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Chapter 1
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A TOWN CALLED BEND

When I'm a block away from my house, I see Kris poking around our intersection. He's the locations scout for the TV show that films in town and he's taking photos of the street signs, the mini lending-library, and the daisy garden someone has planted at the corner.

When you open the little glass library door, there are always new books to find, left by people in the neighborhood. It’s probably the best thing about this whole miserable boring Colorado town we moved to almost a year ago. I never thought we’d live out here, but we do, my mom and my little brother and me. We left Dad behind in Boston.

This week, there’s a mini pirate flag pinned into the library roof, and someone’s painted Jesus loves You! on the side.

Kris waves to me with his usual enthusiasm. “Joe! How are you!” 

“Hey, Kris!” In this town, it’s normal to know your friendly neighborhood film locations guy. It is, after all, a movie town, with film crews popping up everywhere, day and night. Everybody in America knows what this town looks like, even if they don’t know its name. Millions of people watch it every week on a show called A Spy in Town.

Kris was the first person here to say hi to me, back in August, before ninth grade started. I remember that day, right after we moved. “You’re new!” he’d said. I’d wondered how many more times I was going to hear that before I could escape this place.

“Have a good afternoon!” he says now, and gets in his car to drive away. He must know every inch of this place. And I’m certain he even likes it.

I stop at the library, open the door, and see a worn copy of Gathering Blue. I’ve been hoping to find one. I can’t believe my luck. I reach for it and see a Bible with a bright red cover, too. I’ve never seen a Bible here before. Maybe it was left by the same person who painted Jesus loves You! The words will bug somebody, but at least the paint matches the colors of the original paint job, and the painter added a few more bright flowers. 

I take Gathering Blue, and put it into my pack. I’ll be at the house in minutes. I think about the paper from school in my pocket, folded into four, and starting to feel more like soft flannel from folding and unfolding. Mom’s signature is supposed to go on a line, along with a tick marked into a box. But which box? Where will I be next year? 

I push open the front door. Even after all these months, it still doesn’t feel like home.

Benny—my little brother, who also has annoying enthusiasm for this place—is painting a yellow blob that might be the sun on the wall of the living room.  

“It’ll be day on this side, and night over there.” He points to the other wall. 

“What about when we sell this house?” I ask him.

“Sell?” 

“Yeah. You know—when we move somewhere real.”  

“Real?” Ben is crazy about this little house. He thinks the town is perfect because he can ride his bike around by himself, which is something Mom never let him do back home in the city. 

“I’m not gonna move, Joe!” he shouts as I head to my room to dump my pack. He’s called me My Joe since he was a baby. The words come out like ‘MaJoe.’ So when he calls me just Joe, it’s not a good sign.

The house is little, but my room is big enough that the bed doesn’t need to be shoved up against the wall like it had to be in our old apartment, and I don’t have to share the space with Benny. 

In all these months, though, neither the house nor the town has felt like home.

I pull the paper from my pocket, start to unfold it, but instead I shove it into a drawer, and head to the kitchen. Ben is still at his painting, still mumbling about the house as I pass by. 

I grab a banana with not too many brown spots, and push the switch on the kettle. I have to push the switch again. The kettle was second-hand, and most of the time it doesn’t work. Mom says it takes “a knack.” Sometimes I have the “knack,” and other times I don’t. I wish she’d go out and buy a new one.

Out the back door I see Mom in the yard, her favorite place to be on these spring days. Today she’s digging up earth on the side of the yard she avoids, the side with Mr. BORE-sky’s house, Friendly Neighbor and editor of Bend Call, the little town newspaper that wants to be big. There are a lot of things in Movie-town Bend that want to be big. Sometimes I see the person with the camera trying to get some weird angle to make the hills look like mountains. Good luck with that. A few miles from here the mountains look more like mountains, but here they’re hills. Bumps, even.

Mom gets so jumpy when Borsky asks her to think about writing a story for his newspaper. She reminds him that she’s no journalist. 

I pour boiling water into the teapot, and it sloshes over the side. I wait for it to steep. I hate waiting for stuff, but Mom insists on teapot tea. For me, a mug with the bag swishing around is good enough.

Through the window, over the low hedge, Borsky hovers, hoping for a few words with Mom. When she notices him and his hoping, she’ll come inside. I’ve seen it before. If I open the door for her, it’ll make an even quicker getaway. 

