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1.

Let’s start with the car and the kid in the back seat and the woman driving it. She is looking straight ahead as if a slight pivot right or left might indicate that she cared even a little bit. The boy already knew she didn’t. Care. It was rare any of them did. That was the job. Too many kids, too many bad situations. It was easier for them to detach. It had been a while since he had to be moved to a new place, so he almost forgot what people like this lady were like. 

It was quiet in the car, but the sound of screaming still rung in the kid’s ears. The safest place he’d known had turned dangerous at the snap of a finger. He still didn’t know what had gone wrong. He focused on the things he knew. It was Tuesday. September. Evening. The weather was trending toward cool. He knew better than to ask what had happened to Tom, his guardian of the last three years. Quiet Tom who suddenly started screaming. Gentle Tom who had been waving a knife when the kid was pulled to safety. The kid looked at the woman driving the car. But he knew that even if she had any answers, she wouldn’t tell him.

He looked out into the darkening sky as the last hints of sunlight shone between the buildings. The neighborhoods changed. The houses got smaller and closer together. The streets narrowed. Wood fences gave way to chain-link.

The car hit a bump and the kid’s backpack slid off the seat with a thud. Still no movement from up front. Not even a twinge of concern in the laser-focused eyes in the rearview mirror. A real pro, this lady. The kid closed a hand firmly on the backpack’s strap. It had his notebooks, pens, plastic baggie full of chalk, sketch pads. His other hand draped over a black duffel bag that contained everything else he needed. Clothes. A couple pairs of sneakers. An embroidered baby blanket.

The car stopped in front of a two-story cream-colored house with lots of flowers in the garden and in pots that hung from the porch ceiling. A scruffy shrub fence that was in desperate need of trimming leaned all around it.

The lady parked the car, said, “Hold on,” and then exited.

A tall, dark-skinned man, not quite as dark as the boy in the back seat—but then few were—answered the door. He smiled. Nodded. Looked toward the car. The lady returned and knocked on the kid’s window.

“Okay,” she said. That was it. Okay. Not welcome to your new home. Not I’m sure this is a little startling. Not your new foster family’s name is . . . 

The boy slid out, pulled his backpack over his shoulder, and dragged the duffel bag across the seats. He walked awkwardly behind her onto the creaky porch. The man stepped out.

“Let me help you with that,” he said, reaching for Coal’s duffel. Another smile. It was friendly. Not even a hint of pity, which was unusual. The man held the bag against his body with one hand and extended the other. “I’m Jackson McKay,” he said.

The boy took his hand and got a firm, warm grip.

“Win Keegan,” the lady said. “This is where you’ll be staying.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Win!” Jackson said. “That’s a great name.”

“So you’re all good then,” the lady said. Not a question. Barely a statement. She was already turning to leave.

“We’re all good,” Jackson said. 

The boy didn’t turn back. What would have been the point? He didn’t know this lady. And she had done nothing to make his day one iota better. That was why she didn’t get named in his story. She didn’t matter. He decided he wouldn’t even remember her face.

Jackson stepped aside for him to walk in. “I bet this is weird,” he said. He put the bag down near a shoe rack and indicated that the boy should take off his sneakers. “So what do you like to be called?” he asked. “I mean, Win’s great, but I don’t like to assume.”

“Most people call me Win,” the boy said. 

“Okay. How old are you, Win?” 

“Thirteen,” the boy said.

Jackson nodded and gestured for the boy to follow him. They walked down a short hallway until they stood between two bright rooms. There were kids in both. Two girls in the dining room sat at a long table hunched over books. One of them looked a couple of years younger than him. The other was in first grade, tops. An older boy—judging by his height and the little bit of scruff on his chin—was in the living room draped over a flowered couch with an open book covering his face. 

“You’re not going to learn anything like that, Aaron,” Jackson said.

“I’m absorbing,” said the voice under the book.

“Osmosis is not a practical study strategy. Also, Win is here. Come on.”

Aaron lifted the book. “Hey,” he said. Then he added, “What do you go by? He? They?”

“He is fine,” the boy said.

“Me too,” Aaron responded with a nod.

“Hi, Win!” the two girls at the table said at the same time. The younger one, with a deep-brown tone like Jackson and plaited pigtails, grinned half a mouth of teeth and clutched a small furry thing in her hands.

The kid liked the vibe he was getting from the family, so he decided to take a chance. “Actually, I like to be called Coal.”

“Coal,” Jackson said. “Well, all right, then.”

“Coal?” the older girl said. “Like charcoal? The combustible or the art supply?”

“Coal,” Aaron said, “because he will give you a look that burns right through to your core.”

“Coal,” the little one said, “like what Santa will put in your stocking if you’re bad.”

