



[image: image]













[image: image]
















This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.


Copyright © 2023 by Katrina Leno


Illustrations copyright © 2023 by Davide Ortu


Raindrop art © MG Drachal/Shutterstock.com


Umbrella art © Sloth Astronaut/Shutterstock.com


Cover art copyright © 2023 by Davide Ortu. Cover design by Gabrielle Chang.


Cover copyright © 2023 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Interior design by Gabrielle Chang.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Little, Brown and Company


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104


Visit us at LBYR.com


First Edition: June 2023


Little, Brown and Company is a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Little, Brown name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Little, Brown and Company books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Names: Leno, Katrina, author. | Ortu, Davide, illustrator.


Title: The umbrella maker’s son / Katrina Leno ; illustrated by Davide Ortu.


Description: First edition. | New York : Little, Brown and Company, 2023. |  Audience: Ages 8 to 12. | Summary: Twelve-year-old Oscar Buckle is determined  to discover the real reason behind why his town is so rainy.


Identifiers: LCCN 2022031750 | ISBN 9780316470872 (hardcover) | ISBN 9780316471145 (ebook)


Subjects: CYAC: Rain and rainfall—Fiction. | Weather—Fiction. | Magic—Fiction. |  Schools—Fiction. | Fantasy. | LCGFT: Fantasy fiction. | Novels.


Classification: LCC PZ7.L5399 Um 2023 | DDC [Fic]—dc23


LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2022031750


ISBNs: 978-0-316-47087-2 (hardcover), 978-0-316-47114-5 (ebook)


E3-20230513-JV-NF-ORI


















[image: image]








For Alma & Harper


















[image: image]








Blanderwheel (Part 1)



OSCAR BUCKLE WAS RUNNING like his life depended on it.


Because his life did depend on it.


Because what had only a moment ago been a tremendous but manageable amount of rain was now anything but manageable.


It was now life-threatening.


It was now the worst of the worst of the worst of rains.


It was a blanderwheel.1


And everybody knew—


You didn’t go outside in a blanderwheel.


So Oscar ran.


And ran.


He ran as the skies darkened.


He ran as great bolts of lightning shot across the sky.


He ran as the clouds split open and dumped buckets of rain down over the earth.


He ran as the ground beneath him began to shake and tremble with—


Footnote


1 A rain of epic, monsoon-like proportions. Dangerous. Avoid at all costs.
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WAIT, WAIT, WAIT.


Let’s back up a little.


I’m getting ahead of myself.


There’s some backstory we need to cover before the blanderwheel. Just a thing or two to go over. Like—


Oscar Buckle lived in a city called Roan, in a country called Terra, on a planet called Erde, in a solar system called Virginia.


In Roan, it was always raining.


And when it wasn’t raining, it was about to rain.


There were forty-seven different types of rain. Any two-year-old in Roan could name all of them, for it was one of the first things children were taught.


“You don’t go outside in a blanderwheel.”


“What a lovely wib2 we’re having today.”


“It’s a full spillen3 outside, but I don’t mind it at all!”


“It was shlinking4 this morning, but it’s a proper bliggot5 now!”


Oscar Buckle’s favorite type of rain was a gentle wib, the way it fell soundlessly from the sky, kissing against your skin as you stood in the street, gazing up.


But he also loved the more impressive displays, a caterwhail,6 for example, when the sky lit up with lightning and the thunder was so loud the windows rattled in their panes.


And he also loved a warm and sunny gennal.7


Honestly, he loved most kinds of rain.


You learned to love rain if you lived in Roan, mostly because hating rain was sort of pointless.


It would be like hating air, or hating trees, or hating mountains or lakes or the ground beneath your feet. It was just easier to embrace it. It was a constant presence in the city, and that was just how it was.


Well…


That was just how it was now.


It hadn’t always been like this.


Although the weather in Roan had usually tended toward the wet side, things had gotten particularly stormy in the past ten years or so.


For a while, meteorologists tried to explain it.


But they couldn’t.


“An underground tectonic shift!” some of them claimed.


“A gravitational anomaly!” others insisted.


“Honestly we haven’t the faintest idea,” the more honest among them admitted.


Eventually they recommended that everybody just get used to it.


And everybody did.


For the most part.


