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     I ONLY INVENTED ZOMBIE TAG
     three weeks ago, and we’ve already lost seven spatulas. 
   
    For a while, I stole my mom’s, but now she’s completely out so I have to make my friends bring their own.
    
   
    Once our mothers find out where all their spatulas are going, they’re going to be so mad.
    
   
    They’re going to team up and form some kind of army against us, I swear.
    
   
    But we’d be totally prepared.
    
   
    A mom army is nothing when you’re trained to fight zombies.
   
 
  
   
    Today is Anthony’s birthday, so we should be sleeping over at his house.
    
   
    But Anthony has an awful house for Zombie Tag.
    
   
    His place is like a museum.
    
   
    There’s all this great stuff, but you can’t touch any of it.
    
   
    And there’s nowhere to sit.
    
   
    My house still feels new and unfriendly, but, tonight, that’s a bonus.
    
   
    It’s fresh territory to explore.
   
 
  
   
    But because it’s his birthday, we let Anthony be Zombie God.
    
   
    That means he’s the one who writes the words on the Post-it Notes—BARRICADE, BARRICADE, BARRICADE, BARRICADE, ZOMBIE.
    
   
    It’s pitch-black down here, so he’s using his phone for light.
    
   
    David’s using his to look up zombie fighting strategies, which is so dumb.
    
   
    I’ve read everything there is to read about zombies, and let me tell you, there are no little tricks for how to survive.
    
   
    It takes pure brute force.
    
   
    And courage.
   
 
  
   
    And a really good spatula doesn’t hurt.
   
 
  
   
    The air-conditioning is on too high because my dad is always hot, and here in the basement it feels like the tundra.
    
   
    We’re all jumping up and down and shivering while Anthony folds and shuffles the Post-it Notes.
   
 
  
   
    Eben comes thumping down the stairs.
    
   
    “Dude, shut up,” I say.
    
   
    “My parents are sleeping.”
   
 
  
   
    “All the lights are off,” he says.
    
   
    He’s panting from running through the entire house.
    
   
    He volunteered to do this, so he should man up and stop acting like he just ran a marathon or something.
   
 
  
   
    Anthony clears his throat dramatically.
    
   
    “Okay,” he says, holding the Post-it Notes above his head.
    
   
    “We will begin.
    
   
    No trading, no showing, no sharing.”
    
   
    He passes them out.
    
   
    We peek at them and stuff the evidence into our pockets.
   
 
  
   
    I can’t believe it.
    
   
    I’m Zombie.
    
   
    In our millions of games of Zombie Tag, this is my first time being the Zombie.
    
   
    It’s like it’s 
    my birthday.
   
 
  
   
    But no one would know from my face.
    
   
    I am the world’s coolest cucumber right now.
    
   
    They’ll all think I’m innocent until the moment I’m chewing on their brains.
   
 
  
   
    “Okay, eyes closed,” our Zombie God orders.
    
   
    We snap our eyes closed, and I slowly open mine to make sure the others aren’t peeking.
    
   
    They have their fingers stuffed into their ears, just like they’re supposed to.
    
   
    I feel kind of proud that they’re following my rules so well.
    
   
    It’s not every guy who has a bunch of friends who really understand how sacred a thing like Zombie Tag is, you know?
    
   
    We’ve made up a lot of games over the years, especially me and Anthony, but ideas this good only come along once in a millennium.
    
   
    They’re smart to recognize it.
   
 
  
   
    Time to fulfill my first duty as Zombie.
    
   
    I walk away from the circle as quietly as I can.
    
   
    I put all my weight on my heels before I lean onto each toe.
    
   
    When I was a kid, my brother told me that hunters used to walk like this so they didn’t get eaten by tigers.
    
   
    I totally believed him and put it in an early settlers history paper a few weeks ago, and Ms. Hoole gave me a C and wrote THERE ARE NO TIGERS IN THE UNITED STATES.
    
   
    Like that was even the point.
   
 
  
   
    I keep my tiger-sneak walk going until I’m well out of the circle, then I run to the table and pick up the dinosaur.
    