Instead I pour out a mug from the pot, with a heap of brown sugar and milk, and take it outside. There’s something I need to tell her before she can put a tick in a box on that paper, and tea always helps me to tell Mom stuff.

“Well, Joseph, what do you think?” Mom waves her glove at the bed she’s gouged and dug out. “Sweet peas or coreopsis?”

I don’t know what coreopsis is, and I don’t care either. My guess is that she’s had another rough day working on The Novel. “Does it matter?” I ask.

She doesn’t answer, but she does lower her hand.

“Sweet peas matter,” she says.

Things matter to Mom, things that the rest of the world can’t care less about.

“You think a garden will help sell the house?”

Sometimes I don’t like how green her eyes look when she turns them on me and lets me see right into them.

It’s time to say what I need to. “When school’s over, I’m going home.”

She wrinkles her brow as if she’s forgotten. 

“Home. Boston. Remember?” I say.

“Oh.” She takes a big swig of her tea. “Is Boston... home?”

“Isn’t it?”

She sits on her haunches and looks at the little house, the one-level green box with square windows and a front step where she’s put pots of early flowers on guard. She gardens as if she’s on a mission. 

Her shoulders lower. “Have you talked to your dad about this?”

“Of course.” I haven’t, but I will. That conversation needs the right moment, and I need to get the knack for finding those.

She swipes her forehead with the back of her glove, and leaves a streak of dirt. “I’m sorry you haven’t found anything here,” she says. “I’ve been thinking that by now you would have put down a few roots.”

She knows how I feel about this place. Or maybe she doesn’t know. Maybe she hasn’t been listening. Maybe she hasn’t clued in that I still don’t have a friend, and still don’t have a thing to do. This place has nowhere to just be.

“Do you ever hear from Sam?” she asks.

I shake my head.

“How about Braydon?”

“No, you know how guys are, Mom. We can be friends without talking all the time.” Part of me wonders if I’ll ever hear from either of them.

She has a half smile then, and sticks the mini shovel back into the dirt. She wraps both hands around the mug and chugs her tea. “Well, you’ll be fifteen in the fall. You’ll be old enough to decide where you want to live.”  

If I didn’t know better, I’d think she doesn’t care.

“If you’ve already talked with your dad, and he says it’s okay...” Her voice drifts off.

I feel badly, leaving her thinking that. But she could fight a little. She could jump up and wave that shovel, and even yell at me to stop feeling sorry for myself.

Back in the house, Benny is working on the moon now, on the far wall. “What do you think?” he asks me.

A year ago, in our apartment, I would have told him what I thought. No, I would have told him what he wanted to hear. For a kid-artist, Benny is good. After Mom and Dad split up, Benny and I were sort of friends for a while, but out here it’s different. Out here, I feel like it’s every kid for himself.

I look at his moon as I pass through to my room. “Makes me want to howl,” I say, and that’ll have to be enough.

From my window, I can see Mom, so focused on the dirt.  

I see Borsky’s face looming over the hedge, with that big shock of greying black hair that he’s always pushing off his forehead. He seems kind of young for that grey, and he has the most hopeful eyebrows. “Hello there, Maggie!” he calls out.

Mom drops the shovel, picks it up, and drops it again. She hesitates before she stands.

“I was thinking maybe you and the boys can use this old barbecue,” he booms.

I can’t see Mom’s face from my window, but I have a good idea of what she looks like when she’s that flustered. I can’t hear what she says even with the window cracked open, but she shakes her head after a slight shoulder shrug.

We’ve never had a barbecue, but in Bend for the past few warmer weekends we can smell other peoples’ suppers being grilled. The smell is good.

Borsky’s flapping a bit, too, but his smile isn’t going anywhere. If anything, he’s smiling more, and the way he looks at Mom, you can see he’s used to convincing people of his point of view.

Next he’s wheeling the barbecue in through a hole in the fence that I haven’t noticed before. As he nears the house, I can hear him say something about having already filled the gas tank, all ready to go. Mom looks resigned.

He shows her how to operate it, and then he goes right back to his place, with a wave over his shoulder. He could use this moment to stand there and talk, but he doesn’t. He delivers his gift and gets out of the way. 

