

[image: image]




[image: image]




Dedication
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The Dullest Place on the Planet

Walt was hiding. The scraggly apple tree wasn’t great cover, and it sure wasn’t comfortable, but now he was stuck. At least until Dad left for work.

Dad heading into the office was something Walt still wasn’t used to. In Los Angeles—back home—his father had telecommuted, spending all day in online meetings or wrestling with spreadsheets at the dining-room table. Walt had hoped that with Dad working at an office, at least one good thing might come out of the move. Dad would no longer be able to note how much time Walt spent—or, rather, didn’t spend—practicing football drills.

But no dice. If anything, Dad was more intense about constantly checking in to see if Walt was keeping up with sprints and ladders and weight lifting.

“He needs to toughen up!” Dad had told Mom when he’d heard Walt had slacked off one day.

Walt knew what Dad saw when he looked at him. A scrawny weakling. And yeah, sure, Walt had gotten a little . . . sad when Dad announced they were moving (maybe, maybe there had been tears), but that didn’t mean Walt was overly sensitive like Dad thought. He was just unhappy.

Blackbird Bay was the dullest place on the planet. And all Walt’s friends were back home in LA. Who wouldn’t be bummed about that?

And now Dad wanted to make it worse. Hiding wasn’t the best plan, but that’s all Walt could think to do. At least until Dad left for work. Then maybe Walt could convince Mom that Dad’s plan was an awful one. There had to be some way of getting out of the pain and agony Dad wanted to put in his future.

The yard sprawled out below him, and Walt surveyed it as if it were a map. Large beige house (that looked exactly like all the other beige houses in the development). Four wide concrete steps leading down from the back-porch door. Big square of yellowing grass with a lopsided, sparse apple tree in the middle. Large wooden box overfull with flowering plants and intricately twining vines. Next to that, a path of sand-colored pavers leading to Ms. Wilhope’s small house. His family’s landlord.

When he had first met Ms. Wilhope, she had taken a step toward him and peered into his face like he was a piece of art hanging in a museum. It had totally creeped him out, but Mom said she was just a little “eccentric.” Walt didn’t know why adults always got a pass when they acted weird. If you were a kid, you were told to stop messing around and to act right.

Just then, Ms. Wilhope’s door swung open, and she stepped outside. Walt jerked back to make sure she didn’t see him and smacked his head right into the tree trunk.

“Good morning,” Ms. Wilhope said, and Walt almost answered, thinking she was talking to him, but when she bent over her plants, he realized she was talking to them.

She brushed her hand over the top of the flowers and leaves like she was petting a dog and then pulled some small clippers out of her pocket. “Pruning is good for you. It will help you grow.” She started snipping pieces of vines and leaves and flowers and tossing the clipped bits into a basket hanging on her arm. Her pink hair glistened in the sun. And that wasn’t all that was glistening. She wore typical old-lady clothes of stretchy slacks and a flowery top, but all the material had silver thread woven through, making it super shiny. Walt almost had to shield his eyes just to look at her.

Ms. Wilhope gazed up at the sky and squinted against the sun’s glare. “Looks like a storm is brewing,” she said. Walt looked up too, and didn’t see a single cloud. “You’re coming along nicely. Shouldn’t be long now.” Then she dusted her hands together and went back inside, her basket swinging perkily.

Walt was almost certain that that time, she had been talking to him. And that seemed awfully eccentric.

His stomach rumbled. He’d skipped breakfast, but he couldn’t risk going back in the house and running into Dad. He stretched to pick an apple, but it was just out of reach and his other hand slipped from the branch and wham! He was on the ground.

A second later, the back door slammed and Walt’s shoulders went to his ears. Busted.

But it was only Van. His sister sauntered over, reached up, and easily pulled the apple off the tree. “Want it?” She held the apple out to him.

“Nope,” Walt said angrily.

“Whatcha doin’?” she asked, and took a big bite. When Walt didn’t answer, she looked up at the tree, back to Walt on the ground, and then over at Ms. Wilhope’s house. “Oooh, were you up there spying on the witch?” Van held out her hand to Walt, to help him up, but he brushed it away. “You think she’s got a cauldron in there?” Van grinned mischievously as she backed away from Walt, toward Ms. Wilhope’s house. “Let’s peek in a window.”