Footnotes


2 A gentle sprinkle. The nicest kind of rain. Warm and welcome.


3 A steady shower.


4 Just shy of a spillen. A modest but persistent rain.


5 Quite a lot of rain, and particularly unexpected.


6 A summer thunderstorm.


7 A rain that occurs on a bright-blue day with not a cloud in the sky from which it might have fallen.
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Buckle Umbrellas



BECAUSE OF ALL THE rain, the most popular accessory in Roan was, of course, an umbrella. Similarly the most common footwear was a good, strong, sturdy pair of rubber-soled rain boots and the most common coat was a rain jacket. Some people wore plastic hats over their hair or wrapped their heads in a sort of thin rubber scarf called a flouse.


Because you could get used to rain all you wanted, but most people agreed that it was still rather unpleasant to be wet.


This was where Oscar Buckle differed from most people.


Oscar never carried an umbrella.


In a sea of black pointed domes all jostling and fighting for airspace, he was a nimble, darting body among them.


His favorite shoes were a beat-up pair of sneakers with a hole in each big toe.


His favorite jacket was no jacket.


And he certainly didn’t wear a plastic hat or a flouse to protect his reddish-brown hair and white, freckled face. He thought those were ridiculous.


It was more than a bit ironic, then, that Oscar’s father was…


An umbrella maker.


Buckle umbrellas were known citywide for being strong, reliable, and long-lasting. They were made of the highest-quality materials, assembled by hand by Bilius Buckle (Oscar’s father), and sold for anywhere from forty to one hundred skiffs8 apiece.
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So reliable, yes, but also… quite expensive.


“Quality work takes time, and time costs money,” Bilius Buckle liked to say.9


“But if you made them just a little bit worse, and sold them for just a little bit less, wouldn’t we sell more?” Oscar had once asked his father over dinner.


Bilius had choked on a bite of soup, turned red in the face, and proceeded to lecture his son for the next hour about integrity and value and my very reputation as a craftsperson!


Oscar hadn’t brought it up again after that.


Footnotes


8 The exchange rate of one skiff to one dollar is confusing and varies greatly depending on what you’re trying to buy. But for our purposes, let’s say it’s more or less one-to-one.


9 He usually said this when someone stopped by the Buckle Umbrellas shop, took one look at a price tag, and left without buying anything.
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BUT WHAT COULD A person do if they weren’t able to spend a sizeable chunk of their paycheck on a Buckle umbrella?


Well, in Roan, on every single street corner, at the intersection of every road, outside of every important building, whether north or south of the Wall,10 you could find a person manning a little wheeled cart, and you could go up to this person and buy an umbrella for two skiffs.


These umbrellas were made by machines in one of the factories in the Toe.


They were made with cheap materials and assembled haphazardly and quickly. They would last, if you were lucky, for exactly one afternoon before a strong gust of wind turned them inside out or tore a hole in the fabric or blew them out of your hand and into the murky depths of the Gray Sea.


If you were not lucky, they would last you far less than that. They would get you a couple of city blocks, from your office in Commerce City11 to a restaurant where you were meeting an important client for lunch.


The wastebaskets of Roan were absolutely filled with these cheap umbrellas. Stuffed with them.


Because, for a lot of people, it was just easier to spend two skiffs every few days than it was to spend sixty skiffs all at once. This was especially true in the Alley, where folks often lived paycheck to paycheck and found it harder to save up for an expensive purchase.


These cheap umbrellas were made by a company called Brawn Industries. They owned the biggest and foulest factory among all the factories in Roan. It vomited thick, toxic smoke that made the back of your throat itch and caused everything to smell like a burning chemical soup.


Brawn Industries had been making umbrellas for the past decade. In that time, they had caused almost every other umbrella maker in the entire city of Roan to go out of business.


Almost.


Buckle Umbrellas still hung in there, although what had once been a booming business for Bilius Buckle was now a scramble to pay rent at the beginning of every month.


Sometimes Oscar thought the struggle of keeping a small business afloat wasn’t worth the headache at the end of the month when Bilius sat down to (narrowly) pay the bills.


Sometimes Oscar thought Bilius should just admit defeat and take a job at Brawn Industries.


And sometimes12 Oscar wanted to collect every single umbrella in the entire city—Brawn and Buckle—and throw them all into the Gray Sea.


Footnotes


10 The city of Roan is shaped a little bit like a stocking, and this stocking is divided into two parts by the Wall, which is twenty feet high and slices the city in half from east to west, just underneath the heel. Everything south of the Wall is called “the Toe.”


