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CHAPTER 1

T HE DAY THE tornado came through, Sydney, Nate,
and I were out riding our bikes together, burning down the

banks of the river and then splashing into the water. The
river was wide, slow, and muddy. The grass in the yards
had turned a crunchy kind of yellow and the corn in the
field that stood between us and the gas station was taller
than even Nate. It was August. School started next week.
Sixth grade.
Up at the top of the riverbank, Sydney rocked back and
forth on her bike. “Ready?”
Nate already stood in the river with his bike, the water
up to the middle of the wheels. The water was low because
it had been dry, which was good because when there was
a lot of rain the river turned green and stuff grew on it.
From farm runoff, my dad said.
Nate yelled, “Go! Go! Go!”
Sydney skidded down the steep bank—the closest thing
to a hill around here—fighting with her handlebars as she
— 1—
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tried to keep control through the mud. Her bike sent up
a big spray as it hit the shallow water, and she shrieked. I
followed her down and mud splattered all the way up to my
face, and then the splash of water soaked my shirt. The day
was the kind of hot that felt like it was sitting on you. The
water wasn’t much cooler, but at least it was wet. I didn’t
even think about itching.
As we hauled our bikes up to go again, Sydney said, “I
can’t believe school starts next week.”
“Me neither,” I said.
“At least football is starting up,” Nate said. He chucked
a clump of mud at me, but it went wide and splattered on
Sydney’s arm instead. The handful of mud I threw at Nate
missed him completely.
Sydney laughed. “You guys will never play ball with
arms like that.”
“Watch me,” Nate said, and he hit my leg on his next
throw.
It had been a good summer.
Sydney lived down the street from me and we’d been
friends since I first moved to Ohio. We hung out a lot—
riding bikes on the riverbank, playing video games and
then cards on the front porch when her parents kicked us
out of the house, striking at her brothers with water balloons when they were doing yard work. Usually it was just
— 2—

