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Dedication

For Robbie and Julien





Prologue

The party was over. The birthday girl was in tears.

“But it just started!” she wailed.

The creature was already on the move. It darted around the pile of presents stacked on the kitchen table, then brushed past the balloons, nearly popping one with its antennae. It leaped out of a window, into the front yard, and hit the ground running.

But the man in the gray suit was waiting.

“Don’t move,” he said, pulling out a small silver weapon.

The creature bared its needle-sharp teeth. Then it tore off in the other direction as fast as its six legs could go. It had to get to the boss. Failure was not an option.

The man was quick, though. He sprinted after the creature, arms pumping, black, polished shoes a blur against the sidewalk.

The creature looked back over its shoulder. The man was getting closer. It had to make a move. It darted into a busy street, weaving through traffic. A semitruck headed straight for it, too fast to outrun and too big to avoid. The creature crouched down low as the truck drove right over it. The enormous wheels just missed the creature’s oily green shell. It skittered across two more lanes and made it safely to the other side.

Having shaken the man, the creature bolted down a dark alley to a big metal door. It checked to make sure it was alone. There was no sign of anyone. The creature banged on the door and it swung open.

The boss was standing in the shadowy doorway. “How much did you get?” he asked.

The creature whispered, “An hour. Maybe two.”

“It’s not enough. Get back out there,” the boss sneered. Then he slammed the door in the creature’s face.

The creature turned to go.

But standing at the other end of the alley was the man in the gray suit.

This time, there was nowhere to run.

The man wiped the sweat from his brow. He aimed his weapon. And then he fired.





Chapter 1

2:50 P.M.

Taj Carter was almost free. In just ten minutes, seventh grade would be over. Summer vacation was so close he could taste it—and it tasted like pizza. He squirmed in his desk. Ten measly minutes. He could handle that!

Monday through Friday for the past ten months, he had been forced from his warm, cozy bed, stuffed with cereal, and shuttled off to school for seven straight hours. That’s 1,260 hours of school! So he could make it through ten more minutes . . . right?

Wrong!

His teacher, Ms. Ludgate, was making it impossible. She had decided to spend the final class of the year droning on about the proper use of the semicolon. The boredom was crushing. Every second was an eternity. Out of the corner of his eye, Taj could see that his two best friends, Jen and Lucas, weren’t doing much better than he was. Jen gnawed at the end of her pencil, her eyes glued to the clock. Taj watched a bead of sweat make its way down Lucas’s round, freckled face.

Taj reviewed his options. Another trip to the water fountain? Ms. Ludgate would see right through that. Fake an illness? No. The school nurse hadn’t trusted him since he told her that the class pet gave him “Gerbil Flu.” He had no choice but to sit and wait.

Unless . . .

“Ms. Ludgate! Stop!” Taj shot his hand in the air.

Ms. Ludgate spun around from the whiteboard and spat her lemon candy in the trash can, but her face stayed as sour as ever. “What is it, Taj?”

“We forgot”—he thought fast—“the awards! The annual Taj awards!”

Ms. Ludgate crossed her arms. “Annual?”

“First annual!” Taj replied, bounding to the front of the room and leaping onto her desk. He grabbed a piece of paper and rolled it up to use as a microphone. The students rubbed their sleepy eyes and lifted their heads for . . . whatever this was.

“Ladies and gentle-germs, it’s been a long, long, long year. So let’s take a moment to recognize all the great work we’ve done in this very classroom.”

“Taj—” Ms. Ludgate tried to interrupt.

“This will only take a second!” He plowed ahead. “The first Taj award is for the Craziest Homework Excuse. And the winner is . . .”

Jen and Lucas, always happy to be Taj’s accomplices, started a drumroll on their desks.

“Tessa Peters!—whose essay on the American Revolution was ‘accidentally taken by her dad when he went to go colonize Mars.’ Hope Mr. Peters makes it back to Earth safely!”

Taj winked at Tessa and the whole class clapped wildly. Even Ms. Ludgate’s permanently puckered lips twisted into something that looked like a smile.

Taj continued, “Next up is the Attendance Award. This year’s winner, in a landslide, is Eric Wilson, who was on the class list but didn’t show up for a single day of school because his family moved to South America last summer. Congratulations, Eric, wherever you are!”

As the class cheered, Ms. Ludgate stepped forward. “Okay, Taj, enough. I still have to give out your summer reading assignment.”

“You got it, Ms. L!” He turned back to the class. “There’s just one more award to give out today. It’s the one you’ve all been waiting for . . . Loudest Bodily Noise!”

Everyone in the class busted out laughing. Ms. Ludgate opened her mouth to protest, but Taj pressed on.