11 Which is north of the Wall.


12 A lot of the time.
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Blanderwheel (Part 2)



HE RAN AS THE ground beneath him began to shake and tremble with violent quakes and jolts!!!


The lighthouse must be close now, and he knew he had to reach it or else he’d be swept into the Gray Sea, carried away by the rising waves that were crashing viciously across the small island. Could an entire island flood? Would the lighthouse and Oscar and this tiny outcrop of land end up at the bottom of the sea?


As he continued to run, he thought he heard a voice screaming on the wind.…


But then he realized it was him.


It was his voice.


He was screaming.


And even as he realized that, a wild wail of wind stole his voice away.


Suddenly he could hear nothing except the white noise of the storm.


And then everything went black.…
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I’M RUSHING THE STORY.


I keep doing that.


Let’s rewind just a bit, just a few short weeks, to a nice, calm Tuesday afternoon around three o’clock.


We’ll get to the blanderwheel in due time.


For now, here is Oscar, heading to East Market, one of his favorite places in the entire world.


Oscar loved navigating the long, skinny aisles and cramped, packed stalls of the outdoor market, searching for a barrel of glamps13 or a bushel of ollins14 or the rarer svin,15 which was Oscar and Bilius’s favorite treat (but sadly not often available and rather pricey when it was).


He loved the sea of overlarge, black umbrellas16 that hung over the entirety of the market, keeping the rain out (and, a long time ago, keeping the sun out as well).


And he loved Tuesdays at the market most of all, because Tuesdays were when Neko—one of Oscar’s closest friends and the owner of the best stall at the market—received fresh shipments of fruit from all over Terra.


Oscar beelined toward Neko’s stall now, weaving his way in between shoppers and merchants and ducking under ropes of garlic and jumping over crates of glamps.


To Oscar’s right was the Wall.


Oscar waved at a pair of guards who were currently stationed at the East Door.17


They did not wave back.


Through the East Door, Oscar glimpsed Central Market. Like most things north of the Wall, Central Market was bigger, cleaner, and nicer. But Neko was from the Toe, so he always made sure to save some of his rarer treats for East Market. He set the prices in East Market lower, too, so the people of the Alley could eat the same sweet, juicy fruit as the people from Roan Piers.18


Oscar heard Neko’s booming laugh before he saw him. Neko was a big man, at least seven feet tall, with tan skin, a barrel-shaped body and hands the size of encyclopedias. He was always happy, always laughing, and always overjoyed to see Oscar.


Today was no exception.


As soon as Oscar popped into view, Neko beamed and tossed him a small, bright-yellow object.


Oscar caught it and yelped in surprise—it was burning hot!


“Shooting star fruit!”19 Neko said, cackling with laughter. “Super fresh!”


Oscar tossed the fruit back and forth between his hands, trying to cool it down a bit. “Is this… edible?”


“Of course it is,” Neko responded, still laughing. “Make a wish and blow!”


So Oscar thought for a moment, made a wish,20 then blew on the fruit.


It cooled instantly.


He took a cautious bite.


“Tastes a little burnt,” he said.


Footnotes


13 A root vegetable similar to a potato.


14 A root vegetable similar to an onion.


15 A root vegetable similar to honestly nothing we have in our world. I can only say that it is versatile and yummy, and a little bit goes a long way.


16 These umbrellas were made by none other than Bilius himself and had hung over East Market for almost twenty years now. Which is a testament to the durability of the Buckle umbrella!


17 The Wall has three doors total, and these are manned by guards at all hours of the day and night. While theoretically, a resident of the Toe could pass freely through them at any time, these guards are known to turn people away for any number of reasons.


18 A very fancy, rich neighborhood north of the Wall.


19 A wonderfully rare, sweet fruit that is a bit like a lemon mixed with a mango, with a smoky aftertaste.


20 He wished he’d find a svin to bring home for dinner.
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Neko made a face, then whisked the rest of the fruit out of Oscar’s hand.


“No appreciation for the finer things in life,” Neko mumbled. He popped the fruit into his mouth and made a loud sound of contentment.


“Do you have any apples?” Oscar asked hopefully. “I like apples.”


“Yes, yes, I have your boring apples.” Although Neko pretended to be grumpy, he was smiling as he dropped two apples into Oscar’s canvas tote. He looked around his stall, grabbed two midnight oranges,21 and dropped them in, too. “For your father,” he said with a wink.


“Thanks, Neko.”


