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1 MEET THE DUDES

It all started with Operation Wall of Flesh.
Ryan got the idea from a video game, and the whole fourth grade
agreed because of how the fifth graders were always acting like
they ruled the school, or at least the soccer field, at recess.
Anyway the Dudes are all about doing stuff that’s great and
memorable (and sticking it to the fifth graders one last time
before school was out).

So I was trying to get a selfie with all 82
fourth graders on the swinging bridge of the playground
climber—which everyone called the Big Toy. And Ryan was reminding
everybody to stay on the bridge because below us was a river full
of hungry crocodiles. He was even wearing his Indiana Jones
hat.

Indiana Jones is this guy from a movie his dad
showed us one time when the Dudes were hanging around the Maguire’s
house. That was like a year ago, and you know how it is when you’re
a little kid and you think everything your parents like is cool.
(We’re a lot more selective now, of course.) Anyway, the movie is
pretty old, but the special effects hold up. And, after that, Ryan
took to wearing a hat.

Anyway, by now the fifth-graders had stopped
their soccer game to come see what was going on. I guess they
couldn’t get along without any fourth-grade players after
all.

Meanwhile, Nate was calculating
pressure/density ratios. Deven was making jokes like: “This bridge
is so crowded I can’t get over it!” And Ryan was yelling at his
brother not to screw up the plan.

“Connor, get over here!” Ryan
demanded.

And Connor obeyed in his usual way by taking a
run up the slide like it was a ramp, yelling “Incoming!” and
launching himself into our arms like he was a football expecting to
be caught.

He was fumbled.

I clicked the camera just as the bridge broke,
dumping the whole fourth grade into the “river” of bark chips.
Lucky there weren’t any real crocodiles. (It was too late to get
the picture in the school yearbook, but I copied it to the official
Dudes Chronicle.)

Ms Nero, the playground monitor ran over,
carrying the Disaster Area cones she uses whenever somebody bleeds
or throws up. (Which is usually Connor, by the way.) She shooed the
kids away and declared the whole climber off-limits (even though
the bridge was the only thing that was broken). She also put cones
around Connor, who was still lying on the ground complaining: “Not
cool! Dudes are supposed to stick together.”

Lucky it was the last day of
school.

Now the summer stretched before us. I was
pretty sure Ryan already had some plans for us.

I had a plan too—to keep a record of Dude
adventures in the laptop I finally got for my birthday. (It’s a
hand-me-down from Dad, but I don’t mind because I get it all to
myself. And, anyway, it still works better than the ones they have
at school.)

I wanted to be the one to write the story of
the Dudes.

Well, I wanted to tell the story to my
family, but this is what happened when I tried that
night:

“You’ll never guess what we did today!” I
began. “Ryan had this really cool idea and…”

“Just let me get a burp cloth, honey,” my Mom
interrupted, edging past me into the living room.

The burp cloth wasn’t for me. I have a new
baby brother, Leon, who had just finished nursing and was now
gnawing on Mom’s shoulder.

“Ryan had this great idea to…” I started
again, but I was interrupted by a loud hiss as Dad added some
liquid to the frying pan. He was cooking dinner.

I waited to start again, but, in the meantime,
my middle brother, Jayden, piped up from where he was drawing at
the kitchen table.

“Dad! You’ll never guess what great idea Jello
had today.”

“Hmm?” said Dad, frowning at the
recipe on his new laptop.

“Jello’s not even a real name,” I complained.
“He’s making this up to copy me.”

Jayden had just turned five, so he was now the
middle brother. He looked like me, only shorter: blue eyes and
brown hair. And he was always copying me.

“I am not!” screamed Jayden. “Dad! Tyler said
my story isn’t real.”

“Tyler, don’t say Jayden’s story isn’t real,”
said Dad absently. Now he was reading his phone while he
stirred.

Mom came back in the room with a cloth over
one shoulder and Leon in the crook of her elbow. She frowned at
Dad’s phone which, of course, Dad didn’t notice.

“Hi, Leon!” yelled Jayden at the top of his
voice, running over to grab Leon’s tiny hand and shake it
roughly.

“Careful, honey,” said Mom.

Leon was so new he didn’t really look like
anything yet. He smiled at Jayden and spit up.

I felt the same way.

“Oh!” Mom whipped the cloth off her shoulder
and wiped clotted milk off the floor with one hand. Then she
flopped down in a kitchen chair and shifted Leon up where he could
gnaw on her shoulder again. I could tell it was the same spot
because of the milk stains on her shirt.

She looked at me.

“Okay, Jayden, what was it you wanted to
say?”

“I’m Tyler!” I said.

Mom sighed wearily. “I’m sorry, honey, that’s
what I meant.”

“Never mind,” I told her.

I went to my room and opened my computer. And
that’s how the Chronicle of the Dudes was born.

Maybe it’s for the best. If I could get a word
in edgewise at home, I might never have thought of writing about
the Dudes and collecting our stories. And you wouldn’t be reading
this today!

By the way, the Dudes is what we call
ourselves when we’re together. I’m Tyler Reynolds (the Keeper of
the Chronicle). The other guys are: Ryan and Connor Maguire
(they’re twins, but not the kind that look alike), Nate Howe, and
Deven Singh.

We’ve been together since we were little kids.
Ryan and Connor and I were even in preschool together. We met Deven
in kindergarten, and Nate’s family moved here in first
grade.