   
    It’s this plastic coin bank my dad got me as a souvenir when he went to Russia with his boss to turn in all this paperwork on Time-Based Travel.
    
   
    He was all excited about going and kept telling mom that this was his big break but then he came home all depressed.
    
   
    I think the Russians are beating us at time travel or something.
   
 
  
   
    Anyway, he had this whole stack of papers to work through and all these reports to file, like everyone on the trip gave their busy work to him.
    
   
    I asked if he was a spy just so he’d feel less lame, but then he said, “Quiet, Wil,” and that’s when he gave me this bank.
    
   
    And, it’s like, I’m not six, Dad, but at least it comes in useful for Zombie Tag.
   
 
  
   
    It’s our Key.
    
   
    The other guys need to find the Key and then get to the front door in order to win.
    
   
    But that’s not going to happen.
    
   
    Sorry, guys.
    
   
    And if they don’t find the Key, I get to eat their brains.
   
 
  
   
    I mean, they can try to defend themselves with the spatulas, but I’m going to be the scariest Zombie ever.
    
   
    They’d need, like, three spatulas each at least to fight me off.
   
 
  
   
    I run upstairs and look for a good place to hide the Key.
    
   
    My parents’ room is totally out.
    
   
    If they knew we were still awake, they’d probably start putting tranquilizers in our food every time my friends stay over.
    
   
    It’s a good thing they’re heavy sleepers.
    
   
    Graham and I used to watch horror movies after they went to bed, and they’d hardly ever wake up.
   
 
  
   
    I can’t do my room.
    
   
    Too easy.
   
 
  
   
    I pause outside of the extra bedroom we don’t even use as a guest room.
    
   
    My friends aren’t allowed to sleep in there when they stay over.
    
   
    We all have to crash in the basement.
   
 
  
   
    I’m pretty sure I’m not even supposed to go in there, because every time my dad or I step inside, Mom spends an hour fluffing the pillows and vacuuming over where we stepped.
    
   
    My mother set up all the baseball trophies and put my brother’s framed posters of girls in bathing suits, the ones she always hated, up on one of the walls.
    
   
    The room’s made up like any minute he’s going to come home and need it.
   
 
  
   
    Dad tells me not to think about it.
    
   
    We had to put my brother’s stuff somewhere.
    
   
    It’s just a place.
   
 
  
   
    I know Dad’s right, but I’m looking in there now and don’t want my friends tramping around in there, either.
    
   
    I guess Mom has brainwashed me.
   
 
  
   
    So I hide the Key in the bathroom, behind the clothes hamper.
    
   
    It’s not the best spot, but it’ll still be hard to find in the dark and I’m running out of time to find anywhere better.
    
   
    There’s no rule for how long you can take to hide the Key, but it’s lame to be this slow.
   
 
  
   
    I turn off my flashlight and scurry back downstairs.
    
   
    I run around the circle and tap each guy on the back, so they’ll know the Key has been hidden.
    
   
    I give Anthony a squeeze on the back of his neck just to scare him.
    
   
    They count to ten in their heads, and I’m back in the circle before their eyes are open.
    
   
    I blink stupidly and look around just like them.
    
   
    They have no idea I’m the Zombie, and it’s awesome.
   
 
  
   
    “Okay,” David says.
    
   
    “I’ll take the downstairs.”
   
 
  
   
    I say, “I’ll look with you.”
    
   
    He’s totally going to be my first victim.
    
   
    Poor David.
    
   
    So young.
   
 
  
   
    We grab our spatulas, fighting over the best ones, but not for very long.
    
   
    We have to hurry up and separate.
    
   
    The fewer guys you’re with, the less chance you’re with the Zombie.
   
 
  
   
    The other guys go upstairs to look for the Key.
    
   
    David switches on his flashlight and starts poking around behind the boxes we still haven’t unpacked.
    
   
    I pretend to search too, but really I’m counting to ten.
    
   
    Zombies have a ten-second lifespan as humans.
    
   
    Then they can start their hunt.
   
