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			The Roar

			Things were about to get wild! You could tell because the girls jumping double Dutch looked like they were flying. Older boys started to strut with a supersonic tilt. When feisty old ladies smiled from chairs on their porches, they seemed to have a thousand teeth. Grits and oatmeal in the morning tasted like ambrosia from the gods. Even the most messed-up car on Indiana Avenue seemed to shine like the Milky Way, like it was scrubbed ten times over.

			And then there was “the Roar.” It had taken over a sliver of the Southside of Chicago called Washington Park, where a honey-colored boy, Montgomery “Monty” Carver, was finally making some progress toward growing an Afro that summer.

			This Roar was made up of all kinds of sounds. Applause, cheers, shouts, tears. And people saying things like, “Can you believe it?” “Hallelujah!” “Dude!” “What the what?” and “Man, you lyin’!” It was so loud, it echoed throughout Chicago all the way across Lake Michigan and even the Atlantic Ocean.

			All of this magic got started back in the winter. Why? You see, there was this other honey-colored guy who was much older than Monty. He was kind of skinny and walked with his own supersonic tilt. He lived just three blocks east of  Washington Park so Monty and them just said he lived in Washington Park. He had this ridiculous name “Obama” and it looked like he just might have a chance of becoming the first Black president of the United States!

			This possibility was so awesome! If you lived on the Southside of Chicago, it was really exciting. But if you were as close as Washington Park—one of Obama’s neighbors, as Monty liked to say—then you could hardly breathe. It felt like your cousin or your uncle or someone was about to rule the world and your mind just couldn’t handle the idea.

			Once the Roar began, girls started to smile at Monty everywhere he went. In the hallway at school. In the Dollar Tree. In his new tennis class. It was kind of like they liked him or something, and Monty thought it was disgusting. One day, he took his Avengers flashlight and locked himself in the bathroom. He shined the flashlight onto all corners of his face while he looked in the mirror—staring really hard and really long and ignoring his mother and father’s banging on the door to get in. But he found no sign of a moustache or beard or anything like that. What were those girls smiling at? He knew they weren’t smiling about his hair. Back then his ’fro was a total mess!

			Then he overheard two girls in the store whispering about him while their mother and his mother debated buying fresh collard greens versus the Glory kind in the bag.

			“Don’t he look like that Black man running for president?” one of them asked.

			“Who, Ujamaa?” the other responded.

			“Yeah him!”

			Then Monty understood why the girls were smiling at him and he started to smile back. He even started to imitate Obama and those older boys walking with that supersonic tilt. But then, one day, he tripped over his feet and fell and decided that smiling was enough.

			Eventually, the Roar got quiet. But that didn’t last very long. In June, the Olympic Committee made a big announcement. Chicago was one of four cities that might host the 2016 Olympics! And the main stadium would be right there in Washington Park! So, once again, people who lived in Washington Park were celebrating and the Roar was at full volume. Nobody was saying that Chicago would host it for sure. After all, Brazil had a gigantic Jesus on its side. But Monty lived in the City of Big Shoulders, so anything was possible.

			So this is where our story begins. In the middle of the Roar in Washington Park, which was pretty much the center of the universe that summer.
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PART I

			THE END OF THE WORLD, ACCORDING TO MONTY

			“Science, my boy, is made up of mistakes, but mistakes that are good to make,

			because they gradually lead to the truth.”
—Jules Verne
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CHAPTER 1

			IS THE WORLD READY FOR MONTGOMERY CARVER?

			Monty was still in his pajamas when he grabbed the pen and composition book from his desk.

			Friday morning, June 20, 2008

			It’s the summer solstice, the first day of summer and longest day of the year!

			Question: Do I have what it takes to have a boss summer?

			Data/Research: My ’fro is all that (finally). I’ll go to camp with my friends for the first time . BUT, missing Grandpa and Grandma and summers in Mississippi . I will almost definitely win the FX Summer Tennis Tournament . I’ll turn 10! Double digits! In just a couple of weeks! My parents will have to let me go outside the yard without them . I’ll finally be in Chicago for the Bud Billiken Parade . Washington Park will probably be picked for the 2016 Olympics . Things are looking up for Obama becoming president!

			Hypothesis: 2008, Best Summer Ever!

			Trial 1: Let’s see how today goes.

			Later that day, Monty danced to the left then to the right on the walkway in his backyard, spinning his tennis racket in his caramel-colored hands. It was just before noon, and the sun was blazing. He was supposed to be “practicing his footwork” but he put so much drama into it that he was just plain showing off. His mother always told her friends, “Honey, Monty’s nine years old going on fifty, so you can’t tell him nothin’! So let him show off until something goes wrong.”

			Sure enough, Monty wasn’t paying attention and tripped over the weeds coming out of a crack in the sidewalk. He frowned at the pain in his scrawny ankle as he fell headfirst into Old Lady Jenkins’s lush-green-Beverly-Hills-lookin’-lawn-but-on-the-Southside-of-Chicago-behind-a-six-flat-with-a-sagging-back-porch-that-does-not-have-termites-as-it-turns-out. “Ahhhhhhhh!” Monty cried, his face getting closer and closer to the lawn before he stuck his foot out in front of him, stopping himself from hitting the ground.

			Whew! He couldn’t afford any tragedies. Soon—well more like eight years from now—he knew he’d be playing at the Olympics just a few blocks away and falling on his face could become a matter of life and death. Would the world be ready for Washington Park’s finest, Montgomery Carver? Only time would tell.

			Monty straightened back up. At the other end of the walkway, his mother waved her racket and shook her head like “What am I always saying?” Monty just smiled his famous smile. Cheeks high, long chin reaching for the ground. His dark eyes and eyebrows scrunching together like nothing even happened.

			Monty picked up the tennis ball. “Hey, you!” he shouted, pointing his racket at his rival. “You probably need a helmet for this serve I’m about to deliver!”

			A trickle of sweat ran down his face. It seemed to be saying “That’s right!” to help him make his point. Unfortunately, he was feeling too dang hot to focus on playing tennis! Sweat slunk down into his favorite blue Nike T-shirt that had begun to cling to his nonexistent chest. Even with two big trees covering the yard, the sun managed to dodge the leaves and beat down on Monty and his mother with no mercy. It felt like the lagoon in Washington Park—just six blocks away—had taken over his backyard, making everything hot and sticky, like when the big storm had hit a few weeks earlier, flooding everything.

			Monty couldn’t focus. He did everything but serve the ball. He smelled his armpits to make sure the new deodorant his mother bought him was working. He guzzled down some water out of his SpongeBob water bottle and let out a satisfying “ahhhh!” He jumped and waved his arms around to shoo away a flock of pigeons that could have pooped on his head.

			“Whew!” Monty said, patting his ’fro, which was a perfect circle. No, really. A perfect circle.

			“Yeah, you wouldn’t want to mess up that superfly hair of yours,” his mother teased with a smile.

			Was that really funny? he silently wondered.

			See, Monty had spent an hour that morning trimming his dark hair to maximum roundness using his protractor from math class and his mother’s nail scissors. (But don’t tell his mother that.) And he’d spent about the same amount of time spraying his hair with a “concoction” that he’d created all by himself to make his hair sweat- and waterproof. Monty had finalized his formula just yesterday: one teaspoon of his father’s shea butter something-or-other, a half teaspoon of olive oil, a small chunk of avocado, and a pinch of cinnamon all mixed together with a little water in a spray bottle that his mother bought at the Dollar Tree. The only problem was that it had taken sixteen tries to get the mixture right, and he’d ended up digging a pretty big hole into his father’s hair cream. There’s a whole long story behind this, but let’s just say that Monty’s father wasn’t too happy about the whole situation and all that effort and trouble didn’t put Monty in the mood to joke about it—at all. But it hadn’t stopped him from “borrowing” some hair cream now and again. (Please don’t tell his father.)

			“Keep it movin’, Susan!” his mother shouted.

			How corny can you get?

			“Hey, Monty!” a deep voice called out from the alley.

			Monty turned around to see a guy in a fancy blue-and-purple printed African outfit walking up to the alley gate. Who the Devil are you? Monty wondered with a frown.

			“I’m J., your father’s friend,” the guy said, smiling and answering Monty’s silent question.

			Right! He’s the friend who’s always at the Exchange Café on Garfield Boulevard. Monty remembered how he was a big professor at the University of Chicago and worked with Chicago’s Black history museum, the DuSable, on the eastern edge of the park.

			“Yeah. Hi,” Monty said tentatively.

			J. winked at Monty’s mom. “So, you play tennis, hunh?”

			“Yeah, I’ve been taking lessons over at FX Tennis,” Monty said.

			“FX! Oh yeah, you’re definitely in good hands there! I see you’re standing up straight when you serve, but you’re supposed to crouch a little and tilt your body at a twenty- to thirty-degree angle. That’ll give you more force and speed.”

			Monty thought about that for a second and realized J. was right! “How did you know that?” he asked.

			“Oh, a magician never shares his secrets. I’ve already told you more than I should,” J. added mysteriously. “Anyway, I gotta go see a man about a horse.” Then he waved to Monty’s mother and walked down the alley.

			Monty grinned and picked up the ball. He threw it up in the air and, this time, he tilted his body like J. said and made sure he slammed the ball into Wisconsin. Visions of fame and fortune filled his thoughts, and his imagination got the best of him. He thought the Roar in the distance was the sound of applause from his future international fan base.

			As he swung his arm back to slam the ball past his opponent, something made his heart drop. The lace curtain on a first-floor window was slowly moving to the right. A long and twisted finger with a sharp nail clenched the fabric tightly as it moved. The windowpane needed a good cleaning, but he could see a face the color of a pecan appear behind the glass. A pair of piercing black eyes looked out into the yard. Soon the eyes spotted Monty and stared right through him.

			Old Lady Jenkins! She was terrifying! He forgot everything he was doing, letting the tennis ball drop to the ground, where it rolled and then stopped in the grass like something had killed it.

			“Monty!” his mother yelled, waving her racket around with her braids flying all over the place. “Are you ever going to serve that tennis ball?”
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CHAPTER 2

			SCARY STUFF: DRAGON TREES AND OLD LADY JENKINS

			After lunch, Monty went back to his room and shut the door. He stood with his back to the door, listening to make sure nobody was coming. Bet! He needed to devise a plan for using his birthday present without being seen, but first, he was burning up. Where was his fan? It was one of those tiny, battery-powered things he got from the Dollar Tree so it could be anywhere!

			He scanned the room. To the right was his dresser with all three drawers open and his deodorant sitting on top with the cap off. No fan there! Next to the dresser, he could see into his dark closet (which scared him at night) containing his dirty clothes hamper overflowing with clothes. No fan there, either! Then he looked across the room at his bookshelf with a pile of comic books on top of it that looked like they’d slide over if you even thought about sneezing. Shoot! No fan! Next to the bookshelf was his desk with his lamp and microscope, pushed up against four big windows that looked out onto the backyard. They were all cracked open for a nonexistent breeze. No fan there! On the other side of the room, facing the windows with its comforter trailing along the floor, was his bed. Nope! Finally, right next to the door was a nightstand to hold his watch, night lamp, and a pile of books. Where is it? Wait a minute! He walked over to the crumpled-up comforter at the end of his bed. Sure enough, there it was, underneath. Whew!

			Monty put the fan on his desk, plugged it in, and turned it on “high.” Then he sat down in front of it, letting the cool air wash over him.

			Okay, he thought. Now for a plan.

			Why did Monty have to keep his birthday gift secret? Well, it wasn’t his birthday yet. He’d just happened to find his gift hidden in a closet. He almost had the perfect way to use it and the perfect explanation if he got caught, when he heard something happening in the yard. Was it a ghost? People had been saying there was one on the loose. But it was daylight, and the voices didn’t have that haunted moaning sound. Then he recognized Old Lady Jenkins’s voice talking to a neighbor.

			Monty moved his microscope out of the way and leaned over his desk to peek out of his window. Old Lady Jenkins was talking to the neighbor on the other side of the fence, the one with the purple flowers. “I know you’re not trying to tell me how to grow my sunflowers,” Old Lady Jenkins squawked, getting loud. “Last summer, you managed to kill each and every petunia in your garden, ’cause you don’t know what the Devil you’re doing! Oh yes, I’ll listen to your advice—if I want dead flowers!”

			The Lady with the Purple Flowers was wearing a dress with purple flowers. Monty wondered if her garden was a copy of the housedress or the other way around.

			“I’m only trying to help you!” the Lady with the Purple Flowers exclaimed. “Some people are just too proud to admit when they’re wrong. All I’m saying is that you’re overwatering those sunflowers. Look at those brown spots! Looks like they got chicken pox or something!”

			Monty agreed. Something was wrong with those sunflowers. Maybe Old Lady Jenkins was overwatering them.

			Old Lady Jenkins stuck her pointy nose in the air, as if she was saying “I’m through with you!” She held the rake firmly to the ground like she wouldn’t budge. The Lady with the Purple Flowers held a garden hose like she’d let it loose on Old Lady Jenkins at any second. They stood there squinting at each other with only the fence between them. Monty wasn’t sure if they were squinting because they were so old they couldn’t really see each other, or because they were sizing each other up for a backyard showdown.

			Thank God Tobias Johnson, their precinct captain (some political title Monty’s mother tried to explain to him once), drove down the alley and honked his horn. “Hey, Ms. Jenkins!” he shouted, pulling up near the gate and leaning out the window. “I got that information about the speed bumps for you. Can I holla at you for a minute?”

			Ms. Jenkins held onto the rake and stared at the Lady with the Purple Flowers for a few more seconds before turning around and walking over to Tobias. The Lady with the Purple Flowers went inside her building and the whole thing was over.

			Whew!

			From his second-floor window, Monty thought the yard looked like a butterfly. Two giant plots of green grass—that Beverly Hills-looking lawn—looked like the butterfly’s wings. Flowers threading the diamond-shaped wires of the chain linked fence surrounded the lawns, creating a colorful outline. A narrow sidewalk ran down the middle of the grass from the old, wooden staircase all the way to the back-alley gate. That made the sidewalk look like—well, whatever they call the middle of a butterfly.

			Above the butterfly, two giant elm trees stood guard on the corners of the yard by the alley. While their thick trunks had roots inside the yard, some of their long, twisted branches and leaves reached all the way to Monty’s hundred-year-old greystone six-flat building—three apartments on each side—while others reached over to the building across the alley.

			Truth be told, Monty was scared of those trees. He wouldn’t admit it to anyone, though. The problem was his bed faced the windows so, at night, when he couldn’t sleep, he could see the trees through his bedroom window blowing against the moonlight. They looked like monsters—dragons, to be exact. He secretly called them “dragon trees.” He was so scared of them that he’d made a rule for himself: No more juice boxes after seven o’clock. That way he could avoid waking up in the middle of the night and having to walk down the long, dark hallway to the bathroom.

			And what made it worse was that, just after the storm, Monty had heard something that was even more scary. It had nothing to do with the trees’ long, twisted branches. His friends told him that their mothers told them that they heard an old legend about a ghost that had returned to living in the apartment building’s yard. They said the ghost looked like a man with a limp who was sprinkling magic dust from a small brown sack and casting spells against the neighbors.

			Still, even with all the scariness, the yard had always been a safe haven for him. Especially after the old wooden garage collapsed. After they’d cleared away all the wood and concrete and planted new grass, the yard was double in size. That’s when Old Lady Jenkins had let Monty have his friends over in the yard. It was the silver lining in it all—that’s what his grandfather would have called it. That was nice of her, but she was still scary.

			The thing about Old Lady Jenkins is that she had rules: Run through the grass all you want, but don’t you dare run in her flowers! There were marigolds, rosebushes, impatiens, and petunias in all shades of yellow, orange, gold, and red, and—of course—the sickly sunflowers. These matched all the other red, yellow, and orange flowers everyone had in boxes hanging off their back porches.

			Old Lady Jenkins’s flowers were really nice, but Monty thought the lady next door who had only been in the neighborhood a year or so had an even better garden. She had purple, blue, pink, and white flowers. (But don’t tell Old Lady Jenkins!)
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CHAPTER 3

			FRIENDS FOR BETTER OR WORSE

			It was late afternoon and Monty was back outside perfecting his new serving technique. He was out by the gate, throwing the tennis ball in the air and hitting it down the sidewalk nearer to the building.

			“Where I can see you, Baby!” his mother yelled from their second-floor porch. She was reading one of her mystery books and keeping an eye on him. His father was up there too, distracting her. Monty heard him whisper “brown sugar,” or something like that. Then the screen door cracked as Monty’s father went inside.

			Why are they always huggin’ on each other? Monty wondered as he ran to pick up the ball and serve again.

			“Monty!” came a voice from the alley. He knew it was his best friend, Alex. He turned around to greet him with a smile, but his whole mood changed when he saw that Alex had Jaron with him. Jaron was a little bit older than Alex, who was a little bit older than Monty, and the boy was straight-up trouble. He had moved next door to Alex a few months ago, had a little money, and thought he was all that. The boys came through the gate and into the yard.

			Monty’s mother shouted, “Remember, Montgomery, don’t go out in the alley!”

			“Excuse me for just a minute,” Monty told his friends and ran to the stairs, climbing them two at a time.

			“Come on, Ma!” he whispered when he arrived on their porch. “I’ll be ten in a couple of weeks. Why can’t I go out on the block with Alex and Jaron if they ask me?”

			“You know the rules, Monty. We’re not having this conversation.”

			“But everyone’s hanging out!” he challenged.

			His father opened the door and came out on the porch to hand his mother some lemonade.

			“I’ll tell you what,” his father stated, “keep talkin’ back to your mother like that and you’re going inside! You hear me?”

			“Yes, sir,” Monty said and jogged back down the stairs. He squeezed his tennis ball. Embarrassing! Bogus! How weak can you get? Monty was never allowed to go on the block with his friends. The worst part? They got to walk to school together, but Monty couldn’t go with them. His mother was a teacher at his school, so he walked with her. When he got back to his friends by the gate, he smiled his famous smile, but his friends weren’t buying it.

			“ ‘Don’t you go outside that gate, boy!’ ” Jaron said, imitating Monty’s mother. Then he added in a deep voice, “Boy, don’t be talkin’ to your mama like that,” imitating his father.

			Monty wanted to smack Jaron upside the head but decided to keep the peace.

			“Leave the boy alone!” Alex told Jaron, laughing and trying to mess with Monty’s hair. Alex frowned when he realized Monty’s ’fro didn’t move an inch. “’Cause you know it’s not like we’re really walking all over the place. My mother is all over me too. She gave me all kinds of grief when I told her I was coming over here.”

			“Wait! Why?” Monty asked, frowning.

			“She believes in all of that spirit stuff,” Alex explained, shaking his head. “She’s been more scared since all that talk about the ghost sprinkling things in your yard started. She thinks I might get some ghost dust on me and bring bad luck home. She called it a ‘hex.’  Whatever that is.”

			“Man, I wish that ghost would come at me!” Jaron said, shadowboxing.

			“I kinda agree with Jaron,” Monty lied. “But I’m not even sure that ghost is real.”

			“Are you kidding?” Alex asked. “Ms. Smith across the alley said she saw a shadow in your yard a couple of weeks ago. After that, Ms. Simmons’s kitchen caught on fire and Mr. Banks got his car stolen!”

			Alex shrugged.

			Jaron walked over to Monty, who was bouncing the tennis ball on his racket. “If the Olympics come to Washington Park, you’re gonna have to play a real sport.”

			“What do you mean real? I’ll have you know I’m gonna win the FX Summer Tennis Tournament and I will be in the Olympics!” Monty asked. “Just like Venus and Serena. They just won the gold!”

			“Those sisters are kickin’ butt all year long! But that ain’t nothin’ special to the Olympics,” Jaron argued.

			“So, what will you be doing at the Olympics?” Monty challenged.

			“I’ll be smokin’ on the track like Usain Bolt,” Jaron said, running in place.

			“Usain Bolt?” Monty laughed. “Dude! You can’t even beat me!” Monty knew he was pretty fast. That’s why the FX Tennis people said he was so good. He knew he could beat Jaron in a race. Then he felt the ache in his ankle from twisting it that morning. Not so promising!

			“Gentlemen, this can only be settled one way!” Alex announced. “With a race!”

			“Bet!” Monty and Jaron said at the same time.

			The two boys lined up by the apartment building and faced the alley gate.

			“Okay!” Alex called from the gate. “On your marks… Get set… Go!”

			The two boys ran with all they had across the grass to the gate. Monty’s ankle hurt, but he kept pushing. As they neared the gate, Jaron let out a big “Noooo!” as Monty won by a good three feet.

			“Ha, look at you! You’re two years older than me and I can still beat you. No Olympics for you, my friend!” Monty shouted. He smiled, but he really wanted to grab his ankle.

			“Man, please! It’s the heat!” Jaron said, wiping sweat off his brow.

			“Yeah right. The heat,” Monty said, still smiling.

			“Well at least I can run all over this block if I want to,” Jaron said.

			“You can run but you can’t hide from the fact that I can smoke you!” Monty said.

			The boys all laughed and fell down on the grass. All of a sudden, Monty heard the Roar. Someone was driving down the alley playing “Celebration” by Kool & the Gang. It was so loud it made the apartment windows shake. The song had been playing nonstop, celebrating the possibility of Olympics and their neighbor Obama.

			The boys began doing their “thing,” dancing around and chanting “Show me whatcha got.” Each took a turn doing their dance. Monty did an old man strut, Alex did the stanky leg, and Jaron did a little break dancing—well, what he could do in the grass.

			The music must have been too much for his mother because Monty heard the “crack” of their screen door, which meant she’d gone inside. Now was his chance. Monty put his finger on his lips in a “shhh” motion and pointed to the tool shed next to Old Lady Jenkins’s flower garden. Jaron and Alex frowned but followed him to the shed. Monty pulled out a metal detector, and announced with a whisper, “This is my birthday present!”

			“What is it?” Alex and Jaron asked at the same time.

			“A metal detector,” Monty informed them.

			“What, like they use on the beach to find treasure?” Jaron asked.

			“Exactly!” Monty said.

			“But your birthday isn’t for two more weeks,” Alex said.

			“Exactly!” Monty whispered, smiling. “This is why we have to be quiet.”

			“Well, what do you know?” Jaron whispered. “I never thought this mama’s boy would do anything that would get him in trouble. I gotta say, man, I’m impressed!”

			“Exactly!” Monty repeated. He turned on the metal detector and it started to hum. He waved it back and forth on the cut lawn, but nothing happened.

			“Let me try,” Jaron said. “If I find the treasure, I’ll use my cut to get some new Air Jordans!”

			Monty gave the detector to Jaron. A breeze blew up and the dragon trees went wild overhead, like they were wagging a finger at Monty, telling him he shouldn’t be doing what he was doing. Jaron used the detector to scan the lawn near the building, and then headed toward the sunflowers.

			Monty panicked, looking in Old Lady Jenkins’s window, but he played it cool. “Man, you’re gonna mess up those flowers. Let’s just stick to the grass,” he said.

			“Look, Cap’n Crunch. Do you want your treasure or not?” Jaron asked.

			Treasure? That had a nice ring to it. “Okay. Go ahead, but make it quick,” Monty said.

			Monty kept looking at his watch, then the porch, then Old Lady Jenkins’s window, then his watch, while Jaron scanned the flowers. The metal detector suddenly beeped loudly, and their eyes opened wide.
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CHAPTER 4

			CAUGHT

			Jaron dropped to the ground and dug around the sunflowers with his hands. “I found something!” Jaron yell-whispered. He pulled a small brown sack with a drawstring out of the ground and ran back to Alex and Monty. Something that looked like dust was trickling out of the top. It took a minute for it to sink in, but they all finally realized what it was. The ghost’s pouch!

			Monty and Alex froze, their mouths hanging open. Jaron dropped the bag onto the grass and started hopping from one foot to the other and shaking his hand really fast, like he was trying to get all of the ghost off and shouted at the top of his lungs, “Ahhh!”

			Alex said, “Shhh, man! You gotta be the most screaminest person I know!”

			“Monty, what’s going on down there?” his mother shouted from the kitchen.

			Monty picked up the metal detector and ran it back over to the shed, throwing it inside.

			“Umm, Jaron stubbed his big toe, but he’ll be okay!” Monty lied.

			Jaron looked down at his hands. “Man, I gotta go take a bath or something. I actually touched the ghost pouch! Am I gonna turn into somethin’?”

			“I don’t know, but if my mother finds out I even saw that, she’ll send me all the way down to New Orleans to have my aunt Louise pray over me.” Alex threw up his hands. “My whole summer will be ruined!”

			The boys stood there terrified, but then Monty realized something. “Wait!” he whispered loudly again. “There’s something inside the pouch!”

			“Ghost dust, you fool!” Jaron said, shaking his head.

			“No, I mean there’s got to be something metal in the ghost pouch. That’s why the detector went off.”

			Monty reached down and snatched the bag from the grass. Alex and Jaron took a step back. Monty put one finger in the bag and touched the dust. He closed his eyes waiting for something to happen, but nothing did. He opened one eye and put his hand in the bag. His fingers hit something cold. Metal! He grabbed whatever it was and pulled it out of the bag. It was a golden key!

			Alex and Jaron stepped closer to see it.

			“What the…,” Alex said. “I wonder who it belongs to.”

			“The ghost, Sherlock!” Jaron said. “Now, what it opens, I don’t want to know.”

			“I bet I can figure it out,” Monty said. “Using the scientific method, of course.”

			“Oh, please!” Jaron blurted out. “If you can figure out what that key opens, I’ll get Big Tony’s girl to hook up your ’fro for real. She looks like Pam Grier.” Monty didn’t know who Pam Grier was, but Big Tony was Jaron’s big brother, who got mad respect from everyone in the neighborhood. If she was his girlfriend, she had to look cool.

			“Bet. And if I don’t figure it out by… the end of the summer, I’ll buy you Flamin’ Hots all the way until Christmas,” Monty said, knowing full well he only had three dollars in his piggy bank. The two boys linked pinkies to seal the deal.

			Alex looked back toward the gate. “Look, Big Tony’s here now.” A sedan was pulling up to the gate in the alley.

			Big Tony leaned out the window. “Jaron, hop in the car. You gotta go home and shower so we can go to Grannie’s birthday party. Alex, you need a ride?”

			“Yeah, it’s getting late. I better go too,” Alex said.

			It was about to be evening and the yard would get dark and scary soon with the trees, so Monty thought it was just as well. But he was so excited about the bet with Jaron and the treasure!

			The boys all said their goodbyes, giving dap. Monty hung by the gate and waved as they drove off down the alley.

			Monty walked back to the shed. He had to find a way to put his birthday gift back where he’d found it inside. He put the metal detector in his beach chair bag, slung it over his shoulder, grabbed his tennis racket, and tiptoed upstairs. He peeked through the windows and saw that nobody was in the kitchen or dining room. Whew! He opened the screen door, slipped inside, and closed the door carefully so it wouldn’t make a sound. He then tiptoed into the kitchen, picking up speed toward the hall closet, then… Monty’s foot hit the edge of the garbage can. He couldn’t get his balance. The metal detector and his racket went flying, and he fell flat on his face, making all kinds of noise.

			Monty’s mother quickly came out the bathroom down the hall and into the kitchen. Her eyes went wide as she took in the scene. Metal detector, tennis racket, trash, and Monty spread all over the place. She pointed at the detector. “Monty, I hope that’s not what I think it is hanging out of that bag!” she said.

			Monty’s heart sank as he turned his head toward the metal detector. Its black handle and aluminum pole peeked out of the bag in plain sight. Monty gulped. He tried to give his best smile but his mother looked dead serious.

			“Terry!” his mother called out to his father. “I think you better get back here!” Monty heard the clip-clop of his father’s slippers and the huffing and puffing of frustration at being torn away from the game he was watching in the front room. He emerged from the hallway with an annoyed look on his face.

			“What is all of this racket?” he asked.

			“I don’t know how to say this, but Monty found his birthday gift in the closet and has been outside playing with it!” his mother said, glaring at Monty.

			“Montgomery Carver, I know you know better than to do that,” his father said, also glaring.

			Monty could feel his parents’ eyes boring a hole right through him. He stood up off the floor. “I’m so sorry, you all! It’s just that Jaron keeps teasing me about how I have to stay in the yard, and I was just mad that I couldn’t do stuff with them, and… and I wanted to do something I wanted to do.”

			“Well, I sure hope it was fun because you aren’t going to be having any more fun any time soon!” his mother said. “I’m so mad I don’t know what to do. Does this thing even work after all this? Turn it on!”

			Monty went over to the metal detector and picked it up. He held his breath as he pressed the “on” button. At first there was a fast whining sound, then nothing. He turned it off and turned it on again, but this time there was only silence. He had broken the metal detector! “Oh no!” Monty cried out.
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CHAPTER 5

			CONSEQUENCES!

			“ ‘Oh no’ is right!” his mother shouted. “Go to your room. Your daddy and I need to talk about what to do with you!”

			Monty ran down the hall and into his room, slamming the door. He walked over to the bed and plopped down. He pulled the pouch out of his pocket. Dumb key. It reminded him about how much trouble he was in and how much he hated Jaron for finding it. He stood up and threw it in his garbage can by the desk. “Ugh!” he growled and started to cry.

			Thirty minutes later, his parents called him from the kitchen. Monty dragged his feet down the long hallway to where his parents had dinner ready and were waiting for him at the table. He sat down in his chair, drenched in dread. His mother and father served the food onto their plates but said nothing. The kitchen windows were open, and he heard a group of guys talking and laughing as they walked down the alley. Now I’ll be stuck inside forever. I’ll never get out of the yard!

			Monty finally looked down at his plate and realized that they were having chicken nuggets for dinner. His favorite! His mother was basically against chicken nuggets. “What’s actually in those things anyway?” she always asked. But she always compromised and let him have them on Fridays. He must not be in too much trouble if she still cooked them. He had even done an experiment once regarding the taste of chicken nuggets. He was thinking about that when he saw what sat on the other side of the table. Lima beans! He knew there was no escaping the beans. He grabbed a few chicken nuggets with a fork then cleared his throat. “Please pass the lima beans,” he said. His mother passed them to him, and he took one spoonful and put it on his plate. The silence at the table was killing him.

			“See, what I can’t believe,” his mother began out of nowhere, “is that we were really starting to trust you. You’re always saying, ‘You don’t ever let me do X-Y-Z. I can’t ever do this and that. I don’t have anything.’ ”

			Yep, that sounded like him, all right. Monty ate a lima bean.

			“So, what do I do?” she continued. “I gave up my whole summer vacation to teach summer school to make some extra money. And I have to drive all the way over to Chatham Elementary to do it, because there’s not enough students at Park Elementary for summer school this year.” She turned to Monty’s father. “Can you believe this ungrateful attitude?”

			Monty’s dad shook his head. Monty slumped in his chair.

			She continued. “You wanted a metal detector, we got you a metal detector. You wanted to go to camp with your friends, we agreed to camp. But you still wanted to do tennis! So we paid for Saturday lessons. All of this and look what you went and did! So ungrateful!”

			With each word his mother spoke, Monty slumped farther down into his chair. His chin felt like it was about to sit in his lima beans. Maybe he could slump all the way downstairs to the yard and into an imaginary hole in the ground. He could lie there and wait until his parents weren’t mad anymore. He figured he could live off the worms. They would provide enough protein. The dirt would be cooler than his room was that summer. The more he imagined it, the more he looked forward to it.

			“And to top it all off…” Yes, his mother was still talking. “…I have to be supervised this summer by Assistant Principal Jones. She’s always tapping her long nails and clicking her high heels! Being extra bossy because Ranita is out of the country!”

			Monty’s mother was best friends with Principal Ranita Langley at Park Elementary, whom all of the kids loved. Monty loved her too, but the fact that his mother had an in with the principal wasn’t a good thing for his reputation. They had learned about negative numbers this past year and if people were adding up points for all the cool stuff about Monty, his mother’s friendship with his principal would probably earn him a gazillion negative points.

			“Have I mentioned that I gave up my whole summer?” she repeated. Yes, I believe you did, Ma, he wanted to say.

			“Tammy, I wonder if we can start talking about Monty’s punishment now?” his father asked. She nodded. “Montgomery, you can still go in the yard, but you can’t invite anybody in to play.”

			“Well, what’s the point then?” Monty demanded. His father glared at him, and Monty knew he had gone too far. “Sorry, Daddy.”

			His mother leaned forward, meaning business. “Here’s how this summer is going to go down. You have to go to day camp because, now that I’ve given up my whole summer to work, someone’s gotta watch you. In fact, I’ve made sure someone will be watching your every move. During the week, you have camp from eight thirty a.m. to four thirty p.m. In addition to taking out our garbage, on the weekends, you’ll be doing somebody else’s chores to pay for the metal detector.”

			“Whose?” Monty demanded, his eyes wide.

			“We’ll get to that in a minute. And who told you to interrupt me?” his mother demanded, frowning. “From five to six p.m, you will be practicing tennis. Then at six, dinner. You already know bath time is at seven thirty, bedtime is eight. Anything you can slip between those times during the week is up to you. And remember you have tennis every Saturday afternoon.”

			Monty was out of breath just listening to the schedule.

			“And no putting things off! You have one week to make arrangements with the people in the building to figure out how you can help them to earn money and pay us back for the metal detector. You think you’re so good at math? The metal detector cost one hundred dollars. So let’s see if you can figure out how many people and how many times you have to do chores to pay us back.”

			His father took over. “We’re still deciding about the Fourth of July barbecue and whether you can have a birthday party a week later.”

			Oh man!