We see each other at school and scouts, and,
if there’s a team, we join it together. We five guys live within a
couple of blocks of each other too. Dad says that’s because they
built our neighborhood, Sherwood Heights, behind the school, so
people with kids were bound to move in. But I say, being in the
same grade and best friends: That’s destiny.

I guess you can tell it’s been pretty busy at
my house since Leon was born. If I didn’t have my friends, I’d have
no one to talk to. So, as soon as I got to my room that night, I
skyped Nate.

“You’re lucky,” Nate said, rubbing the spot
where his glasses always squeezed his nose. “My parents pay too
much attention. I’m supposed to be practicing my oboe for
Junior Symphony right now.”

Nate is an only child, which makes him the
oldest and the youngest and the middle too. Which, I guess, is why
his mom pushes him so hard. She always says, “Whatever you do, do
it well.” Then she signs him up for everything. She says it’s an
African American thing because they have to represent their people.
But Nate says it’s a “Mom” thing because there are lots of
different “people” at our school, but no other parents represent as
hard as she does. Besides, Nate’s dad is white, and he’s totally on
board with the representing plan too, which is what caused our
trouble (you’ll see what I mean later in the story).

Nate pretty much always does what his parents
tell him, which is probably why I could see through the computer’s
camera that he had his oboe in his hand, a robotics diagram on his
music stand, and what looked like a small rocket in his hair.
(Nate’s hair is super curly, so he tends to stick things in it for
safe-keeping. And, being Nate, he also tends to forget about
them.)

I said goodbye to Nate and started typing my
version of Operation Wall of Flesh while the memories were fresh. I
figured the Dudes were destined to be famous. Little did I know
that our destiny together was about to be tested that very
summer.
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2 NINJA DUDES

On the night of the “Welcome Summer” block
party, all the Dudes were gathered at my house, which is where the
Adventure of the Ninja Dudes begins:

Conner was trying to squeeze into last year’s
ski pants, and Ryan was pushing his reddish-bald head through a
black turtleneck. You’d think it was winter, except for the buzz
cuts Mrs. Maguire gave the twins at the beginning of every summer.
She said her electric clipper not only saved money but also gave
Ryan and Connor less to hold onto during the coming weeks of
constant wrestling. Afterward, Ryan, who had reddish-blonde hair
always looked kind of bald, whereas Connor’s head looked like a
cotton swab dipped in orange paint.

“Ninjas did not actually wear black,” Nate
informed us, watching me wrap mom’s winter scarf around my
waist.

“They do on Ninja Tempest,” I said,
giving Nate a hard time. It bugs him when we get the details
wrong.

Just then, Deven walked in, carrying two
grocery bags which he dumped out on the floor with a
flourish.

“Whoa! Awesome!” said the guys, pouncing on
the mounds of fabric.

“How did you get all these?” I
asked.

Deven grinned, a flash of white on his brown
face.

“Dude, my mom is Indian and a lawyer,” he
explained. “She’s got loads of scarfs. Anyway, I only brought the
black ones.”

“These are not all black,” said Nate, holding
up a long piece of silk with bright pink flowers and black
leaves.

“They’ve got black on them,” said Connor,
throwing a black and brown striped one over his orange
hair.

“They’ll work,” Ryan pronounced, hiding his
own hair beneath a knit cap. “Let’s hurry up and get ready,” he
said. “It’s almost dark.”

It was Ryan’s plan, of course. Because of him,
the Dudes do stuff other people wouldn’t think of doing. (I mean
that in a good way.)

We were all into ninjas. (In case you haven’t
tried them, Ninja Tempest videos are awesome.) Ryan and
Connor were even going to Ninja Camp at the YMCA this summer. And
Nate’s mom had him doing an independent research project on ninjas
for his advanced reading program.

Yeah, Nate does extra homework. That’s how he
learned the real scoop on ninjas like how they didn’t actually do
magic or control the weather like on the show. (Apparently, a lot
of the stuff in the show is wrong, although it’s still really
cool.)

Anyway, everybody agrees that ninjas are
sneaky. Tonight, while everyone was at the block party, we were
planning to slip out into the dark where we could practice gliding
from shadow to shadow. So we were covering ourselves from head to
toe in black. We were even going to stretch black socks over our
sneakers. Our own socks weren’t big enough for that, so I went to
borrow some out of my Dad’s drawer.

That was when Jayden walked in and caught
me.

“Hi Jay,” I said in a friendly buddy-buddy
way. “I’m just helping Mom with the laundry.”

Jayden grinned. “I want to help too!” he
said.

I should have seen that coming. But I couldn’t
have him interfering with tonight’s mission.

Our neighborhood has this big party every year
to kick off summer vacation. Besides the Arts Festival, it’s the
biggest event of the summer. The grown-ups block off our
cul-de-sac, grill burgers and dogs and eat cake decorated to look
like the American flag. Ms Kostenko, next door, makes lemonade out
of real lemons, and the little kids ride scooters and big
wheels.

Every year, the kids play outside until long
after dark while the adults chat. Then everyone lies down on
blankets and lawn chairs in the road to watch the fireworks, which
are set off from the roof of the high school. It was our best
chance to sneak around without any of our parents noticing we were
gone.

I knew why my little brother wasn’t outside
with everyone else. (Something about the man-in-the-moon’s face
freaks him out.) But I needed to get rid of him.

“Jayden, I’ve got something for you,” I told
him, heading for the hall closet.

Jay forgot the socks and followed
me.

I got out a flashlight and handed it to
him.