“And do you have anything for me?” Neko asked. “You’re overdue, you know.”


Oscar never paid at Neko’s fruit stand.


He traded.


You see, Oscar was a wood-carver.


He had been carving animals and other objects22 out of wood for as long as he could remember.


He smiled sheepishly now as he slid a hand into his pocket. He rummaged around and then withdrew something small. It was a delicate wood carving of a bird, no more than four inches long, its wings outstretched, captured in midflight, its beak sharp and pointed, its eyes watchful and piercing.


Oscar held the carving out to Neko, who turned it over in his hands, studying it.


Oscar practically wiggled with anxiety. He rarely showed his carvings to anyone—just Neko, Bilius, and his best friend, Saige Cleverer.


Neko let out a long, low whistle.


“Oscar,” he said. “This is incredible.”


“Oh, I dunno,” Oscar said. Compliments made him feel a little squirmy, and he shifted his weight from foot to foot as Neko continued examining the bird.


“Your talent is growing, my small friend,” Neko said. “The detail here, in the feathers? In the face? The eyes are so expressive. Remember the last one you gave me, the tiger a few months ago? I can see improvements even from that.”


“Thanks, Neko,” Oscar mumbled.


“This certainly deserves a few more of these,” Neko said, and tossed two more apples into Oscar’s bag. “Now get going. Your dad’ll be wondering where you are.”


Oscar smiled and waved goodbye and then, his bag laden with apples and midnight oranges, he continued down the skinny aisles of East Market.


And sure enough, he found two svins for dinner.


Footnotes


21 These taste like a cross between an orange and a blueberry and are the color of the sky at—you guessed it—midnight.


22 Like mugs and plates and paperweights and candleholders and flock pieces (more on flock later!).
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Château Buckle



OSCAR AND HIS FATHER lovingly referred to their Alley apartment as Château Buckle,23 and as far as apartments went, it was warm and cozy and safe and clean and cluttered and, according to the two of them, absolutely perfect in every way.


It had two floors: On the first floor was the kitchen and living room, a small bathroom, and a curtained-off space where Bilius slept. The second floor was much smaller and consisted only of Oscar’s bedroom and another bathroom with a big bathtub and shower.


Château Buckle was located in Building 4 of the thirteen apartment buildings that made up the Alley, and colloquially, among its tenants, it was called Dove. All the buildings were named after birds. Saige, who lived just across the way with her mother, father, and baby brother, lived in Woodpecker.24


Oscar and his father usually arrived home around the same time. Bilius spent most of his days in the Buckle Umbrellas storefront and workshop, which was located in the middle of the thirteen apartment buildings, in a small arrangement of shops where the people of the Alley bought their clothes and their books and their shoes and, yes, their umbrellas.


If it was a good day, Bilius had managed to sell one umbrella.


If it was a very good day, he’d sold two.


If it was an extraordinary day, he’d sold three, to rich people who came down from Roan Piers to buy something fancy and expensive to impress their neighbors.


But if it was a bad day, he’d sold none at all.


Today was a bad day.


When Oscar got home, he found Bilius sitting on the floor in the living room, his shoes still on, his coat still on, his umbrella still open by the door. Bilius had his face in his hands, but when he heard the door open, he looked up quickly, trying to shake the darkness from his eyes, smiling for his son.


“Oscar,” he said. “I was just resting.”


“On the floor?”


“Long day.”


“Any sales?” Oscar asked, even though he already knew the answer. There hadn’t been a sale for nine days now.


“It’s a lull,” Bilius said. “It’s been wibbing for days. People only buy umbrellas when it’s really coming down.”


“Look what I got,” Oscar said, trying to improve the mood. He took the svins from his tote. “I’ll cook a svin casserole tonight, okay, Dad?”


“Oh, Oscar. That sounds lovely,” Bilius said. “That sounds like exactly what I need.”


“Why don’t you head upstairs and get showered and I’ll start cooking,” Oscar suggested. He held out his hand and helped Bilius to his feet.


“You’re too good to me,” Bilius said, ruffling Oscar’s hair.


He kicked off his shoes and headed upstairs.


Oscar went to the kitchen, dropping his tote on the round table and washing his hands in the sink. The kitchen window looked out to the east, and he could see Woodpecker and Saige’s kitchen window and, above that, Saige’s bedroom. It was dark now; Saige took piano lessons after school and her parents both worked late.