Farquhar_i-iv_1-252_r2st.indd 2

19/09/19 7:57 AM

the two of us. Then Nate started showing up with his bike
at the river. And sometimes when I was hanging out with
Nate, we hung out with the other guys from school.
Nate popped up the front wheel of his bike, tipping his
head back to look at the sky, which was as dark as a bruise.
“Let’s go get slushies before it rains.”
At the gas station, we tracked in mud. “We’re swamp
creatures,” Sydney said. She pushed back her hair with her
muddy arm. It was coming out of her braid and fuzzed all
around her face.
There weren’t any cars at the gas pumps. The day
the tornado came through was also the first day of the
Buckeye football preseason and the store was empty.
“Shoot,” Sydney said, heading to the counter. “The
slushie machine is broken.” She looked at the guy at
the cash register. “For real? That’s all I want. That’s all
I want in the whole world. A slushie.”
“There’s ice cream in the back freezer.”
“I only do the slushies. Thanks anyway.”
I asked the guy if there had been any weather alerts,
but he said he’d only been listening to the game. “Buckeyes up by fourteen already,” he told us. That’s how it is in
Ohio. Everybody is always talking Ohio State University
football.
“It’s going to be a blowout,” Nate said, cracking
— 3—
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his knuckles, and I guess Nate knew the guy because
they started talking about the game and then Nate’s
grandparents.
“Excuse me,” I said, butting in, “but are you sure there
isn’t even a watch out? Or a thunderstorm warning?”
All spring there had been tornadoes, the kind that
busted out of the sky in the middle of the night. Invisible
demons in the dark, roaring as they came to eat you, your
house, your town. It got so bad everywhere that my grandmother, who lived in another state, followed our weather.
Sometimes she called us before our town’s tornado sirens
even went off. She called if it was the middle of the night.
The weather was so bad that no one minded. The wail of
tornado sirens is hard to hear when you’re inside a house,
asleep, with the air conditioner running.
“Maybe,” the guy said. “Sorry about the slushies.”
Nate said, “We can find something at my grandmother’s.”
We rode our bikes farther down the empty roads to
Nate’s grandmother’s storage units—the Storage-U—and
she had Popsicles in the freezer in her office. They were
the kind in plastic tubes that you freeze at home. Sydney
read the ingredients on the box. Big blue clouds rolled in,
fat and heavy.
It felt like before.
We ate fast.
— 4—
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The Storage-U was three long lines of cinder block
buildings with red metal doors and three long gravel driveways. The office was a trailer near the road. Nate’s grandmother was working inside. After a while, she banged on
the window and waved us away, and I shoved the empty
Popsicle wrapper into my pocket and climbed on my bike.
“Go Bucks!” Nate, his teeth still around the plastic tube,
peeled off toward his house with a wave, but I lived farther
on, and Sydney a block beyond me. It was hot and soupy,
but the wind that pushed in was cold.
Once Sydney and I made it to our street, it took us
three minutes to get to my house. I knew that because the
tornado sirens started to wail, and they wail solid for three
minutes before turning off and then starting up again.
The sirens are loud. Piercing. The sound goes right
through your body and down into your soul and rattles
your earwax.
My mother stood out on the steps of our front porch.
My mom is neat and orderly, but right then she looked
wild, with the wind blowing her hair so it covered her face.
She yelled into the phone. “They’re here! She’s here. I’ve
got them. I’ll get her into our basement.”
She stopped us from hauling our bikes up onto the front
porch and we left them clattering down to the sidewalk
behind us. We kept on our helmets and wet shoes. In the
— 5—
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living room, the Buckeyes played silently in a little rectangle in the corner of the television. The rest of the picture
was nothing but weather guys. Let me tell you this: no one
interrupts the Buckeyes. If the Buckeyes are silent, it can
only be a matter of life or death. “If you live in the warning box on the map,” the weather guy said, “you need to
take shelter now.”
In the basement, my mom handed Sydney the phone
and told her to call her parents. “Just so they know you’re
here and safe. It was wild out there. They might not
have heard me.” Mom turned on the weather radio. Dad
was at work even though it was a Saturday. We sat in old
lawn chairs. The futon was covered with suitcases.
Sydney asked, “What’s with all the suitcases? Are you
going somewhere?”
“Mom’s going to China.”