“This scanner beam will help you patrol the
party tonight. Got it?”

“Evil lurks in the dark of night,” Jayden
said, quoting one of his comic books.

He gave me a thumbs-up, which is kind of
hilarious on a preschooler.

“Villains beware!” he shouted. (What can I
say? The kid has a higher calling.)

I listened to the sound of him pounding
through the hall and down the stairs. Then the front door slammed
and there was silence. Dad was outside at his grill. Mom was
probably fussing over Leon. The Dudes had the house to
ourselves.

I ducked back into my room and smiled. Four
ninjas stared at me out of scarf masks.

“Operation Ninja Prowl is a go, Dudes!” Ryan
said, his voice a little muffled.

We were going to climb out my bedroom window,
but we didn’t know how to remove the screen. So we settled for
sneaking ninja-style out the back door and down the deck
stairs.

It was not quite dark when we started out.
Moving as one, we crossed the back yard and the side-yard and
headed for the gap in the hedge between my yard and Ms Kostenko’s.
She was sure to be at the block party in the cul-de-sac, but we
were ninjas, so we wove cautiously from her lilac bush to the
rhododendrons that surrounded her gazebo.

Teresa Gutierrez lives right behind Ms
Kostenko. She’s okay for a girl. By which I mean she has a
tree-house and a trampoline, and she always has the latest video
games.

When we reached the gazebo, Ryan climbed right
up onto the rail and hopped down on the other side of the chain
link fence into Teresa’s yard. The rest of us followed, but we had
no sooner dropped down into the petunia bed than we heard a
terrifying noise.

It was a jingling sound, accompanied by
high-pitched barking.

For a second, we all froze like the Ninja
warriors do on TV to melt into the background.

Then Nate reminded us, “Dudes! Dogs can
smell ninjas!”
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3 DUDE HIGHWAY

We all burst out of the flower bed and ran in
five directions just as Teacup came scuttling around the side of
the house, his license tags swinging.

Teacup was Teresa’s Chihuahua. She called him
Teacup because he could actually fit into a teacup when he was a
puppy. Teresa even had a picture to prove it. But now Teacup was a
frightening six inches high and 8 inches long and all
yap.

We had to get out of there before the noise
got us noticed!

I saw Connor slide across the trampoline, leap
the sprinkler, and squeeze through the gate to the front yard like
a super ninja.

I ducked under the tree house ladder and
followed him—but more like a clumsy panicked ninja.

Deven, Nate and Ryan cut across the patio and
ran the other way around the house.

Teacup followed, but Teresa has one of those
invisible fence set-ups for the front lawn, so we were safe once we
reached the sidewalk.

The Dudes gathered at the end of Teresa’s
driveway.

Teacup paced the edge of the yard. He was
black and tan like a laughably small Doberman. Plus, there was this
streak of white down his forehead that gave a perpetually crazed
look to his bulging eyes.

Other than Teacup’s whining for our blood,
Sherwood Drive seemed quiet. If all that barking hadn’t brought out
the neighbors, they were probably at the block party
anyway.

Then Deven broke the silence: “Polka-dot
ninja!” he said, pointing at Nate.

Nate had obviously tangled with the snowball
bush. There were white petals all over his black clothes. We
laughed while Nate removed the clinging petals from his
glasses.

Then the light of a car came swinging around
the curve, and the five of us tried to scramble behind one
tree.

“All right, ninjas, get stealthy,” Ryan
ordered as he led us into the night.

The real Ninja Warriors have supernatural
abilities like being able to turn invisible or summon a storm. But
we were almost as good, gliding through the darkness unbeknownst to
average citizens.

It was pretty tricky to get around without
using the sidewalks though. Sherwood Heights was a maze of
cul-de-sacs. It was divided into yards too, and people had fences
and hedges. Keeping to the shadows, we cut across the school
playground, skirting the broken bridge disaster area. Then we
climbed the chain-link fence into Ryan and Connor’s yard. From
there, we swept down an alley into the next block.

This was another subdivision called Country
Club Estates, and it was set apart by a high brick wall that ran
around the outside and down between the houses.

Ryan used a handy recycling bin to climb up
onto the wall and we all followed: Connor, then me, Nate, and
Deven. We could walk along the top, balancing between the backyards
like it was our own ninja highway.

About mid-way along we came to a cat who
wasn’t intimidated by ninjas. It sat like a plump bun on the wall,
blinking its green eyes at us. Ryan shoved at it with his foot, but
it didn’t budge. Finally, he stepped over it.

That was too easy for Connor. Balance is his
superpower—that and eating. He laughed and did a cartwheel right
over the cat—hand, hand, foot, foot without even touching it.
Luckily for the rest of us, Connor’s stunt annoyed the cat so much
it jumped into the bushes with a flick of its tail and the ninja
highway was clear.

I had just passed a backyard with a pool when
Deven called, “Hey, guys!” and mimed diving in. Unfortunately,
balance is not his superpower. Nate had to grab his shirt to
keep him from toppling off the wall headfirst.

As we crept along, I could see in the lighted
windows of the houses.

Some older ladies were sitting around a fancy
living room drinking iced tea.

A man was sacked out in front of a ballgame on
tv. (My Grandad sleeps in front of baseball too. I guess that’s why
they call it “America’s Pastime”.)

A woman was mopping her kitchen floor, not
even guessing we were gliding by in the shadows.

Everything was cool until Ryan got to the end
of the wall and found out it was higher than it had been when we
got on.