Okay: that has to be a point for Borsky on my score sheet. 

It doesn’t matter how many points he has, he isn’t going to win. I am not going to like the guy. 

The last thing I need is another father.
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HENRY

“What do you want?” Henry barks at me the next day in English class, and he stops drumming on the desk to looks at me with his freaky dark brown eyes. Some eyes shine and have a deep end to dive into, but not his. His eyes are flat. I can see my reflection in them.

I’ve heard him talk to others like this, sounding as if he’d like to crush them. Most people avoid Henry.

I shrug. What can I say? He sits in the next desk, and I made the mistake of looking at him for a half second. He gives me a scowl, like he’s going to do something to me.

I open my book.

“Well?” He starts up the drumming again, and the teacher eyes him, then glances away. Ms. Tsui lets little things go; she only gets into big battles.

“Nothing,” I say. “It’s nothing.” Is Henry going to let it go, though? From what I’ve seen of him, every possible battle seems to be a part of his war. 

He stands out, being tall and skinny, with those ropey arms of his. He’s always moving, and he seems older than the rest of us. He makes me feel as if I could be swimming, climbing a telephone tower, and flying—all at the same time—and it could never be enough movement. Movement is what keeps him going. If he stops he seems to shrink away. So he never stops.

I have yet to have a real back-and-forth conversation with anyone in this town, and I’m not going to start by asking, “What’s up with Henry What’s-His-Name?” Of course, I talk with people—I’m not a freak—but I haven’t really gotten to know anyone. 

Besides, I’ve made the decision about going back home, and everything feels easier now. Deciding is like that—it opens a path. I wish I could make other decisions as easily.

Henry doesn’t speak to me again for the rest of English. He doesn’t look at me either. As we move out of the classroom, he shoves me into the doorframe with more strength than I’d thought possible, and once we’re in the hall, I get out of his way. 

Miranda sees me rubbing my shoulder.  

“Henry’s so miserable,” she says, shaking her head, with that amazing reddish hair. Her skin looks too dark for red hair, but it makes it glow, too. She looks like she’s supposed to. She sits between me and the window, and when I look at her in her desk, there’s a huge light around her—a halo.

“That can’t be an excuse,” I say, “for being a jerk.”

Those words are the most we’ve said to each other all year. Miranda’s looking at me as if there’s something I don’t get. I stare at her hair, like an idiot.

“He hates being older than the rest of us.” She pushes her hair away from her face, but it falls forward again. She doesn’t push it back a second time, and I feel strangely happy about that. She should let it be.

I was right then, about Henry’s age. “It’s not my problem he’s a grade behind,” I say.

Miranda’s skin begins to darken, and turn a shade of deep red at my words, and I remember that time in class when she stood up for the kid who was stuffed in a garbage can. She leans closer to speak. “Henry missed most of the year after his mom died. He missed so much that he had to repeat most of seventh grade. His friends moved on to high school. Not that he had many, but they left him behind.” Her voice drops lower. “I’ve tried...” She stops speaking. What did she try? To be a friend? It’s hard to imagine Henry letting anyone be a friend.

I don’t know what to say. I’ve messed up. For months I’ve wanted to have this much conversation with her, but not like this.

“I’m sorry.” I’m sorry this is the conversation we’re having.

The buzzer sounds for next class.

“Now you know.” She goes off down the hallway. 

Now I know what? To feel sorry for Henry? To stay clear of him? I have my own problems. 

Even as that thought comes to me, so does another, a thought of Mom. What would it be like not to have her? What was it like for Henry? 

Dad comes to mind, too. 

I realize that when the thought of my dad pops into my head, it doesn’t come with a picture of him, like it used to. Instead it’s this floaty thought. Maybe I can focus... yes, there it is, a picture of Dad, like the one we used to have on the apartment wall. But his eyes are all fuzzy in the picture in my head. 

What do his eyes look like? 

I can’t remember. Does that matter?

*
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At the end of the day, I’m heading out the front door, when I hear a voice calling my name. It’s the Vice Principal. “Joseph McKie,” he says. “How are you? Are you okay with heights?”

“Huh?”

The VP usually corrects ‘huh’ but not this time. He must know he’s asking me an out-of-left-field question.

“I need someone to help Mr. Tetlock on the roof, collecting stray balls. I thought you might be my man.”