 
  
   
    Once I’ve gotten to ten, I flop down on the floor, as quietly as I can.
    
   
    I try to pretend I’m just looking under the couch.
    
   
    Really, I’m dying.
   
 
  
   
    My favorite part of this game is the dying, because I’m screwed up, I guess.
    
   
    I always liked the part where Bambi’s mom died, too.
    
   
    Now I think it’s awful, but when I was a little kid, I made my mom play it again and again.
    
   
    Maybe the most messed up part is that she did.
   
 
  
   
    I’ve almost finished my ten seconds of dying when David says, “Dude, find anything?”
   
 
  
   
    I stand up and go, “Rrrrrrrn.
    
   
    Braaaains.”
   
 
  
   
    “Ah!
    
   
    No way, Wil!”
   
 
  
   
    “Braaaaaaaains.”
   
 
  
    
     “You’re
     the Zombie?”
 
  
   
    He takes too long to try to run, and I grab him and hold him by the neck.
    
   
    He’s flailing around, trying to hit me with his spatula.
    
   
    If he hits the top of my head, I’ll have to freeze.
    
   
    But he doesn’t make it.
    
   
    I try to sink my teeth into his ear.
   
 
  
   
    He shrieks.
   
 
  
   
    “Shh!”
    
   
    I say.
    
   
    “Count to ten.”
   
 
  
   
    “You’re breaking character.”
   
 
  
   
    “Shut up and count to ten.”
   
 
  
   
    He squeezes his eyes shut and counts to ten.
    
   
    He has his death perfected; he always grips his chest and shakes like his insides are trying to get out.
    
   
    When he opens his eyes, he has the perfect practiced zombie look on his face.
    
   
    David has been the Zombie so many times.
    
   
    It’s not fair at all.
   
 
  
   
    “Neeeeeeeeed braaaaaaaaains,” he groans.
   
 
  
   
    I nod toward the stairs, and we start marching there together, our arms out.
    
   
    “Braaaaains,” we chant.
   
 
  
   
    We search around the hallway with our flashlights.
    
   
    Anthony and Stella are rooting through my bedroom.
    
   
    They left the door open, which was so stupid of them.
    
   
    If they closed the door and put one of their BARRICADE Post-its on it, we’d have to bang our zombie fists against it for a whole thirty seconds before we could come in.
    
   
    Now we can just walk right in and turn them into the undead.
   
 
  
   
    But scaring them first is way more fun.
   
 
  
   
    David and I spy from the doorway.
    
   
    Stella found one of my secret magazines, and she’s looking at it with her flashlight and laughing.
    
   
    “Anthony, you have to see this.
    
   
    There are naked girls in here!”
   
 
  
   
    I am so going to eat her brains.
   
 
  
   
    I jump out and go, “Rrrrrn!”
    
   
    and Stella and Anthony scream so loudly that my cat Jack Bandit sprints into the closet with his fur standing up.
   
 
  
   
    Anthony tries to fight us off with his spatula.
    
   
    Stella tries to bop me on top of my head for the secret zombie paralysis move.
    
   
    But it’s no use.
    
   
    We’re too fast, and we bob away from their hands like it’s nothing.
   
 
  
   
    I grab Anthony, David grabs Stella, and we bite down.
    
   
    Those guys are zombie-toast.
   
 
  
   
    Anthony takes his ten seconds to recover, then says, “Brains.”
   
 
  
   
    I nod at him.
    
   
    “Braaains.”
   
 
  
   
    We go into the hallway.
    
   
    Here’s the big problem.
    
   
    There’s only Eben left, and if he finds the Key and gets to the front door, he escapes with his brains intact.
    
   
    And judging by the closed bathroom door with the BARRICADE sign on the door, he might have a chance.
    
   
    And there’s no way I’m letting 
    Eben win Zombie Tag in my house.
   
 
  
   
    “Break barricade need brains want,” Anthony drones, and he starts banging on the door.
    
   
    We all join in.
    
   
    Eben’s totally freaking out in there.
    
   
    We can hear him scurrying around and mumbling, “Oh God oh God oh God oh God.”
   