“No way!” Walt said. “I’m not looking in her windows! What if she’s changing or something?” He shuddered.

Van continued to move backward. “You mean changing her skin, or changing into a big spider?”

“Quit it, Van,” Walt said. “You play too much.”

“And you’re no fun,” Van pouted. “Come to the skate park with me, at least. I’m going to meet up with the guys.”

“No thanks,” Walt said. Van talked about “the guys” like they were so great and as if she didn’t even miss her friends from home. For the hundredth time, Walt wondered if his friends in LA missed him. Without a cell phone, he was having a hard time keeping up with them. Maybe they’d already forgotten all about him. Or the Walt-sized hole in their universe had been filled by someone else.

“I suppose you’re going to shut yourself up in your room and play with your maps?” Van pronounced maps like she was saying turd.

Walt didn’t bother answering. No one but Mom got it. Dad sure didn’t. Anyone would think, with Dad working in the video-gaming industry, that he’d appreciate creativity. But anyone would be wrong. Dad worked in finance. His world was all spreadsheets and budgets. And football. Walt didn’t want any part of that world.

“Walt!” a voice shouted. A deep angry, Dad voice.
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This Isn’t Home

Walt hadn’t even heard the back door open. For a big guy, Dad could be awfully sneaky. He was standing on the steps, clutching his bright red travel coffee cup. His large hands completely covered the S emblazoned on the side. It had been fifteen years since he’d played football at Stanford, but he still looked every inch a linebacker. The sleeves of his polo shirt strained to contain his biceps.

“Where’ve you been?” Dad called out. “I’ve been looking all over for you.”

“Just around,” Walt answered, avoiding looking at his father. He’d never been good at lying. That was more Van’s area.

Van glanced at Walt and then at the apple tree. Her eyes widened in realization.

When he was younger, Walt had liked that he and his twin sister shared a sort of mental connection and could guess what the other was feeling. Now it was just a pain.

“I need to get to work. Hustle over.” Dad flicked a hand forward in one brisk movement.

Walt jogged to his father, knowing that moving slowly would be a mistake.

“Don’t forget, football camp starts next week,” Dad said, sounding excited. “Boys who do this camp always make varsity when they start high school. This will be the beginning of the ride, son.” He sounded like he wished he was going to camp.

“But I’m only going into seventh grade.” Walt spoke to his shoes, knowing it was no use arguing. “And I’m not even big enough for football.” His hands twisted nervously together.

“Yeah, Dad, he’s a squirt,” Van teased.

Walt’s head jerked up to glare at her. He might not want to play football, but he definitely wanted to tackle his sister.

“You’re not big enough now,” Dad said. “Life is about being prepared for where you’re going, not where you are.”

Walt tried again. “But the other guys will—”

“It’s not about the other guys. It’s about you. Do you understand?”

“Yeah,” Walt mumbled, still not meeting Dad’s eyes. Then he cleared his throat and tried to say, louder, “Yes, sir.” But it seemed to Walt that Dad was the one who didn’t understand.

“What about me, Dad?” Van asked. “Can I go to the camp this time?”

Dad chuckled, for a moment all trace of his sternness gone. “Nope. This is only for Walt. It’s a man thing, right, Walt?”

“But that’s not fair,” Van said. “Gender bias is real, Dad, and—”

“Giovanni,” Dad said, cutting her off. “We’ll have long, deep conversations about that when I force you to wear dresses.” He held out a hand as if he was saying case in point, about her outfit.

Van was dressed in her normal garb of long shorts, big skater shoes, and one of Dad’s old T-shirts. And now she was also wearing a huge frown. “Totally not the point,” she muttered.

Dad didn’t act as if he had heard. “This is football, and it’s for Walt. Right, Walt?”

Walt hated that Dad made it seem like football was some special club Walt was being invited to. Or like Walt was being handed a precious gift, when really it was like a gift from Great-Aunt Ruth. A too-small, itchy sweater. Or a kit to grow lima beans. Not a thing precious about that.

“I guess,” Walt answered, his eyes on Dad’s polished loafers.

“All right then.” Dad turned to go back inside, and just before heading in, he threw over his shoulder, “Do those drills I showed you. I don’t want to hear you spent all day in your room.”

