re going to dream, dream big: Pool. Jacuzzi.” Mrs. Garcia squeezed AJ’s hand. “You’d like a Jacuzzi, wouldn’t you, AJ?”

AJ dropped his head in a way that meant yes.

Together we walked past the old Monroe Elementary School. It closed a long time ago. Now people sneak in through the space in the locked gate and use the playground as a park. We turned one way, then another. We got to a four-way stop and looked down the block to see a police car parked under an oak tree.

As we watched, a shiny black SUV slowed mostly—but not all the way—to a stop at the sign. Then it continued on.

Whoop blared a siren, as the police car rushed out of its space and pulled over the SUV.

Mrs. Garcia shook her head. With her broad cheeks and clenched jaw that pushed her lips forward, she reminded me of Izzy.

She said, “Look at that, just waiting there for cars to roll through that stop. It’s not fair.” Then she shrugged. “But that car probably cost more than Mr. Garcia makes in a year. I guess they can afford it.”

I gasped as a happy hand waved at me from inside the car. “Hey,” I said, “I know her!” It was Lark. Lark was in fifth-grade band with Haley and me. We all play the clarinet. When we first met her, Haley and I thought she might be snooty because she’s tall and flowy and a little bit famous for having been in some production of The Nutcracker every year since first grade. Plus, at recess we used to see her hanging out with the pretty people, the ones who shop at the fancy mall and never seem to have a hair out of place.

But Lark is actually pretty cool. When I told her I was nervous about starting middle school in the fall, she said that she was too, and when I told her that my neighbor Izzy says some middle-schoolers can be mean, she said that at least we would never be mean. Then she gave me a Hershey’s Kiss that she’d hidden in her pocket.

I waved back and smiled. “She’s so nice.”

Another face appeared next to Lark’s. It was Lark’s twin, Chase. I lowered my hand. “But he’s not.”

His eyes met mine and he drew away from the window.

“Well,” said Mrs. Garcia. “What can you expect? Money breeds mean.”

I looked at Lark one last time as we walked away. “Really?”

“Sometimes.”

We crossed the street, turned a corner, and walked a little more. We reached the house with the cherry tomatoes. There was a big bushel of them right there on the sidewalk, with a sign that said, HELP YOURSELF.

Mrs. Garcia pulled two sacks out of the big purse she takes with her everywhere, and we both started scooping up handfuls of the tiny orange globes. When we finished, Mrs. Garcia popped a tomato in her mouth. Instantly, a stream of tomato juice shot out and hit me on my chin.

A barklike laugh erupted from the middle of AJ’s throat, and it was like a light shone through him, and that light was so toasty that it warmed us too.

We were all still feeling really good as we headed home, back past the police officer who’d ticketed Lark’s car. Now she was standing on the sidewalk, writing in a little notebook.

Mrs. Garcia slid her hand into her big purse and pulled out a few mini bags of potato chips. She handed one to me and one to AJ, and then she held out one for the officer, calling, “Hello! Thank you for your service.”

The woman looked up. She was Black, and she was wearing aviator sunglasses, the gold kind that make you look cool.

Mrs. Garcia waved the bag of chips. “These are for you.”

The officer’s mouth fell open, and her sunglasses started sliding down her face. She looked at the bag and shook her head, but anybody could see that she loved potato chips as much as AJ and I. “No, really. I couldn’t,” she said.

Mrs. Garcia pressed the bag into the officer’s hand. “Oh, take it. It’s one little bag.”

The officer nodded politely and accepted the bag with a small smile.

Mrs. Garcia raised her chin. “This is my neighbor Sunny. And this is my son, AJ.” She pointed her finger at AJ, who was looking up at the sky. “I would love you to get a good look at AJ. He doesn’t talk much, and he sometimes bolts when he gets scared or upset.”

Her eyes peered deep into the officer’s. “He would never hurt anyone. More likely, someone could hurt him.”

The officer lifted her sunglasses and rested them atop her head. She looked at AJ, keeping her eyes on his forehead, and I could tell that this officer was a good one. The last thing you want to do is look AJ in the eye; it can freak him out. She said, “I will remember you, AJ. And if you ever need my help, I’ll be here for you.”

She pulled a business card from her shirt pocket and handed it to Mrs. Garcia. “You call me if you need me.”

Mrs. Garcia’s shoulders had scooched up to her ears. Now they relaxed.