 
  
   
    I’m banging on the door as hard as I can.
   
 
  
   
    I guess it’s from being up so late, but I start having a harder time focusing on the game every second I’m pounding.
    
   
    I hate when this happens, and it still does way too often, even if it’s not as often as it was.
   
 
  
   
    In most ways I’m doing better.
    
   
    I don’t have nightmares anymore.
    
   
    But I’ll be doing something totally normal, like taking a test or trying to fall asleep, and my brain will start freaking out and telling me that I have to go save Graham.
    
   
    And I’m telling myself 
    stop it, stop being so stupid, but I can’t shake the feeling.
    
   
    Every bit of me needs to get to Graham now, and I can do it, I can save him if I just 
    do something.
   
 
  
   
    I don’t know anything in the whole world except that I have to get into that bathroom right now.
    
   
    I’m banging on it and the noise is echoing in my ears a million times.
   
 
  
   
    “Stop screaming,” Anthony says, and I wish whoever’s screaming 
    would stop screaming.
    
   
    Then Anthony clamps his hand over my mouth and the screaming gets softer.
    
   
    It’s me.
    
   
    I’m the one screaming.
    
   
    I can still hear it in my head, even though I think I’ve stopped.
   
 
  
   
    And Anthony broke character.
   
 
  
   
    There are footsteps behind me, and I hear my father’s voice, always so low and scratchy, like he needs to shave the inside of his throat.
    
   
    “What 
    time do you guys think it is?
    
   
    WIL!”
   
 
  
   
    But I don’t care that he’s mad.
    
   
    I have to get into that bathroom.
    
   
    This isn’t a game anymore.
   
 
  
   
    They have to let me into the bathroom now.
    
   
    I can get in and…
   
 
  
   
    No.
   
 
  
   
    I’m coming back to real life.
    
   
    No.
    
   
    I’m so stupid.
    
   
    I’ll get in and no one will be there but stupid old Eben.
   
 
  
   
    Stella goes, “Sorry, Mr. Lowenstein.”
    
   
    She doesn’t sound nervous.
    
   
    She’s so used to getting in trouble.
    
   
    “Eben, come out, man.
    
   
    Game’s over.”
   
 
  
   
    The bathroom door opens, and my chest is like 
    whunka whunka whunka, but it’s just Eben.
    
   
    I knew that.
    
   
    I knew it was just going to be Eben.
   
 
  
   
    I shake my head back and forth.
    
   
    I need to spend more time in real life.
    
   
    Maybe I should watch less TV.
   
 
  
   
    Or lose fewer brothers.
   
 
  
   
    “Downstairs,” my father says.
    
   
    “Back downstairs.
    
   
    Wilson, we’re going to be discussing this in the morning.”
   
 
  
   
    I wish he wouldn’t do this in front of my friends.
    
   
    But I guess after I have some sort of mental breakdown in front of them, I shouldn’t be embarrassed about getting lectured.
   
 
  
   
    “Okay, Dad,” I mumble.
    
   
    And before he goes back to bed, I give him a hug.
    
   
    My friends probably think I’m sucking up, but I just want someone to hold me up for a second.
    
   
    He does.
    
   
    At least I know he’s not too mad.
   
 
  
   
    We slump back downstairs.
    
   
    We don’t know if the zombies beat Eben, which sucks.
    
   
    So far, every time we’ve played, the zombies have won.
    
   
    I bet we would have won this time, too.
   
 
  
   
    Anthony whispers to me, “Was that about Graham?”
   
 
  
   
    I crawl into my sleeping bag and say, “Shut up.”
   
 
  
   
    Everyone else falls asleep, but I stay awake and make up this story to myself about the zombies winning and nobody has any brains and nobody’s thinking anymore, and everything is always fun.
    
   
    And I 
    always make it into the bathroom in time.
    
   
    And then I bite my brother and he screams and comes back to life.
   
 
  
   
    ***
   
 
  
   
    What’s funny about my brother Graham dying is that he was one of the most alive people I ever knew.
    
