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            Fifteen men on a dead man’s chest—

            Yo-ho-ho, and a bottle of rum.

            —Robert Louis Stevenson, Treasure Island
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            1
Sailing Free

         
         I tiptoe down the stairs, four flights in all, my skateboard held tight against my chest.

         
         As soon as sunlight streamed through my window, I knew it was time to get up.

         
         Go. Jump out of bed, dash on my clothes. Escape the house. Sneak out before Ma calls, “Zane!” Do this, do that. Endless chores.
         

         
         Summer’s almost gone. School hasn’t begun. Adventure time.

         
         Behind me, Hip-Hop thunk-thunks down the steps, his nails scratching clickity-clack.
         

         
         “Shhh.”

         
         We pause. Hip-Hop, panting; me, listening for roomers waking.

         
         Hip-Hop’s only twenty pounds, but he’s sturdy, tough. A rat terrier. Black with white patches. Brown streaks.

         
         “Stay if you can’t be quiet.”

         
         Hip-Hop whimpers, lifts his paw.

         
         We high-five. “Deal,” I say.

         
         Tiptoe, tippy-toe, tip-toe, one last flight to go.
         

         
         With any luck, Ma will be in the kitchen. Every morning before dawn, she’s prepping breakfast for the tenants: kneading dough,
            chopping vegetables for egg scrambles, simmering oatmeal, slicing melons.
         

         
         Me and Hip-Hop halt on the bottom step. My breath quickens. Two feet to freedom, then out the front door. We have to run quick.
            “Ready?” I whisper. “One, two . . .”
         

         
         “Zane, is that you?”

         
         Hip-Hop barks.

         
         “Traitor,” I say, then holler, “Yeah, Ma. It’s me.”

         
         “Where do you think you’re going?”

         
         Ma looks like a maid. Wearing an apron, her hair pulled back. When Dad was alive, she looked softer. Sometimes, she wore earrings
            and lipstick. It was just us three. Now she looks worn down, always tired.
         

         
         “I need you to set the table. Then see me in the kitchen.”

         
         “I promised to meet Kiko and Jack.”

         
         “You can meet them after chores.”

         
         “Aw, Ma. Skate park is going to get crowded.”

         
         “Don’t argue with me, Zane.” Face stern, she turns back toward the kitchen.

         
         “This is your fault,” I say to Hip-Hop. He looks ashamed. “When am I going to be a kid again? No work. Just playing. A boy and his dog.” 

         
         Hip-Hop barks.

         
         “That’s what I’m talking about!”

         
         I set plates, forks, knives, and spoons. Place water glasses, coffee cups.

         
         Drapes closed, the house seems like a tomb.

         
         After Dad died, Ma had to take in boarders. All of them old, smelling of Vicks VapoRub and mothballs.

         
         Mr. Penny, carrying his false teeth in a jar, always sits at the head of the table. Reverend Thomas, between bites, murmurs
            prayers. His wife never says much, just eats. Or twists and shreds a paper napkin in her lap. Mr. Butler’s diabetic. Retired,
            he stopped driving buses. He’s cool, though. Sometimes he smiles, says “Good kid.” Grips my shoulder. Like he knows it’s hard
            not having a dad. Beneath the table, he sneaks sausage, chicken, even green beans to Hip-Hop, then winks at me.
         

         
         I don’t set a place for Captain Maddie.

         
         “Finished.”

         
         Ma wipes her hands on a dish towel, moving toward the kitchen counter. “Take this tray upstairs.”

         
         “You sure Captain Maddie’s up?”

         
         “Yes. Earlier and earlier every day,” she says, shaking her head. “Says hurricane season isn’t over.”

         
         “Hurricanes?”

         
         “She’s definitely a character.”

         
         Ma doesn’t say anything bad about anyone. But I know Captain Maddie tries her patience.

         
         Captain Maddie loves giving orders like she’s the boss. Owner of the house.

         
         Her room is one floor above mine. Nights, I hear her pacing. Hear her old woman’s shuffle, her cane’s thump, thump. Sometimes, at midnight, I hear shouting, curses. Not clear if she’s awake or dreaming. Sometimes, I hear frightful wailing:
            “Stay away, stay away.” I used to listen for an answer or the footfall of another person. But Captain Maddie is always alone.
            Haunted by ghosts.
         

         
         I lift the tray of wheat toast, grape jelly, coffee, and a hard-boiled egg.

