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	Praise for Boy 2.0

	By Tracey Baptiste









1.


Let’s start with the prank. A shadow fell across a boy’s back and spilled onto the sidewalk. The boy startled and turned, but there was nothing to see. The boy frowned, shivered briefly, like he was shaking off something, and then continued to cross the street. He was broad-shouldered, with a football player’s wide build. He could take on the average eighth grader. But little did the boy know that the shadow wasn’t simply a shadow.

Coal was camouflaged—invisible to everyone and everything but the sun. It was always disorienting when Coal went into stealth mode, because he could still see his shadow pooling around him. It meant no matter what, he could never fully disappear.

Still, his near invisibility and the element of surprise were his only advantages in this situation. And why was he trailing this boy? For the usual reason: his best friend, Door.

Up ahead was a coffee shop. This was where everything would go down. The large boy broke into a strut when he came within view of three girls at a window table, sipping their drinks. The girls wore the same green-and-gold school colors as the boy’s football jacket. The boy flipped his dark wavy hair back and to the side, the same way he had at Friday’s football game right after he’d taken off his helmet and smirked at Door, who was still lying on the field after an illegal tackle. The tackle was the thing that had done it for Coal—that, and the casually cruel smile directed at his best friend after he’d been knocked flat. So, when Door came to him this morning with a mouth full of retribution, Coal didn’t need a lot of convincing.

As soon as the boy was in position and the girls were looking through the shop window, Coal attacked. He tucked his body low and rammed into the kid. It was like running into a solid wall, but the hit was enough to tip the boy past his center of gravity. The boy yelped with surprise and slapped an open palm on the glass to catch himself, startling the three girls inside. Then Coal hooked the boy’s foot with his own, making him lose his balance a second time. To anybody else, it looked like the boy was tripping over his own gargantuan feet. The girls inside stared with wide eyes for one moment, then burst out giggling.

Mission accomplished.

Down on his butt on the pavement, the boy looked around for some explanation while his cheeks slowly turned vermilion, like an iron over fire. He ran his hand through his hair again, tried to push himself up, stumbled, and watched piteously at the girls laughing. He wasn’t hurt, just mortified. Funny as it was, Coal almost felt bad. Almost.

Coal walked away, a lone shadow on the pavement. As the afternoon crowd filtered between him and the boy, he discreetly shed his camouflage and reappeared, joining his shadow in the sun.

Door jogged across the street to meet him. “What was that?”

“What do you mean, what was that?” Coal asked. “I embarrassed him.”

“You tipped him over. Like a cow! Where’s my revenge?” Door looked back as the kid began to awkwardly shuffle away.

Coal felt that a tackle for a tackle was apt, but he didn’t say that. “How much could I do?” Coal asked. “That guy’s huge!”

Door made a big show of shaking his head and pinching the bridge of his nose. “I’m disappointed in you. I hired you—”

“You did not hire me.”

“I engaged you—”

“Guilted. You guilted me.”

“You’re my best friend,” Door said. “You are supposed to avenge me!”

“Door,” Coal said, putting his hand on his friend’s shoulder and stopping him. “He embarrassed you on the field. He just got embarrassed in front of a bunch of girls from his school. I think you’re even.”

“Fine,” Door said.

“And I’m never doing anything like that again,” Coal added.

“Yeah, yeah, okay.” Door looked toward the coffee shop where one of the girls had run out to talk to his rival. “Although, it doesn’t look like it worked. Are you sure you don’t want to head back for a second round?”

Coal nudged him forward. “I’m serious, Door. You can’t use me for your own secret missions. I am not your minion.”

Door groaned and followed. Coal knew better than to believe that Door would let this drop. His compliance was only temporary.

As they passed the art supply store, Coal considered going in for his weekly browse, but a text message stopped him. It was from Doc, Coal’s foster mom. She was on her way back from the grocery store, reminding him to be home soon for dinner. That meant he needed to head back.

The McKays were a little overprotective of Coal. Granted, he’d been through a lot since moving into their house a couple of months ago. First, he had lived through a terrifying experience where a man pulled a gun on him for drawing with chalk on the sidewalk. Then, as the cops were chasing him—not the gun wielder!—Coal had his first experience going invisible. And not long after that, he was kidnapped by Dr. Achebe, a high-profile tech bro who found out about his powers. So, Doc’s text wasn’t unwarranted. The McKays’ concern was mostly nice but a little annoying, which Coal felt was probably about right for parents.

He extended his best friend’s favorite offer. “Wanna come over for something to eat?”

