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Prologue

Wills Price is exceptional.

If you happen to meet him walking down our street, you’d see a lanky boy in red baggy sweatpants. His thick black eyelashes frame enormous, cornflower blue eyes and he has freckles that march across the top of his tiny turned-up nose. When he lets loose with a belly laugh, his dimples deepen and he throws his head back while twisting the front of his shirt. He prefers wearing stripes—t-shirts and turtlenecks mostly. He’s very particular about this. There have to be stripes.

He has just a hint of a lisp, the result of a slight overbite, just like his dad’s. His ears stick out at the top just like mine, and his thick bangs blow straight up in the air when he runs. Wills is always polite and articulate—his voice clear and his speech sophisticated. He hits every sound perfectly. 

He collects things: fossils, heart-shaped rocks, sea glass, packets of flower seeds that lay in neat rows on his bookcase, old rusty railroad spikes he picks up when we’re train watching, and dusty bottle caps.

Wills knows the parts that make up a Boeing 747 engine, as well as every state capital by heart. In kindergarten, he built the Las Vegas strip on a piece of plywood, yet he has trouble buttoning his shirt or balancing on a small bicycle with training wheels.

He cries in crowded or noisy rooms, but is right at home in the heart of New York City. 

There is no doubt about it. Wills is an extraordinary kid. 

The main thing you need to know if you happen to meet Wills is that Cowboy will be there, too—Cowboy Carol Lawrence, to be precise. And Wills is nothing if not precise—that’s all part of being exceptional. Cowboy and Wills are inexplicably linked. They walk every day, boy and dog—dog and boy.

Cowboy is a girl and Wills is a boy. They’re both blondes.
If you smile at them, Wills might not notice because he usually looks the other way when strangers pass, but Cowboy…well, if you smile at Cowboy, be prepared for instantaneous rip-snorting attention. She loves people. She loves to put both of her paws on your chest and lick you right on the lips. Wills loves people, too, he just doesn’t know it yet.

Cowboy and Wills walk so close together that they lean into one another, attempting to walk in a straight line. Cowboy, ever so slowly, shoves Wills off the edge of the sidewalk so that he has to push his way back, onto the cement. Cowboy doesn’t mind—she’s an easy girl to get along with. But Wills doesn’t like to get grass stains or mud on his shoes.

They walk on—Wills with his hand casually resting on Cowboy’s head, Cowboy, holding her own leash in her mouth, walking herself next to Wills. 

Today, Wills is pulling his red wagon. He and Cowboy are searching for rocks to put around the perimeter of the pond Wills has begun digging in our backyard. Cowboy is more than happy to help with the excavation, but inevitably ends up unearthing the pansies over by the fence. 

When Wills spies a rock that might be the correct size, he rolls it over a couple of times with the toe of his shoe, making sure there aren’t spiders or roly-polies underneath. Cowboy sniffs the place where the rock has been, and then plops down on the sidewalk, legs sprawled out behind her so that her tummy lays bare on the cool sidewalk. She’s awaiting his decision.

If Wills places the rock in the wagon, that’s Cowboy’s cue to pull herself up and keep moving—her favorite thing to do. With that golden retriever perma-smile on her face, it seems she’d be happy doing just about anything as long as she’s with Wills. If the rock is rejected, it takes Wills a minute to let it go. He doesn’t like to leave things behind. Cowboy watches and waits. 

Once Wills feels that the rock will survive without him, they journey on.

Often, these two are heading nowhere in particular, but wind up in that ambiguous place between bravery that only comes in pairs—and miracles that continue long after there is no one to toss the ball to.
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