         
         “Zane, remind her of the rent.” Worry strains, creases around Ma’s eyes. “She likes you.”

         
         “Sure, Ma,” I say, exiting, climbing the stairs.

         
         I don’t tell Ma I remind Captain Maddie of her dead son. “A rogue wave swept him from the ship. He was my best first mate,”
            she often says. I always squirm, feeling sad.
         

         
         Captain Maddie’s been rooming here for nearly a year. When she arrived, she handed Ma a fistful of bills. But the money ran
            out months ago. Whenever Captain Maddie hears “money,” she ignores Ma. Tells another sailing story. (Ma doesn’t like begging.)
         

         
         Like Ma, I don’t want to be evicted, our home sold. Dad was so proud of it.

         
         The city says Ma owes back taxes. “They just want to demolish it for apartment buildings, condos,” Ma says. Already, neighbors
            on either side of us have sold their homes and moved away. Land values are going up. Investors pressure bankers, bankers pressure
            the city, and taxes rise. Everybody gets richer except us, a grieving family trying to keep a home.
         

         
         It isn’t fair.

         
         I hope Captain Maddie has another stack of bills.

         
         I climb four flights of narrowing stairs. Then one flight higher to the turret, an attic room turned into an apartment.

         
         Knock. No answer. I knock again.
         

         
         I shouldn’t be here. Shouldn’t be working in a run-down house filled with old people. I should be hanging out with friends,
            feeling wind, the fresh air.
         

         
         I knock harder. Hear a grunt, then, “Enter.”

         
         The room looks like Captain Maddie’s lived in it for thirty years. Maps on the wall, mounds of books stacked on the dresser,
            the floor. Shelves with bottles filled with blue-green liquid, jars of spices (cloves, cinnamon, and mustard) and dead, swirly
            things. Bugs? Baby catfish? A dead jellyfish. A Jolly Roger flag is nailed on the closet door. Though I can’t figure out what’s
            jolly about a black flag with a blistering-white skull and crossbones.
         

         
         Through a telescope, Captain Maddie peers out the bay window.

         
         I set the tray on the bed, the only uncluttered space, then stand beside her, looking out at the water.

         
         We live in Far Rockaway, Queens, my one and only home. Far off, New York City’s densely packed skyscrapers shimmer like castles
            in the mist. I watch rolling waves. Ships parting water.
         

         
         Rockaway feels like an island, but it’s actually a peninsula jutting into the Atlantic Ocean. It’s beautiful. A cloudless
            horizon. Seagulls soaring. Blue sky and water mirroring each other.
         

         
         “You can stop gaping.”

         
         I snap my jaw closed.

         
         “You’re called to it, too?”

         
         Does she mean the ocean? Or the city? My whole life I’ve never walked Manhattan streets. I don’t swim much. The shifting sandbar
            and rip currents are dangerous.
         

         
         “Where’s your ship?”

         
         I frown. “What?”

         
         “That board you sail on. The one with wheels.”

         
         “You mean my skateboard?”

         
         Captain Maddie is tiny, walnut brown. First glance, she’s somebody’s harmless aunt, but her eyes pierce. Her fingers are skeletal
            yet strong.
         

         
         I flinch as she grips my arm.

         
         “Freedom,” she whispers, hoarse. “You’re called to it, too. Aren’t you? That’s why you sail.”

         
         I gulp.

         
         “Wind in the sails, balancing on deck. Feeling free.”

         
         “Yes, ma’am.”

         
         “Captain, not ‘ma’am,’” she rasps, her finger poking my chest. “Captain Maddie of the Turbulent Underground Sea.”

         
         How can there be an underground sea?

         
         Her finger points up, then down. “Above and below. Water and the dead are everywhere.”

         
         I shiver. I think Captain Maddie’s crazy. A cross between a witch and a pirate.

         
         Shifting closer, I try to see what she sees. Water topped with foam. Sunlight making rainbows. Bent, she frowns, twisting
            the knob, refocusing her telescope.
         

         
         “Look,” she says, stepping back.

         
         Strangely, the telescope is aimed past the water, the motorboats, sailboats, yachts, and pontoons. Captain Maddie’s obsessed
            with land. Manhattan. I don’t understand.
         