“The competition was tight this year, especially since the cafeteria added ‘Bean Fiesta’ to the menu, but there can only be one winner. This year’s prize goes to my good buddy Lucas, for when he found a mouse under his desk during allergy season, then screamed and sneezed at the same time!”

The class erupted into applause. Lucas stood up and took a bow. Taj chanted, “Scream-sneeze!” over and over again until the whole class joined him, while Lucas did a little victory dance.

“All right, enough,” Ms. Ludgate interrupted. “Thank you, Taj. That was . . . enlightening.” She cleared her throat. “I still haven’t given out your summer reading assignment. So, here it is—”

But before she could utter another word, the classroom was filled with the most beautiful sound in the world: the last bell of the year. The students sprang from their chairs, shrieking in delight, and threw their papers in the air like confetti.

“Where did the time go?!” Ms. Ludgate asked, looking around in confusion.

But the students didn’t stop to help her figure it out. They stampeded out the door as fast as they could.

“Wait! Your summer reading assignment!” Ms. Ludgate shouted after them, but it was too late. The classroom was empty.

Taj ran through the hallway. He did it. He survived. Seventh grade was over. He was free! Free! FREE!!

He found Jen and Lucas at the lockers, emptying out their binders directly into the trash.

“Dude! That was awesome!” Lucas said.

“Agreed.” Jen nodded. “Expertly done.”

Taj shrugged. “I do what I can.”

No one appreciated Taj’s time-wasting talents more than Jen and Lucas. The three of them had been inseparable since their second grade field trip to the science museum, when they snuck onto the space shuttle and tried to launch it into orbit. (They would have, too, if it wasn’t out of fuel.) They always had so much fun together that every weekend flew by. It was the only downside of hanging out with Taj—every day seemed to be a few hours short. But now they had a whole summer ahead of them.

And this was going to be the most epic summer ever.

Jen pressed her fingers to her forehead and scrunched up her face. “Locker combo . . . forgotten!” she declared then shut the door with a satisfying slam.

Taj knew that as much as she might want to, Jen could never really forget her locker combination. Her brain was like an encyclopedia. She held the high score on every video game because she memorized the cheat codes. She liked everything perfectly organized. The books in her bedroom were sorted alphabetically and her clothes were always color coordinated. Lucas, on the other hand, was the opposite. He usually had stains on his shirt and could barely remember his own birthday. But he was also the nicest guy in the whole school. He was always the first to introduce himself to a new kid or laugh at someone else’s joke. Even though they were so different, they complemented each other perfectly. Like peanut butter and jelly—or, as Lucas preferred, peanut butter, jelly, bananas, and a splash of hot sauce.

Taj didn’t waste any time getting down to business. “Okay, guys, summer planning meeting starts now. Let’s cover the three major categories of fun: Spills, Chills, and Thrills. Lucas, what’ve you got for us?”

Lucas took a deep breath and said, “Major news from the Spills department, a.k.a. anything that can be spilled, a.k.a. all food-and-drink-related activity, a.k.a., I’ve spent the whole year thinking about this.”

“Enough with the a.k.a.s!” Jen said.

Lucas grabbed three enormous bottles of root beer from the back of his locker and passed them out. “Drink up!” he said. “We’ve got to get our stomachs in shape for the next two months. Start expanding!” They all took a big slurp. Then Lucas continued, “I’ve already started planning this year’s ’Roni Games, where we’ll see who can eat the most pepperoni and macaroni. Once again, the committee has banned Rice-A-Roni because . . . that stuff’s just gross.”

Taj cocked his head. “And who’s the committee?”

Lucas pointed to himself and smiled. “This guy.”

“Great work,” Taj said. Then he turned to Jen. “What about the Chills?”

Jen pushed her thick brown hair behind her ears and said, “As always, we’re looking to maximize chill time, people. My dad just got a new flat screen for the basement. I’m trying to convince him to mount it on the ceiling so we don’t even have to sit up.”

“Excellent,” said Taj. “I made buttons to remind us to stay as lazy as humanly possible.” He handed them out and pinned one to his T-shirt.

“Why do they say ‘button’?” Lucas asked.

“They say ‘butt on,’” Taj explained. “Every time you look at it, you need to get your butt on something. Preferably a couch.”

“Wow. Butt-on buttons,” Jen marveled. “Taj, you’ve taken chilling to a whole new level.”

Taj smiled with pride. “Now, as head of the Thrills department, I made three reservations for Indoor Skydiving and got us early bird passes for the Gut Punch ride at Hurly World.”

Lucas almost choked on his soda. “The new roller coaster? That thing is supposed to break your brain in half! How did you get passes?”

Taj shrugged. “They’re way cheaper before the safety tests are done.”

“Very smart,” Jen said. “And where are we with the school-wide water fight?”

“Invitations have already been sent out. I’m just waiting for the industrial-strength water balloons. They’re being shipped from Brazil,” said Taj.