It’s not my room, Walt thought angrily, and for one horrible second, he thought he’d actually said it out loud when Dad paused, his hand tightening on the doorknob. But then Dad went into the house, letting the back door slam behind him. Walt let out a loud sigh.

“Walt, we moved,” Van said. “It happens. Get over it.”

Even though Walt knew she was more annoyed with Dad than with him, it still didn’t make it cool for her to act like a jerk. “Maybe I’m not ready to get over it.”

“What’re you going to do?” Van demanded. “Hang out at home all day, every day, all summer long, pouting?”

“This is not home!” Walt shouted, and before Van could argue with him, he stormed into the house and marched up the stairs, thumping each step. He went into the room that would never be his and slammed the door, leaning against it as if he was trying to keep out a horde of zombies. He felt tears brimming, but he wiped his face hard before any could spill.

Mom kept saying Walt wasn’t giving Blackbird Bay a chance, which was unfair since she hadn’t wanted to move here either. His parents had had a huge fight about it. Her life was in LA, Mom had said. Her family was in LA. To land good jobs, she needed to be in LA. But Dad said that Mom could work remotely like he had done for years. He also said that her family was pretty peculiar anyway, with all their talk of swamp witches and magic. Mom really hadn’t liked that. But still, she had agreed to the move.

And Walt had tried. The evidence was all around him. He’d plastered every inch of the walls with maps—as if he could somehow trick himself into believing that this room was just the same as his room back home. His favorite books were arranged on the bookshelf, and a half-finished Lego landscape was on the awkward built-in desk.

It wasn’t a map-drawing desk. The one in his room back home had been just right. Big enough to spread out his largest maps. Only a piece of plywood on cinder blocks, but perfect. Dad said it made no sense to pack pieces of junk like that—especially when there was a perfectly serviceable desk built into this room.

Serviceable. What a dud of a word.

But then Walt noticed something on the desk that hadn’t been there before. An envelope. More precisely, a piece of mail with his name written on it. Finally one of his friends from home had gotten in touch. Walt ripped open the envelope, but instead of a letter, it was just a coupon. BUY ONE SLURPEE, GET TWO FREE, the coupon said, in large, bold letters. And sure, maybe it was a really good deal, but Walt was furious that a coupon had the nerve to get his hopes up. He tore it into pieces, enjoying every last rip.

And suddenly the maps covering the walls seemed too bright and colorful. Too jolly. Like they were laughing at him. He approached a map that was pinned between Africa and Middle Earth.

Djaruba. A world Walt had been creating for years.

The map was dotted with landmarks and little notations. A large mountain stood in the east, near three pyramids. After seeing a documentary about Pompeii, Walt had erased the top of the mountain, turning it instantly into a volcano. He’d imagined the eruptions that might have happened over the centuries and the regrowth that would’ve followed, so using colored pencils, he’d created a lush green-and-blue jungle full of brilliant butterflies and birds.

On the other side of the volcano, blackened lava crusted into a reef-filled sea. In the west, he’d made a deep green rushing waterfall. Vast deserts were in shades of brown pastels and dotted with tent settlements. Oceans and lakes and rivers were different shades of purple and green marker, and futuristic cities were in stark thin black Sharpie. Different areas just called for different tools, and Walt didn’t know exactly why he picked up a pencil or a Sharpie, he just knew what felt right.

Except now . . . everything felt wrong.

Walt yanked the map of Djaruba off the wall and gripped the edges, ready to tear the whole thing to pieces like he had the coupon.

But then he froze, his breath catching in his throat as if it was stuck in glue.

Had he just seen what he thought he had? Was something moving on the map?
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Dragon Wings

Walt’s eyes strained wider, staring at the flapping wings. As if the dragon were literally flying. A dragon he’d drawn. He heard a soft whoosh whoosh as the wings pumped up and down.

Walt watched the dragon fly, not even feeling his mouth drop open. “What the—” He looked over both shoulders, and when he looked back at the map, the dragon’s wings had stilled.

A slow, shaky breath squeezed out of him. That was . . . well, impossible was what it was. It had to have been a trick of light or something. He hadn’t actually seen a drawing move like it was alive. Living here was making him bonkers.