“Bet,” Door said, immediately picking up the pace.

The McKay house was in the middle of a long block filled with similar smallish houses. Their yard was a bit scrabbly, and the bushes at the side of the porch for sure needed a trim, but Coal kind of liked how crowded and overgrown it felt. It matched the family’s vibe. Coal often thought of each member of the McKay family as welcome weeds twining their lives with his. Of all the foster homes he’d lived in over the years, this was one of two he felt most comfortable in, even though he’d only been with the McKays a short while.

As soon as the boys made it up the rickety, slightly crooked porch stairs and Coal unlocked the door, Mari, the middle McKay kid, raced to the entrance and blocked their way.

Coal leaned back. “Hi?”

“Are you busy?” she asked.

“I just got home, Mari,” Coal said. He slipped past her and kicked his shoes under the bench.

“I need help,” she said.

Coal frowned. “With homework?”

She made a face like she was offended, which made sense. Mari never needed help with homework. She was a fourth grader who often helped him with eighth-grade math. “Homework? Uh, no. I need special help. The kind of help only you can give.”

Door chuckled.

Coal took a deep breath. Doc called them “cleansing breaths,” but this one did not cleanse him at all.

“I only need to borrow you for a few minutes, I promise!” Mari looked at him with big, hopeful eyes.

Door leaned toward her. “You mean like a secret mission, don’t you?”

Mari’s face brightened even more. “Exactly like a secret mission!”

Door slapped Coal hard on his back. “Of course he’ll help you! He’d be thrilled.”

Coal shut his eyes and sighed. “Not again.”

“Not what again?” Aaron, the eldest McKay kid, came out of the kitchen with a half-eaten sandwich in his hand.

As the eldest sibling, Aaron always acted like he had to keep everyone else straight. Eyebrows raised, he waited for Mari to explain while using his elbow to fend off Door from getting too close to his food—not a small feat.

“Nothing!” She looked at Coal with don’t say anything eyes.

“Oh, it’s definitely something,” Aaron said. “You might as well tell me.”

“You are not the boss of me!” Mari folded her arms.

“Yes, he is,” Han said. The youngest McKay sibling looked up from her usual homework spot at the dining table. “Aaron is the boss of everything when Mom and Dad aren’t home.”

“That is not what they mean,” Mari argued.

“But he’s in charge, though,” Han said, rubbing orange crayon on her page.

“He doesn’t get to know all of my business,” Mari said.

“What business do you have that involves Coal?” Aaron asked. “Never mind. Don’t tell me, because I can guess what it is. And the answer is no. You do not get to use Coal for his invisibility.”

“That is not for you to decide!” Mari said.

Aaron smirked. “So, I’m right. You do want to use Coal.”

Mari’s face reddened. “You’re making it sound bad!”

“That’s because it is bad,” Han said. “Mom made a rule that we can’t ask Coal to do stuff for us.”

“Nobody is talking to you!” Mari snapped.

“Don’t yell at me!” Han shouted.

Door eyed Aaron’s sandwich on his way to the kitchen. “What you got in there? Cheddar? Provolone?” He opened the fridge. “Because this sounds like it’s going to go on for a while, and the walk over here was long, so—”

“This is not the time, Door,” Coal said.

“For food? When is it not the time for food?”

“It is almost dinner!” Han shouted. “You are not supposed to be eating sandwiches now! You’re going to ruin your appetite!”

Coal dropped onto the living room couch. It faced the dining room, where Han was doing her homework. Mari and Aaron stood in the hallway between the rooms, looking like they were going to face off.

“My thing is important!” Mari said through gritted teeth. “Someone stole from me.”

“Stealing is bad,” Han agreed.

“So is using Coal for his ability,” Aaron said, staring Mari down.

“That is also true!” Han agreed again. “Both of those are amethical.”

“Unethical,” Aaron corrected her.

“I don’t know what anything is called,” Han said. “I am seven!”

“I’m not asking to play with him like he’s a doll,” Mari scoffed. “This is an injustice.”

“We all could use Coal’s help for lots of things,” Aaron said. “It doesn’t mean we get to work him like a tool. He’s a human being.”

“I know that!” Mari said. “That’s why I’m asking, not forcing.”

“But you’re crying!” Han said. “That’s the same thing!”

“How?”

“Because you know he’ll do it if you cry.” Han pouted.

Mari narrowed her eyes. “Just because you cry to get people to do what you want doesn’t mean everybody does that. Also, I am not crying!”

It was true. She wasn’t. But she was on the verge.