“Yes!” Lucas cheered.

“But wait, there’s more!” Taj said in his best game show host voice. He reached into his backpack and pulled out a big rolled-up piece of paper. “May I present . . . The Map of Awesomeness!” He unrolled the paper, revealing an elaborate hand-drawn map of San Francisco that pinpointed all the most fun places in the city. Taj had been working on The Map of Awesomeness since September. It was color coded by category, with detailed notes on everything from the bowling alley hours to the name of the concession guy at the movie theater who always gave you a large popcorn even if you only paid for a medium. Taj had even highlighted the fastest way to get to each place so they could squeeze as much fun as possible into every single day.

“It’s . . . beautiful,” Jen whispered.

Lucas grinned. “I don’t want to jinx it, but I think our hard work is going to pay off!”

Taj spit in his hand and held it up. “Best summer ever?”

“Best summer ever!” Jen and Lucas said, and spit in their hands, too.

Then they all high-fived. It was awesome—and disgusting.

On the way home, Taj stopped to pick up his little sister, Zoe, from preschool.

When she saw him, her face lit up. “Taj attack!” she shouted, leaping onto his legs and giggling uncontrollably.

“Hey, mini monster!” said Taj. “What’d you learn in school today?”

Zoe shrugged. “I don’t remember.”

Taj laughed.

Zoe was basically the cutest little sister ever. Imagine a kitten cuddling with a koala while sipping hot cocoa . . . She was cuter than that. She had big smiling eyes and a mess of curly hair that bounced like a thousand tiny Slinkys when she walked.

“Taj, will you do the hamster?” Zoe pleaded.

“Okay,” he sighed. “Just once.”

He took a deep breath and then contorted his face into a perfect imitation of a hamster. He stuck his tongue between his teeth and filled his cheeks with air so that they puffed like marshmallows. He bulged his eyes as far out as they would go, and then crossed them to make the hamster look stupendously silly.

Zoe collapsed into a fit of laughter. Taj’s hamster impression was her favorite thing in the whole world. For a long time, it was the only thing that could make her smile. When Zoe was born, one of the valves in her heart wasn’t fully developed. She had to have two surgeries, and the second one led to some complications that forced her to live in a hospital room for months.

Taj tried his best not to think about that time. His mom had been a walking zombie. She had been so worried about Zoe she could barely bring herself to speak to anyone. His dad had bunkered himself in his home office and buried himself in work. But Taj was determined not to let all the sadness infect his little sister like another sickness. They say laughter is the best medicine. Taj wasn’t sure if that was true, but it was the only medicine he could prescribe. Whenever he visited her, he spent every moment telling jokes, doing silly dances, and, of course, making the hamster face.

“Are you excited for summer?” Taj asked, grabbing Zoe’s backpack from her cubby. This was her first real summer vacation. Last year, she was still recovering from her surgeries, and before that, she was too little to understand that summer was, by far, the best season.

“Maybe,” she said.

“Maybe?! Zoe, summer is the greatest stretch of time known to mankind! You can do whatever you want!” He grabbed her hand and they walked down the street toward their house. “Alice’s Ice Cream gives out free samples. So you and I are going to try—hang on, let me do the math . . . ten thousand flavors!”

Zoe let out a delighted shriek.

Taj continued, “Every Friday, Dad’s boss, Mr. Diaz, hosts a barbecue that’s BYOB.”

“What’s that?”

“Bring Your Own Burger! And on Sundays, Coach Fig has a lawn bowling tournament. He’s one of the cool teachers.” They stopped at a corner and waited for the light to change. Taj pointed up at the street sign. “The school-wide water balloon fight is right here on Crescent Street. I got you a poncho.” As they walked up the street, they passed the park. “I almost forgot the Fourth of July picnic!” Taj exclaimed. “I shouldn’t even say anything. You wouldn’t believe it if I did. The pie-eating contest, the potato sack race . . . And to top it all off you get to light a bunch of stuff on fire!”

“Really?” Zoe’s eyes widened.

“Trust me. Three hundred and sixty-four days a year people tell you, don’t cause any explosions. Then one day, the rules go out the window! Zoe, you’ve got a lot of summers ahead of you, but you’ve got to make each one the best one ever. Cram as much fun as possible into every minute. Master every game you learned at recess. Make every daydream a reality. Because summer is the most precious thing on the entire planet!”

As Taj opened the gate to their front yard, he noticed some sand in Zoe’s hair. “Did you play in the sandbox today?”

“No,” she replied.

He mussed her hair and as soon as his fingers touched the sand—

He felt dizzy.

His neck prickled with goose bumps.

His whole body surged with heat.