Like the strange dreams he’d started having ever since they’d moved. Not exactly nightmares, but they still freaked him out. Always the same intense-looking man with long black hair streaked with gray. The man’s eyes were so dark they seemed like coal or bottomless pits. Sometimes he seemed fifty feet tall. Sometimes he was riding hairy creatures that had too many legs. Sometimes he was just standing with an arm reached out as if he was beckoning to Walt. Nothing the man did was menacing, exactly, but it always seemed like he was watching Walt, and he sure didn’t look friendly.

Walt shook off the uneasy feeling and carried his map over to the desk, pulled out the uncomfortable metal chair, plopped down, and gathered his drawing stuff. Pens, erasers, a ruler, and a string he liked to use to figure out bends in rivers.

Mom was the one who had first gotten him going on maps. They’d just finished reading The Phantom Tollbooth, and after examining the map in the book, they decided to draw more detailed maps of each individual land. Walt could completely see himself driving along with Milo, visiting each land and meeting strange creatures. Dad blamed Walt’s (too) vivid imagination on Mom’s grandmother, Mother Dear. She would tell Walt and Van stories about her travels, and sometimes she’d talk about places she’d been that they had never heard of and that Dad said didn’t exist. Walt wanted to go everywhere she talked about, and started adding to his Tollbooth maps, drawing maps of places Mother Dear described. But Djaruba he’d come up with all on his own. And usually whenever he was upset or worried, spending time adding more details would calm him down.

Walt’s eyes kept going back to the dragon in the sky. Knowing it wasn’t possible, but still hoping it would move.

Dragons were by definition cool, but Walt had made them even better by imagining dragon races. He could see dragons zipping through canyons and over oceans, maybe bumping into each other to get the lead or breathing fire at another dragon’s wings. Riders would be holding on tight, urging their dragon to go faster and faster. It would be exhilarating and scary and Walt so wished he could be there instead of here. No one would think drawing maps was pointless in a world like that. He’d be hired to map out new courses for the races. And there definitely wouldn’t be any football.

Walt glanced at the closed window blinds. If only when he raised them he could see sparkling burgundy rivers and the colorful flags of the various dragon houses. As much as he loved drawing maps, the part no one could see was how much time he spent imagining himself going to those places. Getting away from football-obsessed dads and too-tall sisters. Djaruba was a world where he’d fit in perfectly.

He hunkered closer to the page. He drew a bunch of palm trees in the middle of the Badlands. “The wanderer had been lost for days, and was growing weak, but then, like magic, an oasis appeared,” he whispered. Creating little stories while he worked on a map was part of his process. He imagined all sorts of histories and futures and interesting things happening.

He tapped his pencil on the small cluster of trees. Too bad there wasn’t an oasis for him here in Blackbird Bay.

The neighborhood was as boring as tomato soup. A bunch of clone houses on row after row of dead-end cul-de-sacs.

Walt stared at his map. The oasis seemed wrong. Even the word was annoying. Walt scribbled over the trees until there was no trace of them, turning the oasis into an ugly splotch.

He reached for a white block eraser, planning to erase the mess he’d made, but instead he annihilated a whole town. It only took three seconds. He rubbed until all that was left were very faint lines of buildings. He’d spent hours creating it, and now it was gone. Walt felt good and horrible at the same time. Then he got an idea.

Instead of messing with a world that was basically perfect, he’d fix the boring one he was stuck in.

He pulled a crumpled page from a desk drawer and smoothed it out. He’d printed the map off the internet once he knew there was no getting out of the move. A satellite image so he could really see what he would be dealing with. Blackbird Bay was supposed to be “a great place to raise families” and to have “fantastic schools,” but the map showed a different story. Just a flat piece of nothing.

Well, Walt could fix that.

He grabbed a pen and started to draw.

A hill that looked sort of like a butt. Some trees that had blue leaves and twisty branches. A windy creek and some tall rock formations. Grinning, he filled a blank area with the remnants of a stone wall. “Eons ago,” he whispered, “the townsfolk of Blackbird Bay built a stone wall to keep out the monsters.” Walt grabbed a light brown pencil and covered the stones and then drew over the whole area, making a large sandpit. “But as time passed and people forgot the old stories, the wall fell and was eventually covered over in sand.” Walt surrounded the area with a fence. That made sense. People always want you to keep away from the interesting stuff.