It was one of the things they’d bonded over, when they’d first become friends. Their bedroom windows faced each other. They did Morse code with flashlights and had once attempted a string-and-can telephone. It had worked for a few weeks, until a particularly bad tranklumpet25 had knocked the whole thing down.


Oscar washed the svins, then he got a cutting board and sliced them into thin, perfect ovals. He found a can of crushed tomatoes and lined a casserole dish with them, then added a layer of svins and a layer of cheese. He popped the casserole into the oven and set a timer for one hour. And then, because they had enough flour for it, he made two individually sized loaves of quickbread26 and slid them in next to the casserole.


Oscar looked out the window again. The Cleverers’ apartment was still dark, and the rain had increased from a wib to a plinker,27 falling just slightly more heavily now. Oscar was glad he was inside. If he had a least favorite type of rain, it was the creeping, tickly, skin-crawly drops of a plinker.


If he craned his neck and looked upward, Oscar could just about see a sliver of sky between the two apartment buildings. As usual, it was gray, smoky, cloudy, and generally miserable. Oscar couldn’t remember the last time he had seen the sun. Which feels like a good time to discuss—


Footnotes


23 Château is French for “castle.” There are indeed people in Oscar’s world who speak French, in a tiny country to the northeast of Roan called not France but Frunce (long story). They do have an Eiffel Tower there, and it’s pretty similar to our world’s Eiffel Tower, except it’s three feet shorter and bright blue.


24 Everyone just thought it was nicer to call the buildings names like Dove and Woodpecker, as opposed to Building 4 and Building 5.


25 A rain characterized by its sudden bursts of downpour lasting a few seconds at a time, creating a distinctive pulsating effect.


26 It is what it sounds like: quick bread.


27 A very ticklish kind of rain that slithers down the back of your collar and crawls into the cuffs of your socks.
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AS I’VE MENTIONED, IT wasn’t always like this.


When Oscar was a baby, when his mother and father had been a young couple, they’d taken him to the beach, to the park, on long promenades around the city. There were pictures of the three of them, the sky blue and cloudless above, the sun a bright-yellow spot high above them.


But then, just about ten years ago, everything changed.


Of course it had always been rainy in Roan, but now there was nothing else. Now it was only rain.


And gone were the days of gennals and enmerals.28


Now the sun was a distant memory and the smoke from the factories blotted out any scrap of blue sky that might have been left.


Now it was only rain, and only smog, and only ever an endless expanse of gray.


And now, where the Gray Sea met the gray sky, you could barely tell the difference.


Footnote


28 Summer showers that begin and end with a brilliant double rainbow.
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A Decision



THE SVIN CASSEROLE TURNED out perfectly, golden brown on the top and cheese melted impeccably and svins soft and chewy and wonderfully filling. Oscar ripped bite-size chunks from his quickbread and used them to mop up the sauce from the bottom of his dish, and Bilius let out a long, contented sigh when he’d finished, stretching out his legs under the table and patting his belly with a smile.


After dinner, Oscar and Bilius usually played a game of flock,29 so Oscar cleared the dishes now, set them in the sink to soak, and got the flockboard down from a shelf. He’d carved both the board and the pieces himself, and over the years, the  wood had become well-worn and smoothed by their fingers. A good set of flockboard and flock pieces felt like an extension of one’s own hand, and Oscar and Bilius always took the same ten pieces, setting them carefully into their starting squares.


Generally in flock, the youngest player goes first, but Oscar and Bilius took turns, and tonight it was Bilius’s turn to make the first move. He stared at his pieces for a long time, his eyes half-closed, then he moved his spanner30 to A2, and the game was afoot.
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The rules and regulations of flock were complicated and changed depending on what day of the week it was and whether you were playing in the morning or the afternoon or the evening, so I won’t bore you with the details, but I will tell you that Oscar won by an enormous margin, and it wasn’t a very exciting game overall.


It seemed like Bilius’s mind was on something else entirely. He was distracted and slow, and he made quite a few moves that were absolutely terrible.


After the game was finished, when Oscar started to gather all the pieces and put them back into their velvet-lined wood carrying case (which he had also made), his father reached out and put a hand on his wrist.


“There’s something I’d like to talk to you about, Oscar,” Bilius said, and Oscar felt his stomach do a weird little flip-flop, because Bilius had a strange expression on his face, and he was suddenly looking everywhere but at his son’s eyes.


Oscar put the flock case down and settled back in his chair, waiting.