			“And there will be no complaining. You need to learn that the world doesn’t revolve around Montgomery Carver! At the end of the summer, you’re gonna volunteer for the Obama campaign with your mother and come with me to the station to work on the ChicaGO! panel discussion. They’re debating the pros and cons of the Olympics coming to Washington Park.”

			“Wait, what? Pros and cons? What could possibly be a con to the Olympics coming to Washington Park?” Monty asked.

			“Well, we’re not really sure what will happen to the neighborhood when they build the stadium,” his father responded.

			“We? Daddy, are you trying to stop the Olympics from coming to Washington Park?”

			“First of all, watch your tone. I’m not trying to stop the Olympics, Monty. We just have to make sure that, as a community, we get something out of the deal.”

			“What deal? Washington Park will be the center of the world! All those people from all over the world will be five blocks away. And I may even be in the games!”

			“Finish your lima beans, Montgomery,” his father finally told him, to shut down the conversation. Man!

			After Monty finished eating, his mother ran a bath for him, putting in his favorite Blue Galaxy bath bomb. But even that couldn’t help the fact that his summer was ruined.
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CHAPTER 6

			PURPLE FLOWERS

			Monty woke up the next morning and sat up in his bed. Then, he remembered how much trouble he was in and lay back down, pulling the sheet over his head. He tried to go back to sleep. It didn’t work.

			He got out of bed and stared out the window. A group of girls went by in the alley, some turning cartwheels, and he shook his head. He walked over to his desk and sat down to write in his composition book.

			Saturday, June 21, 2008

			Results of Trial 1: Fail . The day went about as bad as it can go . Odds of me being able to go outside the yard without THEM before I’m 30? 1 out of 100 . Shoot! We did find a key, but who cares . And what’s up with school?

			Question: Why aren’t there enough kids at Park Elementary for summer school?

			Hypothesis: Students learned enough already, or maybe “we’re all so smart already!”

			“Monty! Breakfast!” his father called from the kitchen.

			Monty closed his composition book and headed toward the kitchen. When he arrived, he saw waffles and strawberries, his favorite, waiting for him on the dining room table. Someone’s on my side. But, as he started to wash his hands, he overhead his mother talking to his aunt on the phone in his parents’ bedroom.

			“Sammie, giiiirl, don’t you know I gave up my whole summer for this boy and look what happened! The attitude!”

			Monty’s excitement left him as quickly as it came. He sat down to eat and for a while, the only sound was the silverware clanking on the plates and Monty’s father slurping on his coffee.

			“How did you sleep last night, Monty?” his father asked.

			“Fine,” Monty said, then took a bite of his waffles and strawberries. Even his favorite breakfast tasted like ghost dust that morning.

			Monty’s mother came into the kitchen and sat down at the table. “Have you come up with a plan for how you’re going to pay for the metal detector?” his mother asked before taking a bite of bacon. Monty’s father took another slurp of his coffee.

			“Yeah, I guess so,” Monty said. “What time do old people wake up?”

			“What kind of question is that?” his father asked.

			“Well, I’m thinking we should go knock on their doors after breakfast to see if they need help,” Monty said. “Like Granddaddy used to say, ‘Why put off today what you can do tomorrow? Or was it, ‘Why put off until tomorrow what you can do today?’ ”

			“Well, it’s not like all old people do the same thing, Monty. I would wait until the afternoon, just in case. Maybe after tennis,” his father told him.

			“And talking to your neighbors is something you will be doing by yourself, Monty,” his mother said. “You’re old enough now to be able to have that kind of conversation.”

			But not old enough to go outside the yard? What would he say to these old people? He had never said anything but “Hi” and “Bye” to them as they passed each other in the hallway, which was hardly ever.

			“You might want to start with Ms. Jenkins. You know, she’s an activist in the community, especially for young people. I’m sure she’d be happy to support you,” his mother said.

			Are you kidding me? Scary Old Lady Jenkins? No way! She will most definitely be the last person I talk to, if I ever do!

			“Hmm, I’ll keep that in mind,” he lied. “Thanks for letting me know.”

			“One more thing, Monty. Let them tell you how much they will pay you to do the chores. You don’t want to look pushy.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” he said. “May I be excused?”

			His mother nodded.

			After he cleared off his plate, Monty watched TV for a while in the dining room. Then he decided to go outside and practice some tennis. He grabbed his racket and balls, ran down the back steps—making sure to skip over the small hole in the fourth to last one—and jumped into the yard, like ta-da!

			He began his practice with his new serve on the sidewalk, aiming toward the alley gate, but he couldn’t concentrate. So he started to hit some balls off the wooden steps that led up to his porch, aiming for the third step from the ground. That also didn’t work out, so he decided to practice his flat serve up against the apartment building wall next to the shed. It was more like slamming the ball. It felt good to hit the ball as hard as he could, almost like hitting a baseball. He was still so mad at himself for ruining his whole summer with his birthday gift.

			“If I didn’t know better, I’d think that you were trying to kill those poor tennis balls!” a voice said out of nowhere.

			Monty jumped, dropping his racket and ball. He looked around and saw it was the Lady with the Purple Flowers talking to him. She was wearing a purple dress with white flowers instead of a white dress with purple flowers. Trying to jazz things up! Monty thought. She was holding a hose, about to water her garden.

			“Uh… yeah,” Monty said, picking his stuff up off the ground. “I guess I was getting a little bit carried away. This is how they do it in the Olympics, though.” He really didn’t want to talk to her since he thought she was Old Lady Jenkins’s archenemy. But his grandmother always said that he needed to respect old people and be polite.

			“Well, Mr. Olympics, you look like you got something on your mind,” she said as she began to water the purple flowers. It wasn’t a question, but it sounded like she wanted an answer.

			“Well, actually, I’m in a whole lot of trouble and my whole summer is ruined,” he admitted.

			“That doesn’t sound good,” she said, keeping the conversation going as she walked from purple flowers to pink ones.

			“It’s not,” he found himself saying. “Instead of being out here playing with my friends, I have to spend my summer earning money to pay for… well, a big mistake. I really messed up.”

			“Yeah, I think I heard your mother on the porch talking on the phone about it this morning. She said something about you ‘stealing her summer.’ Something like that.”

			“Pretty much,” Monty told her. Now everyone knows!

			“How you gonna earn the money?” she asked.

			“Doing chores for people in the building,” he told her.

			“Hmm. Well, I wonder if you could help me out. I’m not in your building, but I sure could use someone to water my garden a couple of days a week,” she said, waving a hand over all her pink flowers as if to say, “These babies right here.”

			Wait, what? Working for Old Lady Jenkins’s competition? No thank you! The last thing he needed was to be in the middle of their mess.

			“Well… umm… I don’t think my parents will let me go outside the yard,” he told her. “It would have been great if I could help you out, but I don’t think it’ll work out.”

			Just then, Monty heard the crack of his screen door. His mother leaned over the railing and called out, “Monty! Come inside and get ready for tennis!”

			“Hi there!” the Lady with the Purple Flowers called up to his mother. “Monty here said he needs to earn some money. I was telling him that I need some help in my yard…”

			“But I already told her you all probably wouldn’t let me do it since it’s outside the yard,” Monty jumped in. Please say no!

			“Oh, don’t listen to Monty. Of course, he can help you out. You’re right next door, where we can keep an eye on him,” his mother told her.

			“But…,” he said.

			“But what, Monty?” his mother asked. “This is great! You have your first customer. You’re the guinea pig, Ms. Williams! He can use the experience to figure out what to do for the folks in our building. Ms. Williams, he’s all yours for the next thirty minutes to show him what needs to be done, and then we’ll send him back over tomorrow at about four o’clock. How does that sound?”

			“Well, that’ll be perfect!” the Lady with the Purple Flowers said, and winked at Monty.

			Monty gathered his tennis balls from the yard and was about to go upstairs. “Don’t you have something to say to Ms. Williams, Monty?” his mother asked.

			“Yeah, I’m sorry! Thank you so much, Ms. Williams. I really appreciate it,” he lied. Now he was going to be in trouble with Old Lady Jenkins too. Things were getting worse and worse.

			Monty walked over to the Lady with the Purple Flowers’s yard. “I’ve decided to pay you five dollars a day!” she announced and led him over to her toolshed. Score! “I’d like you to work on Mondays and Fridays. Now, hang the rake and broom up just like this, and here’s where I keep the clippers for the rosebushes. Let me show you more of my garden.”

			At the edge of the garden Monty’s nose began to sting, making him cough. His eyes began to water, and he could barely see.

			“What is that smell?” he asked.

			“Oh, just some compost,” she said mysteriously. “You know you need that extra something to help your garden grow.”

			They made compost in science class last year and it was stinky but nothing like this! His science teacher and mentor, Ms. Banks, did say you could use just about anything for compost but, what in the world ? Yes, she was offering a lot of money for this job, but if he had to smell this every day, was it even worth it?
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			Later, at FX Tennis, Monty was on the court practicing his backhand with his coach, Steve, but things weren’t going so hot. He kept aiming the ball in the wrong direction and couldn’t focus.

			“Hey, Prez, what’s going on with my star player?” Steve asked, messing with Monty’s hair and frowning when it didn’t move. Steve had given Monty the nickname “Prez” a few weeks earlier when he realized that Monty looked just like Obama.

			“I’m in so much trouble it’s not even funny!” Monty said.

			“You and everybody else, Prez. Let’s just use the ball machine today. That’ll help you focus a little bit more.”

			It did help Monty focus, but it didn’t help him feel any better about the situation.
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CHAPTER 7

			WASHINGTON PARK

			It was his first day of camp, and Monty was feeling a mixture of excitement and nerves. He was nervous about starting camp, but excited about being in Washington Park every day.

			It was a huge park divided by drives and roads that cut through the green in a figure eight, creating islands all around. The buildings were mostly on the edges, and there was a lagoon with a bridge leading to another island and lots of trees, including Monty’s favorite weeping willows.

			He knew he needed to hurry and get his journal entry done. His mother had already mentioned he was on her last nerve.

			Monday, June 23, 2008

			Observations: I wasn’t able to figure out why there weren’t enough kids at Park Elementary for summer school . Note to self: think about that later . Some compost is really stinky . Ma is always saying I get on her last nerve, so she only has one left . But I feel like I have a thousand nerves jumping around in my stomach for my first day of camp.

			Question: How many nerves do humans have?

			Hypothesis: Maybe a million?

			Research: According to the encyclopedia, we have 7 trillion nerves.

			Conclusion: I knew it was a lot!

			“Monty!” his mother called from the kitchen. Monty put down his journal and raced out to meet his mother by the back door.

			It only took him and his mother a few minutes to drive from his building to Washington Park, where his camp was, but it felt like forever. Once in the parking lot, his mother pulled in and out of a parking space three times, creating a long line of cars behind them.

			Embarrassing!

			Finally, Monty’s mother parked their car at the Field House. Monty grabbed his drawstring bag—with his trunks, flip flops, towel, water bottle, and lotion—then got out of the car. Too bad he didn’t pack another pair of legs. He was so nervous his own legs were really shaky. At least his knees weren’t ashy.

			“Come on, Monty!” his mother yelled. They walked through the entrance full of kids joking, playing, and fighting while their parents crowded the front desk asking for directions. “Age?” a lady with a clipboard asked his mother. “Nine,” she replied.

			Going on ten! Why does she always forget that part? Monty then followed his mother into the gym, where the squeak of basketballs and sneakers competed with the laughter of the boys. His mother saw the person in charge sitting at a table and went to talk to them.

			“Monty! Over here!” Alex shouted.

			Monty left his mother and ran across the gym to where Alex, Jaron, and two other boys were hanging out, dancing, and cutting up. Monty recognized the two boys as Henry and Terrence from the jazz band at the KLEO Center. Monty played saxophone in the jazz band and that was definitely an “experiment.” He’d even written in his journal about it.

			Observation: Jazz is cool . I really like when Louis Armstrong’s cheeks get really big when he plays his trumpet.

			Hypothesis: I have rhythm . I can look as cool as those jazz musicians on Daddy’s albums, and I can sound just as good as them too.

			Research: I listen to Daddy’s records all the time!

			Trials:

			1) Practice every day with the cool guys at the center.

			2) Visit every thrift store in Chicago to find the right black beret . (You dig it?)

			3) Steal the show at the final concert with the center’s band.

			Conclusions (in this order): Nope, nope, and nope . I don’t have rhythm, I don’t look as cool as the musicians, and I definitely don’t sound as good as they do.

			“Man, have you solved the mystery of the century yet?” Jaron asked as he put Monty in a headlock and tried to mess up his ’fro.

			“Well, about that…,” Monty started. “My parents found out about the metal detector and I’m in a lot of trouble! And, I broke the doggone thing! I have to spend the whole summer doing chores for the neighbors to pay for it! I don’t think I’m going to be doing any investigating.”

			“Man, Monty!” Alex said. “I knew that thing was trouble.”

			“Well, Little Bit, I guess I’ll be expecting those Flamin’ Hots just in time for Labor Day,” Jaron said with a smirk.

			“And my mother has me doing chores for Old Lady Jenkins’s nemesis!” Monty added.

			“Ouch! I think I’d be more scared of that than the ghost,” Alex said.

			“You know that ghost ain’t real, right?” Jaron said, dancing to a beat in his head.

			“I think I’ll wait for the evidence before I say there’s no ghost,” Alex said. “As long as my mother believes in it, that’s all that matters.”

			Just then, the counselor walked over to them with a supersonic tilt. He had dark brown skin and lots of muscles bulging out of his Park District T-shirt. He was ready with a whistle around his neck and a clipboard and pen in his hands.

			“Okay, everybody, line up!” he shouted, and all the boys in the group formed a line. Monty knew he didn’t belong in this group; he recognized Kyle and Ben from his grade at school in another group. But he really wanted to be with Alex and even Jaron, so he stuck around. “My name is Sylvester, but they call me Sly,” the counselor said.

			All the boys smiled and nodded in approval. One guy shouted, “Bet!”

			“When I get to you, tell me your name and T-shirt size.” As he went from boy to boy, he checked the names off his clipboard then wrote down some information. As he approached, Monty became really nervous. He didn’t want to go to the other group.

			Then Sly was in front of Monty. “What’s your name?”

			“Montgomery Carver,” Monty told him, swallowing hard.

			Sly checked his list a couple of times then looked at Monty and frowned. “I don’t see you on my list,” he said. Just then Monty saw his mother finishing her talk with the person in charge. She waved at him, so he waved back. He had an idea.

			“Um, yeah. My mother just finished signing me up. We didn’t hand in our paperwork on time,” Monty said, looking down at the wooden floor like he was embarrassed.

			After a long pause, Sly said, “Don’t worry about it, man. Your mama probably has a lot on her plate. What size T-shirt you wear?”

			I’m in! He and Alex grinned from ear to ear as Sly moved on down the line.

			Jaron leaned over to Monty. “Just remember, you can get caught. You have been caught before.”

			I wish he would go sit down somewhere!

			The boys first had to sit on the floor and listen to a boring welcome from the camp director, which was interrupted by the Roar outside with a car playing James Brown’s “I Feel Good.” Everyone laughed and danced until the camp director put her hands on her hips and glared the campers into silence. Then they did some laps around the gym. Afterward, Sly made an announcement.

			“We’re going across the parkway to the baseball diamond to play softball. Here’s the thing. You all walk behind me and stick together. I’m gonna be the crossing guard.”

			Everyone frowned and groaned.

			Sly put on an orange vest, then grabbed his clipboard, bat, and softball and led them outside.

			When they hit Morgan Drive, Sly blew his whistle and started shouting. “All right! Let me stop these cars first, then you cross.” He went into the street and held up his hand, then waved to the boys to cross the street.

			“Hey, Little Bit!” Jaron called out really loud as they crossed the street. “I bet if you weren’t here, we wouldn’t be doing this, with your fifth-grade-goin’ butt!”

			Monty felt his face getting hot, not just from embarrassment, but because he could get in trouble if Sly found out his age. A couple of the boys he didn’t know looked at him and shook their heads. Jaron!

			Later, when they took a water break on the sidelines during the game, Monty had an idea for how to get Jaron back.

			“Jaron, I may be young, but I bet I can beat your old butt at a race,” Monty said loudly. “You’re always talking about being in the Olympics but you know you can’t beat me!”

			Alex leaned over and whispered, “Man, Monty, leave it alone. You don’t have to prove anything to Jaron.”

			“Yes, yes. The Olympics!” Henry announced, putting one hand out to the sky like he was looking into the future. “Imagine it—this group of fine young men right here in Washington Park as the United States Track Team in 2016.” Everybody clapped. Someone shouted “Southsiiiiide!”

			“But who among us would take home the gold?” Henry continued. “That, my friends, we shall determine once these two gentlemen take their marks.”

			Monty gave everyone one of his signature smiles.

			“All right, all right,” Jaron said.

			The group went over to a stretch of the big track, and Terrence ran ahead to mark the finish line and be the judge of the winner. Monty and Jaron lined up just like they had done in Monty’s yard.

			Henry announced, “On your mark! Get set! Go!”

			Monty and Jaron ran for their lives on the path. Monty had a head start on Jaron. Yes! Then he slipped a little, which threw him off, but he kept going. He was still in the lead. Then he slipped again. He looked down and realized that they were running on large white gravel. Just then, he tripped over a particularly sharp piece of gravel and went flying in the air. Nothing was touching nothing! He closed his eyes before he landed flat on his stomach. Ooompf!

			Monty sucked in air a few times to catch his breath and spit out dust. Everyone ran over to make sure he was okay. Sly helped him up and Monty swept the gravel off his clothes. He’d skinned his knee a little bit and it stung, but more than anything, he was embarrassed. Most of the boys frowned with concern but a couple were giggling.

			Monty asked Sly, “Hey, man, when are they going to pave this path? Why do we have gravel on the Southside?”

			“I appreciate the plea for justice, Malcolm X, but this ain’t no track. This is a bridle path,” Sly told Monty.

			“A bridal path? Like where people get married?” Monty asked, looking at the path.

			“Yes, this is the exact spot where you’re going to marry Brittany Parker!” Alex said.

			Why would Alex say that when he knows that Brittany Parker is my archenemy? Well, next to Jaron. Monty couldn’t shake the image of Brittany winning first place for the science fair, and his second-place ribbon in his shoebox.

			It was too late. Everyone chimed in. Henry linked arms with Terrence, and they walked together with a step-stop rhythm down an imaginary aisle humming “Here Comes the Bride.” Someone else requested to be the best man. Someone else said, “Hey, Terrence, don’t your mama play the organ over there at Cosmopolitan Community Church? Maybe she could help this brother out.”

			“Stop goofing off, y’all,” Sly said. “This is a bridle path for horses, you fools! Don’t y’all know anything about this place?”

			“What horses?” Monty asked.

			“Lots of Black people bring their horses here to ride on this path. The Black cowboys hold an annual event here in July.”

			Monty had never been on a horse before, so they were a little scary—not like dragon trees, though. Still, he was kind of excited about the idea of Black cowboys right there in Washington Park. Who knew?

			“We got another fifteen minutes, so let’s all get back to the diamond,” Sly said.

			Everyone headed toward the diamond, but Jaron stayed back with Monty. He put his arm around him and said, “You and I both know you were supposed to win that race, but them’s the breaks!” Then he walked off.

			Monty just wanted to go home. Man!
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CHAPTER 8

			PINK FLOWERS

			That evening, after camp, Monty was tearing up his closet, throwing things here and there. Where is it? He had already been through all his drawers and his grandfather’s trunk where his mother packed his winter clothes. He was ready to give up when he lifted a couple of jackets off his closet shelf.

			“There it is!” he said, and grabbed the hat.

			Monty walked over to the mirror and tried on the fishing hat he used to wear when he and his grandfather went out to the Mississippi River in search of catfish. He pulled the hat down as far as it would go, smooshing his ’fro down under it until he could barely see his eyes in the mirror. Perfect! He didn’t want the hat because of the sun, although it was really hot out there that day. He had to hide his identity in case Old Lady Jenkins happened to look out the window, or, God forbid, she came out to start a fight with the Lady with the Purple Flowers while he was there!

			He gathered a few more things. A special face mask his father bought for him to block out the smell of the compost along with some gardening gloves to wear, just Monty’s size. Old Lady Jenkins would never know it was him with all this on! He felt like he was in witness protection or something. But, man, was he hot!

			He looked back in the mirror and took the hat off to check his ’fro. It popped back out like nothing had happened. Ready!

			After Monty had worked in the garden for about an hour, the Lady with the Purple Flowers came outside with a tray of lemonade. She put it down on the fancy table on the porch with its curlicue white legs and round glass top, and then came downstairs to bring him a glass.

			Monty drank it like it was the last drink on Earth and let out a satisfying “Ahhhhhhh!” He handed the glass back to the Lady with the Purple Flowers and wiped his brow before getting back to work using the hose to water around the blue flowers.

			The Lady with the Purple Flowers went back up and sat in a chair with cushions decorated in blue and purple flowers. She began to fan herself with her newspaper. “You look like you’re from outer space with all that stuff on! You’re not tryin’ to hide under all that, are you?”

			Little did she know he’d rather have heat stroke than have Old Lady Jenkins hit him over the head with her rake.

			“Me? Hide? From what?” he asked, his voice squeaking.

			“Never mind,” the Lady with the Purple Flowers said, shaking her head.

			“If you must know, it’s your compost,” Monty said. “That smell is just too much for me.”

			“Mmhmmm,” she said, like she didn’t believe him. “So how was camp, Monty?”

			“I’ve seen better days,” Monty said, imitating what his grandfather used to say. “I was running a race and fell right on my face in front of everybody. This summer is just getting worse and worse!”

			“Oh, you’ll be all right,” she said.

			Monty stood up to explain better. “And to top it off, I lost the race to Jaron! I’ll never hear the end of that! It’s like sometimes he’s my friend and sometimes… He’s always competing with me.”

			“Oh. So, he’s the competitive one, Mr. Olympics?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.

			“Wait! Why are you looking at me like that?” he asked.

			“Oh, no reason,” she said. She put on her glasses and started to read the newspaper.

			Monty went back to watering.

			“Well, listen to this!” she announced out of the blue, making Monty drop the hose. “A bowl was discovered by a garbage collector on his rounds on the West Side. After a careful analysis by archeologists from the Field Museum, it was discovered that the bowl was created around the year 1788 by the Ojibwe tribe. They believe it washed up in the storm earlier in the month.”

			“1788?” Monty blurted out as he picked up the hose.

			“Yes!” she said. “And there’s more. ‘Museum officials are talking to members of the tribe in a meeting tomorrow to decide what to do with it.’ ”

			“Wow!” Monty said.

			She put the paper down and took off her glasses. “You know, this is reminding me of that Antiques Roadshow,” she said.

			“Me and Ma watch that show all the time!” Monty said, excited. “We compete to see who can guess how much each thing is worth. It’s a lot of fun!”

			“I watch it too!” the Lady with the Purple Flowers said. “I bet there’s stuff washing up all over Chicago after the storm. They should have a special episode just for the treasures we find here this summer.”

			When Monty heard that, he froze. Treasure. He remembered something Jaron had said right before his life got sucked down into the sewer: “Look, Cap’n Crunch! Do you want your treasure or what?” What if the ghost pouch and key washed up in the storm? What if they’re really important, like some kind of treasure? Or a piece of history? Or they could just belong to the ghost, but even that would be a big deal. And he had thrown the key away! He almost dropped the hose again.

			As soon as he finished with the garden and collected his five dollars, he ran back to his own yard. He was about to run up the stairs to his apartment to try to find the key when he saw his tennis racket and balls on the ground. He remembered he was supposed to be practicing for an hour after helping with gardening. Oh brother!

			He took off all his gardening gear and began hitting the balls off the back steps. He was so hot and tired but knew he had to do it. The suspense was killing him, though, worrying about whether the key was sitting in a big pile of trash on the edge of the city somewhere, because he had thrown it away!

			Once he was done, Monty ran up the stairs with his racket, balls, and gardening gear to get to his room, only to be stopped by his mother and father. They were sitting on the back porch holding hands while reading. Who does that? How do they turn the pages?

			“What’s the rush, Monty?” his mother asked. But before he could reply, she frowned and said, “Baby, why’re you so red? And you’re sweating like I don’t know what! And what’s all that you got bundled up in your hands?”

			All these questions! “It’s my gardening gear! I really need this mask, Ma! You just don’t know how much Ms. Williams’s compost smells!” Monty said dramatically.

			She shook her head. “Well, how did it go?”

			Monty was getting antsy to find the key. “Pretty well,” he admitted. Then he looked over the railing to make sure Old Lady Jenkins wasn’t outside before whispering, “The Lady with the… Ms. Williams is pretty nice.”

			“Good!” his mother said. “It always helps when you like the people you work with. Unlike me and Assistant Principal Jones. She got on my last nerve today. I don’t know how I’m going to make it through this summer.”

			Monty stopped himself from telling her she had trillions of nerves to spare.

			“Monty, why don’t you go inside and take a shower,” his father said. “I’m gonna start dinner soon.”

			Maybe he’ll have mercy on me and skip the lima beans!

			Once inside, Monty ran straight to his room and looked into his garbage can. Whew! The pouch was right where he’d put it a few days ago. He snatched it up and then grabbed his keepsake box from the closet. It was just a shoebox, but it contained a brass compass that his father had given him, a beautiful black-and-white picture of his grandmother, his second-place science fair medal, and little bits of scrap paper with ideas for future experiments and projects. It was the perfect place to keep the pouch.

			He was about to sit down and write about the key in his journal when he remembered that he was supposed to take out the garbage. So many chores! He went through the house picking up the garbage cans in each room and emptying them into the kitchen bag. Then he lifted it over his shoulder and went outside.

			“I was wondering when you would remember that,” his mother said, smiling. “I’m proud of you, Monty. You’re taking all of this seriously. You’re growing up!”

			Right. But not fast enough to go outside the yard!
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PART II

			TREASURE

			“Remember that wherever your heart is,

			There you will find your treasure.”

			—Paulo Coelho, The Alchemist

		

	
		
        
                [image: ]
                

            



	

CHAPTER 9

			THE INVESTIGATION BEGINS

			Monty held the key in his hand. Treasure! He then walked across the room and put his ear to the door to make sure his parents weren’t lurking around in the hall. Safe!

			He turned on his radio and danced to some rap music over to his desk, then he grabbed his composition book, smiling from ear to ear—his chin, once again, dragging on the floor. He opened the book up to the conclusion of his last experiment and skipped ahead three pages to a new section. He wrote down:

			Observation: We found a golden key . It was in a ghost pouch .

			Observation: A golden key was in a ghost pouch in Old Lady Jenkins’s sunflowers . Golden keys don’t belong in sunflower beds . Neither do ghost pouches.

			Questions: What is the history of the ghost pouch and key? Do they really belong to a ghost or someone else? Does the ghost even exist? What is ghost dust? Is the key real gold ? What does the golden key go to? Did it wash up in the storm like that bowl?

			Hypothesis: An old person could have lost or hidden the pouch and key in the sunflower bed.

			Research: Examine the dust and key for clues . Start talking to some old people.

			Monty knew that starting with old people would mean talking to Old Lady Jenkins, so he decided to put that off and begin his research by examining the ghost dust. He went in his closet and took the white lab coat his grandma bought him last Christmas off the hanger. He put it on and started dancing around, feeling very scientific. But then he thought dancing during an experiment was too risky, so he decided to get back to work. He pulled out two plastic gloves from the box of fifty that he kept in his desk drawer—you really can get good deals at the Dollar Tree—and put them on. That would have to do.

			Monty sat down at his desk and opened up the pouch. He poured a little bit of the dust into his palm. The dust was kind of large and a little squiggly. Hmmm. He pulled over his microscope on the desk and turned on the light. He was ready! He pulled out a specimen slide, sprinkled some ghost dust on it with a drop of water, and put the slide coverslip on top. He was in business! He put the specimen under the microscope and looked through the lens. Under the microscope, the ghost dust didn’t look much different than what he could see with his eyes. Nothing new. Man!

			He hung his head in disappointment but then decided to focus on the key instead. He pulled it out of the pouch. Is it real gold? He’d have to figure that out. First, he needed to see the tiny letters on it. Maybe they spelled a name or address that could help him figure out its history. He wiped it off with a tissue then exchanged it for the dust under the microscope. He turned the focus knob. There was a word on the key. He almost had the microscope in focus to make out the word when knock knock!

			Monty jumped. Shoot!

			“Yes?” he asked, scared that someone would open the door.

			“Dinner will be ready in ten minutes!” his mother shouted.

			“Okay,” he shouted back.

			Monty listened for her footsteps to move on down the hall before getting back to his observation. He focused the lens a little more. There, he could read the word on the key: Modesty.

			Hmm. He sort of knew that word. Whenever he bragged about himself, his mother said, “Now, Monty, you have to practice modesty. You’re a wonderful guy, but let me and Daddy be the ones to say it. Not you.”

			He got up, went over to his bookshelf, and pulled out the old, gigantic Merriam-Webster dictionary that his parents had given him after his grandfather died. It was heavy. He lugged it over to the bed and looked up the word.

			“Modesty. Noun, Mod-es-ty. The quality of not being too proud or confident about yourself or your abilities.”

			Now what?

			He wrote some notes in his composition book and decided to check one more thing before dinner. He went to his collection of Farmer’s Almanacs where he had read about how to test for fake gold. Vinegar! If it’s not gold it will change color from the acid. He took out a small vial and put the key inside it. Then he grabbed the jug of vinegar he kept next to his desk for experiments. He opened it up, drew some vinegar from the jug with a dropper, and then put a drop of the vinegar into the vial with the key. He watched to see what happened—half expecting the key to sizzle or something—but really, he was looking for it to change color.

			The key stayed exactly the same. Which could mean only one thing. The key is real gold!

			“Come on, Monty. Dinner’s getting cold,” his father shouted from the dining room. Monty put the key and the pouch back in his keepsake box, fumbled to pull off the rubber gloves, and hung the lab coat back in his closet. He grabbed his composition book and added to his notes:

			Observation: The key is real gold.
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			Later that night, Monty woke to the sound of rustling in his closet. His heart stopped. He imagined the ghost going on a rampage through his belongings, looking for the key and pouch so he could take it back to the yard and cast more spells. Oh no!

			Monty slowly pulled the covers over his head, closed his eyes tight, and held his breath, hoping the ghost wouldn’t know he was there. The rummaging stopped and Monty thought the ghost had left. But then there was more rustling, and then a crash!

			Footsteps quickly moved from the closet toward his door. As the figure passed in front of the hall light shining into his room, he could see the silhouette of the ghost.

			Wait a minute, why does that shadow look so familiar? 

			The head had locs or braids.

			“Ma?” he asked.

			“Monty, what are you doing up so late?” she asked. Monty realized she was carrying dirty clothes from his closet. “You know you have camp tomorrow, right? Get some sleep while I wash these clothes!”

			“But…,” Monty started.

			“But nothing! Now get some sleep,” she said, shutting the door and leaving him in the dark.

			Man!
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CHAPTER 10

			BLUE FLOWERS

			Monty had struggled through the past few days. He was so tired in the evenings and slept so deeply at night that his mother had to get his father to wake him up in the morning. All he felt like writing in his composition book was a question.

			Friday, June 27, 2008

			Question: What exactly is in compost?

			Meanwhile, at camp, Monty had tried to avoid Jaron. The good news was that they’d gone fishing at the lagoon one day—something he was actually good at—and he’d caught a really big bluegill!

			But there had also been bad news. One day, he’d run into Kyle, one of the boys from his grade at school. And the news went down like this:

			“Hey!” they greeted each other.

			“I see you’re in the older boys’ group. Good for you!” Kyle said.

			“Well, it’s not as fun as I thought. I’ll see you in school!” Monty said.

			“Oh, I’m not going to Park next year,” Kyle told him. “I’m transferring.”

			“You moving?” Monty asked.

			“Nope, my mother wanted me to go to some other school across the park. I took a test all the way back in December, and they just said I was accepted,” Kyle said.

			“But why?” Monty asked.

			Kyle shrugged. “She said everyone’s leaving Park. Plus, something about wanting more of a focus on science.”

			“What? I’m not leaving Park. At least I don’t think I am. And Ms. Smith is the best science teacher probably in the whole city! Or even the state!” Monty said, thinking about his mentor at school.

			“Well, you and I both know that, but I don’t think anybody else does. I also heard that Trey and Fonita are transferring too. But I gotta go!”

			Monty was shocked. What did Kyle mean that he was leaving Park? He went over to Alex and said, “Alex, can you believe it! At least three people in my grade are leaving Park. Have you heard of anybody leaving?”

			“I heard that Valerie and Phillip might be leaving, but it might have been gossip,” Alex said, and shrugged.

			And that’s how that went down. Monty thought back to his composition book. Not enough kids in summer school, and now kids were leaving regular school? He needed to write it down, but he was too tired.

			Since it was Friday, he’d be working in the Lady with the Purple Flowers’s garden. He decided that, since he was already talking to her, he would start the second part of his research with the key: “Start talking to some old people!”

			Monty arrived in her yard wearing all his gear and got to working raking the grass. When she came down with the lemonade, he asked if he could sit with her on the porch. They drank in silence for a while, then he reached into his pocket and pulled out the key.

			“I was thinking about what you said, about the storm and the treasure. The bowl they found,” he started. “Me and my friends found this key last week and I have been assigned to figure out what it goes to.”

			“Assigned by whom?” she asked.

			“My friends,” he told her. He handed her the key and she put on her glasses.

			“Is this real gold?” she asked.

