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			For Mom and Dad, who never said no to a project, and for makers everywhere
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			You know, there are a lot of ghost stories out there that just aren’t that realistic. Maybe somewhere there’s a ghost that wants to spend all their time clanking chains around or whatever. But I bet most ghosts have better things to do.

			They’re busy people, after all, and they’re pretty focused on what they need to do.

			Kind of like me. Only, more ghostly.
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			My full name is Hans Dieter Schenk. My dad’s name is Hans Peter Schenk. Before him came Hans Gerhard Schenk, and before that came Hans Franz Schenk. (He wanted to be called Franz, because, come on, would you introduce yourself as Hans Franz? It would not be good, not even in olden times.) Before him came more guys back in Germany called Hans Something too. They all looked pretty much the same in old photos, with pale skin and pale hair and square chins and eyes that were probably blue, like my dad’s. All except for Hans Franz, who had a bigger nose than the rest.

			
			They all fit their names exactly.

			Mom says I got my chin from my dad. But honestly, I look a lot more like her and my little brother, Asad. I have short black locs, and medium-brown skin, and brown eyes, and no one ever thinks my dad is my dad unless they know us. (Sometimes they even think my dad is my best friend Eli’s dad, not mine, just because they’re both white. It’s…awkward.)

			So, people call me HD.

			My mom’s name is Kikora Davis Schenk. She has darker skin than me and much longer locs, and she is a no-nonsense person. She says that knowing where you came from is important, but so is knowing who you are, and what kind of person you want to become.

			I’ve been thinking about that a lot lately.

			Right now, most adults know me as “Kikora’s son—the older one” (because everybody knows my mom) or “Hans Peter’s son—the older one,” or “Gregor’s oldest nephew,” or “that boy who takes care of Mr. Ziedrich’s goats for him.” Most kids know me as “that Black kid with the white dad and the weird name—the older one,” or even “Asad’s older brother.”

			
			But after they’ve seen the computer I’m going to build from scratch, old-school-style, they’ll know me as “HD, the maker.”

			I like the sound of that.

			
				HD’S COMPUTER BUILD:

				TO BUY:

				COMPONENTS:
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		CPU (Central Processing Unit): computes stuff. A fan keeps it from overheating.

				Motherboard: connects everything together and sends power to the other components.

				Memory, aka RAM (random-access memory): helps the computer remember what it’s doing while it’s working on something.

				Storage (a hard disk drive or solid-state drive): stores all the software and files that you save on the computer.

				
				Power supply: gets the right amount of electricity to the computer.

				Case: keeps the dust out of your components and has a power button and ports for peripherals.

			
		PERIPHERALS:
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		Monitor: the screen.

				Keyboard: what you type on.

				Mouse: what you click with.

			
		HOW MUCH IT WILL COST:

			
		At least $300, even if I shop carefully and buy used peripherals.

			

			I’ve been saving all year, but I only have $50.23. I want to enter my computer into the county fair, and that’s less than a month away.

			
			I was supposed to go to tech camp in Seattle with Eli. We’d been looking forward to it all year, learning how to build cool stuff, even if we couldn’t take it home afterward. But I guess they let some science get totally out of hand, and their lab burned down, so they had to cancel camp. By then, the other tech camps in our area were full.

			I was really disappointed. But Mr. Z. said he’d teach me how to build my own computer, and Dad and Uncle Gregor came up with a plan so I could earn enough for everything I’d need. All I have to do is go through all the stuff in Uncle Gregor’s basement.

			See, when Grandma Schenk died a few years ago, Uncle Gregor went to Arizona to sort stuff out and sell her house. But it turned out she had a LOT of stuff, and he didn’t have much time, so he brought it all back in a truck and put it in his basement. He’s been busy, and looking at her stuff makes him pretty sad.

			So, since Uncle Gregor’s away this summer and I’m good at figuring out what somebody can use and what’s just trash, he and Dad decided this would be a good summer job for me.

			There are more than fifty boxes of stuff in Uncle Gregor’s basement. But Uncle Gregor left $250 in an envelope with my name on it, for when I’m done.

			That’s some serious motivation.
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			Eli and I went to check out Uncle Gregor’s basement and make a plan after school.

			Eli peered down the dark steps into Uncle Gregor’s crowded, gloomy basement and shivered. “Creepy.”

			I flipped the light switch on, but one bare bulb didn’t light it all up. “It’s just a basement full of stuff. We wouldn’t be nervous at all if we hadn’t watched so many monster movies last weekend.”