Bilius cleared his throat.


Then he cracked his knuckles.


Then he scratched just under his left ear.


Then he—


“Dad?” Oscar said.


“Right, yes. Well. I’ve made a decision,” Bilius said. “And it wasn’t an easy decision or a light decision. And it’s also not up for debate. I’d just like to tell you what it is and be done with it.”


This wasn’t like Bilius Buckle at all.


Usually Oscar and Bilius decided everything together, whether it was as simple as what they should have for breakfast on a Saturday morning or something more important, like how they should celebrate Oscar’s upcoming twelfth birthday.


Bilius wasn’t one of those parents who didn’t allow for discussion, so the fact that he had made a decision and hadn’t consulted his son and proclaimed it “not up for debate” made Oscar feel…


Not good. He twisted in his seat.


“What do you mean?” Oscar asked. “What kind of decision?”


“Oscar, things are… tight,” Bilius said. “I know I’ve been promising you a trip to Commerce City for your birthday, but it just won’t be a possibility this year.”


“Oh,” Oscar said, disappointed, of course, but also understanding. “That’s okay, Dad.”


“And you won’t be returning to school in the fall,” Bilius continued quickly, in the manner of someone who had started to rip a bandage off and knew they must keep going or they would lose their nerve entirely. “You’ll be taking an apprenticeship instead.”


This made Oscar freeze. He felt suddenly chilly, like his blood had turned to ice water.


He had never particularly loved school, but that didn’t mean he wanted to stop going. Plus, Bilius had always stressed the importance of education and Oscar knew his mother had wanted him to complete his Uppers.31


Oscar didn’t remember much about his mother, since she had died when he was young.


But he thought of her now.


What would she have said about this?


He didn’t think she would like it.…


“An… apprenticeship?” Oscar asked, his voice quiet.


“With me,” Bilius said. “You will start to learn the family trade.”


“But I don’t want to be an umbrella maker,” Oscar replied.


To which Bilius stood up, brushed imaginary crumbs off the front of his shirt, and, still without looking at his son, said, “I believe I said this was not up for debate. If you’ll excuse me, I have paperwork to do.”


And he turned abruptly and disappeared behind the curtain that separated his bedroom from the rest of the living room.


Footnotes


29 A two-player strategy game, not unlike chess, where each player receives ten pieces, each with their own complicated move requirements. First to make it to the other side of the board wins.


30 The name of one of the pieces in flock.


31 School in Roan is divided into three parts: Lowers, Middles, and Uppers. Lowers and Middles are required by law; Uppers are voluntary. Oscar will finish his Middles in about just a couple weeks’ time.
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OSCAR DIDN’T MOVE FOR what felt like an eternity, and when he finally stood up, he found his legs numb and tingly and his arms wooden and stiff, and he kept dropping the flock pieces as he tried to tuck them into their velvet home. Finally he just left everything at the table, abandoning the dishes in the sink and walking quietly through the apartment. He put on his sneakers, slipped into his jacket, and walked out the door.


To leave most apartment buildings, one walks down many flights of stairs.


But Dove wasn’t most apartment buildings and Oscar wasn’t most tenants, and so instead of going down, he went up.


The apartment he shared with his father was on the seventh floor of the thirteen-story building, and although it had a small, rickety elevator, it was usually broken. Oscar preferred the stairs, anyway, and he took them all the way past the thirteenth floor, to a door with a sign on it that said: NO ROOF ACCESS!


And then, using a small, straight pin he always kept in his pocket, he easily picked the lock and stepped outside into the plinkering rain.


Ugh. He hated when it plinkered.


This rain felt like it had a million tiny fingers, and it dripped down his arms and creeped down his legs and slithered down his neck.


He headed for the edge of the roof.


To the west he could see the factories.


Past those, surrounding the entirety of the Toe, was the Gray Sea. Wide, churning, and treacherous.


To the north, the Wall snaked across Roan, dividing the city with brick and mortar.


And to the east was the roof of Woodpecker, where Saige lived.


The roofs of Dove and Woodpecker were connected by a long, sturdy plank of wood. Oscar had put it there himself, of course, and it didn’t give him any pause to walk across it now, the street looming thirteen stories below him, the darkness of the night surrounding him. He felt like a daring tightrope walker32  (although the wood was significantly wider than a tightrope and only about five feet long).