“The neighborhood must be on a slope,” said
Nate from behind me.

I looked down at the driveway below us—too far
below. And there were no helpful recycling bins in sight, just a
car parked on the other side of the drive, closer to the next
house.

“What do we do?” I whispered.

Ryan leaned around Connor to give us the
order. “Go back.”

The four of us turned, only to see the whites
of Deven’s eyes as he careened toward us along the wall.

“I think that lady just saw me!” he said in a
frantic whisper.

I looked back over Deven’s shoulder to see the
porch light come on about three houses back. Two women came out
onto the patio. One of them looked our way, and we all froze,
hoping we really were invisible in our black clothes.

Her voice carried to us in the stillness. “I’m
sure I saw someone, Melba.”

“Better safe than sorry,” said her companion.
“Call the police!”

The Dudes looked at Ryan.

“We’ve gotta get out of here!” hissed our
leader helpfully.

“Well, we can’t go back now!” said
Connor.

Somehow he shrugged past Ryan into the lead
position. Then, taking about three running steps, he launched
himself off the end of the wall.

It was perfect!

Rather than dropping down onto the cement, he
sailed through the air to land running across the hood of the car
on the far side of the driveway! We all watched in awe. It was just
the kind of thing a Ninja Tempest warrior would have
done.

Unfortunately, the first thump was
followed by enough noise to wake the dead. Connor had triggered the
car alarm!

Connor looked up at us, scared, as he slid off
the screaming car.

Ryan didn’t wait around but took the flying
leap himself.

I never would have tried it if the car hadn’t
been wailing and honking and the lights flashing on and off—it must
have been the deluxe model alarm. Anyway, Ryan yelled “Go! Go!
Go!”

And I went! Somehow, I made it with only a
bruised knee.

Nate had found another way down, lowering
himself by his arms until his feet weren’t so far from the
ground.

I heard a window open overhead and voices
which were drowned out by the car alarm as Deven made the final
jump and we all hared off out of there. We didn’t stop until we had
crossed the road and scrambled over the quaint split-rail fence
into the Country Club lawn.

Panting, the Dudes hid in a decorative clump
of trees. Nearby was a trickling fountain lit with pink lights. A
group of bronze deer statues stood around the fountain sort of
looking thirsty. Through the trees I could see cars driving down
the Club’s driveway, bringing people to some party. I could hear
music too, from somewhere nearby.

As soon as he caught his breath, Deven acted
out our escape:

“Man, that lady was like: ‘By Jove, I think I
saw a ninja!’” he said, giving the woman a British accent for some
reason. “And Connor was all like: ‘Everybody follow me ‘cause I can
fly!’”

We all laughed. I’ve noticed before how a
terrifying experience helps me appreciate Deven’s humor.

“All right, ninjas,” Ryan broke in with a
serious voice. “We’d better head home before anyone misses us at
the block party.”

Deven grabbed one of the statues around the
neck and said, “What? Leave my deer

friend?”

“Come on, Dev,” said Nate, wiping the sweat
out of his eyes with the tail end of Deven’s mother’s scarf. Sweat
was rolling down my face too, a combination of the muggy night, the
heavy clothes, and all the running.

We plodded back up to Country Club Estates
Drive. It was the only road back toward Sherwood Heights, and we
couldn’t exactly take the ninja highway. We had to walk alongside
the driving range where a line of golfers were whacking balls under
the floodlights. A tall net protected the road from stray golf
balls.

“My dad can do that for hours,” said Deven.
“It’s all about form, son!” he quoted in a decent imitation of his
father’s stern voice. His arms flailed like a windmill.

Ryan grabbed Deven in a wrestler’s
hold.

“Don’t draw attention,” he growled.

“It’s unlikely they can see us well,” said
Nate reassuringly. “The lights are in their eyes, and we’re in
shadow.”

But, just then, a car turned quickly onto
Estates Drive, its headlights sweeping toward us. For a moment we
were caught in the beams, like squirrels trying to cross a
road.

Then I made out the bar of lights on the roof
at the same time that Ryan hissed, “It’s the cops!” and took off
running.
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4 DUDES DRAGNET

There was only one way to go because of the
safety net on one side of the road and the brick wall of Country
Club Estates on the other. So we ran forward past the police car
and pelted for the corner as fast as we could go.

I knew the cops had seen us because I heard
the car stop behind me with a screech and begin to turn
around.

The Dudes reached the end of the driving
range—that’s 500 yards—in about three seconds and flew across the
road just as a silver car pulled into the intersection, slammed on
its brakes, and laid on the horn.

But they weren’t honking at us. The Sherwood
Heights police cruiser, finally having gotten turned around, had
tried to follow us and pulled out in front of the silver car. Now
the two cars’ headlights were pointing at each other, and we Dudes
used the distraction to leap into the drainage ditch on the far
side of the road.

The ditch water went under Country Club
Estates Drive through a big pipe. I knew that, once in the golf
course, it became a cute little rocky creek with arched bridges for
the golf carts. But right now, it was soaking Dad’s socks and
leaking into my sneakers.

Ryan, Connor, Nate, Deven, and I all crawled
inside the pipe and squatted there under the road, listening to
what was happening above:

“Sir, did you see anyone dressed in black come
this way?” asked a gruff voice. (That must be the
policeman.)

“No. I was trying to turn into the country
club and found you in my way.” (Annoyed rich
guy.)

“I’m sure I saw them go up Sherwood Road.”
(Mistaken younger-sounding cop.)