“Coal,” Jackson said, “like what a phoenix rises out of.”

“That’s ash,” the older girl said. She smoothed an unruly curl that had sprung from her bun back away from her eyes. She was a lighter tone than her sister and had Jackson’s coily hair.

“Ash is a cool name,” the younger girl said. “Can we call you Ash?”

Coal found himself laughing. He shook his head. “Coal’s fine.”

“Technically,” the older girl said, “coal is chunky. Not fine.”

“So that’s Mari and Hannah,” Jackson said. 

Mari saluted, and Hannah grinned again while holding up her stuffie—a sloth—for him to see.

“This is Missus Quickness,” Hannah said.

“Of course, Han, I almost forgot,” Jackson said. “And our oldest is Aaron.”

“He’ll be the one trying to boss you around,” Mari said.

“Nobody bosses anybody here,” Jackson said. “You are the boss of yourself.” He squeezed Coal’s arm gently. “Within reason.”

“Got it,” Coal said.

“You hungry?”

“A bit.”

Jackson took Coal by the shoulders and steered him into the kitchen. It smelled like freshly baked bread. “You’re in luck. I just finished up a batch of croissants, but there’s also shepherd’s pie if you want. The temp really dropped tonight, right?”

“Yeah, it did.”

“I know today’s been a tough one,” Jackson said. “Anything you need, I’ll try to get it for you.”

Coal ran his finger across the edge of the table. “Tom,” he said. “Do you know what happened?”

“He’s been taken to Holy Angels Hospital,” Jackson said in a softer, more careful voice. “He’s on a psychiatric hold for forty-eight hours. I don’t know anything else, but we can try to find out.” Jackson hesitated, with one hand already hoisting the shepherd’s pie dish.

“So he might be back home after that.”

“Unclear,” Jackson said. “You’ll be with us for . . . however long you need to be. Is that okay? Candace will be back soon. She knows more than I do. About pretty much everything.” He smiled sympathetically and served Coal a heaping portion of shepherd’s pie and put the plate of croissants in front of him. He poured him a glass of orange juice and plopped a couple of cookies on another plate, then sat opposite Coal at the kitchen table. 

It seemed like the end of the Tom conversation, so Coal began to eat.

“It’s just the five of us,” Jackson said. “We’ve never been a foster family before, so this is all new.”

Coal took a swig of juice. Jackson topped off the glass.

“We also weren’t quite prepared for you tonight, everything happening so suddenly and all.”

“That’s okay,” Coal said. “I don’t really need a—” 

The front door opened. “I’m back! I’m here! Did he get in yet?”

“Mom!” Hannah went bounding for the door. Something dropped with a dull thud, prompting Jackson to get up and assist. Hannah led her mother to the kitchen. 

“There you are!” The woman beamed at him. She wore jeans and one of those mom blouses that was flowy around the middle. Her braided hair was neatly sculpted into a low side bun. Even though she was smiling, her voice had a combination of strain and relief that Coal had heard in other mothers’ voices, but never directed toward himself. It surprised him enough that he jumped out of his seat to greet her, bumping the table and spilling some of his juice in the process. 

She stuck her hand out. “I’m Candace.” 

“I’ve got that!” Jackson said. He dropped two large shopping bags on the counter and rushed to clean up the spilled juice.

“Hi,” Coal said.

“So, you’re Win,” Candice said.

“Coal,” Hannah said.

“Coal?” Candace asked.

“Like the bituminous combustible,” Mari said.

“Like the stuff you mine out of a mountain,” Aaron shouted from the other room.

“Like the stuff that can turn into diamonds,” Hannah added with a wiggle of eyebrows.

“Like the stuff that’s just waiting for spark and wind?” Candace asked.

“Waiting for what?” Coal asked.

Candace smiled softly. “That’s from a poem.”

Coal sat again. With the whole family looking at him, he suddenly felt like a lab specimen. He wasn’t sure what to do. He was definitely not going to put another forkful of food in his mouth with everyone standing there, like it was a performance.

“I’m gathering you land more on the quiet side of things,” Jackson said.

Coal shrugged. “I don’t know . . .”

“It’s been a rough day,” Candace said. “And we’re probably not helping, hovering over you like this. We’ll give you a little space.” She grabbed one of the shopping bags. “I’ll go make up your bed and set you up. I’m sorry we’re not prepared. They really didn’t give us a lot of warning that you were on your way.”

“Everything happened pretty fast,” Coal said.

Jackson locked eyes with Candace, and she turned back to add gently, “Tom’s being looked after. I can ask for more details about his condition tomorrow.”

“They’ll tell you?” Coal asked.

“Maybe. I’m a psychiatrist and I have privileges at Holy Angels, where Tom was taken, so I can ask.” Candace nodded firmly. “It’ll be okay, you know. Whatever it is.”