			“I bet there’s a chain-saw murderer over there,” Eli said, pointing. “Look, he even left his chain saw where he can grab it when he jumps out at us.”

			“That’s Uncle Gregor’s old chain saw,” I told Eli. “It probably ran out of gas years ago. Besides, if anyone was down here, he wouldn’t be standing around while we argued.”

			
			Eli crossed his arms. “Then what are you waiting for?”

			The hair on my arms was standing up by then, but I wasn’t going to tell Eli that. I took a step down the narrow stairs, and then another.

			No one jumped out from the shadows.

			I hopped down the last few steps and yanked on the string attached to the main light. It came on. No monsters, no murderers, just lots of boxes of Grandma Schenk’s stuff. “See? No one’s here,” I said. I opened the lid of the first box, lifted a big brown pottery jar out of it, and set it down on Uncle Gregor’s workbench. I blew off the dust, and sneezed.

			“Who are you?” said a voice right next to my ear.

			A voice that was not Eli, because he was still standing at the top of the basement stairs.

			A voice that told me someone else actually was in the basement with us.

			If I always ran as fast as I did up those stairs, I would be the new middle school track champion, for sure.

			Eli ran, but I glanced back through the basement door. Whoever was there had been right next to me. But I couldn’t see anyone. Only…was the air…moving?

			
			We ran through Uncle Gregor’s front door and out into the sun, gasping.
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			“Did you see who was down there?” I asked, breathing hard.

			“I saw you freak out and run up the stairs yelling!” Eli said.

			“But you heard it, right?” Maybe Eli would know what to do next. I hadn’t seen as many horror movies as him.

			“All I heard was you screaming!” Eli said, frowning.

			“Before all that—you didn’t hear anyone else?” I asked.

			He shook his head.

			It didn’t make sense. That question was loud, and Eli has very good hearing. “I thought I heard something,” I said.

			Eli stared at me. “You ran screaming up the stairs because you thought you heard something? You said you weren’t even scared to go down there and I was just making stuff up!” Then he took a step back. “I didn’t make stuff up. You did. You tried to fool me, to scare me.”

			Then he picked up his helmet and got on his bike without another word.

			“Did not!” I said. I know Eli really hates it when people try to prank him. I thought he knew I’d never do that to him. And definitely not like this.

			
			“I didn’t hear anyone. You weren’t that far away, and I didn’t see anyone there.”

			“There’s something freaky down there!” I said. “Really!”

			Eli didn’t look scared anymore. He looked mad. “Tell someone else. I’m going home.” He started pedaling.

			I looked at my bike. There was no point in following him. Eli wasn’t going to talk about it anymore without proof I wasn’t pranking him.

			I could have gone home too, I guess. I could have come back later with my mom and dad. But now I was starting to doubt myself. Maybe there actually wasn’t anyone there at all?
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			I stood in Uncle Gregor’s hallway for a long time, and I listened very carefully. I wasn’t stupid. I was ready to run if someone was down there.

			But I didn’t hear anything at all.

			So I peeked through the basement door. I didn’t see anyone. Both lights were still on, and everything looked the same as before.

			
			But I couldn’t make my foot take the first step down the stairs.

			And then I saw the air move again. It was like a cloud of thick air was hovering over the big brown pottery jar. I stared. What could it be?

			As I stared, I heard the question again. “Who are you?” It was coming from the thick air.

			I already know that when people find out that the world is bigger and more complicated than they thought—like when they meet an alien for the first time, or discover they have a superpower—they have to make a choice. Are they going to let fear make them do stupid stuff and turn them into a supervillain, like Lex Luthor? Or are they going to figure out what’s really going on first, so they can act appropriately, like Kamala Khan and the Men in Black?

			I spend a lot of time thinking about this stuff. If you asked me yesterday, I would have told you, sure, I was ready to deal with whatever came my way.

			But today something weird happened, and instead of dealing with it, I freaked out and ran, even though I know better.

			So I was still scared, but I was also determined: that’s not who I want to be. Okay. Think. What did I observe?

			I still couldn’t see any other people down there, only that thick air. The thick air that was moving very slowly toward me now, and growing larger, and larger.

			
			“Who are you?” it asked again.

			This time, I paid attention. The voice was definitely coming from the thick air. And the voice didn’t sound like a chain-saw murderer or a scary clown.

			Actually, it sounded kind of like my Grandma Schenk.