“Okay. You can be on your way, sir.” (First
cop.)

“I should think so!” (Snippy woman
passenger. Also rich.)

The Dudes looked at each other. (Grinning
under our masks.) (Probably.)

“All right, Racarro,” growled the first cop.
“Let’s do a street-by-street patrol. If they’re in Sherwood
Heights, we’ll find’em.”

Then there were tire sounds as both cars drove
away.

“We’re the subjects of a manhunt!” said Ryan
as we scrambled out of the culvert on the golf course
side.

“Cool!” said Connor.

“They’re searching our neighborhood,” I
pointed out. “How are we supposed to get home?”

It was Nate who had the answer. “We cut
through the golf course,” he said. “The back nine stretches along
Sherwood Heights. If we bear Southeast we should find our way
and avoid the police.”

“The fourteenth tee is just a block from my
place,” Deven put in. “Sometimes my dad sneaks over to play a hole
before work.” He sniggered. “He’s a ninja golfer,” he
said.

Ryan okayed the plan. “We’ll sneak into
Deven’s house, borrow some clothes, and then saunter over to the
Block Party in t-shirts and shorts.”

“I’m for that,” said Connor as we started out.
“I’m melting in these ski pants.”

First we had to get past the Clubhouse patio,
where people were dancing at a wedding reception or something. It
wasn’t hard for five ninjas to duck behind the bandstand and some
skirted catering tables.

As he crawled by, Deven even reached into a
silver bowl and came back with a handful of the club’s signature
butter mints.

“Don’t worry. I’m a member!” he said, passing
them out.

The cool mint melted on my tongue as we made
our way onto the course and over the rolling hills of short grass.
Away from the club’s lights we could see stars glimmering in the
black sky. Nate was using them to guide our band of adventurers
home. What none of us could know then was that getting there would
set in motion a course of events that would threaten the very
existence of the Dudes and cause us to question the fate that
brought us together.

In a few minutes, we could see the screen of
trees meant to prevent golf balls from breaking people’s windows in
Sherwood Heights. But, when we reached the fourteenth tee, we saw
something else: the police car! It was blocking the end of Sherwood
Court. And it looked like all our friends and neighbors had left
the block party to crowd around.

The older cop seemed to be addressing the
crowd.

“Probably telling them to be on the lookout
for five short robbers wearing black,” said Connor.

“Now what?” I asked. “We’ll never sneak into
Deven’s without being seen.”

“We wait,” said Ryan calmly.

He led us back over to the tee where we
wouldn’t be seen from the road. “The police won’t hang around
forever,” he assured us. “And the fireworks will start soon. All we
have to do is wait until everyone is looking up, and…”

His next words were drowned, literally, by a
heavy spray of water!

You know how you’re walking along the sidewalk
and you come to a yard with the sprinkler on and you jump to the
side to escape? Well, each of the Dudes jumped, all right, but
there was no escape! There were high-powered sprinklers all over
the golf course, apparently set to come on at ten. It was like
being in a car wash.

I grinned at Nate through the scarf over my
face.

“I thought you said ninjas couldn’t really
summon a storm,” I teased.

Water was streaming down his glasses, so he
took them off and squinted at me.

“I guess I was mistaken,” he said.

Then there was a pop, and we looked up,
and the fireworks had started. They were being set off from the
roof of the high school, which isn’t too far, so there were bursts
of light right over our heads.

Deven was the first to peel off his wet shirt
with a whoop. Then the rest of us followed.

When Connor got rid of his soggy ski pants, we
just laughed and stripped down to our underwear too. It felt great
to be free of the hot, sweaty clothes at last. We all joined Deven
in a Dude dance of joy!

The water was cool, and the fireworks were
amazing…

Until I noticed other
lights—flashlights—approaching up the hill from the
Clubhouse.

“Uh, guys…” I said.

I saw two figures stop for a minute at what
must have been a control valve. Then the sprinklers died. But the
flashlight beams kept playing up the hill. We knew they’d seen
us.

Connor grabbed at the nearest pile of
clothing, but there was no way we could get those soggy rags back
on.

Then Nate, thinking fast (which is really the
only speed he has), took all the black clothes and tossed them in
the bushes.

A minute later, we were in the company of two
Country Club security guards.

I glanced down as they moved the beams of
their flashlights from one to the other of us. At least we all had
colored underwear—the long kind that sort of looks like shorts or
could maybe pass for a swimsuit if it’s pretty dark out and nobody
looks too close.

Which the security guards weren’t doing. They
seemed a little embarrassed to have caught a bunch of half-dressed
boys on the fourteenth tee. They were even more embarrassed to walk
us home—or rather to the cul-de-sac, where the block party was
breaking up.

The police were gone, which was good. But the
fireworks had ended by now, so there was nothing to distract people
from getting a load of us in our wet underwear—which we kept
insisting were swimsuits.

(Of course, our parents didn’t jump in to
contradict us. Deven’s mom even went out the next day and bought
him a pair of swim trunks the same turquoise as his underwear to
reinforce the lie whenever he swam in the Country Club
pool.)

Speaking of pools, Nate’s dad went off the
deep end. Apparently, getting arrested for indecent exposure was
the kind of thing that could tank your college applications—not
that we were actually arrested—or indecent.

Nate kept his mouth shut as his parents shared
a look over his head.

“This is just the kind of thing I’ve been
afraid of,” said Nate’s mom (like she could have guessed this would
happen!).