   
    He was always running around and slamming doors and screaming at my parents or cutting his hair off or lifting me onto his shoulders or tackling me onto the rug.
    
   
    It’s also funny because he always fought so hard to stay that way.
   
 
  
   
    “Let’s never grow up,” he said to me one time.
    
   
    I must have been about seven.
   
 
  
   
    I said, “Okay,” because I didn’t get it, but I liked to do everything Graham did.
   
 
  
   
    We spit on our hands and shook them to seal the deal, and he said, “Good.
    
   
    We’re going to be exactly like this forever.
    
   
    You and me, kid.”
   
 
  
   
    And I said, “Me and you, kid,” which made him smile so much, and I felt really good about that.
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     THE NEXT MORNING
     at breakfast, my parents drag the whole story of Zombie Tag out of me. 
   
    We’ve been playing it constantly for weeks, but they’re acting like I’ve been keeping it some big secret.
    
   
    But I guess I didn’t want them to find out, because I knew I’d get these concerned looks and this lecture about how zombies are very serious and not something I should joke about, and do I really want to be the kind of kid who makes games out of serious things?
   
 
  
   
    “What’s next?”
    
   
    my father says.
    
   
    “Anemia Tag?
    
   
    Endangered Species Tag?”
   
 
  
   
    I say, “It’s just a game, Dad.
    
   
    It’s fun to bite people and talk about brains and stuff.”
   
 
  
   
    My mother watches me, shaking her head slowly while she bites her lip.
    
   
    I feel like I’m a very sad book she’s reading, or a kid in one of her classes who answered a question really, really wrong.
   
 
  
   
    Dad says, “You know, Anthony’s father spends hours in the office—away from his family, Wil—trying to make sure that game of yours doesn’t become a reality.”
   
 
  
   
    I wish my dad had a job that cool.
    
   
    Mr. Lohen is this big-time public official who’s on the news all the time talking about our personal safety and the discoveries he’s made and the treaties he’s written.
    
   
    He’s always talking in this soothing voice and reassuring the public that we don’t need to be worried about whatever people are worried about this week.
    
   
    Then he shakes hands with the president and signs all these important documents while people take pictures.
   
 
  
   
    Mr. Lohen gets to meet all these creatures the rest of us aren’t even sure exist.
    
   
    Anthony swears his dad touched a unicorn once, when he was in Greenland visiting the prime minister.
    
   
    It’s weird how much Anthony brags about his dad since he doesn’t even like him.
    
   
    Meanwhile, I like my dad a lot but he doesn’t give me anything to brag about, because all he does is file papers about Time-Based Travel, which isn’t even going to be real for years and years.
    
   
    The people who will use it won’t know that he worked on it.
    
   
    Sometimes I think there’s nothing in the whole world as stupid as having a job.
    
   
    At least Mr. Lohen gets to do his on TV.
   
 
  
   
    Mom keeps touching my hands.
    
   
    “Wil.
    
   
    Honey.”
    
   
    Then she can’t decide what she wants to say.
    
   
    She’s stuck between all these different speeches.
    
    
     Do I give him the “We should go back to the doctor with the soothing voice” speech or the “You should eat less red meat” speech or the “Dead people don’t come back” speech?
    
 
  
   
    Ever since six months ago, when my older brother Graham died in the bathroom looking for his inhaler, my mom’s been kind of in charge of making sure none of us gets on with our life too well.
    
   
    Just when we think we’re doing okay, she mentions his name with a wistful sigh or whispers about how dinner would taste so much better if there were four of us here to eat it.
    
   
    But it’s actually nice sometimes, because otherwise we just sit around the table and scrape at our plates, waiting for someone else to talk.
    
   
    And then Dad gets up to leave, making that smile that he thinks hides how crumpled and shaky his face is, and Mom and I scrape at our plates and pretend we’re alone.
    
   
    It’s no wonder they let my friends sleep over here all the time, because we just need someone else to look at.
    
   
    We get really sick of each other’s faces.
   
 
  
   
    “I’m okay,” I tell my mom.
    
   
    “It’s just a game.
    
   
    We got too loud.
    