Mrs. Garcia read the card. She looked almost like she was about to cry. “Thank you, Officer Edwards.”

Officer Edwards lifted her chin in a nod. “That’s why I’m here.”

Usually, after Mrs. Garcia introduces AJ to anyone in law enforcement, she reminds him that he should never run from or ignore a police officer. She’ll say, “Even if you’ve bolted—especially if you’ve bolted—you need to stop and wait.”

But, for whatever reason, she wasn’t feeling too talkative as we headed home. We walked mostly in silence as AJ crinkled his potato chip bag, sometimes holding it up to his ear to enjoy the sound more.

When we got to the old Monroe school, we stopped to read an announcement that we hadn’t noticed the first time. It had the city seal and the housing authority logo on it, just like the envelopes Dad uses for work. But aside from the words “hearing,” “affordable housing,” and “community input,” I didn’t understand much of it.

“What’s it mean?” I asked Mrs. Garcia.

She sighed. “The city wants to tear down the school and build another affordable housing complex.”

“But that’s a good thing,” I said, confused by how bored she seemed.

“Oh, it is,” she agreed, sounding like she meant it. “But they’re not going to like it.”

“Who’s not going to like it?” I would like it. Everybody at the Del Mar would like it. People wait years before they can move into our complex. More housing would mean less waiting.

Mrs. Garcia just shook her head. “Just wait. You’ll see.”
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Minh was swinging across the ring bars when we got back to the Del Mar. His shaggy hair was combed, and he seemed suspiciously put together for summer vacation. So I said goodbye to AJ and Mrs. Garcia and went to see what was up.

When Minh saw me, his eyes grew big. He dropped to the ground and ran right over. “Sunny! I heard the ghost boy last night.”

“You did not.” A shiver ran through me anyway. Because what if he had heard the ghost boy?

“I did! He was screaming and crying. Both my sisters heard him too. They were so freaked out that my mom had to sit with them forever until they could go back to sleep.”

“You’re lying,” I said, but that shiver persisted.

“I’m not!” he insisted. “I’m surprised you didn’t hear him. He was loud.”

I lowered my head, remembering every other strange thing I’ve slept through. Hailstorms. Windstorms. Car accidents where eight million fire trucks and ambulances showed up. Fire alarms in the Del Mar Garden Apartments that ring across the courtyard and in the manager’s office, which is the front room of our own apartment. It didn’t matter that Minh lived only one floor up and a couple units over from me. If it had happened when I was sleeping, I definitely didn’t hear it.

“If you don’t believe me, ask my mom,” said Minh. “Although she’ll just tell you what she told me. ‘It’s none of our business.’ That’s adult-speak for ‘Don’t mess with things beyond the grave.’ ”

A horn sounded in the parking lot. We looked over to see the big white YMCA van that comes every summer and winter break to pick up the day campers. A couple of kids were already lined up, waiting. Minh dashed to the side of the laundry building and picked up a backpack.

“You’re going to camp?” Normally Minh spent his school breaks like me: stuck at the Del Mar Garden Apartments all the livelong day.

“I got a scholarship,” he said, walking backward and thumping his chest like he was king of the world. “You should apply for one. We get to go on field trips every Friday. This Friday we’re going to a water park!” He turned around and ran to the van, leaving me all alone.

I let out a sigh and looked around. It wasn’t even lunch, and already I was properly bored.

From the playground came the squeak of a swing. The ghost boy! I turned quickly and watched the seat move the tiniest bit, all by itself.

“Just the wind,” I muttered under my breath.

I walked closer to the swaying swing. “That’s right. Did you hear me? You’re just the wind.”

The certainty of my voice filled me with courage. I marched over to the ring bars and grabbed the first one. You can do it, I told myself. Even little kids can cross the ring bars.

Then I made the same mistake I always make: I looked down. My breath caught in my throat as the space between me and the ground expanded from a foot to a mile to the moon.

My hands started to sweat. The ring grew slippery. And now the next ring seemed so far away—too far for anyone to reach, especially someone with sweaty hands.

A new voice popped in my head: Who cares about the ring bars? It’s not like crossing the ring bars makes you a better person. Besides, you have more important things to do.

So I climbed down to the ground and went home.

When I got there, Dad was in the office doing his computer work. That’s the thing about managing the Del Mar Garden Apartments: it’s not just repairs. There’s paperwork, too, and Dad hates paperwork.