“I can do that.”

“Excellent. You can convene with him in the gymnasium now.”

Convene. Right. My man. Does he have any idea that everybody makes fun of how he says stuff?

I find Mr. Tetlock gathering a few canvas bags for the ball collection. “At this time of year, there are a lot up there, especially on the side with the basketball hoops and tennis court.” He hands the bags to me, unlocks a door in the corner of the equipment room, and flaps his hand in the direction of the stairs. I start up, and Mr. Tetlock’s phone rings. “You go ahead,” he whispers.

The door at the top has a deadbolt, and I turn it and push. There’s a sound of movement beyond the door, a skittering of roof gravel. Maybe the sound is made by birds. It makes me think of city birds. I never thought I’d miss pigeons!

I head towards the side that Mr. Tetlock is talking about. There’s a one-floor-higher level to the school. It juts out, rising like a small room on top of the roof, and I can see a ladder there. In another corner there’s the false front of the theater space. The entire community uses the junior high theater. And of course, it’s often used as a film set, too. I can see the ball court side of the building and I head there. 

A shadow moves behind that wall, and it’s no pigeon.

“Hey!” I call out. “You!” I hear the sound of gravel crunching, then silence.

I round the corner, and see Henry, with that crushing look, and a bottle of paint in one hand.

I see the graffiti, a drawing with a head peeking over the fence, with letters underneath: KILROY WA—

Mr. Tetlock’s probably coming up the stairs now, and I’m supposed to be gathering balls, and Henry isn’t supposed to be here, and this Kilroy thing should go. I have to ask, maybe from surprise more than anything, “Why here? No one’s gonna see it.”

“It’s Kilroy,” he says, as if that’s explanation. Then he says, “You’re here!”

I feel a bit stupid at that truth. For a moment I see something under the crush-you look, something that looks like excitement, some flash to his dark eyes. I see the flash for only a moment. I even see something that looks like happiness. I have to use that word. Then his angry look is back in its usual place.

“Mr. Tetlock is on his way,” I say. “Right now.”

Henry squints at me, and rubs the side of his head as if second-guessing. The hair over his ear bunches up. He takes a look toward the door, and sure enough, we can hear a footstep. He stuffs the paint and brush into the pocket on his shirt and goes off in the direction of the ladder. In three stretches of those long, skinny legs he’s up and gone from view, onto the higher rooftop.

If Mr. Tetlock doesn’t come round the corner, he isn’t going to see that Kilroy. So I move out to where the balls are, and when he shows up in the doorway, I’m busy plopping a basketball in the bag.

“My son was on the phone. Needs to be picked up for his guitar lesson. I forgot. Are you all right with this?” The gym teacher looks around, a quick glance.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” I say.

“Just leave the bags in the equipment room, and let Mrs. Arnold know when you’re done. And thank you.”

After he leaves, I fill the bag and take a look in the direction of the ladder now and again. Henry looks over the edge as I’m putting the last ball in the bag.

“Hey!” he calls out, and rains down a half dozen tennis balls, narrowly missing me. At the bottom of the ladder, I hand him the second bag. He doesn’t thank me for saving his scrawny butt, but he does pick up the balls.

“How’d you get up here?” I ask.

He gives me a funny smirk; he isn’t going to tell.

He pulls out the paint, holds the brush out to me, and waves it around, taunting. “Wanna finish it?”

“No.” 

Why does he use paint and brush—why not spray paint?

Henry laughs, not a friendly sound. “I’ll do it,” he says, and he stirs the brush in the black, and adds an S to the WA, then spells out HERE. 

KILROY WAS HERE. 

“Kilroy was the original tagger,” he says, as he works. “During World War II, he left his mark all over the place.”

“You’re making that up.” I’ve seen the graffiti before, with the guy looking over the fence, the squiggle of hair. World War II was a long time ago.

“I don’t make up,” he says. He screws the lid back onto the paint, and puts it in his pocket, along with the wet brush sticking out, then picks up the bag of tennis balls and shoves it at me with another quick movement. “Here, put this somewhere.” He disappears over the side of the roof, down some rail I’ve never noticed before, some rail not meant for climbing.
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KILROY

I have questions about Kilroy. Why does Henry do it where no one will see? No one is ever on the roof, other than the balls being gathered, and that won’t happen for another year. The jar and brush are weird. So is the story of some old World War II guy. Who cares? 