“I do not!” Han screamed. Immediately, tears brimmed in her eyes.

“See!” Mari pointed at her and looked at Aaron and Coal for confirmation. “She’s doing it right now!” A tear spilled down her own face.

Door reappeared in the hallway with a handful of cheese and turkey that he was shoving between slices of bread. “Best of luck to you, brother. Imma leave.”

“You’re going now?” Coal asked with a strained voice.

“I thought you had real food here, and all you have is…” He gestured to the girls. “It’s exit time.”

Han began to wail. “You’re making Door leave!”

“You always do this, Han!” Mari yelled. “You always cry for what you want and get all the attention on you, and I need Coal’s help and you’re just ruining everything!”

“You need Coal for what, now?”

Everyone looked toward the front door. Doc was standing there with a couple of grocery bags in her hand, looking both disapproving and curious in the way only moms can. When nobody answered, she tilted her head at her kids and Coal. What she meant was: explain yourselves. The square of light at the intersection of the hallway, living room, and dining room highlighted the tight angle of her jaw.

As she waited, someone else stepped inside the house, carrying a large tote bag. This woman wore a bright yellow coat with an equally bright purple scarf tied around her dark gray hair. It took Coal a second to recognize her face. After all, he had just met her for the first time on a video call a couple of weeks before.

It was his Aunt Arlene.
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The first time Coal came across his aunt’s name was when he was on the run from Dr. Achebe, a few weeks ago. He and Isadora, an intern from Dr. Achebe’s company, had snuck into his former foster dad’s house and found notebooks and scrapbooks. One of the scrapbooks was filled with photos, including one picture with the words “Aunty Arlene’s 50th” scribbled on the back. The scrapbook was something Coal’s mother had left for him, so he figured that reaching out to this Aunty Arlene was the right thing to do. She was a blood relative, and his mother’s aunt, after all.

Doc had helped him track down her phone number and address, and although he felt nervous about revealing his ability to someone new, he decided to trust her. They met for the first time on a video call, and the moment she appeared on-screen, Coal felt a small spark of joy at the features he recognized from the photos in the scrapbook—her warm brown skin, her wide smile. He hoped that she would have more information about his invisibility powers. But Aunt Arlene only seemed to know the family legend about Saul and Jonas, the ancestors who’d escaped white supremacists with murder on their minds. His ancestors’ survival was information Coal already had from his mother’s notebooks.

After the video call, Doc promised Coal they’d take everything at a speed he was comfortable with. No one had mentioned meeting in person yet. And definitely not today.

“Well, hello,” Aunt Arlene said.

“Let me help you with the groceries,” Aaron blurted, abandoning Han and moving toward his mom.

At the same time, Door declared, “I was just leaving, so…” He tried to squeeze his considerable bulk past the two women. “I’m just gonna scooch—”

“You can go back over there until we know what’s going on,” Doc said. “Both of you.” Her voice was strained. Clearly, Coal wasn’t the only one shocked—it seemed that Aunt Arlene’s arrival was a surprise to Doc, too.

Door backed up all the way to the dining room. Aunt Arlene’s arrival had an insta-halt effect on Han’s sobbing, but there was still a blob of snot sitting on top of her lip. Aaron remained where he was.

Doc dropped the grocery bags on the dining table and pasted a smile on her face. “We have a guest! Everyone, this is Coal’s Aunt Arlene.”

Aunt Arlene stepped toward Coal. “I’m so happy to meet you in person. Finally.”

Coal stood awkwardly and clocked the twitch of annoyance in Doc’s face at the word finally. “Hi.”

Aunt Arlene’s hands fluttered to her cheeks. “Oh, you look so much like Michelle! Come!”

Coal glanced at Doc, who gave him the smallest of nods. He went to his aunt, automatically extending his hand for her to shake. She grabbed him into a hug instead, then stepped back, still holding his shoulders to peer into his face.

Coal had been examined before, and he didn’t like it. He squirmed out of her grasp.

“Sorry, sorry,” Aunt Arlene said quickly. “I’m overstepping my bounds. I’m a stranger to you!”

Coal acknowledged this with another awkward smile. “Your shoes go under the bench,” he said, happy to have something that would shift the focus off his face.

“And I can take your jacket,” Mari offered.

“Please have a seat,” Doc said.

Aunt Arlene slipped off her loafers, relinquished her coat, then sat on the couch. She patted the cushion next to her and looked at Coal again. “Sit next to me.”

“I’m…” Coal began.