			“It is! I tested it. That was part of my investigation,” Monty said, sounding important.

			“Hunh! Well, it could very well be treasure. Then again, it could just be a key that someone dropped. It’s not mine, but it reminds me of one of those skeleton keys.”

			A skeleton key! “What’s that?” Monty asked.

			“Well, they’re really old, and they’re like universal keys. They open up every door to a building. Or every drawer to a cabinet.”

			“Wow! If this is a skeleton key, I wonder what all it opens,” Monty said.

			“That’s the task you’ve been assigned,” she said, winking at him. “I think you should start by talking to Ms. Jenkins and your other neighbors, though, to find out if the key is theirs. Now, get back out there and finish the yard. I want to be inside in time for Wheel of Fortune.”

			Monty was tempted to ask her what the deal was between her and Old Lady Jenkins, but he decided to stay out of it. He went back to raking and then watered the pink begonias. He couldn’t wait to take the next steps with the key. Once he got over to the tall blue delphiniums, he noticed that the flowers had holes in them, like some bugs were making a meal out of them. He turned to the Lady with the Purple Flowers and shouted, “Hey, Ms. Williams!” ready to give her a tip on how to get rid of the bugs. But then he remembered that she was the archenemy of Old Lady Jenkins and chickened out. He wasn’t sure he should be helping her that much with her garden.

			“What is it, Monty?” she asked. Dish soap and oil! he wanted to shout, the formula for his grandfather’s good bug killer. Instead, he asked, “Can I have some more lemonade?”
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CHAPTER 11

			Here Goes Nothing!

			Monty finished up right at five past six, in time for the Lady with the Purple Flowers to watch Wheel of Fortune at six thirty. He ran over to his building and, as he ran up the stairs, he could hear something he hadn’t heard in a while. The Roar. His mother had the radio playing really loud while she was cooking. When he entered the kitchen, she was snapping her fingers to Earth, Wind & Fire’s “Shining Star.”

			“I’m going to get my tennis stuff to practice,” he announced as he passed through. It wasn’t one hundred percent true, because he had other plans. If a skeleton key could open any door… He grabbed his racket and a tennis ball from his room and rushed back through the kitchen door and back outside.

			“Dinner will be ready in twenty minutes,” she said as the screen door snapped shut.

			Outside, Monty first tried the key in his back door. No luck. When he got downstairs, he hit the ball against the stairs for a few minutes, glancing up at the windows and into the yard to make sure nobody was around. The Lady with the Purple Flowers and his mother were busy inside and nobody else was out in the yard. He stopped hitting the ball and looked up at his building.

			The raggedy staircase zigzagged up the middle of the six back porches. There were two porches on every floor with lots of yellow, orange, and red flowers hanging on the banisters, but all the people were inside. Whew! He would start testing the key on the third floor, where the two apartments were empty. Then go down to Mr. Finch’s apartment on the second floor, across from his apartment. Then go down to Ms. Hutchinson’s apartment on the first floor, then, finally—oh God!—over to Old Lady Jenkins on the first floor. He’d better hurry up before someone decided it was too hot inside and came outside to fan themselves!

			He went up to the third floor. The apartments were empty, so he wasn’t as worried about people inside seeing him as he was about people outside seeing him. He tiptoed over to each door, trying the key. No luck. Shoot!

			He tiptoed back down to Mr. Finch’s second floor apartment, where the dining room curtains were drawn. Whew! He put his ear to the door. He could hear a loud machine. Mr. Finch must be doing something in the kitchen. Monty decided to take a chance. He pulled out the key and put it up to the doorknob. The machine sound stopped. Mr. Finch’s footsteps grew closer and closer to the door. Monty froze. He heard some loud clanking and realized that Mr. Finch must be putting some stuff in the garbage. The clanking stopped and Mr. Finch’s footsteps became more faint. Whew! He finally tried the key in the doorknob. No luck.

			He checked his watch. Already ten minutes are gone? He had to hurry.

			He went down to the first floor, passing quietly by his own apartment, then down to Ms. Hutchinson’s porch. Her curtains were wide open. He held his breath and slowly peeked into her dining room. Nothing. So he whipped by the window to the kitchen door and listened. Nothing. He tried the key in the kitchen door. Didn’t work. He peeked back through the window, and this time, he saw her coming toward him. He knelt down under the window and held his breath. She opened the door but didn’t come out onto the porch. She stood fanning herself just inside. Finally, she walked away from the kitchen. He ran past her door. Whew!

			Now, for the final apartment—Old Lady Jenkins’s! Her curtains were open. Monty only had five minutes left. Well, here goes nothing! He shimmied along the brick wall of the porch, stopping at the edge of the window. He slowly peeked inside. Old Lady Jenkins was sitting right there in front of him, watching TV in her dining room with her back to the window!

			“Whoa!” Monty shouted out. Old Lady Jenkins turned around to see what was happening and Monty ducked under her window and paused. Monty imagined her standing there peering out the window trying to figure out what the noise was. Meanwhile, he was getting a cramp in his leg. He heard the TV volume go up and decided she must have sat back down.

			He had to go for it. He stood up and saw that Old Lady Jenkins was back to watching TV. He crept past the window and one of the wooden slats creaked. He waited to see if Old Lady Jenkins would move. She didn’t move an inch. He tiptoed real quietly all the way to her kitchen door. He ducked down and tried the key. Nothing.

			He looked at his watch. Two minutes left. He crawled across the porch to the stairs and ran down as fast as he could to the basement doors. He tried the key. No luck.

			Oh well. If this was a skeleton key, it didn’t go to any of these back doors. But what about the front doors?

			“Monty! Dinner!”
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CHAPTER 12

			CAMERA

			When Monty got home from his tennis lesson the next day, he went straight to his room, pulled out his composition book, and fell on his bed. He looked at what he had written that morning.

			Saturday, June 28, 2008

			Observation: I feel bad about the Lady with the Purple Flowers’s delphiniums . Should I tell her?

			He grabbed a pen off his nightstand to try to figure out what to do next. Not about the delphiniums, but about the key. For a while, he stared at a crack in the ceiling, his brain empty. Then a thought came to him. He had discovered that the key didn’t fit into any of the back doors of his apartment building, but there was still the ghost pouch, and there were still the rumors that a ghost was doing nonsense in the yard. He needed to find out if the ghost was real or not.

			He sat up, turned to a new page, and wrote:

			Hypothesis: The ghost is real and he hangs out in the backyard.

			How can I prove this? I’ll get it on camera!

			He got up and walked down the hall, peeking in all the rooms along the way to see if his father was around. When he got to the kitchen, his mother was there cutting an apple for a snack.

			“You want some?” she asked.

			“Sure!” he said. “Where’s Daddy?”

			“He went to record an Obama rally up north. He’ll be back by dinnertime.”

			Perfect! “Thanks, Ma!” he said, grabbing the saucer of apple slices and running to his room.

			He ate the apple slices as fast as he could, choking a little bit, and took a couple of deep breaths to give himself courage for what he was about to do.

			He quietly snuck out of his bedroom and tiptoed down the hall and through the living room to his father’s studio in the sunroom. The studio was a teeny, tiny room with lots of windows off the living room in the front of the apartment. His father was a radio show producer who covered stories in the community on a show called ChicaGO! He went to events and recorded interviews and did call-ins for the radio personality Terrence Jones.

			When his father came to Career Day for Monty’s class, he was voted the coolest of the parents when he recorded three boys rapping, a group of girls singing “Single Ladies,” and the class debating whether or not to add a four-square area or a new jungle gym with the funding the school received for playground improvements. The best part of his father’s win was that he beat out the father of Brittany Parker, who came in first at the Science Fair that year to Monty’s close second. Take that!

			His father had dampening curtains on the windows, and below the windows stood a bookshelf full of gadgets, a worktable with recording equipment, and a trunk that looked like Mr. Finch’s. Monty knew his father had a small video camera in his studio, but he wasn’t sure where it was kept. He looked on the table. Nothing. He looked on the shelf with a whole bunch of wires. Zilch. He looked under the worktable. No luck. He opened the trunk. Bingo!

			Monty grabbed the camera and closed the lid, when something caught his eye: a contraption on the bookshelf used to clamp the camera to the table. He put that in his other hand and tiptoed back to his room.

			He fumbled around with the video equipment, trying to remember how to work the camera and connect it to the clamp. He finally got it set up on his windowsill, which looked over the backyard. He would set up the camera each night and press “record” to see if he could catch the ghost in action, even when he was asleep.

			Monty heard the front door, which meant that his father was home. He quickly undid everything from his windowsill and put all the equipment in his closet. He pulled out a book and lay on the bed, pretending he was reading, just as his father opened the door to check on him.
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			That night…

			Monty yelled, “Good night!” to his parents and turned off the light. He waited a few minutes to see if anybody came in. Clear! he thought. Then he fastened the camera to his windowsill, pressed the “record” button, and aimed the lens at the sunflower patch. Then, he drew the curtain over it in case his mother came in the room. He woke up three times in the night to rewind the tape and make sure he hadn’t missed anything. Finally, he was exhausted and fell asleep for good.

			As soon as he woke up that Sunday morning, he threw off his covers and looked out his window at the yard. Everything seemed normal. The sunflowers were actually looking better. The dragon trees were waving good morning. Old Lady Jenkins was tending to her yellow petunias. There was no sign of the Lady with the Purple Flowers. Thank God!

			He rewound the tape and played the night’s recording. Something was moving in the sunflowers! He rewound the tape and played it in slow motion.

			A raccoon. Man!
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CHAPTER 13

			OLD PEOPLE

			It was Sunday, Monty’s official day of rest, but he couldn’t really relax with so much on his mind. Especially now that he had set the camera up. He got out of bed and slunk over to his desk to write in his journal.

			Sunday, June 29, 2008

			Observation: Ms . Hutchinson’s doorbell says “M . Hutchinson .” Maybe the “M” stands for “Modesty”? Like Hope or Joy.

			Hypothesis: The “M” in Ms . Hutchinson’s name stands for “Modesty .”

			Research: Find out Ms . Hutchinson’s first name.

			Monty flipped back through his notes to an earlier research question:

			Hypothesis: An old person could have lost or hidden the pouch and key in the sunflower bed.

			Research: Examine the dust and key for clues . Start talking to some old people.

			Monty knew he needed to focus on the second part of that research question: “talk to some old people.” It would also help him with his new hypothesis about Ms. Hutchinson’s first name. He had a good working relationship with the Lady with the Purple Flowers, but he was still nervous about what he would say to the people in his building. He decided to practice in the mirror.

			“Hi. It’s Monty from the building. I thought I’d help the elderly this summer. It’s my way of giving back. For a small fee, of course.” Then he remembered his grandmother told him not to let old people know you know they’re old. Just treat them like regular people. So he tried again.

			“What’s up?” he shouted. “Listen! I’m trying to make some extra ends this summer. You know how it is?” Naaah!

			Monty then had breakfast, took a shower, and put on some clothes. He looked at his watch. It was getting close to noon, and he thought it was late enough that old people would have gotten their beauty rest. He reminded himself of their last names. Ms. Hutchinson. Mr. Finch. Then, of course, Old Lady… Ms. Jenkins.

			He dug into his shoebox, grabbed the key out of the ghost pouch, and was ready to roll!

			He decided he would go downstairs through the front hallway. It was more formal than the back steps and it would give him a chance to try the key in the neighbors’ front doors. He ran to the front door. “Okay!” Monty shouted to his parents, who were in the dining room watching TV. “I’m going out to see if people still believe in child labor!”

			“What?” they shouted.

			“I’m going to talk to the neighbors about doing some chores to pay for the metal detector!” he yelled back.

			His mother came out of the dining room. “Oh. I thought you said something about Labor Day. Good luck!” Monty gave her his signature smile and walked out the door.

			Monty walked down the carpeted staircase to Ms. Hutchinson’s apartment. He put his ear to the door and, when he didn’t hear anything, he tried the key in the upper and lower locks. No go! Shoot!

			He knocked on the polished wooden door. He waited a minute but there was no answer. The TV was so loud, even coming from another room, that he had to knock again and shout “Hello!” Finally, he heard the click-clack of some shoes coming down the hallway inside.

			“Who is it?” the voice inside demanded, sounding angry.

			“Umm, it’s Monty. From upstairs. I wanted to talk to you for a minute.”

			“Montyyy?” she asked. “Hold on a minute.” It felt like a whole minute as she unlocked what sounded like a thousand locks and, even then, she kept the latch on. Her eyes opened wide and she smiled. “Oh, Montgomery! Of course!”

			She closed the door, unlocked it fully, and let Monty in. He stood in front of her, smiling awkwardly, and he saw that she was about as short as he was, with glasses and white hair pulled back into a long ponytail. A really old grandfather clock struck twelve fifteen right in his ear, making him jump. In fact, there was old furniture everywhere! An old-fashioned side table with a mirror in the hallway and fancy dark wood couches with curlicues in the living room. She could make a killing on Antiques Roadshow!

			“Let’s go back in the dining room,” Ms. Hutchinson instructed.

			They then passed through to the dining room.

			They walked through the hallway, where Monty could see several black-and-white pictures on the wall. Most of them looked like Ms. Hutchinson when she was younger.

			“I can see from your pictures that you sure were very beautiful,” Monty said. Score!

			“And I’m not anymore?” she asked, standing over him with her hands on her hips.

			“That’s not what I meant,” he said, trying to correct himself. “I did mean you were beautiful. Except not were because you still are. It’s just those pictures make you look even more beautiful. But, in real life…”

			“Montgomery, just leave it alone. Do you want a soda pop?” she asked.

			“Here, have a seat,” she said, pointing to a chair in the dining room and turning down the TV. He sat down, and what he saw on top of her table made him freeze—a vase full of purple flowers! He wondered if Old Lady Jenkins knew about the flowers. Naaah! She couldn’t possibly know. He would have heard them arguing. Or worse.

			“Oh, come on!” Ms. Hutchinson said, reading his mind. “Jenkins doesn’t know anything about my purple flowers. Purple happens to be my favorite color. I have no problem supporting her color scheme outside by putting the orange and yellow ones on the back porch. But what I have in my own apartment is my own doggone business.”

			What happens in the dining room stays in the dining room!

			“Sure,” he said. His mother only let him drink pop on special occasions. He guessed that finding the owner of a golden key was a special occasion.

			“And, in case you’re worried, I won’t tell your mother,” she said, reading his mind again. “The pop will be our little secret. I have 7-Up, grape, and orange.”

			“I’ll take orange,” Monty said.

			“Coming right up,” she said and disappeared into the kitchen.

			Monty quickly glanced around the room to see if there was anything lying around with her first name on it. No such luck. The dining room was spotless with its shiny, dark wood table and chairs and a big wooden china cabinet.

			The china cabinet! It had a lock in one of the double doors with the big glass panes. Monty tiptoed over to the cabinet and tried the key. It went in! But then when he tried to turn it, it didn’t move. The man at Boulevard Ace Hardware once told him and his father that many keys fit into many locks but if they don’t turn, it’s not the right key.

			Monty took the key out of the cabinet and ran back to his chair just as Ms. Hutchinson came out the kitchen. She put the pop on a coaster on the table.

			“What are you looking at?” she asked him.

			“Wow, Ms. Hutchinson! Look at all of that cool crystal!” Monty said, pretending to be amazed.

			It made her grin from ear to ear. “Yes, James and I—that was my husband—we collected crystal. It started when his mother passed down a whole set of glasses for drinking alcohol, something you don’t need to worry about yet. Then we went from there. We loved our crystal…” She trailed off with a faraway look on her face. She snapped back to the moment. “So, what can I do for you?”

			He drank the pop greedily then smiled, not knowing he was showing Ms. Hutchinson a full set of orange teeth.

			“Well, actually, I’m here to find out what I can do for you. I’m visiting the neighbors to see if they need help with anything around the house. I’m trying to ‘make myself useful,’ as my mother says. But to be honest, I’m also trying to make some extra money this summer. It’s for a new chemistry set,” he lied.

			“Chemistry set, hunh? I thought maybe it had something to do with you breaking something or other and having to pay for it. At least that’s what I heard.”

			“Well, there’s that too,” Monty admitted.

			“Hmmm, let me think,” she said, smoothing out her housedress.

			“I could wash your dishes?” he offered.

			“Oh, I have someone who comes in four times a week. She cleans and washes my clothes. She even dusts. The Department of Aging sends her.”

			“That’s nice,” he said, but what would be left for him to do?

			“How about taking out the garbage?” he said.

			“The only thing is, I like to do that on the way out for my power walk,” she said.

			“Power walk?” Monty asked.

			“You’ve never heard of power walking?” she asked him.

			“Well, yeah, but…” He stopped himself. Don’t let old people know you think they’re old. “I guess I didn’t know what you did to keep in such good shape.”

			She smiled. “You are a charmer, aren’t you?” He drank some more pop to hide his lie.

			“I’ll tell you what. Why don’t you help me clean some of this crystal, since you seem to like it so much. It needs a good wiping off. I’ll give you five dollars for it.”

			All right!

			Ms. Hutchinson went into the hallway to grab a few supplies. She put an old sheet over the dining room table, then put out a rag and a bottle of some kind of crystal cleaner with a spray nozzle. Ms. Hutchinson flipped on the TV, and Monty helped her get some crystal pieces down from the cabinet. They went to work while watching a show where some lady was making a triple chocolate cake. When that was over, she flipped through the channels to a news story about how the flood washed up an antique vase on the Northwest Side.

			More treasure! This was a perfect time to show her the key.

			“Speaking of things washing up,” he said, pulling the key out of his pocket. “My friends and I found this key in the yard after the storm. Does it belong to you?”
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CHAPTER 14

			ICE MAN

			“Hmmmm,” Ms. Hutchinson mumbled as she took the key from Monty. She held it close to the bulb of her floor lamp, making its gold color gleam in the light. Her brown hand was full of wrinkles and very thin, but Monty could tell by how tight she gripped the key that he wouldn’t want to have his cheeks pinched by those fingers. He was about to be ten years old and too old for that stuff. But old people didn’t seem to understand that.

			“This looks like a key I was familiar with when I was a little girl, but that key’s been long gone,” Ms. Hutchinson finally said.

			Monty’s heart sank with disappointment. But again, since the key wasn’t Ms. Hutchinson’s, he was getting closer to finding out who it belonged to.

			“There’s a word engraved on it,” Ms. Hutchinson continued. “What does it say?”

			“It says ‘Modesty,’ ” he told her.

			“Hmm. Well, even though I don’t have the answer you’re looking for, if you have a minute, maybe I could tell you a story about the key from my childhood.”

			Why not? “Sure,” he said, settling back down in his chair.

			Ms. Hutchinson sat down as well, putting all the crystal cleaning supplies off to the side. “You see, when I was growing up in Mississippi my father was an ice man.”

			“An ice man?” Monty asked. What the Devil is that?

			“Oh yeah. Back then, most people didn’t have refrigerators. They were still new. We had what we called ‘iceboxes’: a big ol’ wooden box where we put a block of ice. You put a pan on the floor for when the ice melted and, eventually, you’d have to buy some more ice and start all over again.

			“My father was the one who sold people the ice. He would put big chunks of it in a wagon hitched up to his horse, and he’d walk miles to all the houses in the area selling people the ice they needed to keep their food fresh. And did I love his horse! She was jet black and my daddy let me brush her coat every now and then. Her name was Belinda.”

			“That’s cool,” Monty said. He couldn’t imagine a time when you didn’t have a refrigerator. “But, what does that have to do with the key?”

			“I’m getting to that,” she told him. “See, my daddy kept the ice in a shed behind the house, which was locked with a special key. Like the one you have here. He was very clear with me and my brothers and sisters that we should never go into that shed. ‘Not only will you get into a load of trouble,’ he’d say, ‘but you’ll probably see a ghost. That shed there is haunted.’ ”

			Monty kept a straight face to play it cool, but he wasn’t sure he liked the direction the story was going. A ghost? Maybe he could get some information about the legend from her. “But it wasn’t really haunted, right?” he asked.

			“Patience, Montgomery. Patience!” she scolded him. “Anyway, my siblings and I loved to run around, play tag—what you kids do now. And we were really loud like you all too. We would hide behind the shed and run around it. But nobody dared to go inside.”

			We’re loud?

			“The thing is, I was still curious. Kind of like you. I would see the key hanging on a hook in the kitchen and thought many times about sneaking it and taking it to open the shed. But I never had the nerve. Then, one day, I was outside playing by myself and the door to the shed was open just a little. It was late morning, and I knew my father was already in town making his rounds, so I thought, what good luck! I can go in the shed, and nobody will know.”

			“You knew better than to go in there, though. Right?” Monty asked with a hopeful note.

			“Well, what I knew and what I did were two different things. Like all kids. I opened the door real slow, tiptoed in, and discovered there were stairs that led down to a big underground cellar. I walked carefully down the stairs, where only the light from two tiny windows guided me. It was so cold and dark with the ice lining the walls that the only thing I could see was my breath. Like steam.”

			“That sounds spooky. I hope you went back upstairs and got out of there,” Monty said.

			“Of course not! I made it to the bottom of the stairs when, all of a sudden, I heard some rustling in a corner.”

			“What happened next?” he asked, frozen in his seat.

			“I stood perfectly still, scared out of my wits. I heard it again getting closer and closer. It sounded like someone, or something, walking toward me.”

			This story was too much for Monty. But what choice did he have?

			“The next thing I knew,” she continued, “I could feel a presence right next to me, its cold breath on the back of my neck. Then a hand grabbed my arm, and I just about jumped out of my skin.”

			“What was it?” Monty shouted.

			“It was my father. He had forgotten his ice pick and came back to get it. ‘Melanie, you’re in a heap of trouble,’ he told me. Well, you can imagine that I never did that again.”

			So her first name is Melanie, not Modesty!  Well, Monty solved that mystery. And he heard a great story.

			“Whew! That was exciting, Ms. Hutchinson,” Monty said, finishing his pop. “But you never said if the shed was haunted or not.”

			“Don’t be ridiculous, boy! There’s no such thing!”

			“Soooo, you don’t believe in ghosts?” he asked.

			“What do you take me for, Montgomery? A fool?” she asked.

			“I heard a rumor that we have a ghost in our backyard,” Monty mumbled.

			“Hogwash! Gibberish!” she shouted. Both were words that Monty had never heard before but he assumed they meant “that’s ridiculous!”

			Monty wasn’t sure he agreed with her, but at least he knew she wasn’t a believer.

			“I do have another quick question, Ms. Hutchinson. What do you think about the Olympics coming to Washington Park?”

			“Well, I’m old and Ms. Jenkins is old.”

			She said it, not me!

			“We live on fixed incomes, not a whole lot of money each month. Of course, she has the building and all. But while we pay her rent, she has a mortgage and repairs. Anyway, word is, if the Olympics come here, the taxes could go up real high. Then, Ms. Jenkins might not be able to afford the building anymore and they’d take it from her. That is, if she can even keep the building. It could be that they need this block to build something, and they’ll have to tear it down. They say they’d ‘compensate’ everyone for their property, but who knows what that means.”

			“Who?” Monty demanded. “Whoever it is, they never met Ms. Jenkins before!’

			Ms. Hutchinson smiled. “Well, she is tough. But, for some situations you have to be more than tough to make it through. I will say this much. I don’t trust this city as far as I can throw it.”

			Monty tried to imagine Ms. Hutchinson throwing the whole city, including the Sears Tower, but it was hard to do.

			“Anyway, let’s just say that I would really need to know how the stadium would affect our community before I can put my all behind it.”

			Didn’t Daddy say something like that?

			“I’d better go,” Monty told her. “I have to visit some other folks before dinner. And I want to see if the key belongs to Mr. Finch.”

			Ms. Hutchinson opened up her purse, fumbled around in her wallet, and then handed Monty five dollars. “Thanks so much for the help! If you come back on Tuesday afternoon—that’s the day I don’t have help—you can do my dishes and I’ll give you a couple of dollars.”

			“Great!” Monty said.

			Ms. Hutchinson was distracted by something on the TV. She turned up the volume. There was an image of Barack Obama driving through some town, waving to the people, and Monty heard the Roar of the crowd cheering for him. Ms. Hutchinson looked at the TV and then looked at Monty and frowned. “Anybody ever tell you that you look like Barack Obama?” she asked him.

			“I’ve heard that a couple of times,” Monty said with a cool voice and a sly smile.
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CHAPTER 15

			TRAIN

			Monty looked at his watch and saw that it was one p.m. and getting late. There was only time for one more visit before he could watch Antiques Roadshow. He looked across the staircase from Ms. Hutchinson’s apartment at Old Lady Jenkins’s door. Not today! He then went upstairs to Mr. Finch’s apartment like he’d told Ms. Hutchinson he would. He knocked on Mr. Finch’s door. He could faintly hear some jazz music coming from somewhere inside. He thought he recognized a saxophone solo, but he couldn’t be sure.

			He knocked again, this time harder.

			“Hold on!” Mr. Finch called out.

			A few seconds later, Mr. Finch opened the door. Monty raised his eyebrows. Mr. Finch was holding a screwdriver in one hand and a dirty rag in the other. He looked really busy.

			“Umm, hi, Mr. Finch. I’m Monty from across the hall. I was knocking on the neighbors’ doors to find out if I can help you out with anything in your apartment. I’m trying to earn some money for a new chemistry set.”

			“That’s very enterprising of you. Right now, I’m repairing a door hinge, but why don’t you come on in and keep me company, and I can see if I can think of anything.”

			Monty followed him through the entranceway and into the hallway. This was the exact opposite of Ms. Hutchinson’s apartment. There were piles of newspapers lining one of the walls in the hallway, so they could barely squeeze through. Monty couldn’t believe there was so much paper! They finally made their way to the bathroom, where Mr. Finch was making the repair. He climbed up the stepladder to get closer to the hinge of the door.

			“You see, this thing here is just about as old as I am. So you know it’s falling apart.”

			That made Monty laugh.

			“I woke up this morning and decided I need to walk over to Boulevard Ace Hardware and get a new one. Gotta fix this thing. It’s squeaking more than a mouse in a cheese factory.”

			Monty laughed again. This guy is funny! “I see. Well, is there anything else you think you’ll be needing today that I can help with? Dishes? Garbage?”

			“We’ll think of something. Just keep me company while I work on this hinge. That makes the time go by faster. You wouldn’t happen to want any candy, would you?” he asked Monty.

			Hmm. Monty had already had some pop. Now candy. His mother wouldn’t like it at all!

			“Oh, come on. I promise I won’t tell your parents,” Mr. Finch told him. Those were the magic words for Monty.

			“Sure,” Monty said.

			Mr. Finch pulled out a piece of butterscotch candy from his pocket and handed it to Monty.

			My favorite!

			Mr. Finch went back to working on the hinge.

			“Maybe I could take some of these newspapers to the dumpster?” Monty hinted.

			“Ha!” Mr. Finch laughed. “I guess you think I’m just a junky old man, huh? Well, you know what I use that newspaper for?”

			“No, what?” Monty asked.

			“Papier-mâché,” he said.

			It was a funny word, but Monty remembered papier-mâché from kindergarten, when they’d made art projects. But what was he doing using it?

			“I’m an artist, Monty. Papier-mâché is what I use,” Mr. Finch said. Can old people read minds? That’s the second time today an old person knew what I was thinking.

			“You mean you make money from making stuff out of newspaper?”

			“Oh yes. You’d be surprised what someone would pay for one of my originals. In fact, I’m gonna take a break and show you something.”

			He washed his hands and dried them, then led Monty to a room off the hallway. When he opened the door, Monty couldn’t believe his eyes.

			There were all kinds of statues: an old-fashioned radio, a man playing the piano, a lady singing into a microphone wearing a flower in her hair. And something that looked like a treasure chest.

			“Wow! This is great! I guess I’ll leave the newspaper alone.”

			Mr. Finch laughed. “These art pieces are piling up. I’m scheduled to be part of an art showing at the Roundhouse, but they haven’t finished the renovation.”

			“What’s the Roundhouse?” Monty asked.

			“That, my friend, is one of the oldest buildings in Washington Park. It was a horse stable built in the 1800s and designed by a famous architect, Daniel Burnham. It’s made out of limestone, those pale-yellow gigantic bricks you see on park buildings. There used to be up to one hundred horses in there. It’s the building across the street from the DuSable Museum.”

			“More stuff about horses! Do you know anything about this thing they have in Washington Park with Black cowboys every year? My camp counselor said something about it and I had no idea what he was talking about.”

			“Ms. Jenkins mentioned something about that event the other day. I’ve never been, but maybe I’ll check it out,” Mr. Finch said.

			“Well, anyway, I have no idea where this Roundhouse is, but that papier-mâché treasure chest reminded me of another reason why I’m here.”

			“Okay. Shoot!” Mr. Finch said.

			He pulled out the key. “Mr. Finch, does this key belong to you? My friends and I found it in the yard.”

			Mr. Finch pulled some glasses out of his pocket and put them on. He eyed the key. “Hmmmm. I can’t say it’s mine. Although, boy, does it remind me of a key we used for my family’s traveling trunk.” He handed the key back to Monty and headed out of the room, back to the bathroom and its broken door. Monty followed. He sensed a story was coming. Monty leaned on the wall that was clear of paper to listen.

			“The one time I used that family trunk, I was traveling on the train with my grandfather, and we were going to Arkansas. My mother packed us some ham sandwiches in one bag, and she packed my clothes in this trunk that was so big I couldn’t even carry it. My grandfather lugged it around. We locked it with a key just like this.”

			Right! A skeleton key can work in cabinets and trunks!

			“We were in our seats moving right along, and I was so excited to watch everything go by the windows. Then, I had to go to the bathroom. I told my grandfather and he said to go on out in the corridor and ask them where it was.”

			“He let you walk through the train by yourself?” Monty asked. Man! Those were the days!

			“Well, that’s the thing! I was this little guy, and nobody was really paying me any attention, and I was too scared to ask anybody anything, so I just kept walking through the train. I went from car to car peeking into the compartments. I finally ended up in the smoking lounge. A Pullman porter with a very spiffy uniform saw me and frowned.”

			“What’s a Pullman porter?”

			“Well, they worked on the trains and assisted customers with their every need. These Black men were super smart—they could handle just about any situation and solve any problem on the train. They dressed sharp, and they were well-respected. In fact, they were also activists, kind of like Ms. Jenkins. They fought for their rights and the rights of all Black people. A really good group of men.”

			“Hmm. I have never heard of them. Like Ms. Jenkins, hunh?” Monty asked, not sure if that was good or bad.

			“Oh yeah. And, like I was saying, this Pullman porter with his navy uniform and gold buttons shouted at me, ‘Boy, what the Devil are you doin’ back here?’ I had a scared look on my face, so he realized I must be looking for the bathroom and showed me the way.

			“After I was done and washed my hands, the porter took me back into the kitchen. One of the cooks gave me some fried chicken, mashed potatoes, and green beans in a bowl; then he hid it in a paper bag. We didn’t pay anything for it.”

			Nice!

			“ ‘This will be our little secret,’ the porter said, and sent me back through the train to my grandfather. When I returned with all that food, my grandfather smiled, and we ate like there was no tomorrow. When I told my grandfather how it all happened, he said, ‘I know, that’s why I sent you. We send the little ones out to get the food, so the porters don’t get in trouble. Other train workers won’t suspect you of doing anything. It works every time.’ ”

			“I’ll never forget that train ride and meeting a real live Pullman porter. I wouldn’t forget that trunk and key either. But the trunk got burned in a fire a few years back. At least I still have those memories. In fact, that trunk inspired one of my pieces in there.”

			“Oh, I get it. It was the one that looked like a treasure chest,” Monty said.

			“Exactly,” he said, then he looked back at his work. “There, I’m finished. Monty. Talking to you helped pass the time, so I really appreciate it. But you have to skedaddle. Someone’s delivering some more newspapers, and I have to make room for them. Hey! Why don’t you help me? I’ll pay you ten dollars.”

			“Sure!” Monty said. Tons of dust flew off the first pile of newspapers when he picked them up, but then he got the hang of it, and it wasn’t so bad as he moved newspapers to the other end of the hallway.

			“What do you think about the Olympics coming to the neighborhood?” Monty asked Mr. Finch as they worked.

			“Hmmm. I’m really excited! You know, I used to run track in high school, so I’m a big fan of the Olympics. This area could use a boost, that’s for sure. I heard that people are even leaving the schools in the area, which isn’t a good sign. Something big like the Olympics could help make the area better. If we can get something good out of the deal.”

			“My father said something about a deal too,” Monty said. “I hope we can get a good deal. I really want the Olympics to come here.”

			“Well, I guess we’ll have to see how it all comes together, Monty,” Mr. Finch said.

			When they were done, Mr. Finch gave Monty the ten dollars. “Why don’t you come by on Wednesday? That’s usually the day I get my newspapers from my friends. And you can help me with the stacking.”

			Monty paused to remember when he’d be doing dishes for Ms. Hutchinson. Tuesday.

			“Sounds good!” he told Mr. Finch, who walked him to the door.
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CHAPTER 16

			SOME BAD NEWS

			Monty yawned and stretched when he woke up. Another week at camp! Oh brother! At least he had his investigation of the key, although that wasn’t exactly what he would call successful just yet. He gave himself a countdown and counted, “three, two, one,” and got out of bed. He walked over to his window and checked the videotape. Nothing! Then he sat at his desk to write.

			Monday, June 30, 2008

			Observations: The Lady with the Purple Flowers, Ms . Hutchinson, and Mr . F inch all knew what I was thinking when I hadn’t said anything!

			Question: Can old people read minds?