         
         “Been everywhere,” she says softly, her gaze unfocused. “Sailed from Benin, the coast of Africa. Climbed in rank. Sailed through
            Oceania. The Caribbean. The Pacific route of Captain Cook.”
         

         
         “Why’d you sail here?”

         
         Suspicious, she barks, “Why do you care? What’s your business?”

         
         I stumble back. She’s the fearsome captain now. On a ship, she could order me to walk the plank. Drop and drown.

         
         Captain Maddie grips her cane; its handle, two ivory snakes curling around wood. It’s creepy. Two thick, curved throats. Four
            eyes, beady-black, spying; two forked tongues, ready to strike.
         

         
         I shiver. Like a current shifting, her expression calms. “Saint Lucia,” she murmurs, wistful.

         
         I relax. I’ve heard this tale before.

         
         “Me and my boy found treasure. Silver candelabras. Gems.”

         
         “Rubies?”

         
         “Yes. And gold-plated goblets and diamond-crusted mirrors. We dredged a hidden harbor. Not deep enough to sail my ship. But
            just right for a small boat and oars.”
         

         
         This is the Captain Maddie I like best. Voice, warm; eyes, bright. St. Lucia is my favorite adventure. Discovering bounty
            on a volcanic island.
         

         
         “Tell me again about the sea turtles.”

         
         “A foot wide and three feet long. Their shells a glorious splattering of green.”

         
         “They watched you?”

         
         “Yes.” She smiles. “They swam by and between us as we dove, bringing silver and pearls to the rocky shore.”

         
         “Whose treasure was it?” I ask, knowing the answer.

         
         “Conquistadors!” Captain Maddie cackles. “You like my stories, Zane?”

         
         “Yes! Then a French pirate—”

         
         “Jambe de Bois.”

         
         “Named for his wooden leg!”

         
         “Sunk the Spanish galleon, claimed the treasure.”

         
         “Hundreds of years ago. The 1500s, right?”

         
         “Yes. Treasure was meant to be shared. His second-in-command mutinied, rallied a small crew to steal it. Jambe de Bois outwitted them. He hid it—him and his new first mate. They went into hiding. Some say they sailed as far as Cape Horn. Eventually,
            they were found.”
         

         
         Her voice lowers. “The black spot.”

         
         “What’s the black spot?”

         
         She never tells.

         
         “Neither got to live out their days. Both ambushed and killed.” Her brow creases. “But they never spoke the secret. Didn’t
            tell.” Hands trembling, she turns toward the window.
         

         
         I follow her gaze. What’s she looking at? The water? The distant skyscrapers? Or nothing at all? Her eyes are fixed, glazed.

         
         “So, how’d you find the treasure?” I say, distracting her.

         
         She claps gleefully. “I found the map.”

         
         “Where?” I shout, knowing full well where.

         
         “An outdoor market in Parrot Bay. A pretty young girl with hoop earrings thought it a silly drawing. An imaginary world. Time dulled memories. I purchased it for pennies. Jambe de Bois, Pirate Peg Leg, had been forgotten.”
         

         
         “But not by you! You’re good at finding treasure.”

         
         “Yes, yes, I am,” her voice rises, then breaks. “Captain Maddie—Captain Maddie—”

         
         I chime, “Of the Turbulent Underground Sea!”

         
         Quick, she steps close, her finger poking my chest.

         
         I flinch.

         
         Storytime is over. Her stare unnerves me.

         
         “You remember what I told you?” she snaps. “Do you, Zane?”

         
         “Yes. Watch for any strangers.”

         
         “What else?”

         
         “Especially seafaring men,” I parrot.

         
         “Or boys,” she shrieks. “Seafaring boys.”

         
         This is stupid, I think, shuffling backward toward the door.

         
         “Blackbirds look back,” she moans, her palms pressing against the window.

         
         (Blackbirds? Not in Rockaway.)

         
         Her emotions shift. “Mutineers. Scurvy lowlife.” Angrily, she swings, stabs the tip of her cane like a sword.

         
         “Boundless greed. Some treasures better forgotten than stolen,” she says, pacing, bellowing. “Two-faced. Wanting tribute from the dead. Two-faced men like—” 

         
         I don’t catch her last words. Captain’s ranting, garbled.

         
         Got to go! I think. Gotta get out of here. Creeping backward, I blurt, “Captain Maddie. Rent’s due.”
         

         
         She spins, glaring at me. Then screeches, “Get that rat dog out of here.”