The movement of her perfect red lipstick drew
the eye like a poisonous snake fascinating its prey as Mrs. Howe
said to her husband, “Maybe now you’ll listen to me about sending
Nate to private school.”

“This is not the future we want for our son,”
agreed Mr. Howe. “I’ll call Einstein Academy tomorrow for an
appointment.”

After that, our parents led us away to our
separate homes to change our underwear.
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It was all over the Sherwood
News online the next morning—not our underwear, the Ninja
prowl.

Mysterious Black-clad Prowlers

Gang of Thieves Thwarted by Sherwood Police.

(Which just goes to show that you can’t
believe everything you read online.)

“You know, I think Jayden spotted one of them
last night,” Mom told me at breakfast. “He spoke right up when the
police came, didn’t you, honey?”

“Yeah,” said Jayden. “I said there was a bad
guy in Miss Stinko’s yard.”

“Kostenko, dear,” Mom corrected. She pulled
the little hero into her lap.

“My flashlight saw him but he ran!” said
Jayden, wiggling out of Mom’s arms.

Mom said, “They were probably looking to rob
houses while everyone was out at the block party.”

“Sounds like an inside job,” Dad said,
jiggling Leon. (He didn’t know how right he was.)

“It’s a good thing our police were on the
ball,” Mom added.

Dad grinned at Leon before passing him to Mom.
Then he pinned me with his serious look—which was sort of undercut
by the blob of spit-up now soaking into his work shirt.

“You missed the police visit, Tyler,” Dad
said. “We need to have a talk about you boys going off on your own
like that.” He covered the spit-up with his jacket.

I started to explain, “See, Ryan had this
great idea…”

“Right now I’ve got to get to the airport,”
Dad interrupted, glancing at his phone. “We’ll have to talk when I
get back.”

“Sure, Dad,” I said with a sigh. Luckily,
Dad’s attention span isn’t that long. But I still wished he wasn’t
going on another work trip. It seemed like Dad was never around
when I had something cool to tell him.

I went to my room to write my own version of
last night in the Chronicles. Somebody would probably want to know
the real story someday.
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5 DUDES’ DESTINY

Nate’s mom didn’t want him getting involved
with the police. “She says they might make a dangerous mistake,” he
told me.

“That’s funny,” I said. “My parents think the
police are great, except when Dad gets a ticket rushing to the
airport.”

“That’s because you’re white,” Nate
explained.

“I guess,” I agreed. “But it’s not fair that
black kids can’t do just as much stupid stuff as anybody else.
Plus, you didn’t look any blacker than the rest of us last night.
Which reminds me, we have to go get the wet clothes.”

“I can’t come with you,” Nate said mournfully.
“I have to go with my parents to check out Einstein
Academy.”

My dad said Mr. Howe had talked about that
school before. Dad and Mr. Howe were friends in college. Now they
live in the same neighborhood and work at the same company, and
their sons are best friends. I would call that destiny, but Dad
says that’s him telling his friend about a job opening.

“Make your own destiny, son,” he always says.
“That’s what you have to do in this world.”

Only now Mr. and Mrs. Howe were trying to
change Nate’s destiny—and break up the Dudes too.
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The rest of the Dudes and I went over to the
14th tee after breakfast.

“Dude, my dad teed off right here this
morning,” said Deven.

“Good thing he didn’t look in the bushes and
see this stuff,” said Connor, lifting a damp wad of
cloth.

“You’ve got to concentrate,” mimicked Deven,
waving a branch like a crooked golf club. “Pay no attention to the
rubbish in the shrubbery!”

“Getting connected to the “prowlers” last
night would’ve sealed Nate’s fate,” I said.

“Mr. Howe was pretty ticked anyway,” Connor
remembered.

“Did you see how his glasses fogged up?” Deven
put in. “Those security guards were like: ‘Please don’t kill us for
arresting your soggy son. We were only taking him to golf
jail!’”

“Nate’s been at Sherwood School since first
grade,” I said, over the laughter. “And Mrs. Howe is the president
of the PTA.”

“Right,” Connor agreed. “Einstein
Academy is all the way across town. They probably won’t even like
it.”

“Don’t worry, guys,” said Ryan
confidently. “Nate’s parents will cool down and change their minds.
Now, pick up those wet clothes,” he ordered his brother.

Connor picked them up all right, and socked
Ryan in the face with a wet scarf, beginning another Maguire
wrestling match.

“Bam! Right in the kisser,” began Deven’s
play-by-play:

“Now they’re down. Now they’re up.
Now Ryan’s got Connor in a head-lock. It doesn’t look
good—seriously, folks. It doesn’t look good,” Deven snapped. “I’ve
never seen Connor’s face that color!”

I tried to laugh, but I couldn’t help worrying
(about Nate, not Connor). Parents make a lot of dumb decisions that
their kids have to live with. Obviously, Ryan and Connor weren’t
happy when their dad moved out last year. And I wasn’t thrilled
that my parents decided to have another baby. Now Nate’s parents
were talking about breaking up the Dudes!

Anyway, just about the time Connor had gotten
a foot in Ryan’s stomach we heard the bell from their place. Their
mom has this big dinner bell she uses to summon them from all over
the neighborhood. It saves her having to call all the other parents
to ask where her kids are.

Ryan and Connor headed home.

I helped Deven carry the wet clothes to his
house. His grandmother lives with him, and he assured me she would
take care of the laundry.

“The greatest thing about Nani is, she doesn’t
ask questions,” Deven said, kissing her cheek and taking the lunch
sack she handed him.