			After camp, Monty practiced his tennis before helping the Lady with the Purple Flowers. His mother was also all about the tennis that day. Assistant Principal Jones had gotten on her last nerve that morning, so she came out of the house and ran down the back stairs, her braids flying all over the place. She declared, “I’m playing with you today!”

			Monty wasn’t sure if it was because he was tired or because she was getting better, but when he tried his new fancy serve on her, she was able to keep up better than usual. And she was smiling afterward. Maybe she was starting to forgive him. There was hope yet for the summer.

			He was in a pretty good mood when he went over to the Lady with the Purple Flowers’s yard to work. She sat on the porch doing word search puzzles while he raked the grass. He was about halfway through the raking when he paused to wipe the sweat from his brow and saw Alex standing at his gate. “Hey, Alex!”

			Alex looked around and saw Monty standing in the Lady with the Purple Flowers’s yard. He frowned, unsure if it was really Monty. “Monty, is that you in there?” Alex yelled.

			“Yep,” Monty yelled back.

			Alex walked down along the alley until he was next to the fence of the Lady with the Purple Flowers. “What the Devil are you wearing?”

			“It’s a long story. What’s up?” Monty asked, walking out to the fence.

			“Listen, my mother doesn’t even know I’m down here, but I came to give you some bad news.”

			“What news?” Monty asked, a little bit scared of what it might be.

			“My mother’s sending me to New Orleans for the rest of the summer,” Alex said, looking at the ground.

			“What? Why?” Monty demanded.

			“She overheard me and Jaron talking about the ghost pouch and said that her aunt is the only one who could get the hex off me. I’m leaving first thing tomorrow.”

			Jaron!

			“Tomorrow? Man, Alex, what are you going to do? What am I going to do?” Monty asked.

			“There’s nothing I can do, man!” Alex said. “She told me this morning she’s not changing her mind.”

			Monty just stood there with his mouth open.

			“Is everything okay, Monty?” the Lady with the Purple Flowers asked.

			“Yes, ma’am. I’m okay,” he told her. But he wasn’t.

			“Look, man,” Alex said. “I gotta get back home before she finds out I’m down here. I just wanted to tell you in person.”

			Monty and Alex did their secret handshake in the air from both sides of the gate.

			“Good luck, Alex,” Monty told him, and he watched his friend walk down the alley and disappear behind the neighbor’s garage. So much for things looking up for the summer!
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CHAPTER 17

			BAD HAIR DAY

			The next day at camp, Monty came into the gym and sat on the bleachers. Jaron came over, dancing as usual. But Monty wasn’t in the mood.

			“Look, Little Bit. I know you’re gonna miss Alex. I am too. But you can’t sit here looking like somebody stole your ice cream. Come on, man!” He punched Monty in the shoulder. Like that was supposed to make him feel better or something.

			Just then, Sly blew the whistle and Monty’s group came together to start the day.

			“All right, we’re going swimming today,” he told them. “Hit the lockers.”

			Monty didn’t want to swim. He didn’t even want to be at camp. Alex would be gone for his birthday, gone for the summer. And he hated it. He’d rather just be home helping old people than putting up with Jaron acting like he was the boss of everyone. This ghost thing was getting ridiculous! Monty decided he needed to prove whether the ghost was real or not once and for all!

			Monty was in a daze changing into his swimming trunks and walking outside to the pool. Later, Monty tried to just play Marco Polo, one of his favorites, but his heart wasn’t in it. Then Jaron had to go and dunk Monty’s head a couple of times. Shoot!

			After they finished swimming, they were heading inside to the locker room when Monty felt a thud right on his head. What?!

			“Yo, Monty, what’s that in your ’fro?” Terrence asked.

			Everyone turned around to see what Terrence was talking about. When they saw Monty, their eyes went wide.

			“What?” Monty demanded.

			“Man, that looks jacked up!” Terrence said, and everyone started shaking their heads. “Monty, I think one of those geese dropped a deuce on you!”

			Monty went to touch his hair, but Henry yelled, “Don’t do it, Little Bit!”

			What?

			Monty couldn’t take it anymore. He had to know what was going on. He walked inside the locker room to look in the mirror and see for himself. What he saw made his mouth drop open. Goose poop! He wished he had some of his concoction handy to fix it.

			The boys all filed into the locker room as well, making poop jokes and cutting up.

			“Here I was thinking you were superfly, but I guess not,” Terrence said, laughing.

			Jaron came out of the bathroom, saw what was going on, and just shook his head.

			Then Sly came into the locker room. “What’s takin’ y’all so long? It’s time for lunch and the Jesse White Tumblers are coming. Hit the showers, now!” He got a good look at Monty and shook his head like Jaron. “Especially you, Monty! Let me get you some shampoo and gloves for that.” 

			Man! 

			After getting all the goose poop out of his hair, it shot up every which way and tilted to the side. His perfect circle was no more. He could barely eat his lunch.

			Monty watched the Jesse White Tumblers fly through the air, doing all kinds of flips and jumps. It should have been exciting, seeing them live for the first time, but all he could think about was poop and going home.
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CHAPTER 18

			LIBRARY

			Later that day, Monty asked his mother if he could stay home from camp the next day, but her response was predictable. “Look! Since I gave up my whole summer to work, you’ll have to be dying before I take off and stay home with you. You look fine to me.” And that was that. Monty had not wanted to go to camp. But there hadn’t been any way out of it. He had sat down that morning at his desk, mulling over everything that had happened, and written.

			Tuesday, July 1, 2008

			Observation: There are too many geese in this city!

			Questions: Since when did geese start taking over Chicago, anyway? And aren’t there more ghosts in New Orleans than Chicago? I HAVE to prove this ghost isn’t real to get Alex back!

			Monty had then reread his other journal entries and decided to ask his mother if they could go to the library after camp. He’d wanted to do more research about the key and the dust.

			Camp was finally over, and Monty and his mother were at the library. When she went to look through the Mystery section, Monty snuck over to the librarian. She had a short gray ’fro and brown skin. She wore round glasses and a bright green Chicago Public Library T-shirt.

			“Do you have any books about keys?” he whispered.

			“Hmmm, keys,” she said in a regular speaking voice.

			“Shhhhh!” he told her. “I mean, I’m trying to surprise my mother. She found an old key and I want to help her learn more about it for her birthday. She’s right over there.” Monty nodded up toward the Mystery section.

			“Well, I don’t want to spoil the surprise,” the librarian said, smiling. “Let me see.” She went to her computer and searched about keys while Monty kept an eye out for his mother.

			She quickly wrote down something on a slip of scratch paper. “Here are a couple of books,” she said, handing him the paper. There were two titles and some Dewey decimal numbers written on it.

			“Thanks!” Monty told her, forgetting to whisper, and as he turned around to go find the books, he remembered the other reason that he was at the library. He turned back around, whispering, “What about horses? Do you have any books about them?”

			The librarian went to work on her computer again and wrote down a couple more titles. “Here you go,” she said.

			“Cool,” Monty said. “What about ghosts?”

			Instead of typing on the computer, the librarian took her fingers off the keys and looked up at Monty. “What about them?” she challenged.

			“Um, well… Are there any books… maybe about Chicago-area ghosts? Like they have on those shows?” he asked.

			“Ghosts are nothing to play with,” the librarian warned. It was like she was refusing to give him any information about ghosts.

			“So, you believe in ghosts?” he asked her.

			“Of course I do!” the librarian said too loudly. “But you shouldn’t be playing with ghosts.”

			Can’t she whisper? “I’m not playing. I’m trying to find out if the ghost in our backyard is real,” he said.

			“What makes you think there’s a ghost in your backyard?”

			“There’s this ‘urban legend’ that goes way back. And people say they’ve started seeing him again. Then, a week ago, we found something that we think belongs to the ghost.”

			The librarian leaned forward and whispered, “What have you tried so far?”

			“Well, I’ve been videotaping the backyard from my bedroom window. But so far, no luck.”

			“That won’t do at all!” the librarian declared loudly. Monty winced and looked around for his mother. A couple of people at a nearby table looked up. The librarian smiled at them, then lowered her voice. “You’re using the wrong thing to see it. Have you ever heard of thermal imaging?”

			“Yeah!” Monty said too loudly, and covered his mouth before whispering, “Daddy gave me some night-vision goggles that have a thermal imaging attachment as part of a spy kit three years ago.”

			“That’s what you need. Then you can truly see if there’s a ghost out there.” She paused and wrote something down on a piece of paper. “And here’s a book that might be helpful.”

			“Thanks,” Monty whispered.

			“Good luck,” the librarian whispered. “And be careful!”

			Monty walked around to find the books that the librarian suggested, brought them back to a table, and sat down. He put the books about horses at the top of the pile to hide the ones about keys. His mother found him and plopped twelve books right next to him.

			“You are not taking all those books home!” Monty commanded.

			“No, I need to sort through them. Eight will do.” She started sifting through the pile.

			Monty was making notes on the scratch paper when his pencil broke. “I’m going to sharpen my pencil,” he said.

			“Sounds good!” she said, as she held two books up to decide which one to take home.

			Monty went over to the pencil sharpener. As he turned the crank, the cover flew off and all the shavings fell to the floor. Everybody looked in his direction and he looked down at the shavings, embarrassed. While the librarian went to get the broom, Monty realized there was something familiar about the shavings—like when his father sawed wood for some shelves. And, it looked like the ghost dust. Then it hit Monty! It wasn’t ghost dust. It was sawdust!

			When they got home, Monty ran downstairs to Ms. Hutchinson’s apartment and knocked on her door. When she opened it, he gave her a sheepish grin.

			“I know I’m late, but here I am!” he said, smiling.

			She shook her head. “You’re lucky you’re cute,” she told him in a voice that didn’t make him feel lucky at all. She had already started the dishwater and the dish soap smelled so good. Monty felt like he was in a dream. Speaking of which, he sure could use a nap! He took forever to wash the dishes, careful not to leave any food on the forks.

			Ms. Hutchinson gave him his five dollars and he was off upstairs to his apartment. Thank God his mother let him skip practicing tennis!
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			That night…

			Monty said “good night” to his parents and got under the covers with his night goggles around eight thirty. He had about a half hour before it was completely dark outside, so he took his flashlight and read his Flash comic book until about nine fifteen. Once it was dark, he tiptoed to the window. He raised the night-vision goggles to his eyes and adjusted the lens a couple of times until he could see directly into the sunflower patch. Nothing.

			He was about to call the whole night goggle thing a failure, when all of a sudden he saw something moving. He focused the goggles even more.

			A squirrel. Shoot.

			Five minutes later, he yawned. Time to sleep. Later, for this ghost. He pressed the “record” button on the video camera, put the night-vision goggles underneath his covers, and went to sleep.
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CHAPTER 19

			THE ROUNDHOUSE

			At camp the next day, Monty’s team lost one to three in their morning softball game, but that wasn’t what was on Monty’s mind. He was thinking about the key, the ghost, and Alex being gone. Monty decided to update Jaron on his progress on the key at lunch, including everything he had been hearing about horses.

			The boys sat at a table in the rec room and opened their lunch boxes. “Man, Jaron, I gotta tell you about the key,” Monty said, as they unwrapped their sandwiches. Monty’s was ham. Jaron’s was turkey. They both had potato chips and Jaron had some grapes. They spread it all out in front of them.

			“Wait! I thought you said you were gonna forget about the key. I was getting ready for my Flamin’ Hots!” Jaron rubbed his hands together.

			“Look, man,” Monty froze, all serious-like, his ham sandwich halfway to his mouth, “the summer isn’t over yet and I still have a chance to win the bet. Don’t count your chickens before they get goosed.”

			“Chickens?” Jaron demanded, picking up one of his grapes and eating it.

			“Well, something like that,” Monty said, finally taking a bite out of his sandwich. “Anyway, the Lady with the Purple Flowers—”

			“Who?” Jaron asked.

			“Old Lady Jenkins’s archenemy!” Monty exclaimed, sighing dramatically with frustration. “Actually, that slipped out. Her name is Ms. Williams. She told me about some treasure from the 1700s that was found washed up from the storm, and it made me think that maybe the key is a treasure too. So, I’ve been investigating. I’ve figured out it’s not a skeleton key.”

			“A key from a skeleton? Little Bit, you’ve been by yourself too long with all this ghost nonsense,” Jaron told him, shaking his head and taking a bite out of his sandwich.

			“No, Jaron, a skeleton key is like a universal key that opens everything. And our key says ‘modesty’ on it, but that hasn’t helped me at all. And I used vinegar to figure out that it’s real gold.”

			“Whoa!”

			“Yep, treasure!” Monty grinned. “And, I found out that the ghost dust is just sawdust. More and more, I feel like this ghost isn’t real, but that’s another investigation I’m doing on the side. ’Cause we need Alex back.”

			“Bet,” Jaron said.

			“One more thing is I keep hearing this stuff about horses. Like, this really cool old dude in my building, Mr. Finch—he makes statues out of newspapers—”

			“Excuse me?” Jaron said, smacking on some potato chips.

			“I know, right?” Monty agreed. “He told me all about Washington Park and how there’s this place called the Roundhouse out here. It used to hold like a hundred horses for people visiting the park in the 1800s. Some important guy named Burnham designed it and they’re fixing it up. It’s right there across the street from the DuSable Museum.”

			“Interesting,” Jaron said.

			“Yeah, that’s the second time I’ve heard about horses in Washington Park. Did you know anything about all this horse stuff?” Monty asked Jaron.

			“Look, I just moved over here so I never heard any of this.”

			“Well, I want to go over to the Roundhouse and investigate. I don’t really know if it’s related to the key. I’m just curious to find out about it.” Monty frowned, looking down at some wilted lettuce. He took it off his sandwich. “It’s over there on 57th and Cottage Grove.”

			“I got to be honest with you, Little Bit, your investigation is sounding really iffy to me,” Jaron said, teasing. “So, I’m actually going to help you, ’cause I’m sure I’m still gonna win this bet. Plus, I don’t want Alex coming back to Chi-town and hearin’ that I didn’t help his boy out.” Jaron paused, thinking for a moment. He ate a couple more grapes. “You know, the museum isn’t far from the lagoon where we go fishing. Maybe we can convince Sly to take a run by the museum after we fish.”

			Monty nodded his head, hoping the plan would work.

			Jaron wiped his hands off and got up from the table. Monty watched him walk over to Sly, who was sitting with Langston, another camp leader, and say something. Sly frowned and seemed to be asking a lot of questions. Sly and Jaron seemed to talk forever. Then Jaron came jogging back with a wide grin on his face.

			“Bet!” he said, and bumped Monty’s fist. “We’re all gonna go fishing this afternoon then take a run by the museum.”

			Monty’s chin dropped to the floor in a record-breaking smile. Yes!

			With lunch finished, and a good bit of dancing around and singing “Show me whatcha got! Show me whatcha got!” the group grabbed all the camp fishing gear and lugged it to the lagoon, surrounded by Monty’s favorite weeping willow trees.

			After Jaron caught a fish and everyone sang Estelle’s “American Boy” for the win, Henry got carried away and tried to climb a weeping willow branch, but then fell on his back. Then they all started singing “American Boy” for Henry. Monty shook his head, but they were all having a good time.

			“Okay, everybody!” Sly shouted after about an hour of fishing. “We’re gonna do something different. We’re gonna take the long way back and jog by the DuSable Museum. Langston will drive the gear back. Let’s go!”

			Everyone lined up and began to jog away from the lagoon. Monty and Jaron fell to the back of the line. As the group rounded a corner, Monty saw what had to be the Roundhouse! He motioned to Jaron and nodded his head in that direction, then they veered off to get a closer look.

			“Wow, I’ve never seen this place!” Monty said.

			“I can’t believe it’s been here all this time and we never knew about its history,” Jaron said.

			The boys walked around the building. It was covered by a green tarp and looked like it was under construction. There were windows all around it but too high for the boys to see in.

			“Give me a boost so I can see inside,” Monty said.

			“Fine,” Jaron said. “Just wipe your feet. I want to make sure you don’t get goose poop on my hands. It’s everywhere!”

			Monty wiped his feet, and Jaron clasped his hands together. “Ready.”

			Monty stepped on Jaron’s hands, holding onto the limestone wall for balance. Jaron pushed Monty up far enough for him to grab onto a wooden windowsill at the base of one of the windows.

			“It’s just a big round circle with spokes at the top,” Monty said, disappointed. “Kind of like a wheel. There’s some workers sanding wood. That’s it.” Suddenly, a guy wearing a T-shirt, hiking boots, and a hard hat saw Monty in the window and he got nervous. “Uh-oh! A guy just saw me and he’s jogging toward a door!”

			Jaron unclasped his fingers, causing Monty to drop really hard onto the ground. Umph! Once Monty recovered, the boys ran as fast as they could to catch up with the group.

			“Hey! What are you boys doing?” someone yelled behind them. “Stay away from here!”

			They ran like lightning, but Monty was faster, and they quickly caught up with Sly and the boys.

			“Where y’all been?” Henry asked. “And why are you so out of breath?”

			They would have answered Henry if they could, but they were leaned over, catching their breath.

			That was terrifying, but so much fun! Just then, the Roar came passing through. Someone driving by with Mary J. Blige’s song “Just Fine.”

			“Why is Milton jogging backward?” Monty asked.

			“He’s going to high school in September and he’s gonna play football,” Henry said.

			“Yeah…?” Monty said.

			“It’s what they do in practice, run all kinds of directions,” Henry explained.

			Milton was running like an expert and Monty was impressed—until Milton slipped and fell. Sly and the boys ran to check on him, but when they got close, everyone stopped in their tracks. A terrible smell filled the air. Milton had slipped in a big pile of horse poop, and it was all over one shoe.

			“Man! I can’t believe this!” Milton said, untying his shoe to take it off. Monty could barely breathe, it stank so bad. But wait, that smell was familiar… the Lady with the Purple Flowers! She was using horse poop to grow her flowers!
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			That evening, when Monty arrived at Mr. Finch’s back door to help with his papers, Mr. Finch sniffed and frowned as he joined Monty on the porch. “I think you forgot your deodorant this morning, but never mind,” he said.

			Oh brother!

			They walked down the stairs to the backyard and waited for the papers to arrive. Within minutes, a blue pickup truck parked at the gate. A man wearing a White Sox cap hopped out, introduced himself as Sam, and opened up the back of the truck. Inside was a ton of newspaper.

			This is going to take forever!

			And it did, at least to Monty. Afterward he tried to practice his new, fancy serve, but he was exhausted. He lay out in the grass like he was doing snow angels after a snowstorm, letting the tennis balls roll across the sidewalk.
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CHAPTER 20

			FOURTH OF JULY

			Monty sat down at the table for breakfast and noticed that his waffle had a sparkler in it to celebrate the Fourth of July.

			“We decided that we are definitely going to barbecue out back for the Fourth of July. You’re not going to ruin our holiday with your silly stunt!” his mother blurted out. His father raised his eyebrows at her and took over talking.

			“Right. We’re still going to barbecue, but no company! So, it’ll just be us,” he told Monty.

			“I understand,” Monty said, hanging his head.

			“Monty,” his mother said, “I need you to help me set things up in the yard as soon as we finish breakfast. But before that, we’d like a report.”

			“A report?”

			“Yes, a report. How are things going with our neighbors, and have you spoken to Ms. Jenkins yet?”

			Old Lady Jenkins? Monty was kind of trying to forget that she was also his neighbor.

			“Well, let me see. I like Ms. Hutchinson, Mr. Finch, and the Lady… Ms. Williams a lot!” Monty began, with his mouth full of waffles.

			“Monty, chew your food first!” his mother said, frowning. His father sipped his coffee and shook his head.

			After a loud gulp Monty said, “I helped Ms. Hutchinson clean all her crystal and have washed her dishes. And her dish detergent smells so good! And, my back is starting to hurt carrying all Mr. Finch’s newspaper.”

			“Come on, Monty! You’re too young to have back problems! You’re being dramatic,” his mother said.

			“Okay, maybe it doesn’t hurt but it makes me tired. Anyway, I’ve been able to use what Grandaddy taught me in Ms. Williams’s garden. So far, I’ve made forty-five dollars.”

			“All right, now!” Monty’s father jumped into the conversation. “You’re doing good, my man, but you still have a ways to go. Keep up the good work, though!”

			“What about Ms. Jenkins?” his mother asked.

			Shoot! “Um, right… well, I’m saving her for last. I wanted to get as much practice as I could with the other neighbors so I can really know what I’m doing when I get to her.”

			Monty’s mother glared at him. “Well, don’t wait too long to reach out to her,” she said, while putting more whipped cream on her waffle. “Remember, she’s doing so much to change things. She can really help you.”

			After breakfast, he showered and put on a T-shirt and shorts. He applied his concoction to his ’fro and it fell into place. Yes!

			Before heading outside, he sat on his bed and wrote a few quick notes in his composition book.

			Friday, July 4, 2008

			Observation: I can’t believe we snuck over to the Roundhouse without anybody knowing! We could have gotten into so much trouble . But that was REALLY lit! Jaron saved me yesterday . I still can’t tell if we’re completely cool ? And I wish Alex was here . But we’re at least more cool . Maybe.

			He closed the book and dashed out of his room, through the apartment, and out onto the back porch. His father had just thrown some ribs on the grill and was brushing them with water. He wore a cool straw hat with a black band around it and some sunglasses. He played his oldies really loud on a stereo. Marvin Gaye’s “Got to Give It Up” was playing at the moment, and he nodded his head to the beat.

			Monty patted his ’fro a few times and reminded himself that soon—well, more like in thirty years from now—he would look just as cool. At least he hoped so.

			“See those plates and tablecloths over on that chair? Bring those down to your mother,” his father told him. Then he spun all the way around to the beat and got into his song.

			Monty grabbed all the red, white, and blue table stuff and took it downstairs. When his mother saw him, she immediately began ordering him around.

			“Sweep the sidewalk…”

			Monty did.

			“And pull up those weeds out of that crack…”

			Monty pulled the weeds.

			“Okay, now sweep those stairs off. The basement stairs too…”

			Monty swept the stairs.

			“You’re done? Help me set up this card table…”

			Monty helped with the table.

			“Great! Now put out the tablecloth…”

			Monty did that, too, but he wasn’t so sure about how it looked.

			“Bring those folding chairs over here…”

			Monty brought the chairs.

			Whew! If I was being paid for this like the old folks are paying me, I'd be making a killing!

			Monty was sweaty, but he smiled when he realized that his hair was staying put. He moved from side to side to the music his dad was playing, waiting to see what his mom wanted him to do next, when he heard something like a clip-clop, clip-clop coming down the alley.

			A Black man with a big moustache, wearing a cowboy hat and a khaki vest over his T-shirt, was trotting down the alley on a tan-colored horse!

			Monty’s mouth swung open as he watched the man and horse stop in front of the Lady with the Purple Flowers’s gate. He jumped off his horse and tied it to one of the gateposts. Then he pulled a big sack of something off the horse, put it on his own back, and walked into the yard.

			“There’s my baby!” the Lady with the Purple Flowers sang, coming down from her porch. She smiled so big and kissed the guy on the cheek. Monty guessed it was her son. They were whispering, so Monty couldn’t hear what they were saying.

			Monty moved a little closer to their yard for a better look. The cowboy put the satchel in a wheelbarrow that was next to the garden and rolled it toward the building’s basement door. The horse neighed, startling Monty.

			“Hey, Monty!” shouted the Lady with the Purple Flowers. “Come on over! I want you to meet someone,” she said.

			“Go ahead, Monty,” his mother said, smiling. “That’s one pretty horse!”

			Monty went out into the alley and around to his neighbor’s gate, staring at the horse. He’s huge!

			The cowboy emerged from the basement and walked toward his mother.

			“Monty, this is my son, Nathan!” she said proudly. “By day, he runs an insurance agency. But on the weekends, he’s a cowboy!”

			Nathan smiled at Monty, which made his thick, black moustache spread wide across his face.

			“I like your horse,” Monty told him.

			“Would you like to pet her?” he asked.

			Woops! Monty had thought the horse was a he.

			“Yeah!” Monty said, even though he was actually feeling scared of the beast, who was peering down at him with large black eyes.

			Nathan joined Monty and the horse in the alley. The horse leaned down to chew some pink petunias through the gate.

			Wait a minute! That’s my handiwork!

			“Come on, Frances, don’t be eatin’ Mama’s flowers! Let me give you something real to eat.” Nathan pulled a pouch from his pocket filled with some stuff that looked like hay. He fed a handful to Frances.

			Hey! That looks just like the ghost pouch! “Where did you get that pouch?” Monty asked.

			“Oh, this is a standard treat bag for horses. Why?” Nathan asked, petting Frances.

			“My friends and I found one like it in our yard,” Monty said. Maybe what he had in his closet was a horse pouch, not a ghost pouch.

			“Interesting,” Nathan said. “Anyway, let me introduce you to Frances. She can get a little nervous, but you seem like a cool dude. I’m sure she’ll like you. Now, just put the palm of your hand on her nose and keep it there for a minute.”

			Monty raised his hand, which was shaking a little, and put it on Frances’s nose. At first, the horse squirmed and moved back a little, shaking Monty’s hand off. But then he tried it again, and this time, she stayed still and nuzzled into his hand. Her nose was cool, but it felt nice.

			Just then, loud music from someone’s car turned into the alley. Frances neighed and swayed and moved her head every which way.

			“Okay, Monty, this is what I want you to do. Just put your hand back on her nose and say ‘shhhh’ and stand really still, so she can see how calm you are.”

			Me? What if Frances bites? Monty eyed the horse. The music was still blaring at the end of the alley. Frances’s tail whipped around, and she was trembling. She looked like she needed help. Monty held his breath and put his hand on her nose again. “Shhhhh,” he said softly.

			She neighed and shook him off as the music got closer and louder. Monty found her nose again and said “Shhhhh.” This time, she nuzzled into his hand and calmed down. When the car passed, it rolled to a stop and the driver shouted, “Hey, that’s a nice horse. Never seen no horse in the alley. Y’all take care.” Then they drove away. Frances’s black eyes were staring at Monty and he thought she was smiling at him.

			“You did good, Monty,” Nathan said. “Thanks for calming her down. Well, I guess I’d better get back home. I was just coming over to say hi to Ma and drop a package off. Got a big party to get to. See you later.” He walked into the Lady with the Purple Flowers’s yard and  gave her a big hug and a kiss on the cheek. “Bye, Ma!” he shouted and walked out of the yard to climb onto Frances’s back. Hey, he calls his mother “Ma” too!

			“Bye!” Monty shouted. He stood there and watched them trot off down the alley until he couldn’t see them anymore.

			When Nathan and Frances clip-clopped away, Monty went into the yard. “Wow, Ms. Williams! That was really cool!” he told her. “I didn’t know you had a son.”

			“Oh! So, you thought you were the only young man in my life, hunh?” she asked.

			“I guess so,” he admitted.

			“Well, thanks to a friendly neighbor, my flowers are looking quite lovely! You know, you really have a green thumb on you.”

			“I get it from my grandfather,” he said.

			“I would love to meet him,” she said.

			“He died a couple of years ago. He lived a good life,” Monty said. That’s what he always heard his father say about him.

			“I’m sorry to hear that. But I bet he’s looking down on you now. He’s going to be proud when you find your treasure. How’s that going?”

			“Well, I’m learning something new every day. Like your son? He just gave me another clue. It seems like the pouch that we found the key in just might be a horse pouch. I’m getting closer, Ms. Williams.”

			“All right!  Well, I don’t want to keep you on a holiday. I really appreciate all you’ve done for my garden.”

			“No problem!”

			He went upstairs to wash his hands. It was almost time to eat those delicious burgers his father was making! He was almost ten, so he could have two burgers if he liked! He couldn’t wait until Monday to tell Jaron about the horse. And that pouch.
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CHAPTER 21

			THE GHOST

			A noise pulled Monty out of his sleep. What was that? He heard it again, a thud in the yard and some rustling. He felt around on his nightstand for his watch, grabbed it, and pressed a couple of buttons until it finally lit up. Midnight.

			He climbed out of bed and tiptoed to the window, picking up his goggles so he could see anything that moved out in the yard.

			Something moved by the sunflowers and Monty froze when he realized what it was. The ghost was in the yard! He could see the outline of him as clear as day—a man, digging in the garden for… what?

			Monty checked to make sure the video camera was running so he could record this, and it was. Wait a minute! Monty recognized the ghost. Actually, it wasn’t a ghost at all. It was one of Big Tony’s friends. What in the world is he doing in Old Lady Jenkins’s yard? The guy was shining a flashlight around his feet and rustling through the flowers. He bent over. It looked like he was putting something in the dirt.

			Or was he looking for the key?!

			Big Tony’s friend stood up and turned the flashlight off so Monty could barely see him. Monty put his goggles on the thermal imaging mode so he could see the man again. Big Tony’s friend walked out of the yard, closing the gate carefully behind him. As soon as the backyard was quiet again, Monty grabbed his flashlight, composition book, and a pen and jumped into his bed under the covers. He wrote:

			July 5, 2008, 12:25 AM

			Finding: I didn’t prove 100 % that the ghost DOESN’T exist . But I DID prove that what people are seeing in the yard is almost 100 % Big Tony’s friend, not the ghost . HUGE!

			Hypothesis 4: The ghost is not real! People are assuming it’s a ghost.

			Question: What is Big Tony’s friend doing in the garden?
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			The next morning, Monty thought his stomach was going to pop open! Too much barbecue! All he could think about was his stomach and what he saw the night before in the yard. But he had to get moving. He had an actual tennis game that day at FX Tennis. His father was even going to bring him to the game and stay and watch, so it was a big deal. His mother had an Obama rally to attend so she had to miss it. While his father was in the shower and his mother was making breakfast, Monty took the tape out of the camera then snuck the camera and the contraption back into his father’s studio. Whew!

			Monty had been enjoying his tennis lessons on Saturdays, but truth be told, he wasn’t sure he wanted to do it all summer or be in the tournament. He had bigger things to think about! And he was enjoying camp. He hadn’t been practicing a lot, and he wasn’t sure he’d be all that good at the tennis match that day.

			Monty and his father pulled into the parking lot and got out of the car to head into FX Tennis. Well, here goes nothing!

			There was a swarm of people in the lobby checking in. He saw some of the other kids warming up on the courts. Monty swallowed really hard, not even sure he should go through with the match. Then again, it wouldn’t hurt, would it? If he lost, then he wouldn’t have to pay so much attention to tennis and he could relax and enjoy his summer. He could think about trying to train for the Olympics next summer. If he won? Well, that could be nice too. I guess.

			Monty found Coach Steve on the edge of the court. His coach smiled and greeted him, but when he saw Monty’s face, he frowned with concern. “Look, Prez, I’ve noticed your head’s been all over the place this summer. You’re usually more focused during the school year. But you’re here, and you can do this, man!”

			Monty wasn’t so sure.

			“Carver and Bailey, on the court,” the announcer said through a loudspeaker.

			I’m playing against Austin Bailey! He’s all kinds of good. All of a sudden, Monty could feel those trillion nerves. Shoot!

			Monty dragged his feet onto the court and swallowed again. He looked into the crowd. His father was smiling, and nodded at Monty. Monty looked back at Coach Steve for reassurance and received a wink.

			Monty had the first serve. He bounced the ball on the court with his racket a few times, then he was ready. He served the ball really hard and it went right into the net.

			“Fault!” the announcer called out.

			Man, I’m not feeling this! Monty reached into his pocket to pull out the spare ball and tried to focus as he bounced it a couple of times. He slammed it again, using J.’s trick, and it flew right past Austin.

			Score!

			But then Austin came back with a point and the two boys went back and forth until they got to a deuce with the score at 40–40. Monty needed two more points to win, and it was his turn to serve. He took a deep breath and bounced the ball a couple of times. The ball flew up into the air and he slammed it past Austin again.

			Score! Monty was ready! Just one more! He got into position and bounced the ball, but then, all of a sudden, his tiredness caught up with him. He blinked. Then he blinked again. He could somehow smell Ms. Hutchinson’s dishwashing detergent, which made him think of a dream.

			Monty shook his head to pull himself together and Coach Steve shouted for a time out.

			“Prez, are you okay?” Coach Steve asked.

			“I’m just so tired,” Monty said, looking all around him. Everyone was watching and waiting. He couldn’t disappoint his dad or Coach Steve. “I can do it,” he said. “Just needed a sec.”

			Steve looked skeptical. “You’re almost there, Prez,” he said. “You got this serve.” He patted Monty on the back and walked away.

			Monty took three deep breaths. He threw the ball up and served it with all he had. The ball almost passed Austin, but then he managed to return it.

			Monty slammed the ball back and this time Austin missed the return. Monty won!

			The crowd roared! It was like he imagined the Olympics would be. His father ran over to him and hugged him. “That’s my boy!” his father shouted with pride. His father and Coach Steve gave each other a fancy handshake, which surprised Monty. He didn’t know they knew each other that well. Monty guessed it was some kind of old Black man thing and shrugged it off.

			After packing up, Monty and his father walked through throngs of people who congratulated him on every side. He smiled and thanked people as they walked to the parking lot. His father beeped the car open with the remote, and they got in. They closed the doors and buckled up, but his father sat there a minute before putting his key in the ignition.

			“Monty, I have something to ask you,” he said. It sounded really serious.

			“What is it, Daddy?”

			“I noticed you weren’t as excited about this game as I thought you’d be, not like you are during the school year. And you’re always talking about this being your dream. To be a scientist and a tennis champion.”