   
    It doesn’t mean anything.”
   
 
  
   
    Mom keeps watching me.
   
 
  
   
    She hasn’t been the same since it happened.
    
   
    She’s always getting paralyzed by small things, like I ask her to take me to a friend’s house and she just sits there and stares at me, or she tries to put on a pair of socks and has to sit with them in her hand for hours before she figures out how to go on.
   
 
  
   
    But Dad’s worse than Mom, to be honest.
    
   
    He used to take me and Graham out to see monster trucks all the time, which I always thought were stupid, but Graham was really into them.
    
   
    He and his best friend Luke—Anthony’s brother—used to trade programs from the shows and talk about statistics and miles per hour.
    
   
    Luke has all these posters of his favorite cars in his room.
    
   
    Sometimes now he lets me come in to look at them, and we talk about the races and stuff.
    
   
    I research some facts before I go over, so I’ll have something to tell him and he’ll be impressed and let me stay, even though then Anthony gets mad I’m not hanging out with him.
    
   
    But sometimes when I’m in Luke’s room long enough, he’ll stop talking about monster trucks and start talking about Graham.
   
 
  
   
    Luke and Graham weren’t really much alike, which made them weird friends, because Luke is calmer and happier, but if I make him talk about Graham long enough he gets upset and touchy and angry.
    
   
    And that reminds me of Graham, so I always end up pushing him there.
   
 
  
   
    Anyway, ever since Graham died, Dad doesn’t take me to see monster trucks anymore, like it was only worth the time off work when he had two sons.
    
   
    I’m not as much fun as Graham, maybe.
    
   
    He was sixteen, so he and Dad could have all these conversations that were way too boring for me to follow, so now I don’t know how to imitate them.
    
   
    But since Dad and I don’t hang out, I guess it doesn’t really matter.
   
 
  
   
    The truth is, I miss Graham, but sometimes I miss Mom and Dad more.
   
 
  
   
    “Wil,” Mom says, when she’s finally decided on a speech.
    
   
    “I know it’s been a hard year.
    
   
    But daydreaming about 
    zombies isn’t something a boy your age should be doing with his free time.”
   
 
  
   
    I say, “Anthony says no one even cares about zombies because they’re not going to be real again ever.
    
   
    His dad says no way, no more zombies.”
   
 
  
   
    “Why have you been discussing this with Anthony?”
    
   
    Dad says, and that’s when I realize I said “real again.”
    
   
    A good kid would pretend he never thinks about when there were zombies.
    
   
    A good kid probably wouldn’t have spent hours on the Internet reading about them.
    
   
    I’m digging myself deeper and deeper.
    
   
    I need a lawyer right now.
   
 
  
   
    I just roll my eyes and say, “I can read, you know.”
   
 
  
   
    Dad says, “Wil, what have we told you about getting involved?”
   
 
  
   
    “Getting involved” is Dad’s slang for thinking ahead past what I’m going to have for breakfast tomorrow.
   
 
  
   
    “Everyone knows there were zombies,” I say.
    
   
    “They told us in school.”
   
 
  
   
    Dad’s still looking at me really suspiciously, probably because he knows they didn’t tell us in school.
   
 
  
   
    The details from the last zombie observation are completely top secret.
    
   
    This is stupid, but right now the main reason I wish I knew the details is so I could throw it in Dad’s face that I know and he doesn’t.
   
 
  
   
    But I don’t.
    
   
    I know what’s on the Internet, which is basically nothing.
    
   
    Zombie Tag didn’t come from too much research; it came from my messed-up head.
    
   
    But saying that would probably freak them out even more.
   
 
  
   
    I say, “I’m not like a government menace or something, okay?
    
   
    We were playing tag.”
   
 
  
   
    “It’s a dangerous line of thinking,” Dad says.
    
   
    “Wondering if dead people are going to come back.
    
   
    You’ll get yourself into trouble.”
    
   
    And that’s all he has time to say to me, because he has so much work to do.
    
   
    He gets up and leaves.
    
   
    His jacket is all crumpled in the back, like someone grabbed him by it.
   