“For real?” She looked at all the suitcases again. “Is she
moving there?”
“It’s a business trip.”
“I leave next week,” Mom said. “I’m still trying to evaluate the best suitcase.”
“Wow, China. That’s awesome.”
Mom didn’t even know how long she would be gone.
She said at least two months. There wasn’t anything awesome about it.
— 6—
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Mom offered us snacks. “We’ve got some stashed down
here for occasions just like this.” She got some candy from
a grocery bag hanging on an old coat tree.
“Mom! Come on. You can’t give Sydney that stuff.” I
said it the same time Sydney said no, thank you. Polite.
The way she always speaks to grown-ups. She’s so good at
it my mother tells me I should talk like her.
Mom stuck the miniature candy bars in her pocket and
I ran up the stairs where it was loud with rain and sirens
and grabbed a bag of pretzels that was a brand I knew Sydney could eat and a two-liter bottle of root beer. Back down
in the basement I asked her, “This okay?”
“Yeah,” Sydney said, taking the pretzels from me.
“Thanks.”
Hail hit the small basement windows and the wind hollered. The lights browned out and then were gone, and it
was just us, the storm that sounded like a military plane
with its belly scraping over the roof of our house, and the
weather radio.
Then it was after.
The street was filled with garbage and trash can lids and
roof shingles and tree branches and lawn chairs. A couple
of trees were down. My bike lay in the middle of the road.
Sydney’s was just gone. Downed power lines lay across the
sidewalk like giant black snakes. They hissed like snakes too.
— 7—
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Mom stopped us right on the front porch, her hands
clutching tightly into my shoulder. She grabbed Sydney too.
“Not one step more. Those are live power lines. We’re
not going anywhere near them. Let’s try heading out
through the backyard.”
So that’s how we went, through the wet grass and
through neighbors’ yards and across the street to Sydney’s
house, where one of her older brothers, Dylan, came running toward us. He was yelling about Sydney’s bike.
“It’s in a tree! We found it in a tree! Come and see!”
The bike was caught in an oak tree one house down
from Sydney’s. It’s a giant tree. Her bike hung up as high
as the second story. “I wonder if I can see it from my bedroom,” she said as we stood looking up at it. The bike hung
from its back wheel, twigs and branches and leaves all
jammed through its spokes.
“Wow, Isaac,” she said, her head still tipped up, “you
saved my life.”
“It was mostly my mom.” Some of the smaller branches
creaked under the bike’s weight, and we hustled back.
“Still, though. Thanks,” she said, her eyes on the tree.
“Anytime.”
Mom said, “Let’s just hope it won’t have to happen too
often.”
“I can totally agree with that.” Then Sydney hugged
— 8—
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Mom and told her to have a good trip to China. She cut
away from the tree and through her grass to her brother,
and Mom and I went home through backyards again.
That night it was dark and hot and quiet and there were
more stars in the sky than I had ever seen in my life. We
sat out on the front porch. Mom and Dad sat in the rocking
chairs but didn’t rock and I sat on the top porch step and
looked up at the sky until my neck ached, and when I finally
looked away all I saw were pricks of starlight.
I asked Mom, “Will you see the same stars over China
that we do in Ohio?”
Mom said she didn’t know for sure. “I’m going to be
a little farther south, so that changes some of the stars I
might see. We’ll be in the same hemisphere,” she said, “so
maybe it won’t be too different.”
“You should be sure to remember to take a look,” Dad
said, “for scientific purposes.”
Would a person even notice if the stars in the sky were
different? Even if you’d never thought about the stars or
the sky or constellations before and if you were far away
from home, would you be able to look up to a different
night sky and see that it wasn’t the same as yours? Would
you know right away? Maybe it would be the kind of thing
that even though you’d never thought about it, you’d recognize it right away, like how toilets flush the other way
— 9—
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in Australia. You’d notice that, right, if you were visiting
Australia? But what if you didn’t notice? What if everything was different and you didn’t even know?
The rocking chair rocked once as Mom got off and
came to sit with me on the step. She looked up at the sky
with me. It’s a big sky right here in Ohio. There’s nothing
that gets in the way of it.
Mom told me to look at the moon. A hazy white hook
of a moon sat in the sky above the oak tree that had caught
Sydney’s bike. “The moon will be the same.”