“How about you get your aunt a glass of water, Coal,” Doc suggested. “She’s had a long drive. I’m sure she’s thirsty.”

Coal happily disappeared into the kitchen.

“Did we forget you were coming?” Han asked. “I didn’t see it on the calendar.” She pointed to a whiteboard calendar next to the hanging coats. “That’s where all the scheduled stuff goes.”

Coal smirked. Leave it to Han to get right to the point.

“Oh, um,” Aunt Arlene stammered. “I came by as a surprise.”

“Is that what the bag is for?” Han asked. “Presents?”

Aunt Arlene frowned. “What?”

“Surprises come with presents!” Han said.

“Han,” Doc said tightly. “You can’t ask people about what’s in their bag. It’s not polite.”

“Neither is showing up as a surprise with no presents,” Han muttered.

There was no way Doc didn’t hear that, but she ignored it. Coal reappeared with the water and handed it to his aunt.

“Maybe this wasn’t the best idea,” Aunt Arlene said. “It’s just… I really wanted to see you. Since Mrs. McKay reached out to me, I’ve—”

“Doctor,” Coal corrected her.

“Yes, of course. I’m sorry,” Aunt Arlene said. “Since Dr. McKay reached out, I’ve been trying and trying to set up a time for us to meet face-to-face and—”

“And Coal was involved in that plan,” Doc said. She seemed startled by the edge in her own voice and lowered her decibel level for the next part. “We didn’t want to push him into an uncomfortable situation.”

“Sometimes it’s best to simply dive in.” Aunt Arlene took a sip of water. “Cold water doesn’t get any warmer the longer you wait.” She reached her hand out and took Coal’s. Her thumb rubbed gently across the back of his palm. Her skin was nearly as dark as his own. There was something comforting about it. Here was someone who knew what it was like to have skin so dark, and who maybe also held secrets in her DNA. Aunt Arlene knew about Coal’s ability, but she didn’t have it herself. In fact, no one else in the family had inherited Saul and Jonas’s invisibility powers. “Extraordinary,” she said softly. “I’d like to see what it is you can do.”

“He doesn’t perform,” Mari said.

“Okay, that’s it,” Doc said sharply. “All of you upstairs to do your homework.”

Door raised his hand.

“You can go home, Theodore,” Doc added.

“Yup!” Door jumped to his feet and was in his shoes and jacket in no time at all. “I’ll check on you later, man!”

A couple of seconds after the front door closed, Coal’s phone buzzed. It was a series of question and exclamation marks from Door. Coal sighed and left the message on read.

The McKay kids trudged upstairs. Han made sure to stomp and show her displeasure. The bright orange butterfly on her worksheet fluttered as she moved. The word escape came to mind. A thing Coal wished he could do right then. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to meet his family. But his whole life had been one sudden upheaval after another, mostly without his input. This time, he thought he finally had some say in things.

At least his aunt was looking at him eagerly. She wanted to know him, which had to be a good sign.

Doc joined his aunt in the living room, sitting in one of the armchairs. Coal took the other.

“You don’t like being called Win?” Aunt Arlene asked.

“My mother didn’t give me that name,” Coal said.

“Michelle didn’t name you Coal, either,” she replied.

“She sewed it into my blanket, though,” Coal said.

Aunt Arlene smiled gently. “I’d love to see that. You know, I was the one who taught her to sew.”

Coal felt a sensation go through his body like a cool drink of water on a hot day. He hadn’t even known he was thirsty for that information. “You did?”

Aunt Arlene’s smile widened as she nodded.

Coal wanted to know more, but the attention made him feel a little unsettled. Kind, loving attention from a family member wasn’t something he’d grown up with. The closest he’d come to something like his own family was with Tom—his previous foster parent—and Tom had never looked at him quite like Aunt Arlene was, with a degree of wonder and happiness. Plus, she was real family—a blood relative that he hadn’t known existed until recently. After a whole life of being on his own, it was a lot to get used to.

“I’m sorry to have shown up like this,” Aunt Arlene said. “I can be a little impatient.”

Doc nodded. “I understand. It’s a school night, though, so we should keep this brief.”

“Of course,” Aunt Arlene said. “And, um, your little one wasn’t wrong. I did come bearing gifts.” She reached into her bag and pulled out a book. Bold text on the cover read YOUR FAMILY. She placed it on the coffee table and pushed it gently toward Coal.

“What is it?” he asked.

“I scanned some photos I thought you’d like to see,” Aunt Arlene explained. “And I wrote a few notes so you’d know who was who.”