“Come over as soon as you can after camp!” I
told him as I left.
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Ryan and Connor and Deven were in YMCA Ninja
Camp together. I had to miss out just because Mom was home for the
summer taking care of Leon.

“You used to complain about going to YMCA,”
said Mom.

“All my friends are there,” I told her. (Well,
all except Nate.) “There’s nothing to do at home.”

Mom sighed, “I wish I had your problem,” she
said, settling Leon down on his belly in the middle of a baby
blanket on the floor. She called it “tummy time” and treated it
like serious exercise, even though he mostly just lay
there.

“Why don’t you and Jayden keep Leon
entertained until I’m done with the dishes,” she suggested, “and
then maybe we can do something together.”

I shrugged and sat down next to the baby
blanket.

Leon didn’t really do much at this age. He
wasn’t even interested in toys. He could barely raise his head to
give you a goofy look.

Jayden got down on the floor too and laid his
head about an inch from Leon’s face.

“You’re gonna warp his mind,” I
warned.

But Jayden started in on this freaky baby
language he’d invented.

“El-lah, ittle-lah bab-wah!” said
Jayden.

I had to look away. There was the TV, hanging
dark and lonely on the wall.

“Mom!” I called. “Can we watch the Ninja
Tempest marathon?”

I heard the water stop in the kitchen. “Didn’t
you already see all the episodes?” she called back.

“Yeah, but…”

“How long is it?” she asked, coming to the
doorway wiping her hands on a towel.

“I don’t know,” I said, not liking the third
degree. “It’s a marathon, so…”

“Record it and watch one a day,” she said,
smiling like she’d invented burritos or something.

“One a day!” I protested.

“You and Jayden don’t need that much screen
time,” she said. “And Leon doesn’t need any.”

She glanced fondly toward where Jayden and
Leon were giving each other the fish-eye.

Screen time was a thing with Mom. She actually
thought everything with a screen—TV, cellphone, computer,
whatever—was bad for young minds. It was oppressive.

I had to be careful to save enough screen time
to type in the Chronicles—priorities, you know? Which wasn’t really
fair because Dad uses a computer all day long, and so did Mom when
she was working.

Mom came over and put a hand on my head,
smoothing the hair out of my eyes the way she always
did.

“You’ve got a whole summer with no school,”
she said. “You want to spend it doing, not just
watching.”

Maybe she had a point. I didn’t want to use up
all the episodes the first day. So I turned it around on
her.

“You’ve got the whole summer off work,” I
pointed out. “What are you going to do?”

She laughed. “Oh, I think my plans are laid
out for me,” she said, gesturing at the pile of laundry on the
couch—which just goes to show it was her mind that was
damaged.

I remembered the last time Mom took off from
work—five years ago now. It was right after she had Jayden. We had
spent his naptimes reading together—Harry Potter and The
Hobbit, The Chronicles of Narnia, The Chronicles of
Prydain…Come to think of it, maybe that was where I got the
idea to write a chronicle for the Dudes.

Mom picked up a shirt so tiny it didn’t seem
worth folding.

“Why don’t you tell me about Ninja
Tempest,” she said. “What’s so great about this
show?”

I grinned. “Okay,” I said. “So it starts like
this: Hiro’s uncle dies, and he inherits the old man’s house which
is way up a mountainside. Only, when he gets there…”

Just about that time, Leon started to fuss in
his whiny, screechy way.

Mom dropped the laundry and my
story.

“I told him he shouldn’t eat that,” said
Jayden.

“Eat what?!” Mom gasped, scooping Leon off the
floor. “What did he eat, Jayden?” she demanded.

“His booger,” Jayden explained. “You’re not
supposed to eat boogers,” he said virtuously, “so I was trying to
scrape it off his face.”

While Mom dabbed Leon’s face with a wipe,
Jayden turned to me. “I think he really wanted that booger,” he
said.

I rolled my eyes. Come to think of it, Jayden
had interrupted me a lot when he was the baby. Now they were
both doing it. It really didn’t pay to be the oldest.

“Leon’s just fussy because he needs his nap,”
said Mom. “I’d better go put him down.”

Of course, I had learned that when Mom said
“put him down,” she meant “hold him until he falls asleep—or until
your father comes home, whichever comes first.”

Dad was on a plane to Cleveland, so this could
take a while.

“Come on, Jayden. “Let’s go outside,” I said,
pausing first to set the DVR.

We got out the dart guns, assembled all their
special attachments and loaded them all. Then we argued over who
would get to use the Raider 8 with the night scope, which is the
best gun even though the Stealth Attack can hold more ammo if you
have all the clips, which I don’t yet.

Anyway, Jayden only likes the Raider 8 because
8 is his favorite number. (Go figure five-year-olds.)

So I pretended to want the Infinity Blast
Revolver, which, incidentally, I don’t favor because it
shoots two darts at a time so you’re always out of ammo and you
never hit anything anyway. But the infinity symbol on its stock
looks like a sideways 8, so Jayden loves it. And he got jealous the
minute I wanted it, just like I knew he would.

So, after all that, Jayden took the Infinity
Blast with the Sniper as back-up and I took the Raider 8 with the
Destroyer as back-up, and we had a battle for about thirty seconds
until all the darts were lost in the bushes.

Then I tried to get Jayden to collect them for
me. But he wouldn’t because he actually likes using pretend
ammo better than darts. So, for the rest of the morning he followed
me around, pointing his finger and making noises that caused spit
to fly out of his mouth.

