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Prologue

King Neptune, god of the sea, sits on his throne, ready for his life to change.

He’s wearing his toga and crown, gold trident in one hand as the other strokes his white beard. He gazes at the large circular glass tank surrounding him, teeming with aquatic life—manta rays, clown fish, nurse sharks, crabs.

He is trembling with excitement.

Because soon he may finally be able to join them.

“I’ve made the transfer, boss,” his bearded employee says, crossing the marble floor with a tattoo pen and a hand mirror.

“Wonderful.” King Neptune takes the pen, feels the weight of the contraption in his hand.

The ink inside it is anything but ordinary.

In fact, it’s extraordinary.

And, after a decades-long search, it’s finally his.

“Position the mirror. I shall begin.”

His employee stands in front of him, angling the large hand mirror toward the right side of King Neptune’s neck.

The tattoo pen hums to life in the king’s hand, giving off a buzz that hits his ears like a siren song. He stares into the mirror and begins to work, the needle of the pen stabbing again and again into the skin of his neck. It is as painful as ever. Neptune knows this ache well—his body is already covered with art, much of it created by him. But this time is sweeter, because this agony holds so much promise.

As King Neptune shifts the tattoo pen to the left side of his neck, he remembers the first time he saw the power of this ink, back when he still believed he was human. He was a Brooklyn boy, twelve years old. He snuck backstage at King’s Sideshow Extraordinaire and watched tattoos of monsters come to life—jumping off the skin of two strongmen and then battling before his eyes.

One of those tattoo monsters was a foot-tall King Neptune, gold trident in hand. Well, he was more like a King Neptune monster—god on top, crab legs on bottom.

But whatever he was, he was glorious. And the Boy Who Became King Neptune was forever changed for having witnessed that greatness.

“Done,” King Neptune says, the thrum of the tattoo pen abruptly stopping. “Show me.” The employee angles the mirror to give the god a view of his finished work.

The king is so moved, his breath leaves his body. The tattoos are absolutely perfect, just as he’d always dreamed. Simple yet elegant. But before he can bask in the achievement any further, he is in pain again.

There is nothing sweet about this pain.

King Neptune can feel the skin shriveling up on either side of his neck, bunching and stretching just as he’d watched the skin of the Geilio Brothers do a lifetime ago.

The searing pain brings to the surface of his mind everything that happened after he first watched those tattoos come to life:

He shrieked in joy, making his presence known to the sideshow performers, including their ringleader, Isaac King.

Since the ritual they were in the midst of was meant to be a secret one, they were not happy to see him.

He ran.

The performers chased.

In the hubbub, he accidentally knocked over a torch that set fire to the sideshow’s curtains—along with his left hand—and burned the entire warehouse to the ground.

“Aaaaaaghhhh!” King Neptune hears himself scream.

The pain of the memory is indistinguishable from the blinding agony of the tattooed skin continuing to bunch itself up on his neck.

He tries to redirect his brain, to remember that he is finally completing his transformation into the god he was always meant to be, the god whose likeness he would sit in his bedroom and draw over and over again, thinking, If only I had King Neptune’s power, then Dad couldn’t push me around anymore.

His parents had been angry, so angry, after learning their son had snuck out to the Coney Island sideshow and then burned it down. No amount of apology or explanation on his part seemed to make a difference. Not to his father, anyway.

And he didn’t know that he was King Neptune back then—that wouldn’t be revealed to him until some years later—so when his father shouted at him, or cursed him out, or smacked him, there was little else the boy could do but run.

He left home at age fifteen.

And he’s been searching for a new one ever since.

Now, some seventy years later, King Neptune grips his gold trident and lets out a primal scream that crescendos into two giant POP! sounds, which reverberate off the marble floors. There is the feeling of release, and the fiery stabbing in the king’s neck dissipates into nothing.

For a moment, he is panicked that the tattoos have leapt off his body to become independent creatures.

There is no need to worry, though. For, as he takes a deep breath, he can feel that his calculations were correct:

Not only can the magical ink bring illustrated monsters to life—

It can turn a being into a monster.

Or, in this case, allow a god of the sea to more fully become . . . himself.