Henry does. And he has me thinking too much about it.

In English, he doesn’t look at me, but Miranda does. It isn’t really a girl thing, the look; it isn’t like that. It’s just a stare. She always has some worry in her face. After her eyes leave me, she turns to look at Henry.

Henry’s hunched in his seat, an ankle twisted around a leg of his chair, as if to keep himself anchored. Am I supposed to say something? Or do something? All my past school months of saying nothing to nobody are slipping away. I don’t want to be a part of this place; I’ve made my decision. Why is Miranda like she is, and always looking out for people? She gave half her lunch to a guy last week, and there wasn’t enough food to give away any. I’m not going to look out for anybody.

I open my book, and read until I can’t feel Miranda’s eyes on me. When I do look up, there are Henry’s, though quickly gone.

He’s the first person out of the room when the bell rings.

I have the feeling that if I say anything about the rooftop, it will be as if it never happened. Under Henry’s desk, he’s left the paintbrush. I pick it up and put it in my pocket.

I look for him at lunch, but he isn’t in the caf. I’ve seen him with a basketball, though.  

Outside it’s cool, but the sun is trying, and there he is at the hoops, taking shots.

“This is yours.” I hold out the brush.

In one movement, Henry takes it and passes me the ball. It’s the first time since August that I’ve had a ball in my hands, but some things are like no time has passed.

I drain the ball in the hoop, and he gives me a sharp dark look.

We play one-on-one, with no one else coming near the court, and I feel stupid asking about Kilroy, so I don’t. We don’t say anything that isn’t about the basket or the ball but in the end, after the buzzer goes, I’m thinking Henry isn’t going to crush me after all—at least, not right away.

He stows the ball in his locker and says, “Later” as we go in opposite directions to class.       It feels as if we’ve had a conversation and made a promise.

*
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I stir a little sugar and milk into my mug of tea, look up Kilroy Was Here, and discover that what Henry said is true. The first Kilroy was a guy named James Kilroy, an inspector of battle ships, and when one passed his test, he’d mark it Kilroy Was Here. The armed forces who were shipped overseas adopted the words as their slogan, and began to write it all over the place, with the cartoon guy peering over the fence.         

Sometimes, they wrote it in places that caused others to wonder how it got there—places no one had gone to, and places no one could get to. It left people wondering who was Kilroy. It was a way to say, “I was here, and this is my mark.” Henry’s right: it is tagging. But what do I want with some old last century war thing?

On Saturday morning, I’m in the middle of making toast and eggs, when Henry shows up at our door, a scrawny, scruffy mutt under his arm. This is a surprise.

“Hey,” he says. “Thought maybe you’d have a hoop.” He has an embarrassed look on his face, but his tone is belligerent.

“You don’t have a ball,” I point out. “And I don’t have a hoop.”

He doesn’t even ask to come in. He steps right into the living room and follows the frying egg and butter smell to the kitchen, where he sits at the table, and helps himself to a piece of toast. The mutt pokes his nose over the table, and Henry gives him the piece of extra buttery soft center.

“You’re welcome,” I say. “How’d you know where I live?” 

Henry takes a generous bite of toast, and quirks a brow at me as if to say, ‘Get serious! This is small-town Bend!’ He looks at my mug, and pokes at it with a chewed fingernail. “Can I have some tea, too? Lots of sugar, and some milk.” He adds “please.” 

I don’t tell him he takes his tea the same way my mom does. I don’t think he’d like it if I pointed out that he said, “Please.” 

I thought I was the only kid who actually likes tea. I’ve never met anyone like Henry, not back in Boston, and not here.

Henry shreds the crust from the bread. “When you’re finished breakfast, let’s go somewhere.” He picks up crumbs from the table with his chewed-nail fingertips, and feeds them to the dog. 

Is he for real?

“What’s the dog’s name?” I ask, and feel as if I need to slow everything down to absorb this turn in events of life in Bend.

“The Binster,” Henry says. “My mom found him in a garbage bin.”  

“He looks old.”

“He is.”

“He seems like a good dog, though.” There has to be something under that fur.

“He is.” Henry has that crush-you tone again, and he’s staring at me. For a person who cannot stop
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