“I’m fine,” Coal said. “It’s not the first time I’ve moved foster homes.”

“Right,” Candace said. “You finish eating, and I’ll have your room ready for you in a few minutes.”

“You want more?” Jackson asked. “There’s plenty.” He was holding the dish with the shepherd’s pie, serving spoon at the ready, even though Coal had barely dug into what he had. 

Coal wasn’t actually sure whether he was still hungry, but he figured that until he gathered what was what, he should probably say yes to everything. He nodded, and Jackson happily added more to his plate.

By the time Coal was directed to what would be his new room, he was exhausted and overstuffed. He followed Jackson up a creaky flight of stairs, past a bedroom where the girls argued over which mess was to be cleaned by whom, and into a room that looked like it had been Aaron’s alone until now. A squeaky new metal frame twin bed, neatly made up with sheets straight out of the store packaging, was crammed into the space.

“Here you go,” Candace said, fluffing the pillow. “I brought up your bag,” she added nervously as she pointed to the duffel at the foot of the bed. “We’ll have something for you to put your things in tomorrow. Like I said, it was last minute.” She stood stiffly, observing him. 

“This is great. Thank you . . .” Coal had forgotten her name. Not even the first initial came to mind. “Um . . . Doc.”

She grinned. “I like that. Doc.”

“Okay, Doc,” Jackson said. “How about we let Coal get settled in.”

Doc pointed at a fresh towel and washcloth, a toothbrush still in the packaging, a bottle of soap, lotion, and a stick of deodorant. “I wasn’t sure what you were able to grab when you left.”

“Thank you,” Coal said.

“Plus this.” She handed Coal a slim paperback by someone named Danez Smith. “Welcome home.” She and Jackson backed out of the room and closed the door.

Coal was alone. First time in hours that he had a moment to himself. Nobody looking. Nobody occupying nearby space forcing him to stay aware. He sat on the edge of the bed, suddenly much more tired than he had been the moment before. He felt achy, like he’d been running, and all his muscles were used up. He thought about Tom. How one minute Tom was his regular self and the next minute he was someone else. He didn’t want to think about that, so he scanned the room. 

Next to his bed there was a slightly darker green rectangle of unfaded paint on the wall, about the same size as Aaron’s dresser. Right beneath that, in the gray carpet, were four distinct impressions. They’d definitely moved it to make room for Coal. The carpet had that freshly vacuumed look with wide stripes in the weave. There were various piles around that seemed hastily straightened up. Some clothes, a few books. Aaron’s bed was against the wall directly opposite his. They’d gone to a bit of trouble for him. With only a couple of hours’ notice. And they seemed nice. Not as nice as Tom, but then no one was as nice as Tom. 

Even sitting down, Coal felt unsteady. He squeezed the edge of the bed, digging his fingers into the mattress, as if that might anchor him. But the squeak of the metal frame reminded him that this was temporary. His breathing turned ragged. He went to his phone and tapped his go-to app—E-Fam—for when things got rough. The people in the video rotated, but the message was a variation on the same theme: some friendly face was going to tell him that things were all right. Tonight, a smiling Kenyan man came up. Coal had seen him a couple of times before. The familiarity was helpful. “You’re doing great,” the man said. “I’m so proud of you.” Then he added a thumbs-up. The video looped. Coal let it replay a few times before he set his phone down. 

He opened the book to a page flagged with a green sticky note and found a poem titled “alternate names for black boys.” Four lines down, he found it: 4. Coal awaiting spark & wind.

He unzipped his duffel and felt around inside it for the most important thing he owned. He never needed to look to know he’d found it. He knew it by touch. The softness of the fabric, the bumpy stitching, the frayed edges. He relaxed as soon as his fingers curled around it. Then he moved his hand and pulled out something to sleep in. He’d shower. He’d knock out. In the morning things would look different. Again. It was the one thing he could count on. Things would always be different. He thought about the poem and names and the real story of how he got his. He’d liked all the guesses the McKays had come up with. He liked that none of them were cruel. Over the years, he’d come to use his nickname as a test to see what kind of people he was dealing with. The ones who looked at his skin and called him black as coal. The ones who asked if he’d gotten burned up. The ones who sneered, who mocked, who wondered if he was even clean. It didn’t even matter what they looked like or where they’d come from. The jeers were always the same.

The McKays seemed different. Like Tom had been. Which didn’t mean anything. Not yet. He had gotten too complacent with Tom. After three years, he had begun to believe that he had a home forever. He wouldn’t let that happen again.

“Coal awaiting spark and wind,” he said aloud, just to hear how it sounded in his own mouth.

He liked it. It was powerful.

And dangerous.
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