[image: image]

“Mirror,” the king commands the shocked employee, who again holds it up, this time with trembling hands.

And there they are:

Gills.

Open, fleshy, gloriously real gills.

King Neptune practically bounces off his throne, yelping with glee as he jogs toward the only spherical tank in the room, this one free of sea life. It’s his breathing tank, used for years to strengthen his lung capacity and extend his time underwater. He recently hit three minutes and twelve seconds, but that record is about to seem laughable.

The king climbs the ten-foot ladder—quite quickly, considering his physical body is that of an eighty-seven-year-old man—and steps into the tank, toga and all. He lowers himself down into the water.

At first, instinct takes over, and he can’t help but hold his breath.

You no longer need to do that, he reminds himself.

He opens his mouth, lets the water flow in.

It immediately feels like a mistake.

His lungs fill, his head spins, that terrible, crushing feeling.

But then:

His gills open.

Relief.

And joy.

He can breathe down here!

It’s real.

He has truly become the god he’s always been meant to be.

Which means his new plan can officially happen.

With the ink his at last, and his aquatic form a reality, the god of the sea is going to create the home he’s been searching for his entire life. Right here in New York City. Soon, very soon, all of lower Manhattan will be transformed into his kingdom.

His Atlantis.

And there’s no one who could possibly stop him.
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Coney Island is History

Eric

It’s been a good summer.

No, scratch that.

It’s been an amazing summer.

And I really don’t want it to end.

“Am I the only one who’s kinda hyped for school to start tomorrow?” Yvette “Beanie” Ofege asks, standing and holding a remote as she focuses on the rolling robot she’s constructed out of wheels and plastic sand toys (pail body, shovel arms).

“One hundred percent yes,” my best friend, Alan Yoo, says, in helmet, kneepads, and elbow pads, as he glides past on his skateboard. “You might be the only one on the entire East Coast.”

“Yeah, Bean, I’m gonna pretend you didn’t say that,” Ahmed “Hollywood” Wilson says, face in his phone.

Yoo leaps into the air on his board, with an ease he definitely didn’t have when the summer started, successfully landing an ollie.

“Perfect form!” Linda “Smash” Cartageña shouts as she skates directly into him, a collision that turns into a hug. “I’m so proud of you, Yooby.”

“Thanks, Smashy,” Yoo says, and then, as has been their way all summer, they start messily kissing in front of all of us, their helmets awkwardly clacking together. In a weird way, I’ve gotten used to their PDA. Once fall starts, I might even miss it a little. Okay, maybe not that much. But still.

It’s Labor Day, and I’m hanging out with my closest friends at my dad’s Coney Island amusement park, which is packed with families trying to wring the last drops of fun out of the summer. Until a few months ago, it was known as King’s Wonderland, founded as it was by my great-great-grandfather Isaac King, but then, after everything that went down in the beginning of the summer—you know, finding Isaac’s magic ink, bringing our monster drawings to life, accidentally letting things get out of hand, leaving us no choice but to save Coney Island from hundreds of scary Noodle Monsters and their giant Crumple Noodle leader—Dad renamed it after us: Monster Club Wonderland.

All of us—me, Yoo, Smash, Hollywood, and Beanie—had met over the years playing a monster-fighting game that Yoo and I invented in fourth grade. Everyone drew their own monster, with its own specific set of powers and attacks, and we’d have battles, using tetrahedral dice and a spinner and the letter die from Scattergories. It was the best. We were Monster Club, and that game was our whole world.

But now, we’ve all sort of grown past it. Once your drawings actually come to life, it’s hard to go back to the two-dimensional versions. I used to be so scared for us to stop playing, like that would mean we wouldn’t be friends anymore, but that’s part of why this summer has been so incredible—we’ve been as close as ever, without a single monster battle.

It helps that we usually meet here to hang, near the side of Dad’s toolshed where I spray-painted a detailed mural immortalizing all our monsters—Brickman (mine), BellyBeast (Yoo’s), Skelegurl (Smash’s), RoboKillz (Hollywood’s), and DecaSpyder (Beanie’s)—as they fought off Crumple Noodle.