         
         Hip-Hop, sitting in the doorway, barks. Juts his head, growling.

         
         “I keep a clean ship. No rats here.” Wild-eyed, cane flailing, Captain Maddie stomps forward.

         
         “Come on, Hip-Hop.”

         
         He ignores me, dashing, leaping onto the bed.

         
         “Hip-Hop, nooooooooo.”

         
         Captain Maddie swats her cane, but Hip-Hop’s quick. Carrying a slice of toast, he flies off the bed and out the door.

         
         I run, too.

         
         Captain Maddie curses, pounding her cane on the floor.

         
         I hear Ma yelling, “Zane! What’s going on? Zane!”

         
         Down a flight, then another. Rushing, leaping.

         
         Boarders fling open their doors.

         
         “What’s going on?” In night robes, Reverend Thomas and his wife peek out their door. “Sin ye not,” the reverend scolds. “Spare the rod, spoil the child.” 

         
         “I didn’t do anything,” I yell back.

         
         Hip-Hop sets his toast down and barks. “Run for it,” I holler, and he does, gripping the bread as he races down another flight.

         
         I climb onto the staircase rail, sliding, sailing down another flight. I pass Mr. Penny, his gums flapping without his teeth.
            Mr. Butler cheers. “Never mind the old bat!” he shouts, looking upstairs while Captain Maddie screams like she’s lost a treasure.
         

         
         Hands on her hips, Ma’s scowling at the stairwell bottom.

         
         “Ma,” I plead, my hand on the doorknob. “Pleeeease.” I give her my cutest smile.

         
         Hip-Hop gulps the toast in three bites.

         
         Ma laughs and nods.

         
         I jump to the floor, grip my skateboard, and fling open the door. Light floods our dark house.

         
         “Be back by dinner,” calls Ma.

         
         I smile, wave. “Come on, Hip-Hop—we’re free.”

         
         We both leap, dive off the porch, then keep running. Running, running. Far enough away, I stop running and look back.

         
         Captain Maddie is at the window. Can she see me?

         
         She’s a sentry keeping watch. Looking due north. Waiting for a storm, I think. Strangers approaching. Not from sea but from land. 

         
         I frown, confused. A bit frightened.

         
         Maybe Ma should evict her?
         

         
         I stoop, patting Hip-Hop’s head. “You could’ve grabbed a slice for me.”

         
         We walk into town. Boardwalk shops are mostly shuttered. Wind has knocked down signs. Trash—napkins, popcorn bags, and the
            twisted white paper rolls for cotton candy—litters the walk. Opening early, the corn dog man rolls up his store’s aluminum
            slats. He waves.
         

         
         “Hi, Mr. Cohen. Save me one.”

         
         “You bet, Zane.”

         
         I set my board down. Push off, goofy style, my right foot forward on deck, my left leg stroking backward.

         
         I’m off. Sailing the boardwalk. The boarded wharf and stalls fly by. “Free!” I scream. Hip-Hop runs beside me. “Free!” Out
            of the house. Air rushing over me. Balancing my body. Knees bent, keeping it loose. No worries. My whole self relaxes.
         

         
         I lift my head, smelling salty air, seaweed, and mucky sand. Then, head low, I grip, making my feet like magnets, lifting
            the board into the air, leaping off the boardwalk and into the street. A car swerves; a man honks angrily.
         

         
         “Sorry.” I do another ollie—leaping onto the curb.

         
         I grin. “C’mon, Hip-Hop. Let’s go.”

         
         We both take off. My legs steadily kicking, stroking the sidewalk. Hip-Hop’s small, powerful legs match my wheels. We’re both
            smiling.
         

         
         There’s a rush of adrenaline. My body switches to high gear, leaning like a sprinter. Core tight, muscles taut, I’m in control.
            Rush. Heading north. Commanding the board, using my body weight to balance, shift the deck’s direction.
         

         
         “Cruise,” I holler. Hip-Hop slows his gait.

         
         Captain Maddie’s right. I’m free sailing. Steering my own fate.

         
         I zigzag once, twice, then shift sideways, carefree, coasting, my arms spread wide.

         
         “Zane!” Kiko waves from the park.

         
         “See you’ve got your helmet,” I yell. You can’t miss it—it’s yellow, a too-bright, hurt-your-eyes yellow.

         
         “Yeah. Brought a spare for you,” she answers.

