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For Tate and Bryce, 
the most magical boys on the planet












I remember pap tellin’ me ’bout stretchin’ vines acrost roads and paths to knock de patterollers off deir horses when dey were tryin’ to ketch slaves. Pap and mammy tole me marster and missus did not ’low any of de slaves to have a book in deir house. Dat if dey caught a slave wid a book in deir house dey whupped ’em.

—Lizzie Baker, Adams-Hunter, 
North Carolina, 1936

SLAVE NARRATIVES: 
A Folk History of Slavery in the 
United States from Interviews with Former Slaves
 (Washington, DC: Federal Writers’ Project, 1941)
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Chapter 1

Billy’s Bad End

Theo was alone again. His aunts would be upset if they saw him sitting by himself. They thought he spent too much time alone, that he was too quiet for his own good. They worried, but Theo wasn’t thinking about that at the moment. It was true, though: he was too old to be swinging by himself on the playground. But the other guys weren’t like him; they were normal. They couldn’t see what he saw, which was the boy swinging beside him. The dead boy. Theo had a gift for communicating with the dead. He could sense spirits even better than his aunts, especially ghosts who’d been around awhile.

He should have known this was going to happen. When he woke up that morning there were ten garden snails stuck to his bedroom window and a hand-sized moth trapped in the light of his ceiling fan. Great-Aunt Trudy Anne, who had been dead quite a long time, told him that it was a bad omen, and Aunt Ionie, who was very much alive, said she’d meditate for a vision about said garden snails. Both of them told him to come straight home after school.

He didn’t listen.

Instead he packed some light exorcism supplies, just in case he had to do a quick exorcism on the fly. A little warding salt: part cherrywood ash, black salt and black pepper; some Florida water, which wasn’t from Florida at all; and his Daniel shot—the basics. It wasn’t that he felt compelled to help every ghost he came across, but some ghosts, especially kid ghosts, were a sore spot. If he didn’t help, who would? He packed everything in a white JanSport he called his magipack. Magic+ pack, get it? Well, he thought it was clever.

“What’s your name?” Theo asked the boy ghost. He was swinging his nearly translucent legs up in the air. To any normal person passing by the park, it just looked like the wind was blowing, except it wasn’t. For a second a chill ran through Theo’s bones.

“Billy,” the boy replied.

Theo told Billy his name and pushed in his earbuds. There wasn’t anything playing, but if anyone saw him they’d just assume he was reciting lyrics and not talking to the air. He pulled out a soda bottle from his backpack and pretended to drink, then unscrewed the cap and poured the Florida water into a little puddle on the ground to help with the transition from this world to the next. It was his aunt Cedella’s recipe, and he’d let it cure in a copper pot under three full moons like she’d told him. He hoped it would work. This ghost had been around for decades. He could tell by the orange turtleneck and bell-bottoms that Billy had been playing in the same spot since before some of his aunts were born.

“You must be new,” Billy said. “Sometimes Philip comes by the park to play. He dresses funny like you.”

Theo nodded, remembering the faded pictures of Philip Gray posted on the lampposts near the basketball court. He’d gone missing the year before. Theo would like to help him too, but he couldn’t get a handle on where he liked to haunt. Some ghosts were wanderers like that, hopping from the place they died to a handful of other sentimental places; others liked to stay in one spot forever. In either case, the haunting spot is a place they know, and it has to have a strong connection to their lives.

“I think I might just be new to you. Why do you like this park so much? It doesn’t seem so special to me.”

“Well, that’s where you’re wrong, buddy,” Billy said as he jumped off the swing right into the puddle of Florida water and proceeded to give Theo a tour.

You had to get ghosts talking if you were going to find a way to get them to remember. As Billy talked, Theo could see the outline of what the park used to look like. The rubber mat changed back into a pit of tree bark and then a sandbox and then a slab of concrete. The plastic corkscrew slide grew and stretched into a ten-foot-tall metal death slope, and right beside it bloomed a gleaming geometric dome. Between the jungle gym bars of Billy’s crystallized memory, Theo could just make out the guys playing basketball in the present.

“Perfect for hanging upside down!” Billy exclaimed as he climbed. Clarity hit Theo in the chest as he realized this was how it happened.

“Do you remember the last time you were here?” Theo asked, his eyes beginning to move between Billy and the other guys on the basketball court on the opposite side of the park. Good. They weren’t paying him any attention. They probably hadn’t even noticed he hadn’t come back from the bathroom.

Billy hovered a bit, high in the air, his knees resting on two thin rusting metal bars. As Theo watched, the skids and squeaks of the sneakers on the court got quieter. The dome began to glow and become more solid. Billy, no longer alone, was surrounded by other kids, swinging, hanging from their arms, or upside down on a single leg. Billy flipped upside down too.

“Yeah, I do. I was playing with my friend Carl. He dared me to see if I could jump from one bar to the other like Tarzan,” Billy said.