It also helps that together we went through that real-life monster battle of epic proportions. We all became a little famous afterward—me most of all—which has been part awesome, part totally weird. A video some guy took of me on the Parachute Jump facing off against Crumple Noodle went viral, and I got interviewed by the news, and people I didn’t know started saying hi to me on the street, shouting stuff like “Yo, Monster Kid!” or “Whaddup, Parachute Jump!”

It felt really good but also confusing. And I’m pretty sure the rest of Monster Club feels that way too.

Well, everyone except Hollywood, who’s been loving it. He’s used the attention to grow a massive following on his TikTok account (@RoboKillz, naturally), and it’s pretty much all he talks about.

“Awwww yeah,” Hollywood says now, right on cue, holding out his phone as he dances around and sings a made-up song we’re all sick of: “My latest vid is . . . blowing up! That’s right, it’s blowing up! And I am glowing up!”

“Congrats, Hollywood,” I say, without looking up from my sketch pad, where I’m penciling in Beanie’s rolled eyes. I’m trying to draw lifelike depictions of all my friends so I can capture these final moments of summer. I’m still not the best at drawing real people, but I’m less scared to attempt it, which is something.

“You don’t sound very sincere, Doodles,” Hollywood says, stopping his song but not his dance, sliding one hand along the buzzed swoop on the side of his head as he shimmies toward me.

“Oh, I am the most sincere,” I say, looking at him. “I spend every moment of every day hoping and praying that your videos blow up, Hollywood. That’s all I want in life.”

“Much better,” Hollywood says with a grin. “You know, I’ve been trying to think bigger than just my account. I want to monetize this thing into an empire, baby! Get my film career going! What do y’all think of this name?” He puts a hand up as if each word is a block he’s placing onto an invisible shelf. “Hollywood. Studios.”

We all look at him, then each other, then back at him.

“Is that a joke?” Yoo asks.

“A joke? No!” Hollywood says. “It’s just a sick name. You don’t like it?”

“That’s already a thing,” Beanie says, steering her beach robot past the line of parents and kids waiting to get on the Twisty Turtles. “Hollywood studios is not an idea you had, it’s an already existing thing. There are movie studios in Hollywood.”

“Yeah,” Hollywood says. “But I’m turning it into a name!”

“Isn’t it already a name? Hollywood Studios is one of the theme parks in Disney World, right?” Yoo asks.

“It definitely is,” I say. “We went there when I was in first grade.”

And as Hollywood continues to mount his ridiculous defense, I’m stuck thinking about that vacation. When Mom and Dad were still together. When we were still a family.

I know their separation is for the best—since they made it official, they’ve both seemed happier than they have in a while. But that doesn’t mean I’m used to it. Or all the havoc it’s about to wreak on my life.

“Hey.” There’s a tap on my shoulder, and I look up to see Jenni Balloqui. Until a few months ago, I knew her only as a girl in my grade who was driven and passionate and, well, very pretty. And now she’s my girlfriend. It’s rad, but it’s another thing I’m not totally used to.

“Oh, hey,” I say, standing up from where I was leaning against the shed. Even though Jenni’s been hanging out with us all summer, I still haven’t mastered how to be with her and my friends at the same time. I wish I could be as comfortable as Yoo and Smash, just making out in front of everybody, but I get self-conscious and awkward and end up forgetting how to be a person. Like right now, for example. Should I kiss Jenni hello? Just a hug? High five? Fist bump? Wave?

Thankfully Jenni now knows this about me, so she makes the decision for us, leaning in for a kiss. I happily reciprocate, immediately feeling more chill. “What’s up, everybody,” Jenni says once our lips pull apart.

“Yo, J,” Hollywood says, “weigh in on this. For the name of my new empire: Hollywood Studios.”

Jenni narrows her eyes, genuinely contemplating before she comes to a decision. “Way too boring for a company run by you.”

Hollywood opens his mouth to fight back but then nods a couple of times. “Okay, okay. Now that’s an argument I can respect.”

Jenni shrugs. “There’s something I need everyone to weigh in on too,” she says, using both hands to tighten her already-tight ponytail. “Informal vote: Who thinks Eric should return to Mark Twain tomorrow with us for the first day of school instead of going to this horrible new place?”