         
         Pushing down sharply on the board’s tail, I stop. “Thanks.”

         
         Hip-Hop prances about Kiko.

         
         “Some serious tricks today. Right, Hip-Hop? Here.” She offers the helmet. Matching yellow.

         
         Kiko knows I can’t afford a helmet. She can. (Her dad’s a doctor. Her mom’s an Africana Studies professor. This summer she’s
            teaching in Ghana.)
         

         
         Kiko always has spare helmets for me and Jack. She doesn’t embarrass us. Says she keeps them for when her cousins visit. She doesn’t know we know she doesn’t have any cousins. We asked Dr. Kitaji. 

         
         “Seen Jack yet?”

         
         “He’ll be here.” Looking down the street, she squints, frowns. “His dad is back.”

         
         I groan. Jack’s dad is a long-haul trucker. It’s always better when he’s gone.

         
         Worried, too, I start looking for Jack. Since second grade, I’ve known the pattern. Dad home, Jack had accidents. Bruises,
            sprains. A black eye; sometimes two. “Clumsy,” he’d say. None of the teachers figured it out. Or if they did, they didn’t
            say or do anything.
         

         
         I scan the park. I know all the skaters. Neighborhood friends since elementary. But no Jack.

         
         There’s Jenny, who’s great at pop shove-it, spinning her board easily beneath her feet. Dylan and Teddy both love speed and
            swing high, up and down, between the skate bowl’s crest and bottom. Malcolm practices heel scrapes and powerslides.
         

         
         Off in the distance, I see a new guy, tall, lanky, gliding on his board. But no Jack.

         
         I whistle.

         
         Nothing.

         
         I whistle again. The last note trilling high, hanging in the air. Again.

         
         A whistle—low, sustained—answers me.

         
         “There!” shouts Kiko, pointing.

         
         I smile, relieved, then catch myself, my lips tight.

         
         Jack’s skating slow, his body tilting left while his hand holds his side.

         
         “His dad still thinks he’s a punching bag.” Furious, Kiko skates off. At the bowl’s rim, she looks back at me, fierce. Then
            tips her board, rolling down into the pit.
         

         
         “Hey, Jack.”

         
         “Hey.” Defiant, gazing at me straight, he dares me to say something about his bruised face.

         
         “Watch me nail a kickflip.”

         
         “You wish.” Jack grins. Kickflip is his specialty. He’s the best skater of us all.

         
         I keep loose, roll into the skate bowl, letting myself rise, then fall, rise, then fall like a pendulum. Curving the sides
            helps me pick up speed, rise higher and higher above the rim. At the highest point, my body parallels the bowl’s bottom. Kiko
            and the other skaters watch atop the bowl, respecting my attempt.
         

         
         Focus. I keep my eyes fixed on where I want to go.
         

         
         My breathing slows. Swooping through air, my board lifts toward the clouds.

         
         Now. Sailing upward, I reach down, grip my board in the middle, between the wheels. Then I let go, my feet losing connection, and I try to flip the board counterclockwise. My hands fly outward, and I start to fall. Feels like forever . . . a slow-motion roll toward the concrete bottom. I hear Kiko screaming. Others shouting. 

         
         The board slams first. Then me, onto my right side. My head next, skidding on concrete.
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         I’m stunned. Breath’s been slammed out of me. I hear fellow skaters clapping, calling encouragement. Jack yelling, “Next time.”
            Kiko demanding, “You okay?”
         

         
         My right shoulder aches. “I meant to do that.”

         
         Hip-Hop, peering down into the bowl, whimpers.

         
         “If that’s as good as you’ve got, you should just lay there.”

         
         I look up to my left. With the sun a harsh, bright background, I see only shadows. Squinting, I shade my eyes. Tall, looming,
            a boy with platinum-colored hair stands, his skateboard propped on its tip. “Loser!”
         

         
         “Not cool,” shouts Kiko.

         
         Sneering, the kid shrugs.

         
         He’s not from Rockaway. He’s dressed in black pants, black T-shirt. Even his board is black. He spins it on its edge. A white
            graphic, shadow and contrast, on the deck’s top, twirls by.
         

         
         “Show me if you can do better,” I holler, hobbling up.

         
         “Yeah,” “Come on,” “Dare you,” “Do it,” my friends clamor. Hip-Hop growls.