Coal had seen family albums and glossy photo books at his previous foster homes. When he was little, he’d looked through some of them, until he understood that the people in them belonged to each other. You could tell by the way their features repeated across faces, how their limbs matched and their gestures complemented each other. In those other books, there were never features like his, never bodies that arched the way his did, so he’d stopped looking. He moved to the edge of the chair and touched the cover of YOUR FAMILY. This book was brand-new. Made just for him.

He licked his lips, eager to look inside, but his fingers hesitated.

Aunt Arlene flipped the book open to the first page, which held a single photo. A girl about his age looked out at him. “That’s Michelle,” she said. “Your mother. You see how much you look like her?”

Coal didn’t see that. He couldn’t see at all. His eyes blurred with tears. He blinked a few times fast.

Aunt Arlene kept turning pages. In the other photos there were people holding his mother’s hand casually, like it was a thing they’d done a thousand times. There she was, sitting on a floral couch with two older children. Then again, being hugged from the side by a tall man while both of them mugged for the camera. Over and over, she was among her family doing family things. Things Coal never had the opportunity to do.

“It’s a lot to absorb,” Aunt Arlene said. “Which is why I brought it. You can look at it whenever you want to.” She closed the book again.

“Thanks for that,” Doc said. “I’m sure Coal will enjoy flipping through it and learning all the names of his family.”

Aunt Arlene nodded. “If you have any questions, you can call me. Mrs.—I mean, Dr. McKay can give you my number. Or you can text me. I know you young people like to text.”

Doc chuckled. “They do like that.” She stood up. “Well…”

“Yes,” Aunt Arlene said. “It’s a school night and you have homework.”

Coal nodded. His eyes were still on the book.

“How about you walk your aunt out to her car?” Doc suggested.

Coal finally looked up and met his aunt’s eyes. She looked kind and worried at the same time. He forgot that this must have been difficult for her, too. Even if she had shown up unannounced.

“Thanks. A lot.”
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Coal and Aunt Arlene stepped outside. The sky was the kind of dark that always made Coal feel safe. It was something in the universe nearly as black as he was, that people looked at and loved without question. He folded his arms against the crisp air.

“You should have brought your jacket!” his aunt said.

“Nah, I’m okay.” Coal smiled softly. Somehow, her nagging about the cold felt nice.

“I know we’ve just met, but I need you to know something.” Coal wasn’t interested in a lecture, but it seemed to be adults’ favorite way to communicate. “All of this you have going on—your ability, the kind of people who have been interested in what you can do—all of that is a lot to wrap my head around, but I want to make sure you’re okay. I hope you know that.”

Coal did. He’d been nervous about his aunt after finding out she existed. This first real meeting was a little weird, but the fact that she already knew about his camouflage and Dr. Achebe kidnapping him, and hadn’t flipped out completely, was comforting. He was sure Doc had filtered out a lot of what happened to soften the story. Aunt Arlene seemed genuinely concerned for his well-being. Same as the McKays, except he kept coming back to the fact that Aunt Arlene was his real family. His blood. And that hit a little different.

He opened the front gate and gave her a brief grin and nod.

“Good, good.” She walked out. “This is all new to me. But it seems like you ought to be more careful.”

Coal’s muscles tensed at the suggestion. He knew all about being careful. He’d had to tiptoe around people his whole life, never knowing whether he’d be at any place for long, not knowing who he could trust, or how they might react. Besides, this was new to him, too. He was still experimenting with his ability—how fast he could change, whether he could change some parts of his skin but not others. And on top of all of that, he was still looking over his shoulder constantly to make sure Dr. Achebe and his US military friends didn’t surprise him and try to disappear him forever.

“It sounds like the kids in there are relying on you for what you can do for them,” Aunt Arlene said.

So, she had heard what they were talking about when she arrived. “It’s not like that,” he tried to explain.

“You sure about that?”

“Yeah, I’m sure.”

“This has to be so odd,” Aunt Arlene continued. “It is for me. Here you are, a whole person I didn’t even know existed a few weeks ago, and you’re a big kid already! I could have been in your life all this time.” Her voice tensed, as if some emotion was caged in her throat.

Coal squeezed his fists tight inside the pockets of his jeans. Yes, she could have been in his life. Some family could have been. But his mother had surrendered him to a fire station when he was an infant, with no information about who he was except for a clue in a baby blanket that someone could have easily taken away.

“I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you,” she said, a little softer this time. “The family would like to meet you. I told them we’d wait until you were ready. I promise my surprise visit isn’t going to be a regular thing.”