I know, I thought. The beautiful tones of me playing my clarinet will cheer Dad right up. So I put on a little concert for him, which consisted mostly of me playing “Hot Cross Buns,” because that’s the song I’m best at.

Lunchtime rolled around. I went to ask Dad if he wanted a peanut butter and honey sandwich. But when I saw him at his desk, his forehead had those deep creases that only show up when he needs to deliver an eviction notice.

Suddenly gulping down too much air, I slipped out of our apartment and ran right to the Garcias’. I knocked hard and fast on the door. Mrs. Garcia answered.

“An eviction’s coming,” I said urgently. “We’ve got to get out of here.”

Mrs. Garcia straightened her back. “Who’s getting evicted?”

“I don’t know,” I moaned. “But we’ve got to go. It’s too sad. We can go for another walk.”

I knew she could hear the desperation in my voice, but she was not having it. “We are not going anywhere. We’ve got to stay here, see if we can help.”

I shook my head, my shoulders swinging left and right with the movement. “There’s no way to help. It’s too sad. It’s too hard to watch.”

She must have felt sorry for me because her gaze softened. She rummaged in her purse and pulled out a Yum Burger gift certificate that Izzy had given her. “Why don’t you see if Natalia will take you. You like Natalia.”

I did like Natalia. She was nice, and she had a cute little boy who’d just learned to run—and boy, could he run. They lived right above Minh.

But here’s the problem with Natalia: even though she worked at the fancy mall, she was studying to become a hairdresser. And every time I saw her, she asked if she could cut my hair. I get it; my hair is thin and stringy, and it probably could use more than my annual cut from Supercuts to jazz it up. But still, it took eleven years to grow this yellow hay falling down my back. That’s an investment! Besides, Natalia’s own hair was stiff and short, and it stuck up at the corners like little owl ears. It wasn’t the best advertisement for her talents.

But then I remembered the last few eviction notice deliveries. In my mind, I could see the faces of the soon-to-be ex-residents: their pleading eyes, the tears streaming down their cheeks. I could hear them begging my dad, their voices getting louder and louder as the other residents began to open their doors to watch and whisper about what was happening. I pictured my dad, his face green with guilt, his legs moving heavy and slow from the tragedy of it all.

No. I couldn’t bear it.

I bit down on my lip and took the gift certificate. “Natalia,” I sighed. “It’s worth a try.”

I ran toward Natalia’s. From the corner of my eye, I could see Dad—eviction notice in hand—walking the opposite way, toward the front entrance of the complex. I pushed out my chest and ran even faster. If I could convince Natalia to exit from the back, we could walk to Yum Burger and miss the eviction drama completely.

I banged on Natalia’s door. She opened it, the fearful look in her eyes vanishing when she saw me. “Sunny!” she said with surprise. “Are you here for your haircut?”

Natalia had just enough of a Ukrainian accent to make her instantly cool. The other thing interesting about Natalia was that she looked like she could have gone to school with Izzy, but she must have been older. All the teenage moms at the Del Mar live with their mothers, and she just lives with Nico. Then again, Natalia also wore a ton of makeup. Who knew what age she hid under all that?

“I don’t need a haircut,” I assured her. “I’m happy with my hair. Thank you, but no, no, no.”

Natalia frowned, but then her eyes lit up. Excitedly, she asked, “Is your father coming to fix the garbage disposal? Or the deadbolt? Or the shower? Please let it be the shower.”

“No, no. Not that, either.” Repairs are done in a specific order that’s based on lots of factors. You’ve got to wait for your turn on Dad’s list. It can take a long time, so handy folks often try to fix things themselves.

I flung out the gift certificate. “Do you and Nico want to go to Yum Burger? Now? Right now.”

She stared at the gift certificate hungrily, but then she shook her head in disappointment. “Nico is napping. And after he wakes up, I have to go to work.”

Somehow, without me noticing, Natalia had ushered me into her living room. I hadn’t been inside her unit before, but I recognized the layout. It was one of the one-bedrooms. I could tell by the pillows and blanket stacked neatly on the couch that she’d done what a lot of the Del Mar moms do: she’d given the actual bedroom to her kid.

She took my hands and squeezed them. “Every time I see you, I say, Erg! I’ve got to get my hands on that girl’s hair! I could make it look so good.”

“The thing is,” I said nervously, “I like my hair long, the way it is.”

She waved this concern away. “I’ll keep it long! Most of it. I’m begging you—I could make you look like a model.”