Oscar rounded a big exhaust fan and there it was: Fort Cleverbuckle. He and Saige had made the entire thing themselves, and it fit both of them comfortably, with plenty of room for them to stand, and for Saige’s wheelchair (which she had named Dot). The sides of the fort were made from thick plywood, there was an actual working door, and it was completely waterproof.


Although the roofs of Dove and Woodpecker were mostly identical, they’d chosen Saige’s roof for the fort, because even though she loved heights, she (understandably) wasn’t thrilled with the idea of taking Dot across a makeshift roof-spanning bridge.
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The elevator in Woodpecker was far more reliable than the one in Dove, at least, so Saige never had trouble getting to the roof. That was probably because Janet, Woodpecker’s handywoman, had a soft spot for Saige and her love of heights, and made sure to prioritize elevator maintenance.


Both normal maintenance… and then some. You see, Woodpecker’s elevator went right up to the roof. Janet had set it up this way herself—if you pressed buttons 5, 6, and 8 at the same time, held them for three seconds exactly, and then let go, the elevator shot right up past the thirteenth floor.


Saige was the only one besides Janet who knew this secret code, and she made sure to only use it when she was alone.


Oscar and Saige met at Fort Cleverbuckle most nights after dinner. It was their preferred spot to do homework, talk about their days, or just read a book or comic and ignore each other in comfortable silence. Today, though, Oscar had forgotten both his homework and a book. He’d been so upset when he’d left his apartment that he hadn’t thought to grab anything. Lucky for him, Saige left her entire comic collection in the fort, because her parents didn’t like her reading them. They thought the only things worth reading were big, important books about boring people doing boring things.


The design of Fort Cleverbuckle had been Saige’s. She wanted to be an architect when she grew up, and she’d drawn up the plans for the fort entirely on her own. All Oscar had to do was grab the things on her list of materials. Together, over the course of a few months,33 they’d completed construction. And now, aside from the two of them, the only person who knew about Fort Cleverbuckle was Janet (who sometimes invited herself over for tea or dropped off a plate of freshly baked cookies).


Oscar let himself into the fort now, happy to get out of the plinker. He plopped himself down in one of the two beanbags they’d procured for the space (his was lavender; Saige’s was a pale moss green) and took a deep, heavy breath.


Since he’d left his apartment, Oscar had been trying his best not to think about anything at all. Moving made this easy. He could concentrate on climbing the stairs, picking the lock, not falling off the wooden plank, putting one leg in front of the other as he stomped toward his destination.


Now that he was sitting down, though, everything hit him like a wave.


You won’t be returning to school in the fall.


You’ll be taking an apprenticeship instead.


You will start to learn the family trade.


Oscar’s father was an umbrella maker.


Oscar’s grandfather was an umbrella maker.


Oscar’s great-grandfather was an umbrella maker.


Oscar’s great-great-grandfather was an umbrella maker.


Oscar’s great-great-great-grandfather was an umbrella maker.


And so on.


Umbrella making had always been the Buckle family trade.


So why had it never occurred to Oscar that he might someday be forced to make umbrellas, too?


Well, for one thing, his father had never directly said it: You must be an umbrella maker, and you have no say in the matter.


Of course Bilius had hinted that he’d like Oscar to be an umbrella maker, but as Oscar had grown up, Bilius had also mentioned dozens of other things Oscar might one day do.


“You’d be an excellent chef, Oscar!”


“You’re a natural at torchball,34 Oscar!”


“Look at how well you fly this kite, Oscar!”


So why now?


Why the sudden—incredibly abrupt—change of heart?


And it’s also not up for debate.


Oscar felt his eyes prickling with tears.


It was just so unlike his father.


Why would he have said that?


Why would he be so…


Mean?


Oscar felt the first tears spill over onto his cheeks, and he angrily wiped at his face as it continued to plinker on the roof above him.


And since being sad and angry made him tired, he quickly fell asleep.


He awoke with a start when the door to Fort Cleverbuckle opened, and Saige came inside.


“Oops! Were you asleep?” she asked.


“Just dozed off for a minute,” Oscar replied. He sat up and wiped a dribble of drool from his chin. He could tell the rain had picked up to maybe a shlink or a bliggot; he couldn’t tell without seeing it. Saige closed her umbrella and shut the door behind her. She raised the left arm of her wheelchair and lifted herself from the chair to the green beanbag.