			“I know, Daddy, but there’s been so much other stuff going on this summer. I’m at camp and it’s fun, even though Alex is gone. And I actually like helping all the old people, I mean, all our neighbors. But I’m really tired! I don’t know if I can be like Serena. I love playing with Ma in the yard, though!”

			“You know what, Monty? I say let’s skip the tournament for now. You can always compete in the Fall tournament. I’ll talk to your mother about it. But, you know you still gotta go on Saturdays. Especially since your mother ‘gave up her whole summer’ to pay for them. Otherwise, we’re both in trouble!”

			“Thanks, Daddy. And it did feel good to win today,” he said, smiling.

			“My man!” his father said, smiling in return. They suddenly heard the bass in the parking lot from someone’s car playing Earth, Wind & Fire’s “Shining Star.” Monty’s father turned on the ignition and they rolled out of the parking lot.
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CHAPTER 22

			DOUBLE DIGITS

			The excitement of Monty’s victory got him through the following week of chores and camp, and the following Saturday, Monty was up early. It was his birthday! He couldn’t get dressed fast enough. He grabbed his journal and opened it up to a fresh clean page.

			Saturday, July 12, 2008

			IT’S MY BIRTHDAY!! I know it’s going to be lit! Billy and Leah are coming over and lots of family . I really wish Alex was here.

			Observation: Sometimes you need a research team . Maybe Billy and Leah can help me investigate the key . It’s been a whole week since I saw Big Tony’s friend in the yard.

			Hypothesis: Big Tony’s friend took something from the garden.

			Hypothesis: Big Tony L E F T something in the garden.

			Research: Look in the garden without getting caught.

			When he went into the kitchen for breakfast, there was a big “10” candle on his pancakes and his parents sang “Happy Birthday” to him.

			“Monty, I hope you know how proud we are of how you’ve handled such a busy schedule and kept up with all your commitments! Your father talked to me and we’re going to nix the tournament until fall. And, since today’s your birthday, you can skip your lesson. We felt like we wanted to show you that you’re really earning our trust back. And we want you to have some fun now that you’re in the double digits!”

			“Thank you, all!” Monty shouted. He really was excited. This would be the first time he could play in the yard with someone else.

			Billy and Leah were his favorite cousins. They were ten and eleven years old, so they were like his brother and sister. That was going to be the highlight of the party. He couldn’t wait to tell them about the key.

			Monty helped his mother set up for the party in the yard. Again! They put two card tables to sit at, and Monty put a deck of cards on one table for the grown-ups to play bid whist. Then they brought down the long table from his father’s studio for the food. They used some extra blue plates and napkins left over from the Fourth of July celebration. They kept all the tables on one side of the yard, near the sunflowers, so Monty and his cousins could play on the other side.

			At one o’clock sharp, the family arrived. They came through the gate in the alley with Auntie Sammie holding a grocery bag and Uncle Derrick holding a big plastic container that looked like it had meat in it. His cousins were carrying some two-liter bottles of pop.

			“Happy birthday, Monty,” Uncle Derrick said in his deep voice.

			“You know you’re not too old for a kiss, right?” Auntie Sammie asked, giving him a big smooch on the forehead.

			“What’s up, Monty?” Billy said.

			“Happy birthday!” Leah told him, punching him in the arm.

			“Hey, you all. Thanks for coming!” Monty said.

			“Your parents upstairs?” Auntie Sammie asked.

			“Yep!”

			“I gotta make this fruit salad. But first, I want to give you this,” Auntie Sammie said.

			She put the bag down on a card table and opened up her purse. She pulled out an envelope and handed it to Monty. “I know we usually give you cool stuff to play with, but something told me you might just want some cash so you can do what you want with it.”

			Like pay my parents back! Monty was sure that’s what his auntie meant. Monty was glad about it. He was really making some headway. “Thank you, Auntie Sammie, Uncle Derrick.”

			“You’re welcome!” they said, giving him a hug and heading upstairs.

			“Come on! Let’s play kickball,” Monty said to his cousins.

			“Bet!” Leah and Billy said in unison.

			They kicked the ball around, laughing and joking. They had to be careful not to knock down any of the party stuff.

			Monty rolled the ball to Leah. She kicked it right over the fence into the neighbor’s yard across the alley.

			“That’s what we get for sending you to all those dance classes!” Billy said, disappointed.

			“Whatever!” Leah yelled, rolling her eyes.

			“We’ll get the ball later. Let’s race!” Monty offered. Then they took turns racing from one end of the yard to the other, Monty winning each round.

			When they were bored of racing, they took turns playing tennis against each other on the walkway. They’d been playing everything for a good hour, and after a complete tie of made-up tennis points among all three, they were all out of breath. Monty decided it was the perfect time to tell them about his investigation.

			“You all, come over here,” he whispered, and directed them near the sunflowers.

			“What is it?” Billy asked.

			“I’ve been working on something big. I’m kind of solving a mystery, but it’s a secret. Only Jaron and Alex know,” Monty murmured to them.

			“So show us!” Leah shouted.

			“Shhhhhhh!” Monty and Billy said at the same time.

			Monty reached in his pocket and pulled out the key. “Look at what me and my friends found.”

			His cousins looked at the key and their eyes got wide. “Wow!” Billy said, grabbing it and holding it up to the sun. “Is it real gold?”

			“It is!” Monty said. “And I’m using my science skills to find out more about it. If I can figure it out by the end of the summer, this really cool girl is going to do my hair.”

			“Cool!” Billy said.

			Leah took the key and looked at it seriously. “Do your parents know you have this key?” she asked.

			“Well, no,” Monty said. “Not yet. If I can’t solve the mystery, I’ll let them know about it.”

			“What mystery? It’s just a lost key,” she said. “You shouldn’t be holding on to something like this, Monty. It could be really important.”

			Annoying! Sometimes, he couldn’t stand Leah.

			“Be quiet, Leah. You’re ruining everything,” Billy jumped in and swiped the key out of her hands. “I believe you can do it, Monty. Maybe I can help solve the mystery. I get A’s in science.” Billy smiled and puffed his chest out with pride.

			“You all aren’t scientists, you’re just kids!” Leah said, grabbing the key back from Billy. “You’re not even in middle school yet. I’m telling Auntie Tammy.”

			Monty panicked. Before he could try to convince her otherwise, Billy hit Leah square on the back, throwing her off balance. He snatched the key out of her hands. “Don’t do it, Leah!”

			Then Leah hit Billy and they started screaming and fighting. Soon, Monty heard footsteps coming down the stairs. Uh-oh!

			“Hey!” Uncle Derrick shouted. “What the Devil is going on down here?”

			“He hit me!” Leah said.

			“She started it. She’s always sticking her nose into other people’s business,” Billy said.

			“Billy, watch your mouth,” Uncle Derrick said. “Leah, how many times have I told you to mind your own business?”

			Leah didn’t say anything. She just crossed her arms and looked down at the ground.

			“That’s what I thought,” Uncle Derrick said.

			“I was tired of playing anyway,” Leah said. “I’m going upstairs to watch TV.”

			“Fine,” Uncle Derrick said. “And what are you smiling about, Billy?”

			“Nothing,” Billy said, trying hard not to laugh. Monty was also on the verge of cracking up. Uncle Derrick stood there staring at Billy for a few more seconds, then walked upstairs.

			“Whew! Thanks, Billy. That was close!” Monty said. Then they both began speaking in a whisper, and Monty filled Billy in on everything that had happened with the key so far.

			“Hmmm,” Billy said, putting his hand on his chin. “We need to find out what that guy was doing in the sunflowers.”

			“Exactly. We have to look around the sunflowers and see if there’s anything in there. I don’t want anybody to see, though.”

			“Leave it to me,” Billy said. He went over to Ms. Jenkins’s toolshed and went inside. A minute later, he came out with a small rake that looked like a claw. Perfect for digging. Monty gave him a thumbs-up.

			“Grab the gloves in the shed too. If we find any evidence, we don’t want to get your fingerprints on it. Oh, and dump that plant food out of the plastic grocery bag so we can use that to put the evidence in.”

			“Good thinking!” Billy said, going back into the shed. Soon he was back out, shoving a plastic grocery bag and gloves in his pockets. He leaned over to Monty. “So, how about this? We go get back our ball, start playing kickball again, and you can kick the ball over by the sunflowers. Then we can pretend we’re looking for the ball and dig to see if we find anything.”

			“Okay. Let’s go.” Monty and Billy kicked the ball back and forth a few times, then Monty firmly kicked the ball right into the sunflower bed.

			Perfect!

			They ran over to the sunflowers. Billy dropped to the ground and put on the gloves. He then used the small rake to dig around, loosening the dirt. Monty pretended to rustle through the flowers like he was looking for the ball.

			“Did you find anything yet?” Monty whispered.

			“Not yet,” Billy said.

			Monty kept his eyes on Old Lady Jenkins’s window. No movement. He checked the porches. His father and uncle were busy joking around.

			Finally, Billy whispered, “I found something!” He quickly dug it up and held it out in his gloved hand. Two white pills! Drugs! Oh my God! I’m gonna be in so much trouble!

			“Quick, put it back!” Monty whispered loudly.

			But before Billy could do anything, they heard Uncle Derrick jogging down the stairs. “Man, I left my phone in the car,” he yelled to Monty’s father. “I’ll be right back.”

			“Quick, just put the pills in that bag and put the dirt back.” There wasn’t time to do anything else. Billy worked quickly while Monty got the ball. When Billy was done, Monty raised the ball up and shouted, “Found it!” just as Uncle Derrick walked past them.

			The boys put the tools back and ran upstairs.

			“You guys tired out?” Monty’s father asked as he turned hot dogs on the grill.

			“Yeah! Whew!” Monty said, putting on an act and wiping his forehead. “We’re gonna get some water.”

			As Monty opened the screen door, he overheard his mother saying to his auntie Sammie, “…Honey, they might be closing the school.” When they saw the boys running into the kitchen, she stopped talking.

			“Ma, we’re so thirsty! Can we have some water?” Monty asked.

			“All right,” she said, smiling. She grabbed a couple of glasses and poured each of them some water. After downing it, the boys walked down the hall to Monty’s room. Leah sat sulking in the dining room watching TV.

			Good! Monty thought. They went into Monty’s room and closed the door. Monty sat at his desk and Billy sat on the bed.

			“We have to hide these pills. But it’s weird that they have writing on them,” Monty said.

			“Maybe we should try to figure out what it says? That might give us a clue about what Big Tony’s friend is doing with them and why he’s burying them in your yard,” Billy said.

			“Good idea!” Monty said. He opened up his desk drawer and pulled out his magnifying glass. He took one of the pills, held it up to the light, and looked at it through the magnifying glass.

			“Aspirin,” Monty declared.

			“Aspirin? Isn’t that for headaches and fever? Why would someone put aspirin in the dirt?” Billy asked.

			Monty gave his best impression of his father, saying, “That, Billy, is the million-dollar question.”
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CHAPTER 23

			PARTNER IN CRIME

			The next day, once again, Monty thought his stomach was going to pop open! His birthday had been the absolute best, but that morning…

			Those two Polish sausages I ate are doing the running man! Monty rolled out of bed and moaned over to his desk to grab his composition book and pen. He carried them back to his bed and rolled back in.

			Sunday, July 13, 2008

			Observation: I know it’s not a ghost in the yard at night, but I still don’t know what the key belongs to . I don’t have enough money to buy Jaron that many Flamin’ Hots! If I get this solved, maybe Alex can come back . I have to find out what’s going on! Today!

			Hypothesis: The key didn’t wash up in the storm . The sunflower bed is being used for some kind of smuggling ring for stolen antiques and other illegal goods.

			Research: Look in Old Lady Jenkins’s sunflower bed to see what other illegal loot might be hidden there . BE CAREFUL!

			Later that morning, he went off schedule and took out Ms. Hutchinson’s garbage, then he rode with Mr. Finch to pick up some newspapers from a friend’s house—who actually was a hoarder. Sunday was supposed to be his one day off. Shoot!

			Back home, he went outside in the yard to do more investigating. He shoved some investigative tools into the pockets of his gym shorts. Penlight. Measuring tape. Plastic grocery bag. Latex gloves. Nobody was outside, so he was clear. Using a penlight, he did something that nobody with any sense would ever do—he journeyed into Old Lady Jenkins’s sunflowers. They were about seven feet tall, according to the measuring tape, and he was able to weave in and out of the stalks all the way back to the Lady with the Purple Flowers’s fence. This was a perfect place to hide things! If he had more nerve, he’d play hide and seek in these flowers with his friends.

			He saw some huge shoe prints and knew that they must be from Big Tony’s friend’s shoes. Then he saw a spot where a whole bunch of golden petals had been knocked off and decided to start to dig there. He knew that if he got caught, this would be his last day on earth, but he just had to know what was going on. He put on the latex gloves and dug in the dirt with his hands until he felt something cold. When he pulled it out of the dirt he couldn’t believe it—a knife with jagged edges! Yikes! He stuck the knife in the bag he’d brought, took off his gloves, and carefully shoved everything back in his pockets. Then he got out of the flowers as fast as he could!

			He didn’t run upstairs, because with a knife in his pocket that was just too dangerous. So it felt like forever! Finally, back in his room, he put the knife in his keepsake box.

			He pulled out his journal.

			Research: I found a jagged knife in Old Lady Jenkins’s sunflowers! Just what I thought! Illegal goods! But who are these things for? 

			His mother called him for dinner. Thankfully, he felt like he could eat again. Actually, he was starving!

			They ate leftover hamburgers, yum, then Monty and his mother started to watch Antiques Roadshow in the dining room. His father was in the living room listening to blues music. Some song about this guy who woke up and didn’t see this lady and he cried all day and all night because he couldn’t find her. It sounded like the guy needed Monty’s detective skills, but he could solve only one mystery at a time.

			Monty and his mother were playing a game they’d created for Antiques Roadshow—guessing how much stuff was worth—and Monty was winning two to one against his mother. An old man brought a lock with him from the Revolutionary War! That’s 1776! It was worth between thirty and forty thousand dollars! Monty got really excited. I wonder how much the key is worth? Is it a real treasure? Monty needed to know.

			Monty thought of something. Well, someone! His dad’s friend J. He was a history professor and could be like one of the experts on Antiques Roadshow. He might know something about this!

			Monty needed to talk to J. But how? He was keeping the key secret. He couldn’t just ask his father to take him to the Exchange. Just then, his father peeked his head in the den. “I’ve got an interview over at the Promontory. I’ll be back in about an hour.” He rubbed Monty’s head, kissed his mother, and headed out.

			When the show was over, Monty’s mother smiled. “I’m gonna run myself a nice hot bath tonight. I’m beat!” She got up and went down the hall to the bathroom, and he could hear the water running.

			Wait a minute! This is perfect! I think…

			Monty’s mother usually took about an hour for a bath at night. Maybe even more. He looked at his watch. It was 7:32 p.m. That could be enough time to walk to the Exchange, talk to J., and return way before it got dark at 9:00 p.m.—and nobody would know he was gone. He would actually leave the yard, on his own, for the first time ever.

			Yes! But…

			Monty went into his room and paced around, weighing the pros and cons.

			Pro: I could discover the secret of the key, which could be a real treasure that he could reveal to the world on Antiques Roadshow! Then I won’t owe Jaron for those Flamin’ Hots!

			Con: I could get into big trouble!

			Pro: I could prove that I can handle myself out in the world by myself now that I have double digits!

			Con: It might be dangerous out there!

			Pro: This might help bring Alex back!

			He decided he had to make it happen. If it was a real treasure, the world needed to know!

			He had been there before. It was only about three blocks away from his house. But, since he’d never gone there by himself, he could only guess how exactly to get there. He needed directions.

			Monty powered up the hand-me-down computer his father had given him that took five whole minutes to load. He tapped his foot with impatience until it finally came on. He opened a browser and searched for Exchange Café. A map came up. He saw his street and the street the café was on. He was still confused because there were no alleys on the map, but he figured that if he could get to Garfield Boulevard, he could make it to the cafe. Monty then took out a pencil and paper and copied down the map from the screen.

			He took out the key from his keepsake box and put it in his pocket. What else would he need? Money. His father told him once they didn’t like it when you came into a restaurant to talk but didn’t buy anything. Monty opened his piggybank and grabbed five dollars. This key is getting expensive!

			He then put the map in his backpack with some other stuff: the compass his father had given him, a flashlight, his water bottle, his magnifying glass, and spy goggles.

			He grabbed his bag and headed into the kitchen. He could smell his mother’s bath salts and saw the candles burning as he walked past the bathroom. Yes!

			He filled his water bottle in the kitchen, then tucked his backpack under the dining room table. He sat patiently down in the dining room, pretending to watch TV, and waited for her to get in the tub.

			His mother came in holding a magazine and sat down next to him. She flipped through the pages. Monty looked at his watch again: 7:51 p.m. If she didn’t get in the bath in the next few minutes, it would get dark and he wouldn’t be able to go.

			Then she yawned and said, “Okay, Monty, I’m going in. Don’t disturb me for about an hour unless it’s really important. Okay?”

			“Okay, Ma. Take your time. You deserve it,” he told her.

			She went in the bathroom, closed the door, and locked it.

			Sweet! He waited for five minutes to make sure she didn’t forget anything. Then, it was time to go!

			He went to the kitchen and opened the back door real slow to keep the noise down. He did a trick with the doorknob so it wouldn’t lock when he closed the door, copying what his father did when taking out the garbage. He hoped he did it right. He unhooked the screen door and opened it. A few flies started to buzz around his face, and he waved them away and coughed. Then he walked out and shut the back door behind him.

			Once he closed the back door and held the screen door so it would close quietly, he knew that was it. If his mother called for him, he wouldn’t hear her. He was a little scared, but he tiptoed down the stairs, walked down the walkway, and paused at the gate. One of the dragon trees looked like it was wagging a finger at him, telling him not to go outside the gate. But he reminded himself that he was ten years old, double digits, and ready to go out into the world.

			He couldn’t help but look at Old Lady Jenkins’s apartment. Nothing moved in her window. He looked at her orange flowers, his favorites, and they lifted his spirits and gave him courage. He took a deep breath, unlatched the gate, and went out into the alley.
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CHAPTER 24

			ADVENTURE

			Monty closed the gate quietly behind him, walked down the long alley to 56th Street, and stopped.

			Now what? He pulled out the map and compass from his backpack. The map said he needed to go east to Prairie Avenue. According to the compass, he had to go right. Yes!

			I’m prepared. I can do this. He put everything back in his backpack, smiled, and did a little dance of celebration. Then he turned to walk down the street and bumped right into a neighbor his father knew. His smile disappeared immediately.

			“Oh, hey, Montgomery! Where are you going all by yourself ?” the neighbor asked.

			Oh great!

			“Ummm, I’m meeting my father out front. He wanted me to make sure the back gate was closing right. We’ve been having some trouble with it,” Monty lied.

			“Okay. Tell him I said hi,” the man said.

			“Sure thing.” Mr. Whatever-Your-Name-Is. Whew!

			Monty walked past a greystone building and arrived at Indiana Avenue, his own street. He stopped at the stop sign and looked around for cars and people he knew. Thank God, he didn’t see either one.

			As he crossed the street, a group of older girls walked toward him, singing really loud and eating Twizzlers.

			Man!

			The closer they got the more terrified Monty felt. What am I supposed to do? He held his breath and felt his stomach flutter.

			When they passed, one of them said to her friend, “Hmmm, he looks familiar.” She then shouted to him, “Hi, cutie!”

			Monty felt dizzy. Safely on the other side of the street, he could still hear them talking.

			“Girl, you know you don’t know him! He’s too young for you, anyway,” one of the other girls said.

			“No, really!” the girl said. “He looks familiar.”

			Monty felt like he was walking into all kinds of booby traps. He kept walking. He passed more three-story greystone buildings and several more court-way buildings, all different colors made of red, yellow, and brown brick.

			When he got to Prairie Avenue, he checked his map again. He needed to get to Garfield Boulevard. That was north. He pulled out his compass to figure out how to go north. Bingo! He turned left and smiled, returning the map and compass to his backpack. He reached down to his pocket and felt the key. It gave him the courage to keep going. He looked at his watch. 8:00. He was running out of time! But he could still make it.

			He walked down Prairie Avenue, where people were doing all kinds of things: sitting on their porches drinking glasses of water and cans of pop, grown-ups watering and clipping their flowers, heading to or from their cars, kids playing football or turning cartwheels.

			One of the little boys holding a Nerf football shouted to Monty, “Hey, you wanna play?”

			“Man, that sounds like a lot of fun, but I gotta be somewhere soon. Thanks, though!”

			He listened to the sounds of the street. He heard the cicadas singing in the trees. It was a familiar sound that kept him going. Then, he saw a group of older guys coming toward him. He suddenly recognized the walk of one of Big Tony’s friends and his heart dropped. It was… he was sure it was… the same guy who’d been in Ms. Jenkins’s sunflower patch!

			Monty stopped. What now? He knew the guy would recognize him, and then he might get in trouble. Plus, he might know that the key was missing from the sunflowers and might even suspect that Monty had it. Then he’d be in more than just trouble. He turned like he was going into one of the buildings, then hid behind some bushes.

			After a minute, the guys walked past the bushes where Monty was hiding, and then sat on the porch of the building next door.

			Oh no!

			“Yeah, man, we gotta be ready for this guy,” Big Tony’s friend said. Monty could see through the bushes that they all looked serious.

			“So, his name is Jerome?” one of the other guys asked.

			“Yeah, Jerome, and he means business. Big Tony said we need to really get ourselves ready.”

			Who’s Jerome? And what does he need? Monty felt himself feeling a little scared about what they could be talking about.

			“Yeah, I’ll get what we need to take care of him. Don’t worry,” someone said to Big Tony’s friend. Then they all walked away except Big Tony’s friend, who just sat on the porch, swinging his legs. Monty tried to figure out how to get out of the bushes without being seen.

			He tiptoed around the bushes and looked down the side of the building. There was a dark and shadowy passageway that followed the side of the house. That was his only hope.

			He slid from behind the bushes into the passageway. A bee buzzed around his face. He swatted at it and dropped his backpack. Everything fell out, making a loud noise.

			“Hey! Who’s down there?” a voice shouted from the back porch on the second floor. Monty panicked and forgot the bee. He stooped down to the ground and stuffed everything into his backpack as quickly as possible.

			“Hey, you! Get out of my yard!” the man shouted. Monty could hear the man coming down the stairs to the yard.

			Monty zipped up his backpack and ran as fast as he could to the back gate. He jumped the fence and ran down the alley. When he got to the end of the alley, he stopped and looked behind him. The man hadn’t followed him. Whew!

			Monty caught his breath. Where am I? He pulled out the map. He must be in the alley of Prairie Avenue. He continued down the alley until he found an easy way to get back over to the avenue.

			He looked at his watch: 8:25 p.m.
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CHAPTER 25

			THE BOULEVARD

			Monty had better hurry up! His mother had been in the bath for twenty-five minutes! And it would be dark at 9:00 p.m. He practically ran down Prairie Avenue. Finally, after a few more blocks, he arrived at Garfield Boulevard. Whew!

			Monty stopped and looked around. He had never been on the boulevard by himself. It seemed so BIG, crowded with all kinds of people walking back and forth by the storefronts.

			He looked at his map. I turn right. Monty turned and quickly made his way down. He recognized some of the stores. Boulevard Ace Hardware, where Mr. Finch had bought his new hinge and where Monty and his father went to buy nails and screws. There was Baba’s grocery store. He had never been in there, but Jaron was always talking about it.

			He stood outside of Baba’s, curious about it. He looked at his watch. He figured a two-minute peek wouldn’t hurt. Besides, he was out of the yard finally. A woman and her two children walked out the door, making the door chimes jingle. Monty jumped. He put his hand on the handle of Baba’s door and went inside.

			As soon as he walked in, a guy with caramel-colored skin and straight black hair walked right up to him with a frown on his face. It looked like the guy was about to grab Monty by the ear and throw him out on the street.

			“Hey, we don’t serve shorties up in here without their parents.”

			“Wait a minute,” Monty said. “Jaron is always talking about this place. You let him in here.”

			“You talkin’ about Big Tony’s little brother? Trust me, he doesn’t come in here without Big Tony. I bet he forgot to mention that part.”

			He did. Monty fumed.

			“The thing is, it doesn’t matter if he comes in here or not. If Ms. Jenkins knew you were in here, I’d be in biiiiiig trouble,” the guy said.

			“You know Old Lady Jenkins?” Monty asked, surprised.

			“Of course!” the guy said. “Everyone knows her. And I bet you don’t call her Old Lady Jenkins to her face. She’s like the queen of the neighborhood.”

			“Yes, she’s our… um… neighbor.”

			He didn’t want to let the guy know she was his landlord. Then, it might get back to her that he had been in the store by himself. Why am I out here by myself again?

			“Okay. So then you know she’s not someone to mess with, right?” the guy asked Monty.

			“Yeah, that’s for sure,” Monty said. “But, why does she care what happens at this store?”

			“Look, we learned the hard way that she cares about what happens to everyone and everything around here. She came up to the store last year with a whole bunch of old ladies demanding that we stop serving you young fellas, especially before school. Something about kids eating Flamin’ Hots for breakfast and kids showing up late.”

			Monty felt guilty about that since he was one of the main kids sneaking Flamin’ Hots into school. They must really not like those!

			“Said they wanted to keep things safe for the kids and didn’t want you all to hang out here without a grown-up. But we didn’t really change anything.

			“Then, I guess she talked to this group in the neighborhood who really meant business! They got like fifty people to stand right there outside”—he pointed out the window—“with a whole bunch of signs and told people not to shop at the store because we were making kids late for school and ruining their diets and stuff.

			“Anyway, we were like ‘we don’t want no trouble’ so we finally said, ‘Fine, no shorties without their parents.’ ”

			Wow! There was a protest here and everything! That’s exciting! Monty couldn’t believe Old Lady Jenkins had gone to all that trouble for the kids in the neighborhood.

			“So, look, I really don’t have time for a chat,” the guy continued. “You’ve already been in here too long. I’m gonna need you to step outside. Here, why don’t you take a box of Mike and Ike for the road.” He threw the box of candy to Monty, who caught it.

			“Yeah, thanks,” Monty said, although he hated Mike and Ike. He looked at his watch. 8:30. Dang it!

			Monty left Baba’s and walked quickly down the street to the Exchange Café. He still had to talk to J. and then get back home! He had to act fast.
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CHAPTER 26

			THE EXCHANGE CAFÉ

			Monty walked into the café. It was crowded and all the wooden tables were full. He spotted J. at a table, wearing a brown and orange African outfit. Yes!

			Jolie was working behind the counter making coffee and dancing to some smooth music. He liked her. Behind her was a wall with old paint left over from when the place was a Currency Exchange. Monty thought the wall looked raggedy, but his father told him it was cool and hip.

			Whatever!

			He glanced at the menu. Orange juice was $2.50. Whew!

			“Hi, Monty!” Jolie said. “Where’s your daddy?”

			“Oh, he’s in the car taking an important call. He’ll be in soon. He wants me to sit over by J. and wait for him,” he lied.

			“Cool!” she said and winked at him.

			Monty walked over to J., who was working on his tablet.

			“Hey, Monty!” he greeted with his booming voice. “Where’s your daddy?”

			“Um, in the car taking a call. He said to come in and wait for him,” he lied again.

			J. paused for a minute. “Hmm, seems like he would have walked instead of driven. It’s such a nice night. Oh well!”

			Monty thought J. seemed pretty good at figuring things out. Maybe too good!

			A new waitress Monty didn’t recognize came to the table and asked J., “Does this handsome young man want anything?”

			“I’ll have an orange juice,” Monty told her, sitting down at the table.

			“Coming right up,” she said, and walked away.

			“Wow, look at that ’fro!” J. said, nodding in approval and drinking his fancy coffee.

			“Oh yeah! I used my protractor to cut it perfectly round,” Monty said proudly, smiling.

			J. started to choke on his coffee and Monty realized that he was laughing. Really hard. It was a mixture of coughing and cracking up and Monty didn’t know whether to laugh with J. or pound on his back. Then, tears were coming out of J.’s eyes and Monty got really scared.

			“Boy, that was a good one!” J. said, wiping his eyes with his napkin. “So, is your summer going well?”

			“Umm, kind of,” Monty told him. “I’m in a whole lot of trouble, but I’ve been using that tip you gave me about the angle with the serve and it helped me win a match!”

			“Still going for those Olympics! I’m part of the group negotiating the deal with the city around the Games, you know. There’s already a lot happening in this area without the Olympics. Like what’s going on at Park Elementary with all the students leaving.”

			This keeps coming up! What’s going to happen to my school? Monty wondered.

			“We’re just trying to make sure that, if they come to this area, it will bring jobs and contracts to builders and enough money for anyone who would have to leave their home.”

			“Please, get a good deal! I was so excited about the games coming here, but after talking to my neighbors, I’m not so sure,” Monty said.

			“Yes, it’s complicated,” J. said.

			“Getting back to my summer… while me and my friends were playing in the yard, we found something. It’s really old.” Monty paused, pretending like he was done talking. Then he said, “Hey, wait a minute! You’re a history teacher. Maybe you might be able to tell me something about it.”

			“Well, I’ll give it a shot.”

			Monty pulled out the key and showed it to J. He took out his glasses, put them on, and held the key up to the light, turning it around. “Oh, and I happen to have something you can use to take a really close look at it.” Monty emptied out his backpack, putting his compass and goggles on the table. He found the magnifying glass and gave it to J.

			J. used it to examine the key.

			“Well, this looks to me like a nineteenth-century key. That means it was made during the 1800s.”

			“Hmmm. I don’t get that math—eighteen or nineteen—but it’s exciting that the key’s that old!” Monty said.

			“At first, it looked like it was for a trunk. But now I see this is a little bit different. This goes to some kind of cabinet. And a fancy cabinet at that, if this is a real gold key.”

			“A cabinet?” Monty said.

			“Yep. Well, I can’t tell you what it means or who this belongs to. But, since I see the word ‘Modesty’ on the key, I can tell you a story about a horse named Modesty.”

			“A horse?” Monty said. “That’s all I’ve been hearing about all summer!”

			“Did you know that Washington Park used to have a horse racetrack?”

			“No way!” Monty shouted.

			“Yep! Over there by 61st and Cottage Grove. It closed down over a hundred years ago. Have you heard of the Kentucky Derby?” J. asked.

			“Of course,” Monty said.

			“Well, Washington Park had the American Derby. The prize was even more than the Kentucky Derby. And guess what,” J. said, raising an eyebrow.

			“What?” Monty asked.

			“The first winner of the American Derby was a Black jockey named Isaac Burns Murphy!” J. announced.

			“A Black man?” Monty asked.

			“Yep,” J. said with a smile. “And… his horse’s name was ‘Modesty.’ ”

			“What?”

			“I’m serious,” J. told him. “The thing about Isaac Burns Murphy is that he’s considered the best jockey in American history. He won three Kentucky Derbies. It took them forever, but they’re finally recognizing him. He was rich and he was sharp! He had a fancy cane and a beautiful wife.”

			“I didn’t know there were any Black jockeys, let alone the best one in American history,” Monty said.

			“Oh yeah, we were big time when the sport first started. In fact, at the first Kentucky Derby, thirteen of the fifteen jockeys were Black. And the winner was Black.”

			“That’s wild!” Monty said, drinking some orange juice.

			“So, you don’t know who this key belongs to?”

			“Well, that’s what I’m trying to find out. I want to know the story behind it,” Monty said, excited.

			“I like that, Monty. A curious mind. Now, where on earth is your father? That phone call is taking an awfully long time. I really think I should text him.”

			“I wouldn’t do that.” Monty looked at his watch. It was 8:45 p.m. He jumped up from the table, nearly spilling the rest of his juice. “I’ll go out there and check on him,” he lied again.

			“Okay,” J. said.

			Monty ran outside the Exchange as fast as he could. He stood there for exactly one minute, then he came back inside.

			“Daddy said we need to head home,” Monty blurted out.

			“Oh, well, tell him—” J. started.

			“He said he’ll catch up with you tomorrow,” Monty said. Lies were just flying out of his mouth like nothing. He grabbed his backpack off the chair.

			“Wait—” J. said.

			“Sorry to run!” Monty threw his five-dollar bill on the table and ran out the door.
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CHAPTER 27

			DOUBLE TROUBLE

			Outside the door, Monty breathed a sigh of relief. He had less than fifteen minutes to get home before his mother got out of the tub. He jogged past Baba’s store and Boulevard Ace Hardware and turned left. Now what?

			He reached into his backpack and pulled out the directions. When he arrived at 56th Street, he was confused. He needed his compass. He reached into his backpack but it wasn’t there. He must have left it on the table at the Exchange Café!

			Monty looked at his watch. 8:48 p.m. The sky was turning a dusky pink. Is there time to go back? He decided he couldn’t risk it. He took a guess and made a left.

			He jogged down the street, but when he got to Calumet Avenue, he knew he had gone the wrong way. He dropped his head in frustration. His shoe was untied. Dang it!

			He knelt down, tied his shoe as fast as he could, then jumped back up to get moving—only to realize that he was surrounded by three guys, all about fifteen years old. Monty swallowed really hard and tried to look like he wasn’t scared.

			“What are you doin’ on this block?” one guy asked. He was wearing a white tank top and jeans and had short hair.

			“Um, just going home,” Monty said.

			“Goin’ home, hunh?” the guy asked, imitating him. His friends chuckled.

			Monty knew he was in trouble.

			“Well, what if I don’t let you go home?”