And there it is. She’s said what I’ve been trying desperately not to think about all day, the devastating reality I’m hours away from inhabiting.

Yoo looks down at his skateboard. Hollywood looks down at his phone. Smash bites her lower lip. Beanie lets out a huge sigh.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Jenni says sarcastically as she looks around at us. “Was I not supposed to bring that up? Are we just supposed to pretend everything is normal when it isn’t? My bad.”

“We’re not pretending,” Smash says. “It’s just a bummer to talk about.”

“I was definitely pretending,” I say.

“Same,” Yoo says.

Jenni shakes her head and lets out a grunt. “It’s not too late for you to change your mind, Eric! Then you won’t have to pretend anything because you’ll still be where you belong. With all of us!”

I close my eyes and try to breathe, letting my brain fill with nothing but the dings, shrieks, and repetitive melodies coming from the rides. I hate all this so much.

“Jenni,” I say quietly. “You know I . . . I don’t have a choice.”

“But tell your parents that—”

“Nothing I say will make a difference!” I shout. “It’s happening, Jenni!”

Jenni looks like I’ve slapped her, eyes blinking in shock.

My friends look pretty shocked too.

I instantly feel terrible. But, hard as I’ve tried to avoid it, what I said is the truth.

Tonight, I will be headed back to the Manhattan home I moved into a week ago, living with Mom on the seventy-seventh floor of a luxury condo building in Battery Park.

And tomorrow, rather than returning to my school—Mark Twain Middle School for the Gifted and Talented—I will start seventh grade at Tinsdale, one of the fanciest private schools in all of New York City.

Gross.

After Mom and Dad officially separated, Mom accepted a job offer from a high-powered corporate law firm that had been pursuing her for a while. Fresh start, new chapter of life, all that. It turns out this firm wooed Mom not only with the promise of an incredible salary but also with an offer to fully pay for me to go to Tinsdale.

“Uh, no thanks” was of course my response when Mom first mentioned it. “I want to stay at Mark Twain. With all my friends.”

Dad agreed with me initially, said that staying in Brooklyn was never a wrong decision. He’s now living in our Sea Gate house by himself—well, him and all his ancient Coney junk—and he wanted me to spend most of my time there. But then Mom broke him down with her lawyer superpowers.

“I don’t think you understand what a gift this is, Eric,” she said one summer night as we sat outside with Dad eating Nathan’s hot dogs. “This is a very expensive school that you could go to for free. The education you’ll get there will be unparalleled.”

“I get that,” I said, “but—”

“Your mom’s right, kid,” Dad interrupted. “When you get handed a winning lottery ticket, you don’t throw it away.” That’s when I realized this wasn’t a fun night out for our broken family. It was an ambush.

“Why not?” I spat back at them. “Money can’t buy happiness, you know!”

“Maybe not,” Dad said, “but it can buy more opportunities. It can put you in the best possible position to succeed in life.”

I gave him a cold stare that screamed YOU BETRAYED ME.

“Look, Eric, we get that this is hard,” Mom said, wiping a fleck of mustard away from her mouth. “How about this: You try Tinsdale for a year. If you don’t like it, we can discuss you returning to Mark Twain for eighth grade.”

“And in the meantime,” Dad said, “you’ll come back to Brooklyn to stay with me every weekend. Hang out with all your friends.”

It was barely a better deal, but it was something, and I knew fighting them was hopeless.

And now, here I am, having to listen to Jenni make the same argument I made and then try to lift her and my friends’ spirits with the same useless compromise from my parents.

“I’m sorry,” I say, taking her hand in mine. “I didn’t mean to shout. But the good news is, this is only for one year. If Tinsdale sucks—which it obviously will—then I’ll be back at Mark Twain. And I’ll be in Coney every weekend till then.”

Jenni nods and wipes her face. “You’re right,” she says, her voice still shaky. “It is what it is. We’ll make it work long distance.” Even though that’s kind of a funny thing to say, considering we’ll still technically be in the same city, I get what Jenni means: Brooklyn and Manhattan feel like entirely separate worlds.

Yoo catches my attention, making a gesture with his arms that I find completely bewildering until I see he’s mouthing the words HUG HER. I give him a quick nod and then wrap Jenni in my arms, feeling her holding on tight.