         
         “Got nothing to prove to losers,” he mocks, snaking his fingers through his hair. Then cooler than ice, he jumps two-footed on his board, kicks, and coasts away. 

         
         He’s right. I’m a loser. I can never land the hard tricks. One-upped.

         
         I skate, roll upward onto and off the rim.

         
         “Don’t mind him,” says Kiko, holding a squirming Hip-Hop.

         
         I pat his head; he licks my hand.

         
         “What a jerk. If I wasn’t hurt, I would’ve shown him,” says Jack.

         
         “You’re the best of us, Jack.”

         
         Even with a cheap, lousy board, Jack does tricks no one else can.

         
         All three of us—me, Kiko, and Jack—hover at the bowl’s rim watching neighbor kids skate. No one recognizes or even cares about
            the new kid.
         

         
         We’re all so happy to be outside, skating.

         
         “Watch for any strangers.” Captain Maddie’s warning echoes. Maybe she’s not crazy?
         

         
         My stomach cramps. What if he’s the seafaring boy? Smirking, starting trouble? I’ve got to get home. Check.
         

         
         I unbuckle the helmet, hand it to Kiko. “Thanks. You saved me.”

         
         “Always. Got your back. Yours, too, Jack.” She pauses. “That’s why I’m telling my dad about your bruises.”

         
         “Kiko, no.” Jack’s face twists with fear. “He’ll be gone soon enough.”

         
         “Didn’t he break your arm last year?”

         
         “You’ll make things worse.”

         
         Shrugging, Kiko leaps on her board, disappearing into the bowl.

         
         Jack clutches my arm. “Talk to her.”

         
         “I will, Jack.” (Though I think Kiko’s right.) “Gotta get home.”

         
         Worry is overwhelming me. By now the seafaring boy could be cruising beyond the park, down the boardwalk, passing the corn
            dog stand, just blocks from home.
         

         
         “Let me go, Jack.”

         
         “My pop will kill me if Dr. Kitaji finds out.”

         
         Jack’s panicking. I’m panicking, too, about the stranger.

         
         Who knows what the dude might do? Ma’s home. No one to protect her. What if she got hurt?

         
         I pull away, ignoring Jack’s surprise and disappointment.

         
         “Sorry. Gotta go now. Explain later.”

         
         I thought “strangers” was a joke. Maybe it’s not?

         
         I feel dread, remembering how the strange kid seemed to like towering over me. Like a shadow over Rockaway.

         
         Hip-Hop’s fur rises.

         
         “You feel it, too?”

         
         I step onto my board, kicking with all my might. Fast. Faster, faster.

         
         “Zane,” Jack calls.

         
         I don’t stop. Don’t turn. Don’t answer.

         
         Dad always said: “Protect your mother.”

         
          

         The front door is thrown open. The boarders are squawking, staggering. It looks like a bomb has hit the dining room. Broken
            plates, shattered glasses, oatmeal, soft eggs, and crushed toast are on the floor.
         

         
         “Ma? Ma? Ma!” I scream, scared.

         
         Mr. Butler points upward.

         
         I dash two steps at a time. Flight one, flight two . . . all the way to the narrowest stairs leading to Captain Maddie’s room.

         
         “Ma!”

         
         “I’m okay.” Ma’s kneeling beside Captain Maddie. “Help me lift her.”

         
         I reach beneath Captain Maddie’s arms. She’s deadweight, passed out cold. I grunt. Ma holds her feet.

         
         We lift her onto the bed.

         
         “What happened?”

         
         “Don’t know. That nasty boy came in frightening our guests, tearing up the place. Demanding to see Captain Maddie.”

         
         “What for?”

         
         “Not a clue.”

         
         Captain Maddie stirs. “My cane?” she asks, alarmed. “My cane?”

         
         “Here.” I lay the cane on the bed.

         
         She clutches its ivory-headed snakes, then lies back, her chest heaving.

         
         “Stay with her, Zane,” Ma orders. “I’ll call the doctor.”

         
         “Don’t want a doctor,” Captain growls after Ma’s gone.

         
         Lying on the bed, the cane across her chest, she seems so frail. Alone.

         
         “You might have a concussion, Captain Maddie.”

         
         Captain Maddie squeezes my hand hard. I wince.

         
         I can’t move. Her eyes have a special power. Or maybe I’m just feeling sorry for her?

         
         “I need a first mate. Quick, now. Come close.”

