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	Praise for Boy 2.0

	By Tracey Baptiste







For my nephew, XJ






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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