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Chapter One 
The Windy City 

 
Alone and in the dark, Ernie pressed his back against the building. It was windier 
than he’d expected and he could see his breath in the swirling snow. A storm was 
coming. The narrow ledge was caked with ice and the cold seeped through his 
sneakers. Six stories below, snow carpeted the alley. Even the garbage cans looked 
like soft sculptures. Shivering, he zipped his jacket to his chin, then inched along the 
ledge. The snow shushed with each step, while his fingers, stiff with cold, struggled 
to grip the crevices between the bricks. He blew into his hands, warming them, then 
pivoted carefully and grabbed hold of a drainpipe. Wrapping his legs around the 
pipe, he shinnied up the icy pole to the top of the tenement.  
 
He hurried across the rooftop, his feet disappearing in the snow. No matter how 
many times he made the jump, it still scared him, and tonight the roof was slick and 
the wind gusting. He picked up speed, sprinting toward the edge of the building, 
then he was in the air, pumping his legs across the fifteen-foot chasm. He landed 
hard on the roof of the adjacent building, tumbling in the snow, then he was running 
again. He didn’t stop until he reached the abandoned water tank.  
 
This was the place he came to get away from Mrs. McGinty and her rules and 
regulations—the place that kept him from going crazy. From here, he could see the 
downtown skyscrapers, the lights from O’Hare Airport and, only a few blocks away, 
Wrigley Field, now dark and dormant.  
 
Ernie pried back a rusted corner of sheet metal and crawled into his hideaway. The 
roof was missing, but the tank shielded him from the wind. He retrieved a blanket 
and scrap of carpet he’d stashed and shook off the snow. Wrapping the blanket 
around his shoulders, he stretched out on the carpet and looked up at the stars. There 
was something familiar and comforting about gazing at the constellations, like 
looking into the faces of old friends. It made him feel a part of something bigger.  
 
Ernie pulled two Christmas cookies from his pocket and ate them slowly, savoring 
every bite. He wondered why he was still stuck at the Lakeside Home for Boys. 
Other kids left for foster homes, some were adopted, and a few even got to return to 
their real moms and dads. But not him. He’d been there ten years, and Mrs. McGinty 



said he had no one to blame but himself. According to her, they’d tried many times 
to find him a home, but no one had wanted him. Now he was considered a “lifer,” a 
permanent ward of the state. Ernie felt like his mother was the city of Chicago and 
his father the state of Illinois.  
 
It started to snow again and he tried to catch a flake on his tongue. He thought about 
running away while everyone was asleep. Where would I go? He’d already run away 
more times than he could count. The first time he was only six. The police found 
him in a little park on the south side, sitting in a muddy puddle, crying. They’d 
brought him back to Lakeside. They always brought him back to Lakeside. Mrs. 
McGinty told him he was born with a restless soul, and left it at that.  
 
Ernie stood up and shook off the snow, stowed his blanket, then crawled out of his 
hideaway. The first light of day was reaching across the rooftops of Chicago. To the 
east, he could see Lake Michigan, a lake so big it seemed to go on forever. He 
wondered if his mother and father were out there, somewhere. He didn’t understand 
why they’d given him away, but he figured it was something he must have done. 
 
With a deep sigh, he hurried back across the roof.  
 

* 
 
Feeling like a cat burglar, Ernie slipped through the window into the sixth-floor 
dormitory. He tiptoed across the room past twenty-five sleeping boys. He was quick 
and steady and secret. When he reached his bed, he kicked off his sneakers, then 
wriggled out of his damp jeans, T-shirt, and sweater. His hand-me-down clothes 
never quite fit, and his disheveled hair was forever in need of a cut. He had hazel 
eyes that seemed to change color, depending on the light. When he smiled, which 
wasn’t often, his whole face lit up.  
 
Shivering, Ernie slipped beneath the covers, then glanced at the boy sleeping in the 
adjacent bed. Nate yawned and looked at him with sleepy eyes. “Where’d you go?” 
he whispered. 
 
Ernie pointed toward the ceiling.  
 
“You’re crazy, it must be freezing up there.” 
 
Nate LeCroix was a skinny African American kid from St. Louis with a runny nose 
and an easy smile. He was the only other person in the whole world who knew about 
Ernie’s secret place, even though he’d never actually gone there. He said he wasn’t 
about to jump across any buildings, no matter how great it was.  
 
Nate’s parents had died in a car accident shortly after moving to Chicago, and the 
court had placed him at Lakeside in September. He’d been assigned the bed next to 
Ernie and they’d become friends. Nate liked to talk and Ernie liked to listen. Ernie 



especially loved to hear him talk about his mother and father and growing up by the 
Mississippi River.  
 
Ernie stared at a crack in the ceiling. “I had that dream again.” 
 
“The one with the humongous tree all lit up like Christmas?” 
 
He nodded. “And there was a big face in the rock and she talked to me again. And 
there was water. Water everywhere.” 
 
Outside, a snow sweeper rattled past. Ernie pulled the covers tight, trying to get 
warm.  
 
“Hey, Ernie,” Nate whispered. “Merry Christmas. And happy birthday.” 
 
“Oh, yeah. Thanks.” 
 
But Christmas wasn’t really his birthday, and Ernie wasn’t even his real name.  