This is all a huge downer.

“We should meet every weekend,” Beanie says out of nowhere. “Monster Club.”

“Like . . . to battle?” Smash asks, a note of concern in her voice.

“No, just to chill,” Beanie says. “A way to make sure we can see Doodles every week.” (Reminder: Doodles is my nickname. Because of my constant doodling.)

“I would love that,” I say.

“Word,” Hollywood says. “I’m in.”

“Me too,” Smash says.

“Definitely,” Yoo agrees.

“I’m down too,” Jenni says. “If that’s all right.”

“Of course it’s all right,” Beanie says with a matter-of-factness that almost makes her seem angry. “You’re part of Monster Club now.”

“Excellent.” Jenni finally smiles again, showing off her very adorable dimples.

We’re all quiet again for like five seconds, which is a lot for us, but instead of feeling tense and sad, this pause feels more, like, hopeful.

Yoo breaks the silence.

“This feels like a school year with a lot of potential,” he says.

“You say that every year,” I say, laughing.

“Dude says that every day,” Hollywood says, and all of us laugh.

“Just speaking my truth!” Yoo says, throwing his arms in the air.

As much as I didn’t want to talk about my leaving, I’m really glad Jenni did.

Because it’s actually happening, and it’s probably better if I start to accept that.

Everyone eases back into normal hangout mode: Yoo and Hollywood shoot some goofy TikTok video, Smash gets on her skateboard and tries to beat Beanie’s robot in a race, and Jenni sits next to me against the mural wall, looking at my in-progress portrait of my friends.

“You’ve gotten so much better,” she says.

I feel myself blush a little. “Thanks. Well, so have you. Your writing is sharper than ever.”

“Yeah, I know,” Jenni says with a grin. “So, look, I can accept you going to this new school and everything, but you have to admit: it’s pretty messed up that we did all this work on our seventh-grade project, and now you won’t even get the credit for it.”

“Uh, yeah,” I say, “it’s beyond messed up. It’s totally heinous.” Jenni and I worked all summer on our graphic novel about the history of Coney Island—her writing, me drawing—and it came out really, really well. “But that project was about more for me than just the credit, you know? I loved working on that with you.”

Now it’s Jenni’s turn to blush. I wasn’t even trying to be ooey-gooey romantic or anything, it’s just how I feel. “Yeah, okay,” she says, glancing away. “I agree with you there.”

And it suddenly occurs to me that Coney Island is about to become part of my history. It’s an obvious thought, yet it devastates me all the same. I pick up my pencil and sketch pad.

“Keep looking that way,” I say to Jenni, and I add her into my picture, starting with her dimples.
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A Brooklyn Kid

Eric

I’m still sketching the next morning, adding detail and shading to my friends’ faces as a way to calm my nerves.

It’s the first day of school—blech—and I’m in my new bedroom in Mom’s luxury condo on the seventy-fricking-seventh floor, sitting at my fancy new desk purchased from some store called West Elm. The condo building is in a lower Manhattan neighborhood called Battery Park, which sits right next to the Hudson River. I have an incredible view of the water through the huge floor-to-ceiling window my desk is up against. I can also see past it, to the beautiful Brooklyn that I left behind. Including, in the distance, the Parachute Jump, which is visible on clear days.

I wish I were in Brooklyn right now.

I imagine Yoo throwing on his Kylo Ren bike helmet before heading to school on his own, and it nearly wrecks me. He and I have been commuting to school together almost every day since he moved to my neighborhood in first grade.

And today that tradition comes to a definitive halt, with me walking by myself to my new stupid school where I know exactly zero people.

My dog, Dr Pepper, a golden cocker spaniel and a very good girl, nuzzles her head into my thigh. I bet she senses my anxiety.

“Hey there, girl,” I say, rubbing behind her ears. “Maybe I just won’t go today, right? That’s an option.” Pepper gives an encouraging bark, followed by a whimper. I don’t think she’s fully adjusted to condo life either.

There’s a knock on my bedroom door. “How’s it going in there, sweetie?”

“Fine,” I say to Mom. “You can come in.”