Walt tapped the map with his pen and smiled. To live someplace that was filled with secrets and magic? How awesome would that be? But then his smile faded. As if.
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Short End of the Stick

Walt’s hand cramped, and he set the pen down and tried to shake the pain away. Must’ve been drawing too long. He smoothed the wrinkles of the map, folded it, then folded it again, pressing hard on the crease. The house trembled slightly, but Walt barely registered it. You get pretty used to small tremors when you live in California. He shoved the map into the drawer, stood up, and swayed on weak legs. That was when he realized how hungry he was. His stomach grumbled loudly as if adding an exclamation point. “Yeah, time for a break,” Walt mumbled as he left the room.

In the kitchen, Mom sipped a bright green smoothie while she paged through a book of medieval clothing. A pad of paper lay on the table, and small sketches of odd-shaped creatures filled the top page.

She was a costume designer. Not for Halloween costumes, for the movies. That was why she hadn’t been excited about the move away from Los Angeles. Being close to the studios gave her an edge—at least that’s what she’d said.

Her hair was up in a bun, and she had four different colored pencils stuck in there. Over the course of the day, she’d haphazardly stick in at least five more. By dinnertime, with all the pencils sticking out like quills, it would look like a porcupine had attached itself to the back of her head.

Dad was darker than Mom because Mom was “a light-skinned Creole girl,” according to Grandma Elaine, and Walt and Van had ended up somewhere in the middle of them. Dark enough that people knew they were Black, but light enough to get called names like Light Bright by their cousins on Dad’s side. Van had gotten Mom’s wild mass of curls and, apparently, Dad’s height, and what had Walt gotten? The short end of the stick.

“Hey,” Mom said. “Do you think people would still be using leather in the future? Or would it be like fur and totally not cool anymore?”

Walt almost answered her. Almost. He used to enjoy talking with Mom about her work stuff. If she was working on a futuristic movie, they’d wonder about what the weather would be like in the future, and what cars might look like, or if there even would be cars, and if a second ice age might’ve happened. She had to think about stuff like that to figure out how people would dress. It was interesting. But that was before the move. Before she had agreed that another year of football camp sounded “great.” Now he wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction, so he just shrugged and poured a bowl of cereal.

“There’s more smoothie in the fridge,” Mom said, tapping her glass. “This one’s delicious. Spinach, dandelion greens, a bit of banana, and some herbs from Ms. Wilhope’s garden.” She smacked her lips to prove the point.

Mom was always making concoctions, and it had gotten worse since the move. The one she had forced on him yesterday, saying it would promote growth, caused him to make huge explosive farts.

“I’ll stick with cereal,” Walt said, and ate standing up, staring out the window while he shoveled corn crispies into his mouth.

“Ms. Wilhope seems to have developed a shine for you,” Mom said. “She was over here yesterday asking about your maps and saying what a wonderful hobby you had. She was positively glowing, talking about it. Although maybe that was the silver sequins. That woman sure does love to sparkle.”

“How does she know I like maps?” Walt asked accusingly.

“Oh, I don’t know, boo. I must’ve told her when we were moving in,” Mom said dismissively.

He didn’t like Mom talking about his private business. And she knew that. “I’m going for a ride,” he said, not asking.

“To where?”

“Just a ride.” Walt waved his hand vaguely toward the nothingness of the neighborhood.

Mom turned the page in her book. “Remember your dad wants you to get some conditioning in today so you’re ready for camp.”

“Mom, can’t you talk him out of it? I don’t want to go. It wasn’t . . . fun last year.” He hadn’t told anyone just how awful it had been. A whole week of humiliation and torture. What else could you call getting pounded on all day, having your bed doused with water, getting random noogies anytime your guard was down, and wearing heavy stinky pads in the heat? Oh, and getting yelled at constantly. Torture was maybe not a strong enough word. Dad would’ve said Walt needed to “man up” and be able to take some good-natured ribbing. And Mom would’ve freaked and started calling parents and blowing the whole thing into an even bigger nightmare. No thanks to any of that.

“You know I can’t change that man’s mind once he’s set on something.” Mom shook her head. “Football camp will get you outside. It’s only a week and you’ve been so . . .” Her voice trailed off, but then she added briskly, “It’ll be good for you.”