— 10—
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CHAPTER 2

T HE TORNADO PEELED away the school’s cafeteria roof like an old Band-Aid and blew out walls, turning

the rain into solid bricks. Debris beat up fields of feed corn
and soybeans and busted cars and killed a couple of pigs
out at Tyler’s dad’s pig farm. Some of Nate’s grandmother’s
storage units were blown apart. Nate said every now and
then someone called saying they found a chair or a table or
a grill out in a field, wondering if maybe it was from their
place.
Sydney’s dad got her bike down from the tree. She
said her handlebars were wonky and the wheels were bent
and her dad was going to try to fix it, but she wasn’t in a
hurry because she liked the proof of what happened, of us
out-biking the tornado and then her bike stuck up in a tree.
We lost power for a couple of days after the storm and
it was hot, so I started sleeping in the basement. Once the
power came back on I didn’t bother going back up.
The basement is peaceful. It has three high, rectangular
— 11—
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windows, and when the sun shines through late in the
morning it’s almost as bright as any room upstairs. There’s
just a radio and the futon (which is actually really comfortable) and some old lawn furniture and an old TV that no
one ever bothered to plug in. I added a clothes basket of
clothes and my computer.
When the power came back on, Mom said she thought
I should go back upstairs to my bedroom. “How long are
you staying down there?”
“I don’t know. I like it. It’s cooler than the rest of the
house.”
Two days before school started we drove Mom to the
airport. We waited around with her until we had to say
goodbye at security. “I can’t believe it,” she said, slinging
her arm around my shoulders. “Look at you, getting so
tall.”
“I can’t believe you’re going to China.” I didn’t know
anyone who went to China. Kids went to Disney and amusement parks and on cruises, but no one went to China.
“Me neither, kid,” she said, shaking her head. “Remember when we moved out here? To Ohio?”
“Yeah.” Of course I did. Three years ago Mom and I
drove out in one car, Dad in the other, and even though I
always sat in the back seat because that’s where kids are supposed to sit, Mom let me move up to the front so I could
— 12—
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pass her snacks and help her with the GPS and read signs.
Every time we crossed a state line it was a race to see who
could touch the windshield first. I won two out of three,
but only because I wasn’t driving.
“I couldn’t imagine living in Ohio either, then, but here
we are. I’m sure I’ll figure it out. One foot in front of the
other.”
I had her laptop bag over my shoulder. I started to itch
my neck, under the strap. Mom grabbed my hand and
tucked it into a fist.
“Stop,” she said. Then she went through her list for me.
Again. She’d been doing it all day. “Remember your medicine. Keep your grades up. Wear your helmet when you
ride your bike. We’ll video chat, okay?” She smiled. “And
maybe don’t go so far from home when storms are coming
in. I think you took ten years off my life.”
“I did not.”
“You did. Trust me. Leaving you now is way easier than
when I was looking for you and Sydney to finally come
down the street.”
Then it was hugs, and Mom and Dad kissed, and Mom
said, “Take care of each other, okay?” and she headed
through the metal detector. Dad and I got soft pretzels
and sat by a window and waited for Mom to text us that
she was boarding. We watched other planes take off. I
— 13—
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pretended each one was hers. It was night and the planes
were silver in the city’s lights. They aimed up at the dark
sky and then they were faraway blinking lights and then
gone and they might as well have been stars.
She was flying to San Francisco and then Japan and
then China. I pictured it like a cartoon, with the earth
spinning one way and the plane going the other.
When we got home it was late, and Dad and I were hungry and we made fat peanut butter sandwiches. I stuffed
chocolate chips in mine. We drank root beer. My teeth felt
fuzzy from the sugar. The only light in the whole house
was the yellow light above the sink. The world felt very
small, just me and my dad.
Between bites, Dad said we should do something awesome, just the two of us. “Paint the living room. Or learn
how to cook something really complicated.”
“I’m not sure either of those ideas is very awesome.”
“Right. Okay. Sure.”
“For an old man, maybe.”
He punched my shoulder. “Maybe one of those really
complicated Lego sets?”
I shrugged.
“What do you think?” He took a bite of sandwich. The
whole kitchen smelled like root beer and peanut butter.

— 14—
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I didn’t have any bright ideas. I didn’t ask about football. That didn’t even start at school until seventh grade,
and I knew my parents would never pay to sign me up for
any of the leagues run by the parks department. So I just
took a bite of sandwich. It wasn’t as good as you’d think
it would be, cold chocolate chips and soft sandwich bread.

— 15—
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CHAPTER 3

T HE SCHOOL’S CAFETERIA was gone but some-

how we still had the gym. How could a tornado miss the
gym? It was twice the height of the rest of the school and
the tallest building around for miles, if you don’t count
the silos. Our gym teacher, Mr. Mullins, thought it was a
miracle.
“How about it, boys? We’re playing kickball today! Do
you know what you’d be doing if we’d lost our beautiful
gymnasium?”
Nate yelled, “Rock climbing!”
Mr. Mullins pointed at him and yelled right back.
“More like hard labor with the janitors!”
“Rock climbing on what rocks?” That was Tyler. We
stood around, waiting for Mr. Mullins to blow his whistle
and send us off on our warm-up laps. Me, Nate, Daniel,
Tyler, and Lucas. And the new kid. It was his first day of
school, ever.

— 16—
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Behind me, Lucas whispered, “Like we couldn’t just
play kickball outside?”
Daniel said, “Who needs rocks? We could just climb a
building.”
“Yeah! Daniel’s right,” Nate said. “We could climb up
to the second floor. Just climb up the bricks.” He grinned.
“Then climb in the windows.”
That’s when the new kid said, “It’s called buildering.”
We all swung our heads around to look at him. No
one said anything. The new kid didn’t notice. He kept
talking. “Not the climbing in windows part, but the
building-climbing part. It’s building as in, you know, a
building”—he waved around at the gym—“and then making it into a verb. It’s also like bouldering, which is climbing boulders.” He shrugged. “Self-explanatory.”
I used to be the new kid. I wasn’t born here. I’m not
from Ohio. That matters to people. That’s why when
everybody else was silently staring at the new new kid, I
said, “Oh. Okay.”
He’d introduced himself to the class that morning.
Popped right up from his chair and smiled and talked
about himself as though he was sure we were all really
interested in what he had to say. He’d been homeschooled.
He was so happy about his first day of school—ever—he