			I hadn’t seen my Grandma Schenk since I was a little kid. And I have to admit, when I used to play Black Panther, and ask my ancestors to help me out, I never thought any of the Schenks would show up. But ancestors are ancestors, and besides, my parents raised me to be polite.

			So, I answered. “I’m Hans Dieter Schenk, but everyone calls me HD. Who—or what—are you?”

			The thick air was coming up the stairs. I wondered if I should run now and try again later.

			But what if I was the only person in the world who had ever met someone like this? What if the world depended on me hearing what it had to say? That stuff happens in comics all the time. I stared at the thick air and reminded myself that sometimes superheroes look just as strange to us as supervillains do.

			The thick air rushed up the stairs and swirled around me, so close it brushed my locs. It stopped and said, “Hans Dieter. Are you Hans Gerhard’s son?”

			
			“No, I’m Hans Peter’s son,” I told it. “Hans Gerhard was my granddad. Who are you?”

			“Hans Gerhard is my grandson,” the thick air replied.

			Whoa. Definitely an ancestor.

			It whooshed forward.

			I flinched, but the thick air didn’t hurt me. It—well—it kind of kissed me on the cheek, I think.

			“He died before I was born,” I told it.

			The thick air made a funny noise, kind of like a cough, or someone about to cry. It whooshed back down the stairs, curled around that brown jar, and flowed inside.

			“Are you okay?” I thought ancestors were supposed to already know who else had passed on.

			But nothing came out of the jar, and nobody answered.

			“I’m sorry if you’re sad,” I told the jar. I watched it for a minute longer, to make sure it wasn’t going to explode or have a lot more ancestors come out of it or anything. It didn’t. “Uh, bye for now,” I said.

			Then I stepped back into the hallway, shut the door, and sat down with my back against it while I decided a few things:

			
				
					
					I really had talked to some thick air that said my grandfather was its grandson. Since it sounded like a lady, it was probably my great-great-grandmother. And since my great-great-grandmothers had been dead a long time, and I wasn’t actually the Black Panther, she was probably a ghost.

				

					
					I wasn’t making things up, and I probably wasn’t crazy. If I was going to make up a ghost, it would look much cooler than that. And I already know that there’s no point wasting a lot of time wondering if things are real just when they start getting interesting. If real life starts to seem weird, it’s probably because sometimes real life is weird.

				

					
					I needed to find someone I could talk to about this. Like Agent J has Agent K, and Elastigirl has that lady who hates capes. Someone who helps them learn what they need to know, and focus on what needs to be done. Grandpop Davis always says that most of the world’s problems would be solved if people would take time to hear each other and work together to solve things. So I just needed to figure out who might believe me.

				

			

			
			Eli is my best friend, and he’s good at figuring things out. But he was mad at me. My parents were at work, and I wasn’t sure whether a ghost who didn’t seem to be hurting anyone counted as an emergency. So I decided to go talk to Mr. Ziedrich, since it was time to take the goats to visit him anyway.

			I got up, walked very quickly out of Uncle Gregor’s house, locked the front door, and rode my bike home to get the goats.
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			The goats’ names are Rodgers and Hammerstein. They belong to my friend Mr. Ziedrich, but I take care of them for him now. They moved into a shed in our backyard when Mr. Z. moved into Maple Falls last year. After his wife died, he decided he was ready to get some help with the things his fingers didn’t want to do anymore, and to spend more time with people his own age, but he felt bad that Rodgers and Hammerstein couldn’t come with him.

			So my parents decided I was old enough and responsible enough to come home after school to take care of the goats and walk them over to see Mr. Z. and check in with him, instead of going to Dad and Uncle Gregor’s auto body shop like Asad. And in return, Mr. Z. is helping me build some cool stuff, like my computer.

			
			Taking care of goats is a lot of work. I have to make sure they have food and water and salt, and clean out their shed, and make sure nothing poisonous is growing where they can eat it, and that they don’t need their hooves trimmed again. But I would miss those silly guys if they went to live somewhere else.

			Besides, Mr. Z. has been helping me figure out how to make things for years, and I like helping him out for a change. And even though the auto body shop is fine, I’m glad I’m old enough to do my own thing now. Especially since Asad still has to go hang out with Dad. Sometimes I need a break from my little brother.

			As soon as I let myself into the backyard, Rodgers started chewing on the hay-loader rope, which he knows he’s not supposed to do. And then Hammerstein pooped right in the salt lick.

			Gross.