The begging made me think of the eviction, and the eviction made me think of Dad’s face turning green, and in an instant my whole head was swimming in begging and sadness and weirdness and drama. “Fine,” I reluctantly relented. “You can cut it.”

Natalia’s hands flew up to her mouth, trembling with excitement. “Really? You won’t be sorry!”

She walked the few steps from the living room to the dining area, pushing me down into a wooden chair that rocked from one uneven leg to another. Then she grabbed her supplies: a comb, a glass of water, and a nylon case full of silver stylist tools. She dunked the comb in the glass and wet my hair. Standing behind me, she pulled out a slim pair of scissors and began to snip.

A long ribbon of hair fell to the floor.

“I want it to be long.” In my nervousness, my words ran together so that I sounded like a choking crow. I cleared my throat and tried again. “Long. I want it to be long.”

“It’s going to be long.”

Snip. Snip. More long ribbons. Then short ribbons. Natalia started making little hmm sounds. She moved in front of me and squatted so our eyes were level. Another hmm. She lifted both sides of my hair at once. Then she began to snip in the front and on the top.

“It’s looking very nice,” she said, happily. (Maybe too happily.)

A cough came from Nico’s room. Natalia paused, perking up her head and listening for more. When no more coughs erupted, she went back to snipping.

I squirmed.

“Don’t move!” Another long ribbon fell to the floor. “You have to be still. I have scissors!” There was real panic in her voice now, and I felt desperate to wiggle.

Finally, Natalia took a step back. Her eyes stretched wide. “Okay!” she said brightly. “Looking good!”

She took my hand and led me to the bathroom, saying, “A big change can sometimes take getting used to.”

“Big change?!” I shouted.

“Shush!” she said firmly. “Don’t wake Nico.” But then she patted my hand and added, “It’s beautiful. Very fun!”

I gazed in the mirror. It was like she’d taken a lawn mower to the top of my head, where the hair was about an inch long and sticking straight up. Around the rest of my head, hair hung just past my shoulders—except around my ears, where she’d given me stringy sideburns.

I looked like a cockatoo.

My face drained from pink to paper-white, making me seem even more like a big white bird.

“You like?” Natalia asked.

I stumbled sideways out of the bathroom. “Uh-huh. Thank you.”

I wasn’t thinking. I couldn’t think. I just knew that I had to leave and find my bicycle helmet. I would wear my bicycle helmet everywhere for the rest of my life.

“It’s very stylish,” she said, trailing behind me. “Very modern.”

I grabbed the doorknob as my worry cells screamed, Bicycle helmet! Bicycle helmet! Bicycle helmet!

I stumbled outside and staggered blindly toward the bicycle racks, even though I kept my helmet in my room, not with my bike.

On the lawn, I ran smack into Dad. He was heading back toward the manager’s office, his face not green this time, but gray. Gray, and lined, and purply black under his empty eyes.

Behind him followed a very pregnant Ms. Anderson. Her two little kids padded beside her, one with a thumb in its mouth. Tears streamed down all three faces.

With sixty-four units, I can’t be friends with everyone at the Del Mar, and Ms. Anderson was one of the people I’d only said hello to a few times. But barely knowing her did not make this any easier to watch.

“You can’t do this to me, Mr. Parker,” she cried, wringing her hands and then throwing them atop her head to pull at the roots of her hair. “I promise. I’ll pay the back rent—I’ll pay it all! Just give me a few more days to get the money together. Please.”

Dad kept walking.

“Please!” Ms. Anderson yelled, and suddenly a dozen faces peeked out from apartment windows and doors.

“Go back to your business!” yelled Mrs. Garcia. She was standing in front of her open door, daring any of the looky-loos to catch her eye. “Let the woman have her dignity. It happens to the best of us.”

I knew that wasn’t true. Most of the people in the Del Mar Garden Apartments always get their rent in on time. And Mrs. and Mr. Garcia usually turn their rent in early. But there’s always a few people who don’t—or can’t—and it’s the ones like Ms. Anderson who don’t get it in at all that we’ve got to worry about. Because they’re the ones the housing authority eventually evicts. And then where will they go? If you’re living at the Del Mar, you can’t afford much else, at least around here.

I looked desperately for somewhere to escape. The steady thrum of the dryers in the laundry building called to me, so I ran inside and sang Christmas songs to myself as I emptied the lint traps.