“Hi,” she says, leaning up against the door frame, already dressed and put together in lawyer clothes. “You okay?”

It’s clear from how she asks that I look every bit as nervous as I feel.

“I’m thinking of missing the first day.”

“Oh, Eric,” Mom says, crouching down next to my desk chair to meet my eye level. “I know this is rough, and I’m sorry I’ve put you in this position, but I think you’re actually going to like this school a lot. You sure you don’t want me to walk you over there, just today?”

“Beyond sure,” I say, which makes Mom laugh. “Manhattan doesn’t feel like me, you know? I’m a Brooklyn kid.”

“Right now you are, that’s true.” Mom runs a hand down the back of my head. “But maybe you can be a Manhattan kid too. Eventually.”

BUT WHAT IF I DON’T WANT TO BE THAT? is what I’m tempted to shout. Instead I just nod.

“You should head out in ten, okay?” Mom stands and walks out the door, ruffling Pepper’s fur as she passes. “I won’t leave until after you do, so I can see you on your way. Remember: the first day is always the hardest.”

“Okay.” I love my mom, but that pep talk did nothing for me. If anything, it made me more anxious.

I know what I have to do.

I open my desk drawer and rip off a blank sheet of paper from one of my pads.

I grab a pen and get to work.

Expressive eyes.

Sharply defined rectangular muscles.

Torso of tightly packed bricks.

And there he is, my first time drawing him since I spray-painted him on the side of Dad’s shed months ago:

Brickman.

“Hey, old buddy.”

I imagine him grunting and giving me a thumbs-up.

Weirdly, drawing him does make me feel better. It reminds me of everything I’ve been through. I mean, if I can climb a two-hundred-seventy-foot-tall structure and face off against a terrifying monster, I can definitely handle some dinky new high school.

“Eric,” Mom shouts from down the hall. “You really need to get going!”

“Here I come,” I say, grabbing my backpack.

I glance down at my drawing once more, and I swear there’s a look in Brickman’s eyes that’s like: You got this.

Whatever confidence I’ve summoned quickly ebbs away once I hit the street. Everyone in Manhattan seems like they’re in such a fricking rush. It’s a little terrifying. There’s some of that in Brooklyn, but there’s also, like, people strolling on the boardwalk, or chilling on the beach, or generally moving toward their destination without seeming like they’re on a treadmill.

I tried to memorize the route to Tinsdale before I left so I wouldn’t look like a tourist, but clearly not well enough, so I’m using my phone to navigate the fifteen-minute walk there, well-dressed people flowing past me on both sides like a raging river.

As I’m trying to figure out the next turn, a call comes in.

“Whaddup!” Yoo says as his face fills my screen. He’s got his helmet on, the background blurring past as he journeys to school.

“Hey hey!” I say. “I was just thinking about you! Probably shouldn’t be talking to me while you ride.”

“I know, I know,” Yoo says, swerving past a construction site. “But I wanted to check in. Seventh grade, baby!”

“Excuse me,” a professional-looking woman says with intensity as she shoves past me.

“You’re excused,” I mutter. “Geez.”

“Man!” Yoo says. “People are rude in Manhattan!”

“They kind of are,” I say, shifting away from the middle of the sidewalk.

“This ride isn’t the same without you! I was—” There’s a loud honk on Yoo’s end, and his image jostles around a bit before stabilizing. “You stink, stinky!” Yoo shouts at someone off camera. “Learn how to drive better!”

“Are you okay?” I ask.

“Guess we got some rudies in Brooklyn too,” Yoo says. “I’m fine. But you’re right, I probably shouldn’t be talking to you when I’m on this thing. Go crush your first day, Doodles! And remember: you are a freaking rock star.”

“Thanks, Yoo. You are too. Say hey to everybody, okay? Except Darren Nuggio. You can ignore him.”

Yoo laughs, then swerves and says “Whoa!” as he hangs up.

I laugh to myself as I keep walking.
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Sketch

Eric

When I arrive outside Tinsdale six minutes later, it’s even more intimidating than I was expecting. There are these big stone steps that lead to the middle school entrance, with tons of kids hanging out, laughing, sitting on the ornate stone banisters on either side. They all look super confident and disturbingly well-dressed.
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I quickly walk past them into the school, where it only gets worse.