			But it’s hard to be mad at goats for long. Hammerstein jumped up on the roof of their playhouse and grinned at me, and Rodgers jumped all around the goat-proof treat box, to give me a hint about what I should do next, and I had to laugh. And then Hammerstein jumped down and came to say hi, so I had to pet him at least a little.

			
			I took the goat-proof treat box away from Rodgers, gave him a scratch on the chin instead of a treat, and dumped out the poopy salt. Then I refilled the salt, and double-checked that there was still hay in the manger.

			I knew the goats were ready for a walk because they let me put their collars on instead of playing chase.

			It took me a while to learn to walk goats. They’d never gone for a walk when they lived with Mr. and Mrs. Z., so they freaked out about collars and leashes and almost broke my arm trying to charge the ice cream truck once. But it got easier after they decided I was part of their herd. They let me lead the way as long as they got to stop and eat whatever looked interesting.

			So off we went, in our usual routine of jogging, zigzagging, and waiting around while they ate leaves. It’s a good thing Maple Falls is only a few blocks away.
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			I was glad to see Mr. Z. sitting in his chair on the patio. The first time I brought Rodgers and Hammerstein to Maple Falls, a lady who worked there thought I was some kind of vandal and started yelling at me, just for being there. Maybe because I’m a Black kid, or maybe not. I don’t really know. Then Mr. Z. came back from the bathroom, and I’ve never seen anything like it. I could have explained all day long and that lady wouldn’t have listened to a word I said, but Mr. Z. opened his mouth and rolled right over her issues. Before you knew it, she’d agreed that I could come whenever I wanted, and I didn’t even have to clean up the goat poop. He told me if I ever had an experience like that again there, to let him know right away, because he did not want his friends treated like that. If Mr. Z.’s secret ability is convincing people like he did then, it’s a good thing he’s on our side.

			
			I waved at Mr. Z., and brought the goats over to say hi. I could tell they missed him.

			Mr. Z. patted Hammerstein’s head and scratched Rodgers’s chin. “Hallo, HD. Wie geht’s dir?”

			That means “Hello, HD. How are you?” Mr. Z. has been teaching me German since he found out I didn’t know any, even though I’m half–German American. Grandmom and Grandpop Davis and Aunt Nia take me and Asad to learn about Black culture at museums and festivals and stuff every time we visit. There aren’t that many other Black people where we live, but we know our roots on Mom’s side. Grandma and Grandpa Schenk didn’t teach Dad and Uncle Gregor about their roots, though. So Mom and Dad and I decided Mr. Z. could help me out with that part, since he’s from Germany.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
			“Es geht mir gut,” I said. “Ich habe etwas Neues gelernt.” (That means “I’m pretty good. I have learned something new.” That’s a phrase I use a lot, since I’m always learning new things, and Mr. Z. is always interested in them.)

			“Ah!” Mr. Z.’s bushy white eyebrows rose way up. “And what have you learned this time?”

			I hesitated. Mr. Z. doesn’t read comics. Maybe he wouldn’t understand.

			But ever since we became friends, I’d always told Mr. Z. what I was working on, and sometimes, when I got stuck, he had ideas that helped.

			I took a deep breath. “I learned that there’s a ghost in Uncle Gregor’s basement.”

			Mr. Z.’s eyebrows shot up even further. For a minute he looked startled, and maybe sad?

			Then his eyebrows settled down. “Indeed….What brings you to this conclusion?”

			The goats’ leads felt slippery. I moved them to my other hand. I didn’t need to worry about chasing any goats right now. “Well, when Eli and I went down there, someone asked me who I was. But I couldn’t see anyone there, and Eli didn’t hear it.”

			
			Mr. Z. nodded slowly. “Sometimes we hear things we do not expect. But often there is an explanation for it.”

			“What else would sound like my Grandma Schenk?” I asked.

			Mr. Z. shrugged. “There are many unexpected sounds in old basements—something tapping on a furnace duct, or brushing against a window in the wind. You were looking at her things, perhaps missing her—the brain is very powerful, and it can play tricks on us. Even scientists like you and me.”

			I didn’t think so. But it was too hard to explain that I didn’t really know Grandma Schenk well enough to miss her, or about the ghost not being her after all, but actually my great-great-grandma, who I’d never met.

			Mr. Z. studied my face, then smiled. “You always do your research, HD. I know you will look into this new topic, and learn something valuable.” He nudged Rodgers’s front feet off of his chair before Rodgers
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