         
         I tilt my ear toward her mouth.

         
         “My time’s almost over.”

         
         “No, you’ll be fine,” I cry, pulling back. “Dr. Kitaji will help.”

         
         “Hush. Listen. I’ve been given the black spot. They’ll come for me.”

         
         “Who? Who gave it?”

         
         Captain Maddie sighs, wan, weary. “The others, the pirate crew.”

         
         I feel a chill. Her eyes seem to stare beyond, through me. I turn, worried someone is really there. Some spirit, a presence in the bedroom? I shiver.
         

         
         “A pirate’s lot is hard,” she says, hoarse. Her eyes fix on me. “Bounty is meant to be shared, Zane. But I stole it.”

         
         “Like a mutineer?”

         
         “Had to.” Tears flood her eyes. “No choice.”

         
         “Give it back,” I urge, confused, feeling her grip weaken.

         
         “Had to.” She turns on her side, cradling the cane. “Black spot. Everyone dies.”

         
         “No,” I beg softly. “Survive. I don’t want to lose you.”

         
         “Are there times to be disloyal, Zane? Are there?”

         
         I swallow. My throat’s dry. I grip the headboard. Dad said a man’s word was more important than gold. Disloyalty, always wrong.

         
         Before I can answer, Ma enters, carrying a tray. “Dr. Kitaji will be here in ten minutes. Water?”

         
         She shakes her head, murmuring, “Ghosts shall rise.”

         
         Ma sets a pitcher and a bowl on the nightstand.

         
         My heart races. Captain Maddie quiets, her breath shallow, eyes closed.

         
         Ma pours water into the bowl, then lifts a damp cloth, wrings and places it on Captain Maddie’s wrinkled brow.

         
         Ma did the same for Dad. At first, we thought Dad had a virus. Only Ma, wearing a mask, could nurse him. But whatever Dad had, it was slower, wasting like something breaking, bleeding inside. Dr. Kitaji said, “Without hospital tests, I can’t diagnose.” 

         
         Dad didn’t want to go. “I’ll be fine,” he said. “Just need rest and my wife’s stew. I’ll be fine.”

         
         Reluctant, Ma agreed.

         
         “Zane-boy, I’m strong.”

         
         Quicker than lightning, his appetite faded, his breathing strained.

         
         The final day, he never moved. He never opened his eyes. Or said goodbye.

         
         I turn away. I don’t want to see Captain Maddie fading. Just Captain Maddie roaring, cursing. Complaining. Living. Sharing
            tales of her derring-do. Encounters with sea monsters. Glowing fish. Giant octopi. Whales swallowing giant sharks. Skeletons
            from storms, shipwrecks, tangled in kelp or buried in sand. Hunting for sunken ships in the Atlantic, the Indian Ocean. Decoding
            treasure maps.
         

         
         “What’s your latest treasure?” I’d ask. “Did you find it before you came here?”

         
         She never said. Only exhaled, saying gravely, “During the blackest nights when the sky and ocean blend and you can’t tell
            where one begins or the other ends, listen.
         

         
         “Water shows the way.”

         
         I unlock, push open the windows. Outside, it’s all airy and light. A breeze wafts. The ocean air soothes.

         
         Behind me, shadows and smells of Ma’s worry and Captain Maddie’s fear.

         
         I look down. On the sill is a square white card. I pick it up, turn it over. A black spot. A round, dense darkness.

         
         My stomach cramps; my hands tremble. The black spot. I get it. Captain Maddie’s been found. Hunted down. (But she doesn’t have to die, does she?)
         

         
         As if she knew I held the card, Captain Maddie, hysterical, roars, “Black spot. Black spot. Black spot.”

         
         I drop the card.

         
         “Captain Maddie, Captain Maddie,” Ma tries to soothe, smoothing her tangled hair.

         
         More frightful moans. “Zane,” she screeches as if only I could save her.

         
         I rush to her side.

         
         “First mate.”

         
         On my knees, I murmur, “Sssh, Miss Maddie. Please.”

         
         “Captain,” she gasps, clutching my hand, marshaling her strength. Not cowering, weak, she balances on her elbow, her face
            close to mine, defiant in a storm.
         

         
         “I’m still Captain. Beware the two-headed snake, Zane.”

         
         “There’s no such—”

         
         “Don’t talk about what you don’t know,” she snarls. Clutching my hands, she presses her face close to mine.