— 17—
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smiled the whole time. He’d told us about his summer vacation at the beach. He had food allergies, just like Sydney,
and he told us about the foods he couldn’t eat—nuts and
some other things—and he pointed out the two EpiPens
in a red case he had clipped to his pants pocket. “EpiPens
are emergency epinephrine auto-injectors,” he’d said, “and
I don’t go anywhere without them.”
Tyler made his sneakers squeak over the gym floor and
asked the new kid, “Do you do it? Climb buildings like
that?”
Nate said, “That’s pretty cool, Homeschool.” Nate
elbowed me. “Right, Itch?”
That’s me. I’m Itch.
The new kid said no, he didn’t climb buildings.
Mr. Mullins started up the automatic partition that
divided the gym in half. It was motorized and unfolded
by itself like someone was smoothing out a piece of folded
paper. The girls were on the other side. Sydney waved to
me, leaning sideways as the wall crept past her. I waved
back. The girls’ gym teacher was pretty new so they never
got to play kickball. They measured pulses and heart rates
and heart-rate intervals and calculated maximum results,
or something, and jumped a lot, which Sydney told us was
supposed to strengthen their bones.
Nate ran past me. He was big—the biggest kid in the
— 18—
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sixth grade, tall and solid—but slow. He didn’t like being
the last one done, so he always started his warm-up laps
early. After we ran our laps we played kickball in half the
gym. Even though it was way bigger than playing ball in
one of Nate’s grandmother’s storage units, that’s what it
reminded me of. Except the gym had a lot of bright lights,
and the storage units only had the light that came in
through the open doors.
“This is dangerous,” Nate said loudly. “Half the gym
isn’t enough room for a game.”
Tyler said, “I don’t think it’s any more dangerous than
climbing up the walls of the school,” and Daniel said, “I
think you mean bouldering.”
Lucas said, “It’s buildering. Because it’s a school, not a
rock.”
“Right,” Daniel said. “It’s self-explanatory.”
Tyler said, “Maybe it should be called schoolering.”
This time, the new kid didn’t say anything. Maybe it’s
the kind of thing you can figure out right away. You don’t
need all the school years leading up to it to know, right
now, that these guys were not impressed to have some new
vocabulary.
Dangerous or not, kickball in a box (that’s what Nate
called it) was fun. The red rubber ball got kicked and
whipped hard. It burned your face and slapped your hands.
— 19—
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Because we played it in half the gym, it was part kickball
and part dodgeball.
The new kid had second base. He hopped around on his
toes, waiting. I was on first. Daniel and Tyler had pitcher
and third. Nate was on the other team, and he was up.
Nate kicked. Pow. Bam. Hard, straight to second base.
Daniel ducked out of pure self-defense. The ball shot past
Daniel and right at the new kid.
I thought he was a goner. He was skinny. All head,
elbows, and knees. It wasn’t just that he had no fat, it didn’t
look he had any muscle either, only what it took to move
his arms or walk and even that didn’t look like much. He’d
never had gym class before. Sure, maybe he’d played on
kiddie teams, but he didn’t have a lifetime of gym class
experience. But then it turned into one of those gym class
moments, the kind you remember forever. He snagged the
ball out of the air and whipped it at Nate and dropped him.
Boom. Nate flat-out hit the floor. Nate looked like he had
just relaxed—as though he’d flung out his arms and was
going to flop into a hammock but instead hit the wood of
the gym floor.
For a minute, we just stared.
And that’s when it happened to the new new kid. No one
knew what to call him. We hadn’t bothered to remember
his name. We’d only been in school for two hours. We just
— 20—
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had the thing Nate had said—Pretty cool, Homeschool.
So when Daniel started yelling, that’s what he was calling
him. Sort of. Not Homeschool, though. He made it worse.
“Homer! Homer! Give him your shot! Where’s your
shot?” Sweat dripped down Daniel’s face. “Come on!”
“It’s not for that,” Homer answered. “It’s not for getting
conked in the head.”
“But-But-But—look at him!”