“Are you okay?” she said just as Oscar asked her the same thing—because Saige’s eyes were unmistakably red. Her curly brown hair was in two braids on either side of her head, her brown skin was wet, and her silver wire-rimmed glasses had a few spots of rain on them. The tips of her ears were wet—her left, slightly pointed one35 and her right, round one.


They both laughed a little at saying the exact same thing at the exact same time, and then Oscar stopped laughing—


Because Saige had just burst into loud, chest-heaving sobs.


“Saige! Oh my gosh, are you okay? What’s wrong!”


Oscar slid out of his beanbag, landing on his knees in front of his best friend. Saige had put her hands over her face, so Oscar touched her knee to let her know he was there.


“I… don’t… want…,” Saige said in between sobs.


“You don’t want what?” Oscar asked, feeling a bit frantic. “Saige, you’re scaring me. Can you tell me what’s going on?”


“I… don’t… want… to go,” Saige managed, and then she dissolved into a fresh round of sobs. Not knowing what else to do, Oscar squeezed himself onto the beanbag next to her and threw his arms around her. She leaned into him, still sobbing, and he just held her and waited until she calmed down enough to talk.


It took a few minutes, but finally Saige wasn’t crying so hard, and when Oscar pulled away from her, she wiped her face with her hands and took a big, shaky breath.


“Saige,” Oscar whispered. “Go where?”


“We’re moving,” Saige said.


And if the conversation with his dad had made Oscar sad, this news made him want to throw up and scream and cry and throw up again, all at the same time.


“You mean, wait…,” Oscar said, reeling. “You mean, like, you’re moving to a new apartment building? Well, that’s okay. I mean, we won’t be across from each other anymore, but the Alley is pretty small, you know?”


“No, Oscar,” Saige said, her sobs turning into little hiccups, the tears still falling freely from her eyes. “We’re not moving into another apartment building. We’re moving out of the Alley.”


Oscar didn’t say anything right away. His brain was trying to make sense of it. There were a few apartment buildings on the west side of the Toe, above the factories—maybe Saige was moving there? But it was only a twenty-or-so-minute walk, so that wasn’t the end of the world, either.


“The Goms Apartments?” Oscar asked hopefully.


Saige shook her head. She took a few breaths, closing her eyes and trying to calm herself. When she opened her eyes, she looked so, so sad. Almost too sad to look at.


“North,” she said. “Above the Wall.”


Oscar forgot how to breathe. For a few long seconds, he just stared at Saige, gaping, and then he took a shaky, faltering breath. He couldn’t feel his fingers. He couldn’t feel any part of his body, but then Saige took his hand and he could feel that.


“My parents just told me,” she continued. “Just now. I came straight here. I wanted to tell you because—”


“When?” Oscar interrupted.


“Two weeks.”


“Two weeks!”


“They want me to finish up my Middles. We’re leaving the day after school ends.”


“Saige, I…”


“My dad got a new job. I wasn’t really listening,” she admitted. “I had sort of tuned out by then. I didn’t hear anything after they told me we were moving. My parents, they’re so… happy.”


“Commerce City?” Oscar asked. He knew there were apartment buildings there, high-rises that dwarfed the ones in the Alley, double and triple the size.


“Roan Piers,” Saige answered, her voice soft and… almost ashamed.


“You’re moving to Roan Piers?” Oscar repeated.


“I guess it’s a really good new job or something,” Saige said. “I don’t know. Like I said, I just kinda tuned out.” She let go of Oscar’s hand and looked into his face, her eyes wide and wet. “But this is totally fine. We’ll still be friends. You’ll come and visit me, and I’ll get my parents to bring me back here. We can see each other all the time,” she insisted.


And although Oscar nodded enthusiastically, although he swore they would still be friends and nothing could ever, ever change that…


Inside he knew the truth.


He knew that once Saige moved, they’d never talk again.


The people who lived in Roan Piers weren’t friends with the people who lived in the Alley.


It just didn’t work like that.


Footnotes


32 For legal purposes, do not try this at home!


33 And with a lot of help from Janet, who was thrilled by the idea of a secret rooftop fort!


34 Which is a lot like our soccer, except the ball is on fire and most of a player’s time is spent running away from it, so as not to get burned.


35 When she was three, Saige had toddled after her mother into the bathroom. Not realizing her daughter was there, Mrs. Cleverer had slammed the door shut—catching just the tip of Saige’s left ear. It had been slightly misshapen ever since but was usually hidden by Saige’s thick, curly hair.
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