			Monty didn’t know what to say. What could he say? The boy got right up in Monty’s face and asked really loud, “Did you hear me ask you a question? What if I don’t let you go home?” Then, the boy pushed Monty hard, causing Monty to stumble back into one of the other guys, who pushed him back to the teen in the white tank top.

			Suddenly, a streetlamp came on and Monty saw a woman coming toward them. There was something familiar about her shadow. When her face came into the light of the streetlamp, Monty almost passed out. Old Lady Jenkins! He looked at her, then looked at the guys, and he wasn’t sure which was scarier.

			“How’s everybody doing tonight?” she asked the group.

			“Fine, ma’am,” one guy said.

			“All right,” the others said, backing up from her just a little bit. Monty didn’t say anything. He was too scared.

			“It is a nice night, isn’t it?” she asked.

			“Yes, ma’am!” they said at the same time. Except for Monty. The other boys were fiddling with their hands. Monty could tell that they were nervous.

			Old Lady Jenkins pointed at the boy with the white tank top. “Aren’t you Thelma Robinson’s grandson? The one from Ohio?”

			“Yes, ma’am! My name is Charles.”

			“I know your name! I know exactly who you are. You’re not out here bringing trouble from Ohio to the Windy City, are you?” she asked.

			“No, ma’am!” he said, his eyes wide with fear.

			“I didn’t think so. You all have a nice night. I’m taking this one with me,” she said, and linked her arm with Monty’s, practically dragging him down the street.

			Monty could barely walk! His legs felt like they were going to give out right from under him; he was so nervous just thinking about what those guys could have done to him. He let out a big sigh of relief.

			When they turned a corner, she finally spoke… well, yelled. “What in the world were you thinking, Monty?”

			Monty’s heart was pounding. “Well, umm, see, there’s this key…”

			“Of course, there’s the key! But why are you out here by yourself?”

			“Wait! You know about the key?” Monty asked.

			“Of course! Mr. Finch told me about it that first day you came over there asking about doing odd jobs.”

			“Well, I wouldn’t call them odd. Just regular stuff—taking out the garbage, washing dishes—”

			“No. Odd jobs. Like small jobs. Chores,” she corrected him.

			“Oh,” he said.

			“I guess that was you I heard snooping around on my back porch the other week?” she asked, but didn’t wait for an answer. “What? You think my door takes a golden key? I guess I should be flattered, but it sounds like nonsense.”

			She paused, but Monty didn’t say anything. He was still a little shook up from what had happened. He looked down at his watch. 8:52 p.m. He might as well give up. He was busted beyond busted.

			Old Lady Jenkins went on. “Well, I don’t have a golden key. But I’ll take a look at it at some point to see if I can help you figure it all out.”

			“Thanks, Old… Ms. Jenkins,” Monty said. “And I’m sorry that I never came to you with the key. Or to find out how I could help you with chores.”

			“See, Monty, I’m really not that upset with you about that. Because you will be helping me with my work for the rest of the summer, trust me! What I’m upset about is that you’re scared of nonsense, but you aren’t scared of things you should be scared of. Like, you all think I’m some kind of witch or something, and I’m going to get you!” she said, imitating the voice of a witch. That didn’t really help convince him that she wasn’t a witch, though. “And a ghost in the yard? Come on! Yet here you are out on the street by yourself almost in the middle of the night! You got it all mixed up!

			“What also got on my nerves,” she continued, “is you putting on all that foolishness to go over to Ms. Williams’s yard to help her in the garden. Like I wouldn’t know that was you! Monty, I might be old but I’m no fool. And I’m certainly not blind. At least not legally blind. That’s what my eye doctor says.”

			“What’s up with you and Ms. Williams, anyway?” Monty asked.

			“See, now you’re wising up. Finally, asking about something that matters,” she said.

			“Well?” he asked looking at her.

			“Let’s save that for another day,” she said. “We’ll have plenty of time to talk now that you’ll be taking care of my yard.”

			That won’t be awkward! He imagined the Lady with the Purple Flowers watching him tend to Old Lady Jenkins’s flowers and shook his head.

			“Thank you for saving me tonight,” Monty said. “I guess I got so worked up about finding out about this key that I went out of the yard to go and talk to J.”

			“J.! Now there’s a wise one!” Old Lady Jenkins said.

			Monty saw their greystone building looming ahead in the dark.

			“I might have saved you from those boys, but I can’t make any promises about what’ll happen when we go inside.”

			She walked Monty up the back steps to the screen door and knocked. When his mother opened the door, she looked like she was going to kill him.

			“Montgomery Carver, where the Devil have you been?” she demanded.

			“I found him over on Calumet,” Old Lady Jenkins said, pushing him inside.

			“Calumet? Doing what? At this hour? By yourself?!”

			Monty didn’t think she’d ever stop asking questions. Then his father came from around the door and Monty stared at the ground. What could he say?

			“Ms. Jenkins, thank you so much for finding him,” his father said. “We’ll take it from here.”

			“Okay. But I took the liberty of beginning his punishment by telling him he had to help me in the yard. We can start on Thursday. That would give things a little time to… settle down.”

			“Thank you,” his father said. Right when his summer was finally going well. Man!

			Inside, they sat Monty down in the dining room. “Have you lost your mind, Monty?” his father asked.

			“You all, I’m so sorry,” Monty said, knowing he sounded like a broken record. “It’s just, this key…”

			“What key?” his mother asked. Monty pulled it out of his pocket and put it on the table.

			“Jaron found it with the metal detector the day I took it outside. I’ve been working all summer to figure out who it belongs to and what it opens.”

			“All summer? And you didn’t bother to tell us?” his mother asked.

			“I was just trying to see if it was something important, like a treasure on Antiques Roadshow. I tested it. It’s real gold. And J. said it’s from the nineteenth century…”

			“J.?” his father asked.

			“That’s why I went out tonight. I went to the Exchange to see if J. could help me figure out the secret. He told me all kinds of stuff about a guy named—”

			“You went on the boulevard by yourself ?” his father interrupted.

			“Yes, sir. And I know you’re gonna yell when I tell you I left my compass at J.’s table.”

			“Boy!” his father yelled, but then he took a couple of breaths. “That’s it. I’m so tired of all this nonsense. Now go to your room!”

			“Yes, sir,” he said and dragged himself to his room.

			Man!
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CHAPTER 28

			AFTERMATH

			When Monty went to camp on Monday morning, he told Jaron about his adventure and all the trouble he was in. Man, did he regret doing that.

			“You walked to the boulevard by yourself? What were you thinking, man?” Jaron shouted. They were in the boys’ locker room after swimming and Monty was making sure his ’fro dried off. “I can’t believe you did that. And you almost got jumped? You’re lucky Old Lady Jenkins is a ninja and was following you in the shadows.”

			“Shhh, man! I don’t want everyone to know,” Monty said. But some of the boys were shaking their heads like they were saying, what a shame.

			Jaron shook his head as well. “I didn’t think anybody had enough nerve to go to Baba’s without a grown-up.”

			“Alex gets to walk around without his mother and you’re always talking about Baba’s. I’m ten now. I should be able to do what you all do,” Monty defended himself while he put his socks and shoes on. Sly came into the locker room, interrupting their conversation. “Okay, we’re all going fishing!”

			The boys all filed outside the Refectory, where the hot, sticky air hit them like a brick wall. “Help me out with this stuff!” Sly instructed, pointing to the fishing gear. Monty grabbed a couple of fishing rods and headed past the pool and onto the walking path.

			Jaron grabbed two buckets filled with bait and caught up with him. “Monty, you got it all wrong. Alex gets to go to Old Lady Jenkins’s yard because it’s only six houses away on the same block. And, trust me, Mama doesn’t let me walk to Baba’s by myself. And we have to walk to school together because my ma and Alex’s both have to be at work way before school starts.”

			Monty felt like a fool.

			“Well, at this point, I might as well just give you those Flamin’ Hots,” Monty said, shaking his head and wondering how he would pay for all those snacks. “I’m no closer to the secret of the key. But I did prove that there’s no ghost!”

			“What?” Jaron demanded.

			“Yeah!” Monty told him. “In fact, maybe you can help me figure something out,” Monty said, getting excited. “I saw one of Big Tony’s friends talking to a group of guys. The one that always wears the White Sox hat.”

			“That’s Mike,” Jaron said.

			“They sounded really serious. They were talking about some guy named Jerome.”

			Jaron busted out laughing, almost dropping a bucket. When he got ahold of himself, he said, “Monty, Jerome is my cousin from Birmingham. He’s coming to Chicago for the month of August.”

			“Hmmm. Well, what are they getting ready for?” Monty asked.

			“My cousin can eat! My mother spends her whole paycheck trying to feed him. So Big Tony’s friend, Julian, who works in the meat section at some store, is trying to help my mother buy a whole bunch of meat at a discount.”

			Monty shook his head and started laughing. “That’s what they were talking about?”

			“Yep, that’s it.”

			The boys laughed so hard that they dropped everything in their hands.

			“Hey, guys, pick that up!” Sly shouted at them.

			They picked everything up and kept walking toward the lagoon. The long reeds coming up out of the water were almost taller than Monty, and they were surrounded by weeping willow trees on the banks. Monty and Jaron sat on the bank near the wrought-iron railing on the bridge that covered the lagoon.

			“When I saw someone in the yard, I figured that there’s probably not a ghost,” Monty said, smiling.

			“What do you mean, ‘saw’?” Jaron asked.

			“See, I had this video camera in my window pointed at the sunflowers. I watched them with my night goggles for ghost imaging.”

			“What imaging?” Jaron asked, frowning.

			“Never mind. What’s important is that I saw… what’s his name? Mike… in Old Lady Jenkins’s sunflowers. I think that’s who people have been seeing at night. When my cousin came over, he found some aspirin buried there. And yesterday, I found a knife in the dirt. Something’s not right, but it’s not a ghost.”

			“But what’s he doing in those sunflowers?” Jaron wondered.

			“I don’t know,” Monty admitted.

			“So, if there’s no ghost, Alex is down in New Orleans for nothing!” Jaron shouted.

			“You’re right! We gotta get the word out to him. Maybe he can get back to Chi Town before the summer’s over,” Monty said, smiling.

			“I overheard his mother talking to some other neighbor. She said, ‘If I do say so myself, Louise Hebert has the best reputation in New Orleans for removing bad luck.’ ”

			“So, now all we have to do is find Louise Hebert’s phone number and maybe we can get ahold of Alex,” Monty said.

			“It’s worth a try,” Jaron said. Just then, something yanked at his fishing line. Jaron stood up to reel in the fish. Once he had it out of the water, everyone applauded and shouted. He took a bow.

			“Jaron got y’all beat. I want ten laps!” Sly shouted.

			The boys groaned then joked around as they packed up their stuff for Milton to take back. Once they began jogging, Jaron said, “The thing is, we still don’t know about the pouch and the key.”

			“But we do!” Monty declared. “See, I figured out that the pouch is what they use to put horse feed in. The Lady with the Purple Flowers’s son rode a horse over there the other day and he had almost the exact same pouch.”

			“Another mama’s boy! I bet you two got along really well,” Jaron added, teasing.

			“Ha ha,” Monty said. “I also figured out that the dust in the pouch isn’t ghost dust, it’s sawdust.”

			“Like from wood?” Jaron asked.

			“Exactly,” Monty said.

			Just then, Sly announced that they were headed to the field to play softball.

			“Whew! We have a lot to think about, don’t we?” Jaron said, and they jogged over to the diamond with the Roar in the background playing “Cha Cha Slide.”
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			Later that afternoon, Monty went to work in the Lady with the Purple Flowers’s yard. When breaktime came, he went up and sat with her on the porch and had some lemonade.

			“More trouble, I hear,” she said quietly and handed him a glass.

			“ ‘Trouble is my middle name,’ as they say,” Monty said, gulping the lemonade down really loud.

			“Well, I’m glad you’re safe. No point in telling you how dumb I think what you did was. I’m sure you’ve heard it about a thousand times by now.”

			“Yup,” he told her.

			“Well, I’m not the biggest fan of Ms. Jenkins’s gardening—bless her heart—but I have to say that she saved your tail. And she does a lot for this community,” she said, and took another drink.

			“Yeah, I was really lucky!” Monty gulped down more lemonade.

			“Speaking of her garden, word is that you’re gonna be working for her now?” It was a statement, but she made it sound like a question. Or a challenge?

			“Ummm, yeah,” Monty said, wiping his hands with a napkin and standing up to get ready to go back to work. The conversation was taking an uncomfortable turn. “She made me. It’s part of my punishment for going out on my own.”

			“Calm down, calm down,” the Lady with the Purple Flowers said. “Or ‘chill out’ as you young people say. If they still say that. It’s no skin off my back. It’s just that, with your green thumb helping her out, how can I be sure that my garden will remain the best one on the block?”

			She smiled at Monty, and he smiled back. He handed her his empty glass and headed back out into the yard. He took the hose and watered the purple and then the pink flowers. When he got to those doggone blue delphiniums, barely hanging on, he felt really guilty. He decided that, especially now that he would be helping out Ms. Jenkins, he just couldn’t stand by and watch her delphiniums die any more.

			“Wait a minute!” Monty shouted up at the porch, like he’d just discovered something. “There are bugs eating away at your delphiniums! You know what my grandaddy’s secret formula was for getting rid of bugs?”

			“No. What?” the Lady with the Purple Flowers asked with a focused look like she was taking notes.

			“Dish soap and oil!” he informed her, his body relaxing with relief at finally sharing the information. “You should try it.”

			“Well, next time you come over, I’ll have you make up the concoction and we’ll see what we can do about those bugs,” she announced, smiling.

			Monty smiled back, and all of a sudden he didn’t feel the heat of the July sun so much. Or realize that a mosquito had bitten him on the back of the leg.
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CHAPTER 29

			SUNFLOWERS

			When Thursday came, Monty returned from camp and went outside to face his fate. He stood in the yard, wearing his gardening gloves but not all the other gear.

			Old Lady Jenkins came outside her door and then took her time going down the stairs. There was an “Old” in Old Lady Jenkins’s nickname, after all.

			“It looks like you’re ready to roll,” she said. “I see you’re not wearing that silly hat. Decided to preserve that cool afro, hunh?” That made Monty smile so big, his chin could have mowed the lawn. Speaking of which…

			“We’re gonna start with mowing the lawn,” she told him.

			“Are you sure I’m old enough to mow the lawn?” Monty asked, stalling.

			“Please!” was all she said. They walked down the creaky stairs to the basement and over to a concrete wall where the lawn mower sat. Monty pushed it over to the staircase. Then, together, they pulled it up the stairs.

			“Whew! How do you get this thing upstairs by yourself?” he asked.

			“I manage,” she said. “Now, I’m gonna turn it on and you just push it up and down this whole side of the yard. Then we’ll do the other side. But watch the flowers!”

			She pulled the cord and the motor turned on so loud, it made Monty jump. He took a deep breath and pushed. It didn’t move. He took another breath and pushed again. This time, it took off like a race car. “Whoa!” Monty shouted as he tried to control it and steer it in the right direction. Old Lady Jenkins didn’t go on her porch like Ms. Williams while he worked. Instead, she stood on the walkway with her hands on her hips and her eyes squinting, examining Monty’s every move to make sure he was cutting the grass right.

			Oh brother!

			When he finished one side, Old Lady Jenkins turned the mower off. Monty wheeled it across the walkway, making sure not to push it on her toes; then, when he got to the other side, they started the whole process over again.

			When Monty was done, he stood behind the mower and wiped the sweat off his face. “Whew!” he said.

			“You did good, Monty. Nothing wrong with building up a little muscle. You’re a little bit on the scrawny side, if you ask me. But times are hard and I’m not the one paying for your food so…” Old Lady Jenkins trailed off. “Let’s take a break.”

			She went inside and came out with some lemonade. They took their break on her porch.

			“So, this is your first summer in Chicago?” she asked.

			“Yeah, now that there’s nobody to watch over me in Mississippi. I thought it would be fun, but… oh well. Now, Alex is away and I’m kinda bored with tennis. So much for the Olympics.” That reminded Monty that he had to figure out a way to get in contact with Alex, since he’d learned that the ghost really didn’t exist. He wasn’t sure if he could make a long-distance call. Maybe he needed to do it without his parents finding out—he was in enough trouble as it was—but he had to get Alex back to Chicago!

			“I’m sorry you’re disappointed, Monty,” Old Lady Jenkins said, pulling his attention back to the porch. “But those Olympics are for the birds.”

			“What birds?” Monty asked.

			“No, it’s a saying. You know. Like, ‘I’d rather not have it.’ ‘No thank you!’ I know one thing for sure. This community is gonna get something out of it, if they have it in Washington Park,” she said.

			Monty nodded his head. That’s what everyone kept saying. He thought she was going to explain more of what they’d get, but she didn’t.

			“But let’s talk summer. Are you going to the High Noon Ride?’ ”

			“Is that the Black cowboy thing? I heard about that on the first day of camp. When I slipped on the bridle path,” Monty said, feeling the embarrassment all over again and taking a gulp of lemonade. “In fact, all I’ve been hearing about this summer is horse this, horse that. ‘I gotta see a man about a horse,’ the Roundhouse, horse manure for compost…”

			“Whoa! Who’s using horse manure for their yard?” she demanded.

			“Umm… well…” He paused. “Well, I thought that’s what I smelled over at the Lady… Ms. Williams’s yard. I’m not sure, though! So please don’t say anything.”

			“Mhmm. Back to the High Noon Ride, I think it would be good for you to go,” she said, nodding her head.

			“I really want to go, but I’m in so much trouble I don’t even want to bring it up,” Monty told her.

			“Hmmm. Well, I’ve been thinking I would like an assistant this year for the event,” she said.

			“Assistant? What would I do?” Monty asked, gulping down more lemonade.

			“Well, you can help set up my tent. Help pass out my famous bread pudding…”

			This sounds promising!

			“And I might ride this year. You can help me with my horse and gear.”

			“You have a horse? I’m in!” Monty said.

			“Then it’s settled. I’ll talk to your mother. Okay, break’s over! Let’s weed over here by these marigolds.”

			They walked downstairs into the yard and Old Lady Jenkins disappeared into the toolshed for what seemed like hours. She came out with the claw-looking thing Monty and his cousin had used to dig up the aspirin, a mini shovel, and a garbage bag.

			“I’m thinking maybe you can come by later this week and show me the key. Then, I can show you some pictures and other stuff,” she said.

			“Okay, but I feel like I should just give Jaron his Flamin’ Hots and stop trying to solve the mystery,” Monty told her.

			“Flamin’ Hots? You must be tryin’ to kill that boy! I’ve noticed how you all are when you’re together. You’re pretty competitive, Monty,” she said. “I’m a little bit competitive myself.”

			“That’s for sure,” Monty mumbled under his breath, thinking about her and Ms. Williams.

			“What was that?” she asked, stopping her weeding to look at him.

			“I said I’m sure you are. I mean, aren’t we all a little bit competitive?” Then, he changed the subject. “Actually, you’d be surprised. Me and Jaron are getting along a lot better. For now.”

			“Good! Now let’s get over there by those sunflowers and see if there’s any way to help them out,” Old Lady Jenkins said.

			So she does know they’re in trouble.

			When they entered the sunflower patch, Ms. Williams came out onto her porch. She sat down in a chair and set a saucer with an apple on the side table. She then pulled out a paring knife from the pocket of her housecoat.

			“Hi, Lily. Hey, Monty!” she said, picking up the apple and peeling it with her knife.

			Oh no!

			“Violet,” Old Lady Jenkins said without looking at her.

			“Hi, Ms. Williams,” Monty said.

			“You know, I had a young fella helping me with my yard these past weeks. I just hope Monty works as hard as he did,” she said, winking at Monty.

			“Violet, the jig is up. I know Monty was over there helping you. So stop lying,” Old Lady Jenkins said.

			“Well, I was only trying to help him out,” Ms. Williams said, sounding a little bit hurt.

			“Aren’t we all, Violet. Aren’t we all,” Old Lady Jenkins said.

			Monty and Old Lady Jenkins went to work weeding by the sunflowers and dumping the tiny sprouts into the garbage bag. When they were done, Ms. Williams said, “Your sunflowers are looking much better, Lily.”

			Is she trying to start a fight?

			Monty looked at Old Lady Jenkins holding the claw thing and Ms. Williams peeling an apple with a knife. They sure have their weapons ready!

			“I keep trying to tell you I know what I’m doing. It was only a matter of time before they perked up again,” Old Lady Jenkins said.

			“Oh yeah! I’m sure it was ‘your special touch’ that did it,” Ms. Williams said, like she didn’t believe it. Just then, Monty heard a screen door crack, and he was never so happy to see his mother leaning over the railing.

			“Hey, Ms. Jenkins. Hey, Ms. Williams. Monty, it’s time to come in for dinner!” she said. Saved by the bell.
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			Later that evening, when his mother was in the tub and his father was working in his studio, Monty decided to try to talk to Alex. He sat at his desk and turned on his computer. He was dozing off when it finally booted up. He got on the Internet and looked at the White Pages website. He had overheard his mother talking about this to his father the other week when she was trying to find an old school friend of hers. He put in Louise Hebert, New Orleans, then he walked into the kitchen, picked up the phone, and dialed Louise Hebert #1.

			“Allo?” a man answered with an accent.

			“Hello! Can I speak to Alex, please?” Monty asked.

			“No Alex here!” the man said, and hung up.

			“You have a good day too!” Monty said to the buzz of the dial tone.

			He worked for another forty-five minutes calling each number and crossing them off his list.

			Just as he was dialing another Louise Hebert, his father shouted, “Monty, it’s almost time for bed!”

			“Okay!” he called back. Then a man answered the phone.

			“Hello?”

			“Can I speak to Alex, please?” Monty asked. He wanted to hang up before his father found out what he was doing.

			“Hold on a minute. Let me see if he’s here,” the man said.

			Bingo!

			“Alex!” the man called out. Monty heard the man walk around, then come back to the phone.

			“They must be at church. Who’s calling?” he asked.

			“Can you tell him Monty called and it’s urgent. I’ll give you my number.”

			Monty gave the man his number and, just as he hung up the phone, his father shouted, “Monty! What are you doing in the kitchen? Go to bed!”
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CHAPTER 30

			MYSTERY SOLVED—SORT OF

			On Monday, Monty barely had enough time that morning to jot down some things in his journal. He tore off his pajamas and threw on his clothes so fast he had to check in the mirror to make sure they were on right. He stood at his desk, leaning over his journal to write.

			Monday, July 21, 2008

			Observation: I actually LIKE  Ms . Jenkins! I’m still a little scared of her, but she really cares about what happens to us!

			Hypothesis: Not all mean old ladies are actually mean.

			“Hey! I have two good newses,” Monty said, when he saw Jaron at camp. “First, even though I’m in trouble I get to go to the High Noon Ride with Old Lady… um… Ms. Jenkins.”

			“Oh, so you’re calling her by her real name. Look at you!” Jaron said.

			“Very funny!” Monty said. But it was kind of a big deal. “She’s actually not so scary once you get to know her. Well… she’s still scary but nice at the same time?”

			“I guess I must not know her that well, then,” Jaron said. “Because she scares the bejeebies out of me! Anyway, what’s this High Noon Ride?” Jaron asked, frowning with curiosity.

			“Oh, that’s the Black cowboy event that Sly was talking about that time you ‘beat’ me at the race on the track… well, the bridle path.”

			“Oh yeah! I remember him saying something about that. And I definitely remember beating you in that race!” Jaron said, smiling really big and rubbing his hands together. “How could I forget that taste of victory?”

			“You’ll never taste that again, if it’s up to me,” Monty said.

			“It’s not up to you, my boy! These things are decided by powers much higher than us,” Jaron said, stroking his chin like he was deep in thought.

			“Oh please!” Monty said, shaking his head.

			“But, really,” Jaron continued, getting serious, “how are they letting you go to that if you’re on punishment?”

			“That’s the thing! I’m gonna be Ms. Jenkins’s assistant,” Monty declared proudly, sticking his scrawny chest out.

			“Oh, so now I guess she’s your best friend,” Jaron said. “I’ll be sure to tell Alex that, if he ever gets back here.”

			“Which brings me to my second good news. I left a message for Alex and I’m waiting for him to call me back,” Monty said with a big smile.

			“My man!” Jaron said, giving Monty some dap. “I guess you got some detective skills after all! How did you figure out what number to call?”

			“I did what any scientist would do. Used many trials to find the number. In other words, I called all the numbers.”

			“Whew, that sounds like a lot of work. I hope he calls back soon.”

			“I guess we have to see,” Monty said.

			Then Sly blew his whistle and had the boys all line up for attendance.
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			Later that day, Monty went down the carpeted stairway to Ms. Jenkins’s apartment to see the pictures she’d mentioned the day he mowed the lawn. He knocked softly on the door because he was nervous. Then, when there was no answer, he knocked louder. After a minute, Monty could see Ms. Jenkins’s shadow through the peephole, and it felt like she was looking right through him. She unlocked her many locks and let him in.

			“Hi, Monty,” she said with a bit of a smile on her crinkled, brown face. Her smile made him relax. Well, relax just a little bit. This was still scary Ms. Jenkins, after all.

			“Hi, Ms. Jenkins,” he said, grinning a little himself. He was amazed when he first walked through the door. There was a black-and-white picture hanging on the wall of a girl on a horse. It was Ms. Jenkins, and she looked like she was six years old!

			Awww!

			“Come up front to the living room and have a seat,” she told him. He was surprised to see a brown leather couch with a leather side chair. A blanket was on the back of the couch that looked like the decorations they had in his Spanish class at school.

			No old lady decorations here!

			“How about some lemonade?” she asked.

			“Okay,” he said.

			There were pictures lining the walls of the living room too. Most were of a teenage Ms. Jenkins on horses and a few with her wearing a jockey hat. There were also medals with “Lily Jenkins” printed on them and first- and second-place ribbons.

			Ms. Jenkins came back with the lemonade.

			“Ms. Jenkins!” Monty said, “I’m looking at all these ribbons and medals. You could really ride!”

			“Oh yes, it’s in my blood,” she explained. “My father was a horse trainer and his father before that and his father before that. Right here in Chicago.”

			“Where did they train?” Monty asked.

			“Well, Daddy and Granddaddy trained horses at the Hyde Park Riding stables,” she said. “But, my great-granddaddy, he trained at the racetrack.”

			“I just learned about the racetrack last week,” he told her. “I was asking J. about the key when he told me about it. He said the American Derby was a really big event and he told me about Isaac Burns Murphy and his horse Modesty.”

			“Oh yeah,” she said. “I know all about Isaac Burns Murphy. My great-grandfather knew him personally. He helped train and care for Isaac’s horses whenever he was in Chicago. But enough of that. Let me see the key.”

			“Wait! Your great-grandfather knew Isaac Burns Murphy? That’s incredible!” Monty shouted, widening his eyes in disbelief.

			“Yes, Mr. Sylvester Gillman was quite a horseman!” Ms. Jenkins said proudly. “Pop-Pop, that’s what we called him, was someone Isaac Burns Murphy trusted with his life! Isaac was successful, so word was some people were conspiring to bring him down. Even bring danger to him. My grandfather told me that Isaac gave Pop-Pop a few things—saddles, bridles, stirrups—and put him in charge of making sure all his racing gear was secure. To be on the lookout for anything out of the ordinary. The 1888 race was the last American Derby Isaac Burns Murphy rode in, but it went smoothly, thanks to my great-grandfather. That was the last time he saw Isaac Burns Murphy before he died a few years later.”

			“Wait! Your great-grandfather’s name was Sylvester Gillman? His initials were SG?” Monty asked.

			“Yes. Why do you ask?” she asked him.

			“Well, the key was inside a brown leather sack that had the initials ‘SG’ on it.”

			“A brown sack? I remember Pop-Pop used to carry around something like that. In fact, he died right there in our yard about sixty years ago. That brown sack probably got buried in the flowers.”

			Monty reached into his pocket, pulled out the key and horse pouch, and gave it to her. “I guess the storm must have washed it up,” Monty said. A treasure after all!

			Monty sat there in silence while Ms. Jenkins put on her glasses. She then inspected the pouch. “And this really is gold?” she asked. “That’s what the neighbors have been telling me, but I just wanted to be sure.”

			“It is,” Monty told her. “Also, I don’t know if you can see the word engraved on there, but it says ‘Modesty.’ ”

			“Like Isaac Burns Murphy’s horse? Monty, these are too many coincidences,” Ms. Jenkins said, looking him straight in the eye. “I think this is Pop-Pop’s key!”

			Monty had found the key’s true owner. His smile filled the room. “Do you know what it goes to?” Monty asked.

			“I don’t, but I’m so glad you brought this heirloom into my life. You know what I’m going to do? I’m going to wear this at the High Noon Ride.”

			“All right!” Monty said, and they hugged. “Ms. Jenkins, there’s something I still don’t get. You know that old urban myth about how there used to be a ghost in the yard? And now he’s back? Well, they say he carries a sack while he limps around the yard and sprinkles ghost dust while he casts spells on the neighbors.”

			Ms. Jenkins smiled so suddenly and so wide that it took Monty by surprise. Then she cackled like a… well, she cackled. When she finally finished laughing, she shook her head.

			“It wasn’t a ghost in the yard at night, silly. It was Pop-Pop. He had developed a sensitivity to sunlight due to cataracts from his diabetes. So after a while, he only came out at night. He was not only a stable hand but a fantastic gardener. That’s where I get my green thumb from.”

			“Did he happen to use sawdust for anything?” Monty asked.

			“How did you find that out?” Old Lady Jenkins demanded.

			“That’s what was in the sack with the key,” Monty told her.

			Ms. Jenkins was silent for a long time. Then, she finally said, “It was his secret for making the best mulch. He used sawdust to clear all of the yuck out of the horse stables and to help heal the animals. When he started gardening, he tried using sawdust to help his plants and it worked! Now, Violet next door might know about using poop for her flowers. But I bet she doesn’t know about that!”

			Ms. Jenkins then smiled a smile so big, Monty thought her mouth was going to fall off.

			“One more thing! I still don’t understand what’s going on with your sunflowers. We found the key there. Then, a couple of weeks later, I saw one of Big Tony’s friends digging in the same area. Then, my cousin found aspirin buried there, and I found this really weird knife with jagged edges. Did you ask Big Tony’s friend to put things there?”

			“The aspirin? Well, no. A knife with jagged edges? That sounds like a deadhead knife.”

			Deadhead? Monty thought that sounded terrifying.

			Ms. Jenkins’s face went from confused to figuring things out to just plain mad. She got up from the leather couch and headed toward the back door. 

			“Oh, she’s gonna pay! Got someone deadheading my sunflowers,” she said, basically talking to herself. “And aspirin? Everyone knows that doesn’t work. Why that…” Monty quickly followed her out. As soon as they were outside, she made her way down the stairs, yelling, “Violet Williams! Has that boy been meddlin’ in my garden?”

			Uh-oh!
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CHAPTER 31

			MYSTERY SOLVED—FOR REAL

			That Saturday, Monty woke up excited about the High Noon Ride. He showered and put on his blue button-down shirt and some jeans. He thought it was important to look like a cowboy even though it was 90 degrees outside. With a heat index of 100! Monty smelled under his arms to make sure that he had put on deodorant. Check!

			Monty went downstairs and knocked on Ms. Jenkins’s front door. When the door opened, he couldn’t believe his eyes! Ms. Jenkins was wearing a white shirt with blue on the shoulders and a bolo. And the golden key hung from her neck like a necklace, shining brightly. She had on a straw hat and her hair was in two long white braids. She was wearing jeans too. So, if Monty burned up, he wouldn’t be the only one.

			“You look ready, Monty!” she said, smiling.

			“You look really ready,” Monty said.

			“Let’s go down to the basement and pull that tent out,” she told him, grabbing her keys from a bowl on a table right by the door and joining him out in the hall. Monty linked his arm around hers and helped her down the front stairs.

			“I’m not sure if I should be flattered or insulted that you think I need all this help going down these stairs,” she said. “But I’ll take it.”

			“Take what?” Monty asked.

			“The compliment. I’ll take the compliment!” she said.

			“Oh, okay. Cool!”

			In the corner of the basement were storage lockers, one for each apartment. Ms. Jenkins headed to one of them that looked like it was about to bust open with all kinds of stuff. As she unlocked the door, Monty stepped back, thinking everything was going to fall out.

			“Okay,” she said, pointing to a big bundle wrapped in plastic. “This is the tent. It’s pretty big, but between the two of us, we can handle it.”

			They dragged it out of the locker to the bottom of the basement stairs. When Monty went back to close the locker door, he noticed an old steamer trunk engraved with the initials “SG.”

			“Ms. Jenkins! What’s that trunk?”

			She came up behind him and squinted. “What trunk?” she asked. “I don’t have my glasses.”

			“Back there. It’s blue, and it’s like one of these old-fashioned suitcases,” he explained. “It has the initials ‘SG’ on it.”

			“Oh my goodness, Monty! I forgot all about that. I think it was Pop-Pop’s? Wait a minute! Do you think this key will open it up?” she asked, reaching for the key hanging around her neck.

			“Let’s see,” Monty said. Ms. Jenkins took her necklace where the key was hanging and handed it to Monty. He tried the key, but it didn’t fit.

			“Oh well,” Monty said, disappointed.

			“We need to get moving, Monty! We’ll have to figure this all out later,” she told him, shooing him away from the locker.

			“Wait!” he shouted, seeing a huge piece of furniture in the back.

			“Okay, Monty! Now I see why you keep getting into trouble. You just don’t listen!”