Mom was wrong. It would absolutely not be good for him. And it would be worse this year. The other campers were sure to have grown a few inches and even though he was almost twelve, Walt had only grown 0.24 of an inch. He’d be the smallest again for sure. One of the only good things about moving was getting away from those lines on the laundry-room door back home that showed exactly how much Van had grown, and exactly how much Walt hadn’t.

Walt swallowed a groan. “Does Dad know the average NFL player is over six feet four inches? I’m never going to be that tall.”

“You don’t know how tall you’re going to be. Dad’s tall and Van’s already—”

“Then Van should play football,” Walt said, and immediately regretted it. Mom stared at him like he’d let loose a curse word.

“I know you’re not up here in my kitchen trying to get smart,” she said. “I am not one of your friends, young man. You hear me?”

Mom’s favorite song was some lady spelling out respect, and she was serious about it. Walt knew if he wasn’t careful, he’d be right back in his room, but not by choice this time. “I’m sorry,” he said, hoping that would be good enough.

Mom didn’t say anything for a second, but then she started tapping a pencil fast on her pad of paper. “Walt,” Mom said. Tap, tap, tap. “I recognize the move has been hard on you.” Tap. Tap. “It was hard on me too.” That was followed by a whole flurry of tapping. “But this was an important opportunity for your father. And you know what? I’m making the best of it. I suggest you do the same.”

“I . . .” Walt didn’t know what to say. Moving away from where he fit in was terrible. And adding the punishment of football camp on top of that wasn’t fair. But no one wanted to hear about it. He was supposed to suck it all up like he was a vacuum. “So can I go for a ride?” he asked, trying to keep the frustration out of his voice.

Mom went back to work without saying anything. She pulled out a blue pencil from her hair, marked something on a page, then stuck the pencil back in her bun. After a moment, she added the lime-green one too. Walt waited.

“Don’t forget to wear your helmet,” she finally said.

Walt left the kitchen scowling so hard it hurt. He grabbed his helmet off the hook in the service porch, noting that Van’s was dangling next to it. He always wore his helmet. Van was the one who didn’t. Mom knew that, so why did she have to remind him like he was the irresponsible one?

As he pushed through the door to the garage, he snapped the strap of his helmet and the clasp caught the tender skin under his chin. He unclipped and refastened, making sure to keep his chin up this time, tiny angry tears settling in the corners of his eyes. Walt took a deep breath and then another. He wasn’t going to start blubbering all over the place.

The garage was dark and cool and felt like a cave and Walt imagined that it was the lair of his dragon. That would be cool. Walt got his bike down from its hook, then pushed the button to open the garage. As the door slowly lifted, Walt blinked rapidly. The brightness outside was making it too hard to see. And for a second it seemed like the air was actually glistening. Walt thought about something Mother Dear used to say: “Every day can be magical. If you’ve got a head on your shoulders, all you have to do is go out and see it.” True, Mother Dear never had to live in Blackbird Bay, where there wasn’t a smidge of magic. But he did have a head on his shoulders.

Walt hopped on his bike and tore off down the street. He imagined he was on the back of a dragon, racing to the finish line. He bent low over the handlebars, pedaling as fast as he could. Maybe if he really tried, he could take off into the air and sail far away from here.

But when he rounded a corner, Walt had to squeeze his brakes so hard, his butt raised in the air and his bike skidded. He jerked his handlebars to the left, but he still plowed into the boy who’d been walking down the sidewalk.
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No Blood, No Foul

“Jeez! Sorry, sorry,” Walt said, getting off his bike. He went over and tried to help the boy up.

The boy waved Walt’s hand away. “What’s wrong with you? What are you doing riding on the sidewalk?”

“I . . .” Walt rubbed his chin with the back of his hand. “I said sorry.”

The boy climbed to his feet and brushed himself off.

Walt took mental stats. The boy was taller than him—of course—but skinny, so Walt figured if they were about to fight, Walt had a shot at taking him. Sandy-brown hair flopped over his forehead, and his face was completely covered in freckles. A huge Golden State Warriors basketball jersey barely managed to stay on his narrow shoulders, and basketball shorts grazed his knees. Walt didn’t see any blood. “Basketball fan, huh?” he asked.