He wondered, “Will they have stories about… her? My… mom?”

“Does it feel weird to say ‘mom’? It’s definitely hard for me to think of my niece as a mom.”

He chuckled nervously. “It’s new.”

“I understand.” She smiled at him sympathetically. “Michelle was used to being on her own as an only child. She stuck to herself. But we all knew her—at least what she was willing to share with us. She was smart and stubborn. She couldn’t hear the word no. Your grandparents had a tough time with her. But she was a good kid, and now the rest of your family is going to want to know you, too. They’re curious about what you’re like.”

“They know about…”

“All they know is that Michelle had a child who’s been in foster care, and that I’m making contact,” she explained. “They don’t know anything beyond that. I didn’t think it would be prudent to get into the whole business about your special capabilities.” Her voice lowered on the last two words as if she was talking about a disease.

Coal’s shoulders relaxed a bit. “Thank you.”

She looked at him eagerly. Coal knew what she wanted to see.

He looked around to make sure they were alone, then he pulled his hands out of his pockets, and focused on what they looked like and how they felt. The November air immediately made his fingertips and palms cool. He turned them up as the pigment in his skin began to change, taking on the color and texture of the sidewalk, and the bright orange of his aunt’s loafers. It started as a patch in the middle of his palm that spread out quickly until his hands were totally invisible up to his wrists. He tried to concentrate to contain the camouflage to his palms, but it stubbornly crept up his arms.

Aunt Arlene reached out and touched his hands, watching as her own hands appeared beneath his with only the slightest waver at the edges, as if he was made of cellophane. “Incredible.” She peered at him as if she also wanted to get him under a microscope.

Coal let his body go back to normal and stuck his hands back in his pockets.

Aunt Arlene looked him in the eyes. They were just about the same height. “It doesn’t hurt?”

“It tingles a little.”

“It’s a gift, I’ll tell you that. Saul and Jonas’s legacy.”

Coal always shuddered thinking about his ancestors who had discovered their camouflage ability during the Jim Crow era, and what kind of danger they had been in that turned their invisibility on.

“Nobody else in the family was ever able to do what they did?”

Aunt Arlene shook her head. “If Michelle hadn’t decided to study all of this, to take it outside the family, there’s no reason we couldn’t have all protected you, been with you all these years. It was a stupid, selfish decision she made. She never should have gone off on her own like that. The whole thing should have stayed a family matter. And now it’s out and you can’t un-ring a bell!”

Coal felt a little nauseated. Sure, he agreed about being with his family, but he didn’t like hearing negative things about his mother, even if they might be true and he was a little bit angry with her himself. He tried to imagine what it would have been like to grow up with family who passed down memories and stories, like the legend of Saul and Jonas. But instead of enjoying that fantasy, he felt himself tightening up. The idea of growing up in a different place, with different people, made the sourness in his stomach rise to his throat. Shouldn’t he want that? It was everything he never had. A big family. People who wanted to know him. People who looked like him. People who understood what he was.

“Is it a lot of them?” he asked. “My family, I mean.”

“I have four brothers. Between them, there are seven nieces and nephews. That bunch have five—no, six kids of their own.” She paused to check on her fingers. “Yes, six. A couple of those are about your age. It’s been a minute since everybody got together, but I’m feeling like it’s time for a reunion.” She looked at him appraisingly.

Coal pictured a whole bunch of people gathered together, maybe wearing matching T-shirts. He’d seen families do that before at parks. He’d gaped at those families, each with similar features, as they hung around a grill, eating, laughing, playing, all belonging to each other. It used to make him jealous.

Aunt Arlene must have noticed something in his face because the next thing she said was: “Nothing has to happen right now. There’s plenty of time to get to know your family.” She unlocked her car and put her bag inside, then looked at the house. “You like them?”

“They’re nice,” Coal said.

“It makes sense to stay here for now, I suppose.”

Coal’s nausea roiled. What was she talking about?

“I don’t know much about the schools near me, so I’m going to find out before next year.”

“I like it at Du Bois Middle,” Coal said. “My friends—”

“Oh, I’m not that far!” Aunt Arlene assured him. “You could come back to see them sometimes.”

Aunt Arlene lived in Watsonville, Pennsylvania, nearly two hours away from the McKays in North Jersey. That was not walking distance from Door.

“You’ll like my town,” she continued. “The main street is overrun with kids. They practically take over all the cafés and food shops after school. You’ll have a whole band of new buddies in no time.” She patted Coal’s shoulder.
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