He saw a bright flash of light and then a crystal clear image flooded his mind—like a memory, but it wasn’t anything he had ever experienced. He was on the playground at Zoe’s preschool, surrounded by her classmates. The teacher, Miss Allison, tossed a stone onto a chalk-lined grid on the ground, then jumped from one square to the next. She was teaching the class how to play hopscotch.

And all at once, the image was gone. Taj regained his balance. The heat dissolved.

“Look!” Zoe called from up ahead. “I remember what I learned in school today!” She picked up a pebble and tossed it onto the brick walkway, then hopscotched toward the front door.

Taj blinked a few times. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

What just happened?

“OW!” Zoe howled. She had tripped on her shoelaces.

The door swung open and there was Mom. “Are you all right, sweetie?” she asked, scooping Zoe up.

“She’s fine,” said Taj. He hated how his parents still worried over every little thing, even though Zoe wasn’t sick anymore.

“I want to play!” Zoe said, already giggling again.

“Okay,” Mom said, putting her down with a smile. But then she spotted Zoe’s untied shoelaces. “Taj, how many times do I have to ask you to teach her how to tie her shoes?”

“Can’t you teach her?” said Taj.

“No. She wants her big brother to teach her.”

“Mom, I tried!” he groaned. “But it took forever just to explain how to make one loop!”

“Well then, try harder! When things are difficult you can’t just ignore them. Look what happens.”

“She’s fine,” he repeated.

“That’s not the point,” said Mom. “I know that teaching a four-year-old how to tie her shoes isn’t the most fun thing in the world, but she needs you.”

Taj thought for a second. “I’ve got an idea! I’ll go buy her some Velcro shoes!”

Mom’s face softened and she couldn’t help but laugh. “You’re a piece of work,” she said, shaking her head. “By the way, a package arrived for you this afternoon. Something from Brazil?”

“My water balloons!” Taj shouted, running into the house.

“Pace yourself!” she called after him. “You’ve got a big summer ahead of you!”


That night, Taj was simmering with excitement. He added a few finishing touches to The Map of Awesomeness and rolled it up. Then, when he was sure no one was looking, he gave it a little hug. He climbed under the covers and closed his eyes, trying to force himself to sleep so he could wake up ready to start the summer. And with visions of water balloon fights floating in his head, he drifted off in no time.





Chapter 2

7:35A.M.

A pounding on Taj’s bedroom door jolted him awake.

“Taj! Get up!” his mom shouted. “You’re going to be late!”

He turned over and rubbed his eyes. “For what?” he called out groggily.

Mom yelled back, “For your first day of school!”

Taj sat up in bed and shook the sleep out of his brain.

What did Mom just say?

The pounding on his door continued. “Taj! Hurry! The bus is going to be here any minute!”

Taj rolled out of bed, padded across the room, and swung open the door. “Very funny,” he said, brushing by her. “Did you buy chocolate chips? I’m making pancakes!”

He breezed down the stairs and into the kitchen, where Zoe and his dad were already sitting at the table. Dad had the newspaper open in front of his face so Taj could only see the top of his shiny bald head.

Mom followed quickly behind him. “You don’t have time for breakfast!”

Taj grabbed the pancake mix from the pantry and set it on the counter. “Mom, I get that you’re trying to mess with me. But it’s the first day of summer, I have all the time in the world!”

“This isn’t a joke, Taj!” she exploded. “Summer is over! You have to get to school!”

“Listen to your mother,” Dad said sharply from behind the newspaper.

That’s when Taj noticed something that sent the room spinning—the date splashed across the front page of the paper was MONDAY SEPTEMBER 5.

“What?!” Taj stormed across the kitchen and tore the paper from Dad’s hands.

“Excuse me!” He let out a very dadlike huff.

Taj flipped through the pages, certain that he was seeing things, but the date was unmistakable. “How is this possible?! Summer just started!”

Dad shrugged. “You know what they say. Time flies when you’re having fun.”

Taj dropped the paper and it fluttered to the floor.

“Either that, or the roller coaster shook the brains right out of you.” Dad chuckled, pointing to a picture on the refrigerator.

Taj ripped the picture off the fridge and held it up to his face. In the photo, he was with Jen and Lucas, screaming his brains out on the Gut Punch coaster at Hurly World. He shook his head. He didn’t remember going to Hurly World. He didn’t remember anything about the summer. Sure, time flies when you’re having fun. Everyone knows that. But this was different. His whole summer had just . . . disappeared.

At that moment, Zoe flipped over her cereal bowl, spilling milk and soggy Cheerios all over the floor. She pounded her tiny fists on the table and shouted, “I WANT A BEDTIME STORY!!!”

“Zoe, it’s morning,” Mom sighed, crouching down to clean up the mess.

Dad shook his head. “She’s been saying weird things since she woke up.” Then a puzzled look came over his face. “Come to think of it, I want a
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