The more kids I see, the more self-conscious I am about what I’m wearing: one of my favorite worn-out white T-shirts and raggedy blue shorts. Mom kept telling me I should pick out some new clothes for school, and I kept saying no. I am such a dingus.

After a few wrong turns, I finally find my homeroom and slink down into one of the gleaming empty desks in the middle of the room, trying not to attract attention to myself. Everything in the room looks so new and shiny, it’s almost confusing. Like, do they buy completely new stuff for every school year? Is that how it works in private school?

The teacher’s not here yet, so everyone’s yakking away. In spite of my best efforts not to, I overhear two girls behind me talking about their summer vacations. One of them says she spent a month in a villa in Tuscany, and the other one says her family used to do that when she was younger, but then it “got a little old” so this year they were in Croatia and it was “dope beyond belief.”

All I can think is: WHAT AM I DOING HERE???

I’m so angry at my parents.

I take out my phone. Jenni’s texted:

    Have a good first day. Thinking of you ♥

Thinking of you too, I text back. So far I hate it he—

“Yo,” a voice says from next to me, and there’s a kid with shaggy black hair leaning toward me. He’s wearing a T-shirt that says The 1975, which I’m pretty sure is a band, but it’s one of those expensive T-shirts made of really nice fabric. “You’re new, right?”

“Uh, yeah,” I say.

“Cool. What’s your deal?”

“My deal?”

“Yeah,” the kid says. “Like, where are you from? What do you do? Who do you roll with?”

“Oh. I’m from Brooklyn,” I say. “Coney Island.”

“Whoa, for real? That’s sick. I love Coney. Never met anyone who actually lives there.”

“Yeah,” I say, shifting in my seat. “It’s the best.”

“So you’re probably, like, pretty tough if you grew up down there.”

I’m not sure where the kid’s going with this, and I wish the teacher would show up already, but instead I’m saved by those girls behind me.

“Wait,” the Croatia girl says. “Did you say you’re from Coney Island?”

I nod. She pushes on the shoulder of Tuscany girl. “He’s that kid from that video! You are, right? The kid who fought that giant animal thing on the Parachute Jump?”

“I am, yeah,” I say. “But it was actually a monster, not a—”

“I knew it!” Croatia girl says. “Right when you walked in, I was like, that kid looks mad familiar.”

“You didn’t say that,” Tuscany girl says.

“No, I didn’t say it, but I was thinking it.”

“Aw man,” the shaggy-haired kid says, staring at me like I’m a museum exhibit. “I can’t believe that was you. You really are tough.”

I shrug and nod, unsure how to respond to any of this. They haven’t even asked me what my name is, or told me theirs. Thankfully, the teacher—a short man named Mr. Stillgoe—walks in wearing an orange suit and all eyes go toward him.

“Good morning!” he says in a surprisingly loud voice.

By the time I’ve made it through three classes, I’m feeling slightly less disdainful of Tinsdale. Emphasis on slightly. I haven’t exactly made any friends yet, though a few other people have asked about the viral video of me and Crumple Noodle, looking at me with the same awed expression that shaggy-haired kid and the vacation girls had. It’s not my favorite, but it’s definitely better than being made fun of. Or totally ignored.

Fourth period is here, and it’s the one moment of my day I’ve actually been looking forward to:

Art class.

This was the part of Mom and Dad’s argument for going here that actually had some sway on me. “You’ll see, Eric,” Mom said. “The resources they have are going to blow your mind.”

As I step into the art room, it’s instantly clear that she was right.

The room looks like a professional art studio, with tables and easels and all kinds of ridiculous technology. There’s a darkroom and giant poster printers and a 3D CAD printer, whatever that is, and a sign on the far side of the room that says Glass Blower. I feel way out of my depth. Thankfully there are also items I understand, stuff like pencils and watercolor paints and pens and tempera paints and charcoals and oil paints, more high-end art supplies than I’ve ever seen in one place.

“Welcome, welcome,” the art teacher, Ms. Reiman, says as kids walk in. She’s in her fifties, wearing a flowing green dress and seeming infinitely chill. “After you put your things down, pick a medium and begin creating. This is about process, not product, so don’t think too hard. Just choose a medium that makes you comfortable and go.”