“Come on, give him the shot!” Some of the other boys
joined in.
“It’s a head injury,” Tyler said. “Like with football or
whatever on TV. He’s unconscious. It’s not from food.
Obviously.”
Daniel looked at Homer, hard. It was a staring contest, and Homer won because Daniel had to wipe the sweat
off his forehead. His scalp, as pink as a hot dog, showed
through his buzz cut. “Can’t believe it, man.”
Homer wiped his own sweat. “He doesn’t need
epinephrine.”
By then Mr. Mullins was crouching down next to Nate.
Nate’s one of those kids who always has to be moving. I
bet he can’t even sleep lying down. It was weird to watch
him lying so still on the shiny gym floor. Mr. Mullins
watched Nate breathe for a second or two and then touched
his shoulders. Nate blinked and scrambled to sit up. The
— 21—
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worst thing about all this for Nate, I figured, was not losing
consciousness or being taken out by Homeschool Homer,
but being nudged awake by the gym teacher.
Homer asked me, “What if Daniel was right? What if
my medicine could have helped Nate? Maybe it would.”
He rubbed his face with the collar of his sweaty T-shirt.
“What if there is an off-label usage of which I am unaware?
Besides, I really don’t know anything about head injuries.”
That’s when I first noticed how he talked, like an essay
the teacher would read aloud to the class as a good example.
I said, “But no one does that. At a football game. Tyler’s
right. You never see it, the guy lying on the field and then
the medic giving him a shot.”
“I’m concerned I made a mistake.”
I said what everybody always said. “He’s fine. Of course
he’s fine. He’s Nate.” Mr. Mullins called Nate a tough old
bird, got the girls’ gym teacher to watch us, and then
escorted Nate down to the nurse’s office. Everybody figured the nurse called his grandmother to take him to the
hospital, forty minutes away.
When we went back to the classroom, Mrs. Anderson
asked, “How is Mr. Emerling?” She meant Nate. She called
us by our last names. We were supposed to write our first
and last names on our papers, and then she assigned us
all numbers that we always had to put next to our names.
— 22—
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I was number ten. I don’t think she really knew our first
names. It made it easier for the rest of us to forget them too.
Daniel answered first. “Unconscious.”
“He is not,” Homer said. “He’ll be fine.”
“He’s getting a brain scan,” Lucas announced.
Tyler said, “Homer knocked him out.”
Mrs. Anderson turned to look around the room, because
even if Homer was the new kid’s real name she wouldn’t
know it. She was wondering who Homer was.
“It was an accident,” Homer said.
“So I’ve heard,” Mrs. Anderson told him. “The nurse
called me. Sounds like quite a gym class for the first day
of school.”
Daniel said, “Homer could have saved him but he
choked.”
“Get your facts straight, Daniel,” Lucas said. “Homer
said he carries medicine for food allergies, not brain injuries. They’re to save him, not a kid who can’t duck.” Lucas
just kept doodling. He didn’t even look at Daniel. But
that’s Lucas. If he’s breathing, he has a pen or a pencil and
he’s drawing something.
“We were playing kickball,” I started telling Mrs.
Anderson, but I had to stop because I couldn’t remember
the new kid’s real name. I wasn’t going to call him Mister anything, and so the nickname came right out of my
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mouth. “And Homer,” I said, “Homer threw the ball to get
Nate out at first and it hit his head and knocked him out.”
“Who?” Mrs. Anderson asked. I stuck my thumb at
Homer. “Ah,” she said, “Mr. Bishop.”
“But he woke up,” I said. “Nate.”
Tyler said, “His head’s not smashed or anything.” Daniel mumbled something about how Homer could have saved
Nate but didn’t.
Nate didn’t care. He was back the next day. He gave
Homer a high five. “Homer! Now that’s how to play
kickball!”
Homer’s grin was so big his cheeks were practically in
his ears.
I wanted to tell him to stop looking so happy. Didn’t
he know? He was Homer forever. It didn’t matter that
he dropped the biggest kid in the sixth grade in his first
gym class ever. It was like some kind of airport gift shop
T-shirt: i was a gym class hero and all i got was this
lousy nickname.
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