         
         I can’t escape. Her amber eyes, flecked with black, compel.

         
         “You’re the first mate now. Sail on that board of yours. Find the treasure.”

         
         Treasure?

         
         “Riches, unimaginable. Keep it safe.”

         
         A treasure to help Ma? Save our home? My pulse quickens.
         

         
         “They’ll be coming for it.”

         
         “It’s here?” I look about the room, seeing everything in a new light—the overstuffed boxes, chests, duffel bag. I imagine
            coins stuffed behind books, glass vials. A treasure, here? Or beneath the mattress? Hidden in the closet?
         

         
         My thoughts swirl, imagining no boarders. Ma, less tired, reading a book in the garden. Me, swerving on the sleekest skateboard.
            Hip-Hop, settled in a soft, furry bed, eating bones.
         

         
         “Sundown, they’ll come. Demanding the treasure map.”

         
         “Map?”

         
         “She’s delirious, Zane,” Ma says. “Just humor her.”

         
         “What should I do, Captain?”

         
         “Set sail, Zane. You’ll need to set sail. There’s no time to wait.” Her voice breaks, fades. “I did my best. Protect it. Don’t let them find you. Keep the treasure safe.” Her eyes close. “Find . . . the wall . . . of tears.” 

         
         I lay my ear to her chest.

         
         “Is she alive?” Dr. Kitaji, carrying his medical bag, stands in the doorway. Kiko is behind him.

         
         I stand. “Yes.”

         
         Doctor Kitaji hurries to the bedside. Ma hovers.

         
         I tug Kiko out of the room, down the hallway, pulling her down onto the top stair step.

         
         “Treasure,” I whisper.

         
         “What?”

         
         “When Captain Maddie arrived, she gave Ma a fistful of bills. There must be more.”

         
         We cringe, hearing a fearful scream—a cross between pain and rage. Another. Then another. Curses. Captain Maddie, demanding,
            “Stay away. Stay away from me.”
         

         
         “If she’d found a treasure, why didn’t she spend it, Kiko? She could’ve been living in luxury instead of here.”

         
         “Maybe the treasure’s not real?” Kiko’s brows lift, reminding me to be sensible.

         
         (Yeah, I know. Pirate treasure in Rockaway? Queens? Ridiculous.)

         
         Yet I can feel Captain Maddie’s truth. Feel her guilt, her sadness despite knowing she felt she had to hide the treasure. Mysterious. None of it makes sense. Just as it doesn’t make sense I’m living in a world without Dad.
            Yet I am.
         

         
         “Zane.” Ma’s head pokes out the doorway. “Calm her, please.”

         
         “Me?”

         
         “Hurry. Says you’re her first mate.”

         
         I rush into the room, startled by Captain Maddie upright, flailing a small knife, slicked with blood.

         
         Dr. Kitaji, his stethoscope dangling from his hand, hangs back.

         
         “I cut him. I did, Zane. Cut him good.”

         
         Alarmed, I look at Dr. Kitaji.

         
         He shakes his head. “I’m fine.”

         
         Uneasy, I inch closer.

         
         “Put away the knife, Miss Maddie,” he says firmly.

         
         “Be careful, Zane,” urges Ma. Then begs, “Maddie, please, put down the knife.”

         
         Captain Maddie ignores them, focusing on me. Eyes bright, intense, she’s willing me forward, hypnotizing me.

         
         “Calm down, Captain,” I soothe. “Please calm down.”

         
         “I cut him.”

         
         “Who, Captain?” To my left, I see Dr. Kitaji filling a syringe.

         
         “Rattler. The boy, Rattler. White hair like a ghost.”

         
         I frown, thinking of the sneering boy, taunting, laughing, looking down at me from the skate bowl’s rim.

         
         “Captain, please, put the knife down.”

         
         She stares at the bloodstained steel. Opening her hand, she lets it fall to the floor.

         
         “Tonight, they’ll come, Zane. You’ve got to be ready.” She grips her cane, holding it across her chest like a barrier. “I’m
            done for, Zane.
         

         
         “Protect the bounty.”

         
         “I will.”

         
         “I broke the pirate code,” she says mournfully. Quick, she swings her cane as the doctor tries to administer sedation. “Leave
            me be,” she wails. Then she twists back toward me, her nails digging into my shoulders.
         

         
         “He’ll come
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