Theo swallowed. He hoped he wouldn’t have to see Billy die. Sometimes that happened, just before they made their way to the other side. He knew it was just a replay of what went down and not the real thing, but that didn’t always make it any better. His instincts were to yell and tell him to stop, climb the dome himself and grab Billy’s hand, but he couldn’t. This had already happened. This was the past. Theo pulled out a piece of Bubble Yum from his pocket, the last in the sleeve, and chewed furiously.

“You’re up kinda high,” Theo said. He put his hand over his eyes to shield them from the late-afternoon Charleston sun. The temperature dropped at least ten degrees as Billy laughed and leaped, his arm stretching for a bar. His fingers just barely grazed it.

Theo’s heart skipped when Billy missed, and a nervous, churning feeling gripped his gut as Billy plummeted headfirst toward the concrete. But this time his body didn’t break as it hit the ground.

It disappeared.

Theo heard something like a cross between a scream and a bark, and for the briefest second it felt like something furry was walking through his legs, its tail brushing against his skin. Theo looked down and then turned and frowned. There was nothing there, at least nothing he could see—and he could see more than most, more than he wanted to. Must have been one of those playground spirits, Huggin’ Hannah or Flying Farrah.

Theo whipped around as someone grabbed him from behind. He twisted but couldn’t shake them off. Then that bark was in his ears, loud and vicious, ready to attack.

“Get off me!” Theo yelled.

“Aye, who are you talking to?”

Theo turned, breathing hard, his arms suddenly free. “What?”

“I said, who are you talking to? You yelled.” Theo’s friend Frank bounced his basketball on the sidewalk. Theo blinked. The playground was just like it was before, empty, save for one rocking swing.

“You okay?” Frank asked as his freckly forehead wrinkled. Some of the kids called him Spots, because of the absolute riot of freckles on his face, but it felt kinda mean to Theo, so he just called him by his name, or Baskets, or bruh, or Freehand or Fam Fizzle or anything besides Spots.

“Uh, yeah.”

“You don’t look okay. You look shook.”

Theo leaned back and laughed weakly. “Never that! I’m breezy. I’m cool. I’m good. Really.”

“Aight, I was just letting you know that Coach Lattimer is starting tryouts a week from Monday, if you’re still interested in joining the team.”

“I am.”

“Nah, you’re too busy listening to Ariana Grande mixes,” Frank teased as he tried and failed to snatch one of Theo’s earbuds. Theo dodged, and the two boys shadowboxed for a minute.

“You just mad I won’t let you get on one of my custom beats,” Theo joked. He’d replay the conversation back in his mind later to make sure he sounded self-assured and easy when really he was a ball of nerves.

“Whatever. My flow rocks a cappella. Scrubs like you gotta ride the beat like kids on training wheels,” Frank said and then launched into one of his raps about Jordans and jelly sandwiches.

Theo picked up the basketball and threw it. Frank caught it in the chest and tumbled back a bit.

“Practice. But you gotta be focused for tryouts. You can’t, um . . . you know.” Frank paused for effect, and Theo knew it was about his habit of “spacing out,” as the guys called it. “Uh, just be ready next Monday at four.”

“Aight. I gotta see if my cousin can pick me up after.”

“Not a problem. Just wear gym clothes and be ready to play.”

“I’ll be ready,” Theo replied.

“You think your cousin Issa will be there?” Frank asked.

“Why would she come to basketball tryouts?”

“I don’t know. To w-watch, m-maybe,” Frank stuttered and cleared his throat.

“You like her!” Theo shouted.

“I didn’t say all that.”

“Bruh, you didn’t have to. You like Issa! For real?”

“I didn’t say that!” Frank yelled back, his tawny cheeks turning as red as his bushy hair.

“I mean, I’m not judging. You can call her. How ’bout I text her right now?”

“No!” Frank yelled. He went to grab Theo’s phone, but Theo pulled it out of reach just in time. Theo smiled and put his phone back into his pocket.

“I . . . uh . . . I mean, nah, uh. I’m good,” Frank said, obviously trying not to seem overeager.

Theo knew his cousin was cute, but he didn’t feel the need to be overprotective of her. She got herself into too much trouble for him to take on that role, but Frank seemed okay. If she liked him, she liked him, and if she didn’t, she wouldn’t have any trouble letting him know.

Frank changed the topic to Tekken characters and which gaming chairs were the best, and it wasn’t too long before he was saying good-bye, his knuckle to Theo’s, and left. Theo waited until he was out of sight to see if he could still feel Billy’s presence, but he couldn’t. He’d missed his chance. He’d screwed up, and he wasn’t sure if he was going to be able to fix it. He’d just have to sneak out of his room later. He sniffed the air for the smell of sour milk and rotten eggs, a sure sign of bitter magic, but could only catch the hint of Charleston’s paper mill on the wind and coffee from the nearby bookshop. Yeah, he’d come back later, even if he really didn’t want to.
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