We watched Ninja Tempest, ep 1 at
lunch. Mom even made mac-n-cheese from a box, which is our favorite
delicacy.

I thought she might get to like the show, but
about half-way through, she heard Leon screeching through the baby
monitor. She had to go change his diaper and missed the whole
“summoning the storm” scene.

I chuckled, remembering the sprinklers last
night.

“What’s so funny, Tyler?” Jayden
asked.

“Nothing,” I replied, turning off the tv.
“Let’s do Legos.”

We keep the Legos in the basement so Leon
doesn’t eat any—not that he could swallow anything irreplaceable,
but better safe than sorry.

In the basement, I was reminded of my
sleepover last year. (Some of the stains were still visible in the
carpet.)

That night, Nate had been obsessed with
building something mysterious and intricate out of Legos. He had
missed the burp opera and the donut eating contest (Connor won).
Not even Deven’s impression of a chicken doing the hula could
disturb him (and it disturbed me plenty). I woke once in the wee
hours to see Nate sitting on his sleeping bag, putting bricks
together with his eyes closed.

In the morning, his creation had still looked
pretty random.

Then Nate told us it was a replica of the
battle of Stalingrad. And, all of a sudden, I could look past the
primary colors to see little overturned tanks and gun emplacements
and trenches and burned out buildings, exactly to scale. It was
cool in a Nate kind of way, even if he did take apart my Y-wing
fighter to do it. Nate even videoed it in black and white so it
would look like vintage film on his YouTube
channel.

I hoped Nate was going to hate his tour of
Einstein Academy.
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 6 DUDES STEALTH MODE

The other Dudes, except Nate, came over right
after camp.

Mom had put tape over our doorbell to keep
delivery men from waking the baby, so Ryan, Connor, and Deven
walked through the flower bed to the living room window and cupped
their hands around their faces to peer in.

Mom jumped when she saw them.

“You’ll have to play quietly,” she told us
skeptically as she let them in.

“Don’t worry, Mrs. Reynolds,” Ryan assured
her. “Ninjas are all about stealth.”

Unfortunately, Connor chose that moment to
loudly crunch an apple, and Deven balled up a rattle-y fruit snacks
wrapper and made a jump-shot for the trash basket.

Before mom could say anything her phone rang,
and she scrambled to answer it before the chirping could wake
Leon.

“We’ll call your mom The Dragon,” said Ryan as
Mom walked out of the room.

“Definitely,” Connor agreed, flopping down on
the couch.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“We got codenames at camp,” Ryan
explained.

“You use a codename that reminds you of the
person so you can remember easier,” Connor interrupted him. Having
finished his apple, he tossed the core on the couch and picked up
the baby monitor.

“It’s animals and plants, mostly,” said
Ryan.

“I’m Monkey because I climb a lot,” Connor put
in, tossing the baby monitor from hand to hand.

“Yeah, and I’m Tiger,” Ryan said. “And I don’t
know why Deven is Chicken.”

“Because I was dancing like this when they
were giving out codenames,” Deven explained, giving a
demonstration.

We all nodded.

Mom interrupted us by wandering back into the
room.

“Who told you to call me?” she said into the
phone. With her phone wedged against her shoulder, she folded three
dishtowels from the laundry basket while she listened to the
answer.

“Well, I don’t…Oh,” she said, dropping a
towel. “Yes, I am at home this summer. I suppose I could…
Okay, Trudy. If you really think so. I’ll see you then.”

I perked up my ears as Mom hung up.

“That was Nate’s mother,” she said, confirming
my guess.

Mom frowned around the room as if she expected
Nate to be here spying on her. “Someone told her I’m home for the
summer,” she said. “And now she wants me on some committee to fix
the school playground. Trudy even says she’s grooming me to take
over for her as president of the PTA!” Mom looked as
shell-shocked as I felt.

Nate’s mom volunteered at the school a
lot. In fact she was there more than some of the teachers.
She’d been president of the PTA for the last three years running.
If she was giving it up…

“Gosh, Mrs. Reynolds,” said Ryan. “You’d think
Mrs. Howe wouldn’t want Nate to leave Sherwood School after all her
hard work making it decent.”

Mom sighed. “Forget Nate,” she said. “I don’t
want Trudy to leave me with all that work!”

At least Mom was on our side.

Or maybe not:

“I’d like to get my hands on whoever broke
that bridge on the playground…,” she muttered, stalking back to the
kitchen.

When she was gone, I said, “I guess the Howes
must have liked Einstein Academy.”

“Nate’s doomed!” wailed Deven.

“Not yet,” Ryan assured us. “We’ll come up
with a plan to change Nate’s fate. But we’ll have to keep it top
secret,” he said.

We fell silent again as Mom walked through
again. Absently, she took the baby monitor from Connor’s hands,
sponged it off with a baby wipe and set it back on the coffee
table. Then she grabbed the apple core off the couch cushion,
wrapped it in the wipe, and tossed it in the trash on her way out
of the room.

When she was gone, Ryan said, “The first thing
we’d better do is put the whole operation in code.”

I could see his point. The Dudes didn’t have a
clubhouse or anything. We tended to hang out at whoever’s house had
the least nagging and the most snacks. That used to be Ryan and
Connor’s house. But, since their dad moved out, we weren’t allowed
to play there when Mrs. Maguire was at work. And there was nowhere
else that didn’t have adult supervision, which is the adults’ word
for eavesdropping.

“We’ll
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