 
  
   
    Mom takes my hand across the table.
    
   
    “We’re worried about you.”
   
 
  
   
    I nod, but I know that’s not the right response.
    
   
    My brain is going really fast.
    
   
    Something just happened.
   
 
  
   
    Because she and Dad are worried about me, yeah, but my well-being isn’t what they’re concerned about right now.
    
   
    They’re not scared I need to go back to therapy.
    
   
    They’re scared I’m poking around somewhere I shouldn’t be.
    
   
    I know it.
   
 
  
   
    But before I can drag any information out of her, Mom says she has to get something out of the oven.
    
   
    I make a face because it smells like dead cabbage, and she rolls her eyes and tells me I can go hang out at Anthony’s.
   
 
  
   
    ***
   
 
  
   
    “Do you ever get frustrated?”
    
   
    Graham asked me once, about a year ago.
    
   
    We were sitting outside the garage watching Dad work on his car, and Graham was drawing him.
    
   
    He was a really good artist, and he always said he would teach me how to draw someday.
   
 
  
   
    I said, “Frustrated?”
   
 
  
   
    “Yeah.”
    
   
    He kept his voice all quiet like he didn’t want Dad to hear.
   
 
  
   
    “I don’t know.”
   
 
  
   
    “It’s just…” He looked down at his paper.
    
   
    “Like, why am I drawing this?
    
   
    What’s it for?
    
   
    It’s not like it’s ever going to hang in a museum.
    
   
    And even if it did, what would that prove?
    
   
    That some people who don’t know me are willing to pay a few dollars to look at this picture of Dad and a car and wonder what it’s about?”
   
 
  
   
    “It’s good,” I told him.
    
   
    “I like the steering wheel.”
   
 
  
   
    “But what’s the point of being good?”
   
 
  
   
    I liked that he talked to me, but I hated that he expected me to have something to say back.
    
   
    “Um… I don’t know.”
   
 
  
   
    He put the picture down and crouched next to me.
    
   
    “What are you doing?”
   
 
  
   
    “Fixing the wagon.”
    
   
    Its wheel kept sliding off of the axle, so Dad gave me his tool kit because I said I wanted to try to fix it myself.
    
   
    I had no idea what I was doing, besides probably making it worse.
   
 
  
   
    But then here was Graham, looking at me like I was the smartest person he’d ever seen.
    
   
    It felt like my insides grew a little bigger.
   
 
  
   
    “Can I help?”
    
   
    he asked after a minute.
   
 
  
   
    “Yeah.”
   
 
  
   
    He sat down next to me.
    
   
    He wasn’t any help at all.
    
   
    But he tried all the things I’d already tried and handed me tools when I asked for them.
    
   
    We tested wrenches and screwdrivers by tapping them against the wagon’s red side and making up scientific talk about their strength and accuracy and what make and model they were.
   
 
  
   
    “This is awesome,” I said.
    
   
    I didn’t care that we weren’t getting anything done, I was just happy that Graham wasn’t yelling at me.
   
 
  
   
    “So then what?”
    
   
    he said.
    
   
    “After we finish this?
    
   
    Then what happens?”
   
 
  
   
    “I don’t know.
    
   
    We can put water balloons in here and wheel them over to the Lohens’ and throw them at Luke and Anthony when they aren’t paying attention.
    
   
    We can do anything we want with it.”
   
 
  
   
    “You don’t want to decide ahead of time?”
   
 
  
   
    I said, “Why?”
   
 
  
   
    He was quiet for a while, and I felt like I’d said something wrong.
   
 
  
   
    So I said, “We can do whatever we want.
    
   
    It’s okay.”
    
   
    What I meant was, 
    we can do whatever you want, Graham, but I didn’t say that out loud.
   
 
  
   
    Then he mumbled, “Never change,” and moved to get a better look at the axle.
    
   
    His drawing got crushed underneath his sneaker when he scooted over, but I don’t think he cared.
   
 
  
   
    We never fixed the wagon.
    
   
    And that was okay.
    
   
    We just played with something else instead.
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