I’m just doing my chores, I told myself. I’m definitely not avoiding looking out the window or listening to Ms. Anderson and her little kids.

Ms. Anderson’s voice grew louder.

I closed myself in the maintenance closet and organized the cleaning supplies. When I felt sure the Ms. Anderson situation had finally played itself out, I headed home.

After all that, I knew Dad would really need me to bring the sunshine, so when I walked inside, I pretended nothing had happened. I pulled my mouth into a grin and said, “I’m gonna go work on those math books we got at the ninety-nine cent store. I’m gonna be so prepared for middle school. You wait and see.”

He kept staring at his computer.

So I added, “After that, I’ll play my clarinet some more so you can listen to music while you work.”

Still, he stared at his computer and didn’t reply.

“And guess what? Mrs. Garcia gave me a Yum Burger gift certificate. How about we get dinner from there tonight? That would be fun!”

He shook his head. “You give that gift certificate back to Mrs. Garcia. She needs it more than we do.”

“But Izzy can—”

He looked at me. “Sunny, please give that back.”

I’m not even sure why, but I felt my cheeks heat up. “Okay,” I said softly. “I’ll do that right now.”

Of course, Mrs. Garcia didn’t want to take it back. When I tried to hand it to her, she insisted it had been a gift. But I insisted even more. “I know,” I told her. “But I also know that AJ likes fries almost as much as chips. So you should use it with him.”

Mrs. Garcia wrapped me in a hug. “That’s very thoughtful of you,” she said, and I took that hug, even though I wasn’t sure how thoughtful it really was when my dad had made me do it.

When I got home, I was determined to make things right with my dad. “How about this,” I said brightly. “I’ll make dinner: toasted ham and cheese sandwiches and tomato soup—your favorite.”

At this, he stirred a little bit. “That would be nice,” he mumbled.

Oh, you better believe that I made us the best toasted ham and cheese sandwiches ever. And the tomato soup? I heated it to just the right temperature, and I even defrosted some peas to go with everything so that Dad would know I listened when he said you should always have something green at dinner.

“Hey!” I said cheerily, starting a happy conversation over the soup. “Minh said there are scholarships for the YMCA day camps. Maybe I can get one, and then I could be out of your hair this summer, and you wouldn’t need to do a thing because I could ask Minh’s mom about it and do all the paperwork myself.”

“Scholarships?” Dad swallowed a spoonful of soup. “There’s no such thing as a free lunch, Sunny. There are always hidden costs to these things. Maybe they make you buy supplies. Or a shirt. Besides, who wouldn’t be happier just goofing off the whole summer?”

I deflated a little but did my best to hide it. “You’re right… even though Minh did say the camp was going on fun field trips, like to water parks and stuff.”

Dad put down his spoon and picked up his sandwich. He took a bite and closed his eyes. It wasn’t a blink; it was too long for that. But he was chewing, so he couldn’t have been falling asleep either.

After a long pause, I said, “Hey—this morning, Mrs. Garcia, AJ, and I walked by that closed elementary school. And guess what? The housing authority wants to turn the space into an affordable housing complex, just like ours! Isn’t that great?”

Dad didn’t even open his eyes. “Never gonna happen.”

I swallowed a bite of my own sandwich and frowned. “But you always say the housing authority is going to do what the housing authority is going to do.”

Dad finally opened his eyes. They looked hollow and tired. “The housing authority is going to do what it’s going to do here, at the Del Mar, where they hold the purse strings. But the people in this town who actually know we exist can already barely stomach us, the one affordable housing complex they have. They’re not gonna like the idea of another one.”

My hands flew down to my belly, and I clenched it just like the time in second grade when a swan headbutted my gut. “People can stomach the Del Mar Garden Apartments. No one has ever not stomached them in front of me.”

His expression softened. In a voice like he was talking to a preschooler, he said, “You’re right. What’s not to like about Del Mar Gardens?”

I sat back in my seat, my worry cells suddenly suspicious. Because what the heck? Why was he laying it on so thick? What wasn’t he telling me? What did Dad and Mrs. Garcia know that I didn’t know, and why wouldn’t people be able to stomach my favorite place on earth?

Maybe it was because everything that could have gone wrong that day had already gone wrong and I was already on my very last nerve. Or maybe it was because I just needed to know the truth. For whatever reason—sunshine or no—I decided to find out what was going on, and I knew that there was only one person who could help me.
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