I’m impressed to see some people have already started. As I go to put my backpack down, I pass this tall kid at a table who’s working with an X-ACTO knife on a sheet of paper, cutting out an intricate pattern of swirls that looks like a whirlpool as he gives off intense brooding artist vibes.

“That’s really good,” I say. When he doesn’t respond, I for some reason decide to speak more. “What you’re making, I mean. That’s what’s really good.”

The kid slowly turns his head toward me and blinks. “I’m working right now, man.” Then he turns back and keeps cutting.

I skitter away like a mouse.

Not wanting to be shot down by anyone else, I beeline for one of the tables, where I sit and pick up a pencil, my current medium of choice.

I start to draw. Before I can consciously decide, I realize I’m sketching our house in Sea Gate: the two steps in front; the roof, complete with missing shingles; my small bedroom window on the second floor.

“Wow, dude.” As I look up, I’m hopeful that it’s the cool artist kid, but it’s actually the shaggy-haired kid from homeroom. He’s sat down next to me at the table, working on something with fine-tipped pens. “That looks real. You got serious skills, Sketch.”

“Oh, hey,” I say. “Thanks.”

“I’m Pete, by the way.”

“I’m Eric.”

“Not anymore, you’re not,” he says with a grin. “Now you’re Sketch.”

“Oh, I—” I’m about to tell him that my nickname is actually Doodles before it occurs to me that Sketch is maybe cooler. And more fitting for the kind of art I’m currently into. I point at his art. “I like what you’re making.”

With the fine-tipped pens, Pete is drawing a logo for Lil Nas X. The lettering looks ancient in a really cool way, like it was written in medieval times.

“You think so?” Pete asks. “Word. Hopefully my dad agrees. He represents Lil Nas X, so I’m hoping he’ll show this to him as a potential new merch design.”

“Wait, really?” I say. “Your dad represents Lil Nas X?”

“One hunny percent. He’s a manager, represents some of the dopest artists working today. Lil Nas X. Phoebe Bridgers. The 1975.” He points to his shirt for the last one.

“That’s amazing. Did you design that logo? The one on your shirt?”

“This? Nah, I wish. This was made by Fuller Hopkins. He’s a famous artist. You probably know him.”

I do not. “For sure, yeah.”

“He and my dad are, like, best friends. He even came over for Thanksgiving last year.”

“Wow. That’s rad.”

Even though I thought Pete was kind of annoying when I met him in homeroom, he’s definitely growing on me. And I can’t believe his dad works with so many famous people. That level of celebrity makes my tiny Brooklyn Parachute Jump fame seem like nothing. He and I sit next to each other through the rest of class, Pete cracking jokes as Ms. Reiman teaches us about tapping into the deep recesses of our subconscious or something like that. It feels good to have a friend.

When class ends, Pete tells me to walk with him in the hall and then he’s introducing me to a girl wearing all silver—an expensive-looking skirt, tank top, and high-top sneakers—and a tall, beefy blond guy practically busting out of his short-sleeve button-down. He’s chewing on some kind of candy.

“Yo, this is the guy I was telling you about,” Pete says. “Meet Sketch.”

I’m thrown to hear that: A. he was telling other people about me and B. he’s straight-up introducing me by the nickname he came up with.

“Well,” I say, “my real name is Eri—”

“Oh wow, so you’re the Brooklyn boy,” the girl in silver says, sizing me up without a smile. She’s really pretty. “Welcome to our world. I’m Bobo.”

“Bobo?” I ask. It’s an odd name. I’m assuming a nickname or something.

“Yeah. Bobo.” It’s clear she’s not open to any more follow-up questions at this time.

“And I’m Knapp,” the tall guy says. “Good to meetcha. Want a piece of this?” He holds out a bag of the candy he’s eating, which looks like licorice.

It doesn’t look amazing, but Knapp seems very set on me trying it, so I take a piece.

“You’ll love it,” he says. “It’s from Sweden. Like me. I’m from Sweden.”

“Oh wow,” I say. I’ve never met anybody from Sweden. But I do like
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