			“Ms. Jenkins. I promise. Let’s try one more thing and if it doesn’t work, I’ll focus on the tent.”

			“What is it, then?” she said.

			“This giant wooden cabinet. It has the letters ‘IBM’ on it,” he said, smiling.

			“Like the computer company? That doesn’t make sense. It’s too old. Even without my glasses, I can tell you that,” she said.

			“But whose initials are IBM?” he asked.

			“Look! We don’t have time for riddles. Just get to the point!” she said, sighing.

			“Isaac Burns Murphy!” he said.

			Ms. Jenkins’s eyes went wide. “Well, what are you waiting for? See if you can open it up!” she ordered.

			Monty turned to the cabinet but froze. He’d come so far in his investigation that he felt too scared it wouldn’t work.

			Ms. Jenkins punched his arm. “Boy, if you don’t put that key in that cabinet right now, I swear!”

			So pushy!

			Monty put the key into the cabinet lock. It fits!  Then he turned the key. So far, so good.

			Suddenly, the door opened with a big creak, making dust fly all over the place.

			Monty nearly leaped out of his skin. Treasure!

			He moved closer to the cabinet and reached inside. He pulled out the first thing he touched. It was heavy and leather and… a saddle with the initials “IBM”!

			“Look, Ms. Jenkins! This saddle has IBM on it! This must be the stuff Isaac Burns Murphy gave to your great-grandfather for safekeeping!”

			A tear was coming down Old Lady Jenkins’s face. “Well, I’ll be,” was all she could say. She joined him in the locker, and they opened up both doors of the cabinet to see everything. There were saddles and bridles and horseshoes and uniforms.

			“Monty, this is so exciting!” She looked down at her watch. “We’re running late! Lock everything up and when we get back, we’ll go through all this properly.”

			Monty nodded and closed the big cabinet door. He was a little disappointed he couldn’t explore the cabinet right then and there, but his heart was flying high!
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CHAPTER 32

			BLACK COWBOYS

			Monty wasn’t sure they were going to make it to the park. Their family car was so heavy with spaghetti, water, hot dogs, bread pudding, and Ms. Jenkins’s gear and the tent tied to the top. His father started the car and drove slowly down each street to make sure nothing fell off. Monty also wasn’t sure he was going to make it through the day, he was so excited. He opened his mouth to announce what he and Ms. Jenkins had discovered, but just then, his father made a turn onto the boulevard, almost causing Monty to drop the pot of spaghetti sitting on his lap onto the floor. He decided that he needed to focus on his task at hand and save the exciting news for later.

			As they rode along, Monty was surprised he was tired even though he was excited. How am I supposed to be Ms. Jenkins’s assistant when I feel like I need a nap already? he wondered to himself.

			“Let me call my crew to let them know we’re almost there,” Ms. Jenkins said, interrupting his thoughts. Monty was amazed to see her pull out a cellphone and press someone’s number she had on speed dial. Go, Ms. Jenkins!

			As she explained where they were to whoever was on the line, they drove down the boulevard and into the park on Morgan Drive, passing the fieldhouse where Monty’s camp and the aquatic center were. As Morgan Drive curved around, turning into Payne Drive, they drove alongside the huge patch of green that made up the four baseball diamonds and the cricket field contained in the oval of the bridle path. Finally, they pulled into a parking lot. It was full of cars—many hitched to horse trailers, with people standing around laughing and talking and some even hanging out with their horses. 

			When they got out of the car, they were greeted by four men in cowboy hats. Monty couldn’t believe it! He felt like he was in a movie or something.

			The men hugged Ms. Jenkins, nodded to Monty and his parents, and began taking everything out of the car to set up. One of them took the pot of spaghetti from his hands. Whew! It looked like they wouldn’t need Monty after all. Maybe he could just ride the horses.

			“Here, Monty. Grab this water,” his father instructed him, crushing his dream of getting out of doing work.

			Monty grabbed the case of water and followed his parents, Ms. Jenkins, and the cowboys onto the large lawn near the bridle path where cowboys, cowgirls, and their families were sitting in their beach chairs and on blankets eating, playing around, and dancing. There was a small stage where a DJ was playing “Celebration.” It was the Roar! Monty was glad to hear it again. It had been a while!

			Ms. Jenkins’s group found a spot on the edge of the crowd, near a baseball diamond. Ms. Jenkins barked orders to coordinate the setup.

			That’s Ms. Jenkins, all right!

			As Monty’s parents were setting up the card tables and the cowboys were huddled together figuring out what piece of the tent went with what, Monty was charged with putting water bottles in the cooler full of ice. Then, two more men rode up to the group on their horses: one a gold color and the other one brown with a black mane.

			“Hey, Ms. Jenkins!” they both said. Monty hurried up and put the water in the cooler, then walked over to them, admiring the brown horse.

			“You can pet him. His name is Cyrus!” the rider said.

			Monty put his hand on Cyrus’s nose like he’d learned from Ms. Williams’s son. The horse nuzzled his nose into Monty’s hand, which made him smile.

			Ms. Jenkins smiled at Monty. “Monty, there will be plenty of time to mingle with the horses. Right now, I want to introduce you properly!” She grabbed his hand and walked him over to the stage.

			Oh no! What’s she doing? The DJ turned the music down, to the disappointment of some of the dancers, and handed Ms. Jenkins the microphone.

			“Hey, everybody!” she said with lots of energy into the microphone. Everybody shouted greetings back to her. “I want you to meet our newest cowboy, Montgomery Carver! But we call him Monty.”

			People cheered and clapped for him. He wasn’t sure he deserved the title. He didn’t even know how to ride a horse. He smiled and waved to everyone, anyway, not sure what else to do.

			“If you see him looking lost or getting into trouble, lend him a hand,” she said, and everyone laughed. She led him off the stage where a lot of people went over to him and patted him on the back or gave him handshakes. One guy went over to another table and came back with a cowboy hat for him.

			“You can mess up that serious ’fro for one day,” he said, and pushed it down on Monty’s head.

			Thank God for my concoction!

			“Now that you’re official, why don’t you come help us put this tent up?” one of Ms. Jenkins’s crew said.

			Shoot!

			A few minutes later, Monty and a cowboy were pulling one of the cords holding up Ms. Jenkins’s tent, while someone hammered a stake in the loop at the end. Meanwhile, his mother and Ms. Jenkins were putting food on the table, and his father was setting up his grill for barbecuing.

			When the tent was finally raised, Monty walked over to his father. “You know what, Daddy, something really exciting happened right before—”

			“Monty!” Ms. Jenkins called. “Lance just arrived with Blue. We gotta go over to my horse trailer.”

			Oh well! I’ll tell him later.

			Ms. Jenkins walked over to a chair and picked up some horse gear. She brought it over to Monty and piled a saddle and a bridle into his arms, which made him cough, they were so heavy. Later for this cowboy stuff! But it also felt cool to be carrying a saddle and helping Ms. Jenkins.

			When they arrived in the parking lot, a cowboy was standing next to a black horse and waving his hand at Ms. Jenkins.

			Ms. Jenkins moved quicker than Monty had ever seen over to her horse. She stroked the horse’s neck, and it put its head in Ms. Jenkins’s face. “Monty, come on over here and meet the horse!” she said.

			Man! Monty was trying to hurry, but he had all the stuff! Lance walked over to Monty and took everything off his hands. While Lance was saddling Ms. Jenkins’s horse, Monty stepped over to meet him. Close up, Monty could see why his name was Blue—he was so black that when the light reflected off his coat it looked blue.

			“Do you want to ride him?” Ms. Jenkins asked Monty.

			“For real?” he asked. This is unbelievable!

			“Of course! I just declared to everybody that you’re the newest cowboy. I don’t know any cowboys who can’t ride!” Ms. Jenkins said.

			“I need to ask my parents, though,” Monty said, realizing that they might not let him do it.

			“You think I haven’t already talked to them? You know better than that,” she said.

			“Let’s go, then!” Monty shouted.

			“Okay, Monty,” Lance said. “I’m gonna help you up here.” Lance helped Monty get his foot in the stirrup. “Now swing your foot over on the other side.”

			Monty swung his foot over and sat down. Wow!

			“Now place that foot in the other stirrup and hold on to the saddle,” Ms. Jenkins said.

			Lance made a few more adjustments. “You’re all set.”

			Monty held on as Ms. Jenkins led Blue from the parking lot back over to the tent.

			Monty smiled with pride. Sweet!

			As they neared the tent, the DJ made an announcement. “All right, everybody! Ms. Jenkins’s famous bread pudding is now available!” Monty saw all kinds of people swarm over in the direction of Ms. Jenkins’s tent.

			Once they got over by the tent, though, Monty’s smile dropped into a frown. A long line of people were there, where his mother was standing all by herself behind a table. She wiped her brow, looking a little desperate as she tried to manage the crowd. When she spotted Monty, she shouted, “Hey! Help me out over here with this bread pudding!”

			Oh well! So much for riding Blue. His mother really needed help!

			Monty flung a leg back over the horse and slid down out of the saddle, landing with a bit of a thud. He shot up like nothing had happened and walked into the tent and behind the long table with his mother to help hand out the bread pudding.

			“Okay!” Monty shouted. “Can we have two lines here and we’ll take care of you in no time!” He was imitating what his camp leader, Sly, did when their group walked over to the baseball diamond and Sly needed everyone to get organized. He put on some plastic gloves and, with his winning smile, began handing out the plates of dessert while saying, “How you doin’ today?” “Enjoy!” “That’s right! You need your energy for that ride later on!”

			When will I get to eat some? he wondered. But the crowd was so big, he realized that that was the least of his worries. All of a sudden, his mother’s cellphone rang. She looked at the number on the screen and her eyes went wide.

			“Monty, I have to take this. Cover for me,” she said in a serious tone.

			“But…,” Monty said as she walked away. Look at all these people!

			Monty kept his smile and greetings going, even though he still felt like he could use a nap.

			A boy who looked like he was two years old asked for two plates, and Monty stepped into the role of an older boy. “Hmm, little man. Where’s your mother?”

			The boy didn’t say anything. He just kept jumping up and down, trying to see the plates of bread pudding. And, sure enough, a woman came out of nowhere and ran over to the boy.

			“Chandler, I’ve been looking all over for you! What are you doing over here by the bread pudding?”

			“Mama, I want two plates,” the boy said, unaware of how much trouble he was in.

			“Here, ma’am. Why don’t you take an extra plate, and you all can figure out how to divide it up,” Monty said.

			“Thank you,” she said, grabbing the two-year-old and the bread pudding and heading out.

			After Monty served a few more people, the crowd disappeared. He’d done it! He’d served everybody.

			Ms. Jenkins walked over to Monty and smiled. “You handled that really well, Monty! You’re actually pretty good at this.”

			“Thanks!” he said, smiling. “Have you seen my mother? She got a phone call—”

			“Ladies and gents, it’s time for the High Noon Ride,” the DJ announced, interrupting their conversation.

			The whole crowd headed over to the bridle path, and Monty followed. The riders lined their horses up. Lance helped Ms. Jenkins mount Blue, and she looked ready! Monty heard someone call something from the front of the line, and then the horses began their trot down the bridle path, the same one Monty had skinned his knee on at camp weeks before. Soon they all began to gallop and disappeared around a corner.

			“They’ll ride out for a while and come back up into the park later on,” Monty’s father said. “Why don’t you have something to eat?”

			It was a great day for Monty, hanging out and watching a very cool tradition. Then, when dusk came, the whole family and Ms. Jenkins packed up to go. When they all climbed into the car, Monty realized his mother wasn’t there. “Wait, Daddy, where’s Ma?”

			“She got an important call about the school, so she went home,” his father told him.

			“The school?” Monty asked. The farther they drove, the more Monty began to feel a knot in his stomach. School didn’t start for another month.

			“That’s right, Monty. They’re getting closer to making a decision about what’s going to happen to Park Elementary,” Ms. Jenkins said.

			“A decision? What do you mean?”

			“They’re saying it’s underutilized,” Ms. Jenkins explained.

			“Under-what?” Monty asked.

			“They say there are too few students, and they’re trying to figure out what to do with it,” she told him.

			“What to do with the school?” Monty shouted, getting really upset. “Like what?”

			“That’s the thing, Monty.” Ms. Jenkins tried to calm him down. “We don’t really know what.”

			By the time they finally arrived home, Monty’s excitement about the discovery of the cabinet and the High Noon Ride were all gone, he was so worried about what Ms. Jenkins said about the school. He knew something important was happening and that it was really serious.

			Monty and his father helped Ms. Jenkins return some things to the basement and then helped her to her apartment. When they made it upstairs to their own apartment and opened the door, Monty’s mother and Assistant Principal Jones, his mother’s archenemy, were crying in the living room.

			Something’s really wrong!

			“What’s going on?” Monty demanded, panicking.

			“Monty,” his mother said, “we’ve been told they are planning to close the school.”

			“But they can’t do that! Not Park Elementary!” Monty shouted, wanting to cry.

			“I’m afraid so,” his mother said.

			Monty stood frozen as his father walked over to his mother and hugged her as she cried in his arms.

		

	
		
        
                [image: ]
                

            



	

PART III

			TROUBLE FOR REAL

			“We have to do with the past only as we can make it useful to the present and to the future.”

			—Frederick Douglass
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CHAPTER 33

			SAVE THE SCHOOL

			When Monty went to camp that Monday, he rushed up to Jaron, who was sitting on the bleachers in the gym. Monty’s face looked panicked.

			“What’s wrong, Little Bit?” Jaron asked him.

			“Jaron! Have you heard they’re trying to close down Park Elementary?” Monty asked, out of breath.

			“Who?” Jaron asked with a frown.

			“I don’t know! Whoever’s in charge of the schools!” Monty said.

			“Park? Why?” Jaron asked.

			“That’s the thing. It’s like something to do with there not being enough students. Under…under-uterization, or something like that.”

			“What?” Jaron asked.

			“I don’t get it either. Ms. Jenkins is spreading the word about a meeting tonight where they’re going to talk about the details. My parents and I are going. I guess I’ll find out then,” Monty told him.

			“I knew some people were leaving. But closing the school? I can’t believe it.”

			“Neither can I,” Monty said. They sat on the bleachers, thinking, staring at the floor.

			“So, what can we do about it?” Jaron asked.

			“How should I know?” Monty said, shrugging his shoulders.

			“Come on, Monty! There’s always a plan in that bean head of yours. Think of some ideas! You’re always bragging about that scientific method.”

			“Well, I’ve never had to deal with anything this serious before,” he said. “This is like real grown-up stuff.”

			Jaron smiled. “I know you, man. You’ll figure something out.”

			“I’m glad you think so. Speaking of which, you owe me! I solved the mystery of the golden key!” Monty said.

			“What?” Jaron said.

			“Yep! The ghost pouch belonged to Ms. Jenkins’s great-grandfather. And the key goes to a chest that has horse riding gear for this guy, Isaac Burns Murphy, a Black man who was the best jockey in American history!” Monty said.

			“Like Isaac Hayes?” Jaron asked. He started singing “You’ll Never Find Another Love Like Mine.” 

			“I think that’s Lou Rawls, not Isaac Hayes,” Monty said, shaking his head.

			“Well, that’s pretty dope!” Jaron admitted. “It was in her basement all that time.”

			“And the reason her great-grandfather had all that gear was that some people were trying to mess with Isaac. Make him lose his races. Her great-grandfather kept everything for him, to make sure nothing happened. I’d be really excited about it if all this stuff with Park hadn’t happened.”

			Just then, Sly blew the whistle and said, “Okay, everybody! Time to go swimming!”
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			Later that afternoon…

			Monty went to the kitchen, where his mother was cooking dinner. She was super focused on cutting green peppers for the spaghetti sauce.

			“Ma, I’m really sad about Park. It’s my school and your job.” He walked up to her and hugged her. “But don’t worry! We’re gonna figure out a way to keep the school open. If Ms. Jenkins gets involved, I’m sure there’s a way to make it happen!”

			“Monty, I agree. We’re not going down without a fight!” she said, chopping extra hard. “The people in the group Ms. Jenkins arranged for us to meet with tonight, they know how to handle this kind of thing.”

			“But wait! It’s not the teachers?” Monty asked, frowning.

			“Maybe some teachers, but this is a group of people from the community,” she told him. “By the way, your friend Alex called. I wrote the number down for you. It’s over on the table. Where is he? That’s not a Chicago number.”

			“Alex called! I gotta call him back!” Monty shouted, grabbing the number. “Oh, he’s in New Orleans.”

			“Wow! A vacation! Good for him,” she said, smiling.

			“Definitely not vacation! But, Ma, I gotta go!” Monty said.

			“No running!” she called after him as he ran down the hall toward the living room. He slowed down to a really fast walk. He jumped on the couch, grabbed the phone, and dialed the number. It rang a few times until the same man as before answered.

			“Hello.”

			“Um, yeah. This is Alex’s friend, Monty, calling back. Can I talk to him?” Monty held his breath.

			“I’m so sorry, but you missed him again. They’re at church. I’ll let him know you called, though,” he said, then hung up.

			Man!

			While he waited for dinner to be ready, Monty went back to his room to write in his journal.

			Observation: The key belongs to Ms . Jenkins, and it unlocked the cabinet with all of Isaac Burns Murphy’s stuff! We figured out the mystery!

			Hypothesis: Discovering the mystery of the key probably won’t help us save the school.

			Research: What in the world is underuterization?

			After dinner, Monty and his parents got in the car and drove to St. Mary’s Church, where the meeting was happening in the basement. When they arrived, some people were setting up folding chairs, and Ms. Hutchinson and Mr. Finch were both laying out cups on a table.

			J. was talking to some people in the corner. When he saw Monty, he excused himself and walked over to him. “So, Monty. I heard you pulled a fast one on all of us the other week.”

			Monty looked down at the floor. “I’m sorry, J. I shouldn’t have lied,” he said, but since Monty was Monty, he looked up and smiled that chin-dragging smile. “But here’s the thing! Since you told me that information about Isaac Burns Murphy, Ms. Jenkins and I were able to put two and two together. We figured out that the key is hers. And there’s all this cool stuff in a cabinet in her basement that belonged to him.”

			“Belonged to whom?” J. asked.

			“Isaac Burns Murphy!” Monty announced, smiling proudly.

			“What?” J. yelled. Just then, Ms. Jenkins walked over.

			“Good, Monty, you’re here! Go on over there to that table and start filling up those cups with lemonade.”

			Monty’s smile disappeared. “Yes, ma’am,” he said. This is gonna be a long night!

			A half hour later, the room was full of about fifty people from the community. Finally, a guy with a beard and his hair in locs got up and spoke.

			“It’s so good to see so many people out tonight! I just wish it was for a different reason.” Several people mumbled and nodded their heads. “My name is Brother Ron and I’m with the Community for Washington Park. Tonight, we’re going to come to an understanding about what needs to happen with Park Elementary!” he exclaimed.

			Everyone clapped. A couple of people said, “That’s right!”

			“First, let’s give it up for Ms. Lily Jenkins, one of our elders. She was in charge of getting the word out about this meeting and generous enough to donate refreshments and a setup crew. Give it up!” Brother Ron said, and everyone clapped. Monty wanted to clap, but he was too busy pouring more lemonade in paper cups.

			“We’re really grateful to you, Ms. Jenkins,” Brother Ron said. “We have a few other elders in the house, and I know that a seven thirty meeting is pretty late for you. You must be thinking, ‘Whew! I’m tired,’ ’cause it’s almost your bedtime.”

			“Speak for yourself!” Ms. Jenkins shouted, and everybody clapped and cheered.

			Go, Ms. Jenkins! Monty thought.

			“Fair enough, fair enough,” Brother Ron said, grinning. “Well, I think I can speak for all of us and say that we’re all tired! Sick and tired of people telling us what to do in our own community!”

			Someone shouted, “Speak! ”

			Hey, that’s Sly! I should have known he would be involved with community stuff. Monty waited until Sly looked his way and waved.

			Sly gave him a nod and a smile that made Monty feel important.

			Monty was finally done pouring the lemonade, so he clapped with everyone else. This is exciting! With all these people and all this energy, maybe we can save the school!

			“They’re saying that Park Elementary is losing so many students that they want to merge it with Joseph Haydn School.”

			People began talking all at once: “What?” “They can’t do that!” “That’s a mile away!”

			“That’s right,” Brother Ron said. “But we can save our school. I just found out today that we have three weeks before a hearing about Park Elementary. We’re all going to come up with a plan for the school. If they don’t care enough or have sense enough to figure out what to do with the school, we have to make it happen ourselves!”

			“Yeah!” Monty shouted.

			“That’s not a lot of time. But Washington Park can move mountains in three weeks!”

			“Yes, we can!” people shouted.

			“Oh yeah!”

			This guy is good! Monty thought to himself.

			“I’m not gonna speak up here all night. So I’ll let everyone discuss things among yourselves. Get your ideas together, and when we get together in two weeks, we’re gonna decide what to do with Park Elementary. Are you with us?”

			“Yes!” Monty shouted with the crowd.

			“Are you with us?” he shouted again.

			“Yes!” everyone said—including Monty.

			Then everyone clapped and cheered, and soon the meeting was over.
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CHAPTER 34

			OBAMA

			The next day after camp, as Monty had promised he would do way back when he got in trouble for sneaking, using, and wrecking his birthday present, Monty went with his mother to volunteer for the Obama campaign. Cool thing was, it didn’t feel like he was working to pay back his parents, but like something bigger and more important. They walked into a big hall in the church where “Celebration” was playing. There were rows of folding chairs, and on the long tables on the walls, there were trays of cheese, lunch meat, crackers, and small bottles of water. Monty’s eyes went wide, and he smiled. Snacks! But then his mother frowned at him and shook her head. Oh well.

			They found a seat in a middle row, and Monty sat watching all the people coming in while his mother snapped to the music. There were Black folks from his own neighborhood and others from the university across the park who walked in. One man came in dancing and turned around to the beat and shouted, “Hey!” Monty and his mother giggled.

			Suddenly, a microphone screeched and everyone frowned and squinted at the noise. Monty almost jumped clear out of his skin.

			“Everybody, we’re gonna get started!” an older lady wearing an Obama shirt announced. “We are so glad that everyone’s here and ready to get this man elected!”

			The whole basement went wild with people clapping and shouting, “That’s right!”

			“Now, we all know that he’s the man for the job. Am I right?”

			“Yes, ma’am!” people shouted.

			“Unfortunately, it takes more than being the right person and doing the right thing to become president of the United States. It takes funds to make this work!”

			“Gotta have that green!” somebody shouted.

			“But the good thing is that we’re a campaign of the people!” she continued. “People want this man to win! People want to help this man win! And anybody who wants to help this man win can help this man win!”

			Everyone shouted with excitement.

			“Now, we’re going out in the field, and there are a few rules to keep in mind. First, be polite. Don’t get into any arguments trying to convince people to give or give more. Then they won’t give anything.

			“When people give, see if they can give just a little more. But if not, leave it alone. Remember this: one thousand times twenty-five dollars is more than zero times a hundred dollars. You know what I mean?”

			While everyone cheered, Monty was too busy doing the math in his head to hear when the cheering had died down. By the time he realized that zero times one hundred is zero, he shouted, “That’s right!” to a near silent room. When they all turned around to look at him, he shrugged and gave them his signature smile. One woman in the next row was like, “Wait a minute! He looks just like him!”

			There was a murmur in the room and then the speaker got back to what she was saying.

			“Okay, everyone received a number when you walked in,” she went on. “Find your captain holding your number and get with your team. Are you ready?”

			“Yes!”

			“Can we do it?”

			“Yes, we can!”

			“All right. Let’s do this!” the woman said, and got off the stage. Then Monty heard the Roar as the DJ turned on “Ain’t No Stoppin’ Us Now.”

			The room turned into chaos as everyone stood up and searched for their teams. His mother grabbed Monty’s hand and they headed toward team number ten. A young guy with curly hair and an Obama T-shirt greeted them. “Good to have you with us today, brother,” he said to Monty, making him feel grown up. He then handed them both scripts and T-shirts. Monty put the shirt on over his clothes, and it nearly came down to his knees. His mother shook her head and frowned, but Monty was like, That’s what I’m talkin’ about!

			The team captain rounded them up. “Hi, everyone, my name is Clyde. I’ll be your captain for today. We’re going to start at 51st and King Drive and go out in teams of two on each block for support. Then we’ll meet back up at this spot marked on the map. My cellphone number is on the map as well if you need me.”

			Monty listened as Clyde went on to talk about the goals for the day—the number of doors they should knock on, the number of donations they hoped to get, and the ideal dollar amount to be raised that day. It all sounded impossible to Monty. We just show up at people’s houses and they’re gonna give us money?

			“Any questions?” Clyde asked. Monty shook his head along with everyone else, even though he wanted to ask when they would be able to eat. No need to risk getting in trouble.

			The group followed Clyde outside and into a parking lot where they all jumped in a van that sat waiting for them to drop them off at their starting point.

			A volunteer in the front of the van gave them all instructions. “Okay. Tammy Carver and Rolanda Jackson, you two are on the same team going south on King Drive down to Garfield Boulevard. We’ll meet you down there.”

			Monty and his mother hopped out with a young woman who Monty assumed was Rolanda. She had short hair and was wearing big round earrings with a picture of a lady with a large ’fro on them. She and his mother said hi, and she smiled at Monty.

			“Who does your hair?” she asked Monty.

			“I do,” Monty told her.

			“Hmm. I like it!” Rolanda said, nodding with approval.

			Monty smiled with pride as the three of them approached the first building.

			“There’s lots of apartments here so let’s just ring all the bells and see if anyone answers the intercom,” Rolanda said.

			“You sound like you’ve done this before,” Monty’s mother said.

			“I’ve been doing it all summer long. I really believe in this,” Rolanda said.

			Rolanda rang the bells, and someone shouted to them through the intercom, “Who is it?”

			“We’re with the Obama campaign. Can we speak to you?” Rolanda said.

			“I already gave to someone who called me,” he said.

			“Great! Thanks for your contribution!” Rolanda said, all excited as they heard the intercom click.

			What? Monty didn’t think that was great at all. Then, someone else answered the intercom, “Yeah?”

			“We’re with the Obama campaign. We’d like to take just a few minutes of your time.”

			“Obama? Come to the third floor.” The buzzer sounded and Rolanda opened the door for Monty and his mother. They walked up the stairway with gold-colored carpeting and a skylight in the ceiling.

			A lady around his mother’s age—with a lot of hair all over the place and a purple jogging suit—opened the door and smiled.

			Rolanda smiled just like the lady and began socializing with her. “Oh! Who does your hair?” she asked.

			That’s the same thing she’d asked Monty. Hmm!

			“As you probably know, the campaign is making so much progress! But we need funding to keep things moving forward.”

			The lady giggled and said, “A Black man for president. Now, wouldn’t that be something! So smart. And cute too. And this one here looks just like him,” she said, squinting her eyes to see Monty better. Monty’s mother looked at him and raised an eyebrow. He assumed she agreed that he looked like Obama. Monty stood a little taller.

			“Do you want to be president some day?” the woman asked Monty.

			“Well… um… I’m actually more of a science guy,” Monty stated.

			“Hmmm. A young man who knows what he wants. Good for you! I’ll be right back,” the lady said as she closed the door. They waited in the hall quietly until she came back.

			“Here’s ten dollars,” she announced.

			“Thank you so much,” Rolanda said as she smiled in the woman’s direction. “This will really help us move the campaign forward.”

			“Yes,” Monty surprised himself by joining the conversation. “We’re so glad that you gave. Did you know that we are a people’s campaign? That’s why we want everyone to give what they can. And the competition is pretty tough for our neighbor, Obama. So, if you had just a little more to give, we’d be really grateful for that as well. But whatever you can do is good enough for us.”

			The lady at the door smiled and said, “Are you sure you don’t want to be a politician? Sounds like you’d be pretty good at it. Let me see what else I can do.” She closed the door and both Rolanda and Monty’s mother did a thumbs-up to Monty for his efforts.

			“Here’s ten dollars more, but that’s it, y’all. You tell Obama to go ahead and win this thing!”

			“Thanks!” all three of them said together as the lady closed the door.

			The rest of the afternoon, Monty, his mother, and Rolanda took turns ringing bells, knocking on doors, and talking to people—even those walking down the street. By the time they got to Garfield Boulevard, they had reached their goal after all!
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CHAPTER 35

			RECONNECT

			About a week later, Monty came home from camp and took out the garbage. It was Wednesday, so he met Mr. Finch in the yard to do some work. Another one of Mr. Finch’s friends pulled up in a pickup truck with the back full of newspapers. Monty helped Mr. Finch take them upstairs. When he was done, Monty went home and plopped down in front of the TV with a juice box. Who knew newspapers could be so heavy!

			His parents were watching the news.

			Boring… Wait! Monty saw a reporter interviewing Brother Ron with a whole bunch of people standing in front of Park Elementary. His dad turned up the TV. “A school is the center of any community. It’s a resource for everybody,” Brother Ron said. “And our young people see this as a second home. We’re not giving up Park Elementary!”

			“What are your plans to keep Park open?” the reporter asked, putting the microphone in Brother Ron’s face.

			“We will be attending the hearing in a couple of weeks. That’s when you’ll get the answer to that question,” Brother Ron said. Everybody in the crowd behind him cheered.

			Monty then watched a couple of teachers speaking about their roles in the community and their commitment to their students. This is getting big!

			The phone rang in the kitchen. Monty’s mother got up from the table and went in to answer it. “Monty!” she called. “It’s for you!”

			Monty smiled. Alex!

			“I’ll take it in the living room,” Monty told her and ran down the hall with excitement.

			“No running!” his mother called after him.

			Monty only sort of listened and jogged straight to the phone sitting on a side table in the living room. He picked it up with his chin-dragging smile and said, “Hey!”

			“Hey yourself,” a man’s voice said.

			That’s not Alex!

			“Wait! Who is this?” Monty said, frowning.

			“It’s J.”

			“Hi, J. I guess you called so I could apologize for real. I really am sorry for lying to you and putting myself in danger! I don’t know what I was thinking!”

			“Well, apology accepted,” J. said. Monty could hear the smile in his voice. “I did get your compass back to your father, who said he’d hold on to it for you. But that’s not why I’m calling.”

			“What is it then?” Monty wondered out loud.

			“I want you to help me. I’m on the Community for Washington Park’s committee in charge of coordinating ideas to keep Park open. We want to make sure to have a couple of options ready for our next meeting, where the community will decide on which proposal to bring to the hearing. I want you to be my research assistant.” Monty liked the sound of that. But then he remembered the last time he was an assistant, for Ms. Jenkins at the High Noon Ride. All that work and carrying stuff around? That’s for the birds! as Ms. Jenkins said.

			“Umm…,” Monty stalled. “Does this mean I’ll have to carry a big stack of books? I think you should know something. I’m only ten, but I think I’m getting a bad back.”

			J. did a loud bark-laugh right in Monty’s ear. “Well, you may carry a book here and a catalog there. But nothing you can’t handle. Besides, I heard from Ms. Jenkins that you’re trying to build up your muscles. She’s planning on getting you back out in the yard to mow the lawn again, you know.”

			Oh brother!

			“If you really think I can help, I’m in!” Monty said. “Would it mean leaving the yard? You know I’ll need to get the okay on something like that after everything that’s happened.”

			“Well, it didn’t just happen. You did it. But yes. There is travel with this work. We have to go to the DuSable Museum, and the Carter G. Woodson library on 95th Street. Maybe City Hall downtown. Think of it as a treasure hunt to see what we can find out. Go ask your mother. Then, put her on and I can give her the details.”

			“Okay, hold on,” Monty told him, then put the phone down on the table to run back into the kitchen. He didn’t want J. to hear him asking his mother, in case she said no.

			“Ma! J. wants to know if I can help him do research and come up with ideas for Park. He said there’s travel with this work.”

			“Travel? Where are you flying off to?” she asked.
“Well, not that kind of travel. Chicago travel. Museums and libraries. That kind of stuff.”

			His mother smiled. “Well, aren’t you important? That sounds great, Monty!”

			“Great! I’ll tell J., then you can talk to him,” Monty said, getting excited.

			“Maybe that’ll get those ants out your pants,” his mother mumbled under her breath.

			“What?” Monty dusted off his shorts and jumped around, wondering how many ants were on him.

			“No, silly! Ants in your pants! Like, you can’t sit still. You know. You’re way too busy,” she said, smiling.

			“Oh, I get it! Hahaha!” Monty fake-laughed and ran back into the living room.

			“She said yes. When do we start?”

			“Saturday’s the big day. Then, we’ll see if we need more time. I’ll call the places beforehand to make sure they have things ready, so we don’t waste time. Don’t forget your library card.” Monty was excited even though he realized that he was going to miss the Bud Billiken Parade. Man!

			“Cool! Thanks, J. Let me get Ma for you.” Monty put his hand over the phone and called out to his mother to pick up the phone in the kitchen. Then he went to his room, turned on the radio, and spent some time dancing in the mirror. The phone rang again.

			“Monty! It’s for you!” his mother called out.

			J. probably forgot something. Monty ran to the living room and picked up the phone. “Yeah,” he said.

			“Monty! It’s Alex!”

			“Alex! Man, how are you?” Monty asked, surprised and excited to hear Alex’s voice.

			“Well… There’s church every day. Not so good. But the gumbo? That keeps me going! And I met a couple of guys down here, so we play football and go swimming. How are you?”

			“Wow! I don’t even know where to begin. I went out of the yard by myself, asking all about the key and got in big-time trouble!”

			“You did what? Monty, come on!”