The boy hesitated for a minute and then nodded. He took a pretend shot, then wiped his hands on his shorts, leaving a dark streak. “You?”

“Yeah, but the Lakers are the one,” Walt said. The Lakers were a Los Angeles team. No way was he going to switch allegiance to any Northern California team. “I’m from LA.”

“The Lakers used to be cool,” the boy said. “But the Warriors are the best.” He put a hand over his eyes, shielding out the sun. “I’m Dylan.”

“Walt.” Walt got busy with straightening his bike back up. Filling the awkward moment with action. He started twisting the black rubber handlebar grips. He didn’t know how to meet new people. He didn’t like meeting new people. There didn’t seem to be any rules of how it all worked. “I . . . I didn’t mean to slam into you.” Van would think of something funny to say. It was so easy for her. “So, uh, no harm, no foul, right?” he asked, noticing how anxious he sounded.

Dylan held out his arms and twisted them back and forth, as if checking for damage. Walt held his breath. “No blood, no foul,” Dylan said. Then he smiled, making Walt smile back. “When did you move here?”

“Month ago.” Walt didn’t add that it had been the longest, worst month of his life.

“What street?” Dylan asked. Then, acting like he was in the middle of a basketball game, he pump-faked, took a shot, and left an arm dangling in the air. “Nothing but net.”

“Hill,” Walt said, ignoring the oddity of playing with an invisible basketball. “How much sense does that make when the street is as flat as—”

“Gum poop,” Dylan interjected, starting to pass his imaginary ball from hand to hand.

“What?” Walt asked. That was definitely not what he was going to say.

“Gum poop. You know those dried-out flat pieces of gum that are always all over the playground?”

Walt nodded, knowing exactly what Dylan meant. And he had to admit, it was maybe a perfect name for those nasty flat blobs. “Yeah, exactly. Flat as gum poop. It’s like . . . the next street over is Bay,” Walt said. “And, like, where’s the water?”

Dylan rested his hands on his hips and appraised Walt. “Is there a law street names have to be literal?”

Walt thought Dylan was maybe being a bit of a jerk, but he also appreciated the correct use of the word literal. “I guess not,” he mumbled. He pulled the front wheel of his bike up and let it fall back down. He hated trying to think of things to say. “Uh, you into Arch Angels?”

“Dude, is your pee yellow?”

Walt laughed. It felt pretty good.

Dylan said, “I’m already doing chores and stuff for my mom to save money for when Uriel comes out.”

“Uh, yeah,” Walt said. “I have it already.” He couldn’t help showing off.

“No way!” Dylan cried. “It doesn’t come out for another month!”

“I swear,” Walt insisted. “My dad works for Imagitainment, so he gets review copies. Uriel is the best AA so far. Trust.”

It often amazed Walt that his dad worked for the company that made the best video games in the universe. Up until they had transferred his dad to the corporate office in the Bay Area, Walt had thought they were the best company in the world. Now he low-grade hated Imagitainment. But he sure hadn’t given up his review copies of AA games.

“Cool,” Dylan said, a hint of awe in his voice.

Walt grinned, then looked down at the sidewalk as if there might be an arrow on the ground pointing a way to get from this moment to maybe them playing AA.

“Hey, you wanna get a Slurpee?” Dylan asked, and he didn’t sound nervous or worried that Walt might say no thanks. He just stood there with an open hopeful expression, and Walt nodded.

“Come on, then,” Dylan said.

It was tricky, trying to ride a bike when the other person was walking. Walt had to pedal really slowly. It was hard to do that and try to think of something to say. Dylan didn’t seem uncomfortable about the silence, but Walt noticed that Dylan seemed unable to stop dribbling his imaginary ball.

They turned the corner, and for the second time, Walt hit his brakes hard. This time, since he’d been going so slow, there was no skidding or thumping or butt raising, just a sudden stop. “What the—”

“What?” Dylan asked.

Walt didn’t answer. He was staring at a chain-link fence that had no business being there. He slowly climbed from his bike and took off his helmet while he eyed the fence suspiciously. The long expanse of chain-link was draped with sagging caution tape, and a few sections bowed forward. Behind the fence was a large plot of sand and a big hole.

He stuck out his hand, letting his fingertips glance the metal. No shocks or other strange sensations sizzled through his body. All
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