			“Yeah, yeah, yeah. I’ll have to tell you the whole story when you’re back. The best news is that I figured out the secret to the key, and you won’t even believe it! It is Ms. Jenkins’s key. Well, it was her great-grandfather’s. That’s a whole other story I gotta tell you,” Monty continued.

			“What? I bet Jaron is so mad!” Alex said.

			“Well, Jaron and I seem to have worked things out,” Monty continued.

			“Well, that’s a miracle. That’s mostly what I was down here praying for every day. That you all wouldn’t come to blows,” Alex said.

			“We realized we have something in common. We miss you,” Monty said.

			“Yeah! I miss y’all too. I can’t believe I’m gonna miss the whole summer with you two,” Alex said.

			“But that’s just it! I found out that the ghost isn’t a ghost at all. It was Mike, Big Tony’s friend. He was putting aspirin in the soil of Ms. Jenkins’s flower garden and cutting her sunflowers to make them grow better.”

			“What? Why would he do that?” Alex asked.

			“The Lady with the Purple Flowers, I mean, Ms. Williams, put him up to it.”

			“And she’s still alive?”

			“Yep.”

			“So, you mean I’ve been in New Orleans for nothing?”

			“Exactly!” Monty said.

			“The problem is, I still don’t know if my mother will believe it. I’ll let her know, though. Whew! Little Bit, you’ve been real busy, man!”

			“Yeah. I guess I got ants in my pants,” Monty said, trying out the new saying.

			“Well, you all better get some Raid,” Alex said.

			“No… it’s… well, never mind. But here’s the thing. There’s bad news too,” Monty said, swallowing before he went on.

			“What is it?” Alex asked.

			“They’re talking about closing the school,” Monty informed him.

			“What school?” Alex asked, confused.

			“Park Elementary. Our school,” Monty told him, holding his breath and waiting for the moment when Alex realized what was going on.

			“Oh no, Monty! What? How can they do that? Where would we go?”

			“They want us to go to Haydn Elementary.”

			“How would we get all the way over there?” Alex asked. “Is there any way to stop this?”

			“Well, that’s the thing. The Community for Washington Park is organizing to keep the school open. And J. is on the committee to help figure out how to stop this. I’m his research assistant.”

			“Assistant? Leave it to you to try to solve something. Man, make it happen, is all I can say. Uh-oh, my aunt is coming,” Alex whispered. “I think it’s time for church. I hope I can get my mother to bring me back to Chi-town. Pray for me.” Then he hung up, leaving Monty to wonder how everything was going to turn out.

			That night, after his bath, Monty plopped down at his desk in his pajamas to write in his journal.

			Wednesday, August 6, 2008

			Observation: This summer isn’t turning out the way I thought it would at all! I was thinking it was going to be all about tennis and having fun with my friends . The tennis is on hold, and I’m busted on top of busted . For some reason, I feel like things are moving in a positive direction?! AND I had a great adventure figuring out about the key! And it connected Ms . Jenkins to her heritage . I got to know folks in the area, and I really like them, even if Ms . Jenkins is still kind of scary . And Alex might be back soon from New Orleans!

			But what about Park Elementary?

			Hypothesis: Maybe we can actually save the school?

			Research: We’ll see what happens on the weekend when I go with J . to investigate options for the school.
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CHAPTER 36

			RESEARCH

			“So, here’s what we’re trying to do today, Monty,” J. said, as they drove to the library in his car. He was wearing his sunglasses and a red and black outfit. “We’re looking for anything that can help us make a case from a historical standpoint as to why they shouldn’t close the school down. We’re gonna find out exactly how old the school is, what it was built for originally, and if it’s officially located in the historic district. There’s things you can and can’t do with older buildings. Especially if it’s part of an older district.”

			They finally pulled into the parking lot of the Carter G. Woodson Regional Library. It was a huge, brown building, much bigger than the Hall Library where Monty usually went. They walked in the front door then through a set of glass doors. A woman with braids and a green library shirt walked up to them. She smiled for a really long time at J., and Monty shook his head. Oh brother!

			“Good to see you, J.,” she said.

			“Hey, Lori! How’s it going?” J. asked.

			“It’s going. It’s going,” she said.

			“This is Monty. He’s the one I’ve been telling you about.”

			“Hi, Monty! I hear you’re quite the adventurer. Welcome to the Vivian Harsh Collection,” she said, smiling.

			Why is he telling all my business? Monty wondered. He smiled and said, “Hi.”

			Monty and J. handed Lori their library cards, and they walked through a room with all kinds of black-and-white pictures and some special books. Monty wondered if there were any books about Isaac Burns Murphy. Who knows what we’ll find?

			Lori walked them into a large room with lots of big tables. She led them to a stack of books and some small white boxes that were placed neatly on a center table. “Everything you asked for is in this pile. Let me know if you need anything else,” she said, and walked away.

			“Okay, Monty, here’s how we’re gonna do this. I want you to start looking in all those books to see if they mention Park Elementary at all and see if you can figure out how old the building is. Meanwhile, I’m going to be over there”—J. pointed to some machines—“looking at this microfiche to determine if I can find anything in the newspapers. Got it?”

			This sounded really long and hard, but Monty said, “Got it!” Then he added, “While we’re here, can we get some information on Isaac Burns Murphy too? I know it’s not as important as the school, but I want to learn more about him.”

			“Sure, Monty!” J. said. Monty sat down and began looking through a book on Washington Park. It mentioned the racetrack briefly, and he marked that page, but there was nothing on the school. Then, he looked through a book on the history of Southside architecture. Nothing. He heard some giggling in the corner and glanced up to see J. talking to Lori and laughing. Man! He hasn’t even started yet.

			He shook his head and went back to his own research, thumbing through a book on Southside schools. I found it! It wasn’t called Park Elementary but South Park Elementary. It was named after the park district where it was located, and it was built in 1905. The school was just over 100 years old!

			“Hey, J.! I think I found something!” Monty shouted. An older lady with glasses on the edge of her nose stared at Monty and put her finger to her mouth. He whispered, “Sorry.”

			J. and Lori came back to the table, and Monty showed them the page.

			“Great work, Monty! I haven’t found anything yet.”

			Surprise, surprise.

			J. picked up the book and flipped through a few pages. “There is a mention of the racetrack and its demolition. Would you make some copies for us?” J. asked.

			“My pleasure,” Lori said, smiling and heading out of the room. When she came back a few minutes later, she handed J. the materials and said, “My coworker did some research and found out that Park Elementary is in the historic Washington Park subdivision. That’s where the racetrack used to be. I just wanted you to know.”

			“Okay, now we’re talking,” J. said, nodding.

			Monty looked through a few other books, but he didn’t see anything else about the school.

			After about an hour and a half, J. announced, “It’s time to go to DuSable.”

			Monty had been to the museum a few times, for field trips and with his parents. “What do you think we’ll find there?” Monty asked.

			“There’s a few old maps, papers, and pictures about Washington Park that I want to take a look at. The man who built the museum building also built the Roundhouse and Refectory. Some of that is in their storage room. There may also be some other things in there,” J. said.

			“I didn’t have a chance to look for Isaac Burns Murphy stuff yet,” Monty said.

			“I bet they have something at the DuSable.”

			Monty nodded and they packed up and headed back to the building entrance. They passed Lori on their way out.

			“Are we still on for tonight?” J. asked Lori.

			Go ahead, J.!

			“Of course! I’ll see you then,” Lori said. “Bye, Monty! It’s really nice to meet you.”

			“Bye!” Monty said.

			When they got back in the car, Monty’s stomach growled. So they drove through a McDonald’s before getting on the expressway toward the DuSable Museum.

			“Is that your girlfriend?” Monty asked, as he stuffed some fries in his mouth.

			“Not yet. But pray for me,” J. said.

			“Well, it looks like she likes you to me. I think you have a good shot,” Monty said.

			“I guess we’ll see!”

			They rode in silence. Soon, Monty recognized the boulevard and knew he was back in his own neighborhood. They drove to the edge of Washington Park, and there was the DuSable Museum with the Roundhouse right across the street. They pulled into the parking lot of the greystone building and walked around to the front of the museum, which opened up onto a big garden. They hiked up the stone steps to the front door and into the building.

			There was an admission desk in the marble entranceway right where they walked in, with a lady behind the counter. She opened her mouth to say something, but then a bald guy with a goatee and a black T-shirt came from one of the hallways and greeted J. with a handshake-hug. “J.! My man.” He then gave Monty a smile. “This must be the Monty you were telling me about.”

			“Indeed it is,” J. said, pushing him forward. “Monty, this is Mac. He’s an archivist here at the museum.”

			“Umm, hi,” Monty said, still wondering exactly what J. had been telling these people.

			“Come on, man. Let’s get you to these archives,” Mac said.

			They walked through a few different exhibits and into a back room.

			“Okay, here we are. Two boxes of pictures. I think you’ll find they’re just what you’re looking for. Have at it. When you’re done, you can just walk over to the storage room and go through the items in there,” Mac told J.

			Monty and J. sat down at a nearby table and opened the boxes. Inside were about a hundred old pictures of Washington Park. They carefully looked through each picture. Monty found a picture of the lagoon with lily pads so huge Monty could probably lie down on them.

			There were also postcards in the box that had pictures of sheep grazing in Washington Park.

			When was that?

			There were rowboat houses and pictures of the Roundhouse. Then there were a whole bunch of pictures of celebrities at the museum—Muhammad Ali was one of them.

			This wasn’t helping, and Monty was getting tired. He was about to tell J. he needed a break when he found five black-and-white pictures of the Washington Park racetrack. Three were of the grandstand and the actual races, and two were of Black men standing by horses.

			“Whoa, look at these!” Monty said. J. leaned over, thinking Monty had found pictures of the school. “Yeah, I guess that’s the racetrack and those look like Black groomsmen. The guys who take care of horses.”

			“Maybe they knew Isaac Burns Murphy?” Monty said. “Maybe one of them is Ms. Jenkins’s great-grandfather!”

			“It’s hard to tell, Monty. These don’t have years on them. We can make copies and show Ms. Jenkins, but I think we’ll have to use our imagination to figure out who these guys really were,” J. said.

			J.’s friend made copies of the pictures while J. and Monty went to the storage room and dug through some old horse-buggy wheels, wooden slats, old tools, and a couple of old windows. All interesting stuff but nothing that could help the school.

			When they were done for the day at DuSable, they took the copies of the pictures to the car and J. drove them back out onto the road, heading home.

			“You know something, J. All this stuff about Isaac Burns Murphy and the racetrack and the horses is really exciting. But nobody my age even knows about it,” Monty told J. “And believe it or not, I had fun gardening with Ms. Williams and Ms. Jenkins. I bet they have the best flowers on the Southside!” Then he thought about those bug-eaten delphiniums and said, “Well, almost the best flowers. They need to be teaching this gardening stuff in school!”

			“Wait a minute, Monty, say that again,” J. said, pulling the car over to park on King Drive.

			“Well, I’m just saying that this stuff is important. It’s science, really, but we don’t know anything about it.” Monty repeated.

			“That’s it, Monty! The horses, the flowers, tilling the land, it’s all agriculture. That’s what we need!”

			“Wait, what? That’s what who needs?” Monty asked.

			“The students! The community. We’re gonna take a detour to my office at the university and you’re going to help me with a proposal. When we go to the next meeting, and they have to choose what’s the best option for the school, this will definitely be one of the options. I’ll call your father and let him know.” Then they headed east to the university.
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CHAPTER 37

			DECISION

			That Monday, Monty went to camp, and what he saw made his eyes go wide. Alex! He was standing next to Jaron in front of the bleachers. “Alex! Man, you’re back!” They hugged. “Did you convince your mother there wasn’t a ghost?”

			“Well, I wouldn’t say that. You know that ghost was just a front? My mother came clean with me. There was actually some trouble brewing on the block, and she wanted me to get away for a while until things cooled down. It sounds like things got better,” Alex said, looking at Jaron.

			“What trouble?” Monty asked. “Jaron, you never said anything about stuff happening on the block.”

			Jaron looked down. “I didn’t want you to worry, Little Bit. It was some guy from Ohio, coming to visit his grandmother for the summer. He was causing all kinds of trouble and folks were kind of scared. But then, people were like, ‘Look! We can’t let one guy just turn our community upside down.’ ”

			“Ohio? I know that guy! Well, I met him. Well, that’s the guy who pushed up on me.”

			“What?” Jaron said, shaking his head. “That guy is nothing to play with.”

			“Is he still around?” Monty asked.

			“Yes, but something or someone put him in check,” Alex said. At first, Monty shrugged. But then he realized that it was Ms. Jenkins who’d put the guy in check. Monty smiled a chin-dragging smile.

			“What?” Alex asked.

			“Ms. Jenkins,” Monty said mysteriously.

			“What about her?” Jaron asked.

			“She’s the one who set that guy straight. His name is Charles. I was right there when she did it.”

			“Did what?” Alex asked.

			“Told him about himself. You know how scared we are… were of her? All those guys were scared too. I guess people just know not to mess with her,” Monty said.

			“I guess so,” Alex said.

			Sly blew his whistle. “Everybody hit the showers. We’re going swimming.”
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			Later that night was the Community for Washington Park meeting at St. Mary’s Church. Monty and his parents arrived at the church and sat down in the folding chairs. This time, there were even more people, and the church was packed.

			Ms. Jenkins came up to them. “Terry, Tammy,” she said, smiling at Monty’s parents. She raised her eyebrows at Monty and nodded in the direction of the lemonade.

			Man! He dragged himself over to the table where Ms. Hutchinson and Mr. Finch were setting out the cups, grabbed the jug of lemonade, and started pouring. As he was pouring, Alex and Jaron came up to the table to get something to drink.

			“Hey, Monty! They got you working, huhn?” Alex said, drinking loudly. Alex’s mother came up and got a glass of lemonade.

			“Hi, Monty,” she said quietly. Monty thought she might feel guilty for using Monty’s yard and the ghost rumor to get Alex down South for the summer.

			“Hi, Ms. Peters,” Monty said anyway.

			Out of nowhere, Sly appeared. “Little Bit,” he said, “hand me that other jug and I’ll help you out.” Alex and Jaron looked at each other.

			“Hey, we can get those cups,” they told Mr. Finch and Ms. Hutchinson, and the two boys took over.

			Everybody filed in and Brother Ron took the microphone. “All right, everyone, we’re gonna get started. If this is your first time, I’m Brother Ron. I’m going to take us through this meeting to determine what the community wants to do with Park Elementary!”

			People clapped and shouted. Monty looked around and saw Ms. Williams and waved.

			One by one, different community members took the stage and shared their ideas about how they thought they could use the school building. People had a lot of interesting ideas, and Monty wondered how they were going to decide. He finally sat down with his parents.

			Then, Brother Ron returned to the mic. “Next up, we want to hear from J. He is our community historian and a bit of an expert on a lot of things. Give it up for J.!”

			The crowd clapped again, including Monty, and he was really excited about J. presenting their proposal. J. took the microphone. “Thank you, Brother Ron. I want to first say that I’m so excited that we’re all here sharing our ideas and, no matter what we choose, it’s gonna be great!”

			Everyone clapped.

			“I’m also very excited about the proposal that I have here in my hands. But I’m not going to present it.”

			Monty panicked and looked over at his mother for some explanation, but she was giving J. a look with wide eyes saying, What are you doing? Even Brother Ron looked surprised.

			“I’m not going to present it, because there’s someone else here who would do a much better job,” J. continued.

			There was a low murmur and everyone, including Monty, looked around trying to figure out who J. was talking about.

			“Montgomery Carver, come up here and take the mic,” J. said.

			Monty was stunned. He gulped, trying to figure out what to do, but his mother gave him a big, encouraging smile. “Go on up there, Monty!” she whispered.

			“But I don’t know what to say!” he whisper-yelled, still frozen.

			“You can do it, Monty!” she whispered back and kissed him on the forehead.

			Man!

			Monty stood up and excused himself as he squeezed through the row of chairs to the aisle. Then he walked down the aisle to the stage as everybody clapped real loud for him. Brother Ron grabbed the mic from J. and made an announcement. “We love it when we hear from our young people. This is a beautiful moment!”

			Then folks stood up as they continued to clap. Monty stepped up on the stage, praying that his elbows weren’t ashy. He took the mic. “I have to admit that I’m not really prepared for this,” he started out, his voice kind of shaky.

			“Take your time!” some lady shouted.

			“Well, I go to Park Elementary. I’ve been there since kindergarten. I love Park. I know that people are leaving the school, and one of my friends who’s leaving said his mother wanted a stronger science program.” He paused, trying to figure out how to say the rest.

			“Well, my friend and I agreed that Ms. Smith, our science teacher at Park, is one of the best science teachers there is, but nobody knows it. Just like this summer, after me and my friends found a golden key, I learned so much Washington Park history that I didn’t know. I don’t think anybody knows it. Like, there used to be a racetrack right where Park Elementary is today and a Black man, Isaac Burns Murphy, won the first American Derby at that racetrack in 1884. He’s the best jockey in American history. A Black man!”

			There was a lot of murmuring and frowning as people were asking each other, “Have you ever heard about this?”

			“No, you haven’t heard about him,” Monty answered. “So, if you haven’t heard about him, you know me and my classmates never heard about him. And there have been other Black horsemen and women who have been training and grooming horses from the time of the racetrack all the way up to now with the High Noon Ride. Black cowboys and cowgirls who are riding horses and taking care of them are right here on the Southside.”

			“That’s amazing!” “What?!”

			“And even though we have some empty lots in Washington Park, we also have some wonderful gardens,” Monty continued.

			Everyone clapped.

			“All of those gardens and all of that taking care of horses is science, but we’re not learning that science or history in school. The things that are part of our community history, part of our everyday lives that can be lessons for us that could be fun and exciting!”

			People clapped even more.

			“What’s on the paper that J. is holding is our idea to rename Park Elementary to the Isaac Burns Murphy School of STEM Agriculture.”

			That brought out a loud round of applause.

			“We will partner with the park district, who can pay to have horses and other animals at the school. Students can learn all about the animals, and we can have indoor and outdoor gardens where we can learn how to grow the healthiest marigolds, like Ms. Jenkins. Or the bluest delphiniums, like Ms. Williams.” Monty saw both ladies smiling proudly.

			Someone said, “I don’t know Ms. Jenkins and Ms. Williams, but I like this idea.”

			“And we can even have summer camps around these lessons that can be really fun activities for kids in the community. There’s science, math, craftsmanship, and history right here in the community that we can build on.

			“And, to top it off, Ms. Lily Jenkins’s great-grandfather worked for Isaac Burns Murphy, and just the other week, we discovered that Ms. Jenkins has uniforms, saddles, and all kinds of things that belonged to him. So, we want to include a museum in the building where we can tell his story and share his things with the public.

			“So, that’s me and J.’s proposal,” Monty said. Everyone clapped really loud and stood up.

			Monty almost tripped trying to get off the stage but he felt good about his speech.

			Brother Ron took the mic. “Okay, everybody, we’ve heard all the ideas. Now, we have a gallery walk where you can look at each proposal before we start voting. Each presenter will stand by their poster so you can ask them questions and get more information. Let’s take some time to make up our minds.”

			Everyone stood up, and Monty felt confused for a minute. His parents hugged him, and his mother said, “Monty, I’m so proud of you! Let’s go find J. so you can stand with him.” They waded through the crowd and walked along the wall. People shook Monty’s hand and praised him until they found J.

			“Monty, my man! You did great!” J. said and hugged him. Then they stood by their proposal for about thirty minutes answering questions.

			Alex and Jaron came by. “Oh, so I guess you think you’re Martin Luther King or Malcolm X now, or something,” Jaron said, smiling really wide and shaking Monty’s hand.

			“Well, you know…,” Monty said, stroking an imaginary beard.

			They all laughed together. Alex and Jaron stood by Monty and J. for the rest of the gallery walk for support.

			Some volunteers went around handing out ballots to vote on which idea they wanted for Park Elementary.

			After thirty minutes of nail-biting suspense of voting and counting the votes, Brother Ron made an announcement:

			“The Isaac Burns Murphy STEM School of Agriculture has the most support!”
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CHAPTER 38

			THE HEARING

			The rest of the week Monty went to camp every day, but in the evenings, he and J. and a few others in his community were preparing for the big hearing with the school district to decide the fate of Park Elementary. People were excited about the idea they’d chosen for the school, but that didn’t mean it would convince the school district to keep it open.

			Monty rehearsed with J., who made a great display of pictures from the racetrack and Ms. Jenkins’s and Ms. Williams’s gardens. It almost felt like a science fair!

			To get national attention to the fight, Ms. Williams took a chance and called Antiques Roadshow. She told them about the golden key and the issue with the school and convinced them to come to Chicago to tape a special episode of the show and to see Isaac Burns Murphy’s riding gear.

			At camp, the hearing was all Monty and his friends could talk about. “You all, I need you to come to this hearing with me! It would mean missing camp, though. Do you think your parents would say it’s okay?” Monty asked Jaron and Alex.

			“Shoot, forget camp! This is the future of our school!” Alex said. “My mother will definitely say yes.”

			 Later that afternoon, experts from Antiques Roadshow visited Ms. Jenkins and everyone in the building. There were tons of bright lights and cameras in the backyard and three white studio production trailers parked outside in the alley. Ms. Jenkins had borrowed some chairs from St. Mary’s, so lots of neighbors were sitting on one half of the yard while Monty and Ms. Jenkins stood on the other half of the yard with Isaac Burns Murphy’s cabinet and riding gear. The golden key was sitting on one of the shelves, and a nearby camera on a tripod was zoomed in on it.

			A make-up lady was putting some blush on Ms. Jenkins’s cheeks, and she scowled and glared at the woman like she was going to clock her any minute now! The woman got the hint and let Ms. Jenkins go. As soon as she straightened her face, she turned around just in time to see a cameraman almost trek into her sunflowers with his hiking boots and went right back to scowling.

			After a few minutes, the director called “Action!”

			“We are on the Southside of Chicago in the Washington Park community,” the historian and the host of the show said. He was wearing a purple-and-white plaid suit and had a gray moustache that curled up at the ends. “So, tell us how you found all this.”

			“Well, my friends and I were playing in the yard and… let’s just say I had a certain metal detector that I wasn’t actually supposed to have. At least not yet,” Monty explained.

			Ms. Jenkins cleared her throat really loud.

			I guess I better change the subject.

			“So, long story short, the metal detector beeped and helped us discover this pouch, and inside was some sawdust and the key.”

			“I see! Sounds like you were digging for gold and found it!” the man said, smiling. He turned to Ms. Jenkins. “So, how is the key related to all this?” He waved his hand across the cabinet and riding gear.

			“Well, as it turns out, the key and the pouch were my great-grandfather’s and he worked with Isaac Burns Murphy,” Ms. Jenkins said. She went on to tell them all about Murphy’s troubles and the fact that her great- grandfather had safeguarded his things.

			“Well, there’s so much to say here! With Isaac Burns Murphy being the top jockey in the history of the country, one saddle alone has a lot of value. Just look at that leather.” The historian went through and talked about each piece one by one.

			“Let’s start with how much the key is worth,” the man said.

			“Yes!” Monty and Ms. Jenkins said in unison.

			“This golden key is worth…”
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			Finally, the big day came. The whole community was lined up to go into the hearing. It started out with one of the hearing officers reading a whole lot of stuff that sounded like gibberish to Monty. It was about the underutilization and the low numbers at the school and some fancy calculations that made zero sense to him. What in the world? Monty wondered, shaking his head.

			The Community for Washington Park had ten speakers from the group. First, Brother Ron spoke about how important the school was to the community. Then, someone named Ms. Gary gave testimony about how she and her son and granddaughter had all attended Park over three generations and the legacy of what the school meant to the community. There was applause in the audience, but the hearing board seemed unmoved.

			That went on for a while until it was Monty’s turn. His mother made him wear a shirt and tie and he made sure his ’fro was ultra-smooth. When they called his name, Monty walked up and cleared his throat while J. brought the posterboard up.

			“I have in my hand a key that is real gold. That’s not why it’s so valuable, although Antiques Roadshow appraised it at $50,000.”

			Community members cheered and everyone else gasped at the value.

			“It’s valuable because it has unlocked the history of our community. It has unlocked one of the mysteries of what makes Washington Park shine. If you let us keep the school open, it will contain the new Isaac Burns Murphy Museum, dedicated to honoring one of the historical heroes of our community. He lived in the Southside of Chicago in the nineteenth century—I finally understand how those centuries work.

			“This school will thrive! The people who left will come back to learn the magic of agriculture. And, best of all, we as young people from the community will be learning science and math in a really fun way.

			“Finally, though, keeping the school open will help us maintain the true treasure of the community—its people. And we’re going to make our school right here in our community the best it can be for us! The wonderful people in our community deserve that!

			“This is why you should spare the school, and this is why we believe you should support us in creating the Isaac Burns Murphy STEM School of Agriculture!”

			The whole room erupted in applause, including some of the school board members.

			When it came time to vote, the hearing board voted 2–7 against closing the school! Then they voted on whether to accept the current proposal or come up with another plan. They voted 7–2 in favor of J. and Monty’s proposal! The community cheered and hugged one another, making the chair of the meeting grab her gavel and bang it, calling for order. The whole community celebrated at the Field House later that afternoon. They did it!
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			Later that day, Monty’s father’s radio show ChicaGO! had a panel discussion on the future of the community, including the school victory. The discussion provided details about the plan, but it also talked about the meaning of the Olympics possibly coming to Washington Park.

			Of course, Monty was one of the panelists. This had been a condition of his punishment. But it didn’t feel like a punishment. Since he had spoken at the community meeting and the hearing, now he was excited about talking about the school. And he wasn’t as nervous.

			“My man, Monty!” the host said. “Tell the listeners what’s on your mind.”

			“Well, I want to say that this whole summer, I was on a treasure hunt to find out the secret of this gold key I found. I talked to all kinds of people about it and learned all kinds of history and heard all kinds of stories. And those stories told me that we have a great history, and it’s good to help save it. But most important, what I really learned this summer, was that the people in this community are the true treasure.”
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Chapter 39

			Nice ’Fro!

			At camp the next day, the staff and all the kids cheered him on. “Monty! Monty! Monty!” They even asked him to say a few words. Then later when he went to Target with his mother, he ran into his science-fair-prize-winning-archenemy, Brittany Parker, in the cereal aisle with her mother. He hadn’t seen Brittany all summer. She had new braids and looked really… different?

			“Monty, I can’t believe I ran into you! You’re all over the news and I heard you worked with that group to help save the school. Now the science is gonna be even more awesome! I’d love to work with you to make that happen,” she said, smiling.

			Something about her smile made him forget how much he hated her.

			“Come on, Monty!” his mother called out to him.

			“Okay!” he responded. “See you in school!”

			“Yep! Have a great rest of the summer. You deserve it!” Brittany said as he walked away.
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			On Saturday…

			“Now who is this girl you’re trying to invite over?” Monty’s mother asked.

			“Her name is LaTasha,” Monty explained. “She’s not really a girl. More like a young lady.”

			“That’s even worse, Monty. Some older woman trying to visit you. What are you thinking?”

			“Ma, it’s not like that. Me and Jaron had a bet that I could solve the mystery of the golden key and I did. I won! So, LaTasha is going to style my ’fro, because I won the bet.”

			Monty kept looking over at his father, hoping he would help, but his father was too busy watching the TV and pretending he couldn’t hear Monty’s mother yelling and screaming right next to him. Monty heard the crowd applauding Obama on the news, and he thought he also heard the Roar, but his mother’s voice was so loud it was drowning the TV out. So he couldn’t be sure.

			“And, Ma,” he said, “it’s not like you can’t be there while it’s happening.” But, as soon as that came out of his mouth, it sounded like a bad idea. Why did I say that? Why did I say that? Why did I say that?

			“Oh, come on, Tammy,” Monty’s father finally jumped in. “At least finish your dinner first.”

			“Dinner?” Monty’s mother’s voice got really high. “You think I have an appetite after hearing all this? Monty, give me her number. I’m gonna call this girl and invite her over myself.”

			Monty reached into his pocket and handed his mother LaTasha’s number. She got up from the table and went to the living room to make the call. She returned to the table with a smile on her face.

			“She’ll be here tomorrow at three. And I will be waiting,” she said.

			The next day, at three o’clock on the dot, LaTasha rang the doorbell. After his mother buzzed her in, she made it up the stairs and into the living room. She had a gigantic afro and was wearing some really short yellow shorts. Oh brother!

			“Nice ’fro,” everyone said at the same time.

			“So, you must be Monty, the great detective! Good to meet you!” LaTasha declared. “Listen, everyone. I don’t want to be here any longer than I need to. I just want to get right down to business, so I can get out of your way and let you enjoy the rest of the afternoon.”

			They walked into the dining room, where Monty sat down in a chair. LaTasha walked over to the kitchen and washed her hands. She then stood next to Monty and raised her hand over his head like she was going to cast a spell or something. He noticed that she had long fingernails painted yellow with a tropical beach scene on each finger. She grabbed a section of his hair and stood really still and silent, like she was waiting for the hair to tell her something.

			“Hmmm,” she said, then grabbed another section. “Mmhmm!” She grabbed a spray bottle out of her bag and sprayed his hair. “Hmm?”

			“Nope!” she finally said. “I can’t do anything with this hair!”

			“Wait a minute!” Monty’s mother said, standing up. “You can’t come over here without keeping your promise. A deal is a deal!”

			“Hold your horses, Mama,” LaTasha said, grinning. “It’s not what you’re thinking. What I mean is, Jaron told Monty I could fix his ’fro. But I can’t fix his ’fro because it’s already perfect. I did the coordinates and it’s perfectly round. And what are you putting in your hair to keep it in place like that?”

			“Umm…I created my own concoction when school let out. It’s lasted me a pretty long time. Basically, my hair doesn’t move. And it’s waterproof.”

			“Waterproof?” Monty’s mother and LaTasha asked at the same time.

			“So, you made the stuff—the stuff that keeps your hair intact?” LaTasha asked.

			Monty’s chin hit the ground in a smile.

			“You are something else! Let’s do this. Instead of me doing your hair, I’ll buy your concoction and use it on my clients. Then you can make yourself some extra money!”

			Monty looked at his mother, who said, “It’s okay by me!”

			LaTasha smiled and shook Monty’s hand. “It’s a deal!”

			He could finally pay off the metal detector and maybe have some money left over!

			He’d need some more of his father’s hair cream though. (Don’t tell his father.)
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Epilogue

			Monty woke up the next morning and heard shouting in the backyard. He got out of bed, wiped his eyes, and looked out the window. It was Ms. Jenkins and Ms. Williams arguing.

			Not again!

			“Now, Lily, you know what the doctor said about your heart. You’re not supposed to get so excited,” Ms. Williams said.

			“You’ve been trying to tell me what to do since first grade and I’m tired of it!”

			First grade?

			“You better believe I’m getting excited. I can’t believe you hired one of Big Tony’s friends to put aspirin in my sunflowers. Like I don’t know how to grow flowers. That’s an old wives’ tale anyway. They don’t even know if aspirin really works. You just couldn’t leave it alone, could you?”

			“Well, I’m only trying to help my best friend!”

			What?

			“You would think someone would appreciate someone else trying to help them. The sunflowers were looking droopy, I’m sorry to say. I knew you wouldn’t take my advice, so… My goal was to perk them up, that’s all. And look at how much better they’re doing now.”

			“Violet, you stay away from my flowers…,” Ms. Jenkins said.

			Monty chuckled and lay back down, pulling the pillow over his head.

		

	
		
        
            Author’s note

			While Montgomery and the Case of the Golden Key is a work of fiction, the background and setting are based loosely on real events, places, and people.

			In 2008, Chicago was one of four finalists for the 2016 Olympics, with Washington Park proposed as the site of the main stadium and swimming venue. While it was beaten out by Brazil in 2009, community groups were able to establish a Community Benefits Agreement (a “deal”) guaranteeing jobs to area residents for the Olympic Village, contracts for Black- and women-owned construction companies, and adequate compensation for displacement in the event that the Olympics took place in Washington Park.

			Isaac Burns Murphy (1861–1896) was a Black man who is considered the best jockey in American history, and he did win the first American Derby at the Washington Park Race Track in 1884, as well as three Kentucky Derbies. The Broken Arrow Riding Club holds an annual High Noon Ride on the last Saturday of July in Washington Park. 

			 The following are real places in the community and park of Washington Park: FX Tennis is based on the real XS Tennis, which is a world class tennis facility; KLEO Center is a community center on Garfield Boulevard; the Exchange Café—although it didn’t exist in 2008 when Montgomery and the Case of the Golden Key takes place—opened in 2014 on Garfield Boulevard; the Jean-Baptiste Pointe DuSable Museum is the oldest Black history museum in the country; and the Roundhouse, designed by architect Daniel Burnham in 1880–1881 and later renovated, serves as an event venue in conjunction with the DuSable Museum.  And, while Park Elementary is a fictitious school in Washington Park, many schools on the Southside have closed due to underutilization. In Washington Park, students, parents, teachers, and community groups, like the Kenwood Oakland Community Organization, fight to keep them open.
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			Our Teacher’s Guides are developed by professional educators and offer extensive teaching ideas, curricular connections, and activities that can be adapted to many different educational settings.

			How Lee & Low Books Supports Educators:

			Lee & Low Books is the largest children’s book publisher in the country focused exclusively on diverse books. We publish award-winning books for beginning readers through young adults, along with free, high-quality educational resources to support our titles. 

			Browse our website to discover Teacher’s Guides for 600+ books along with book trailers, interviews, and more.
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