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      For every child who has ever felt embarrassed, left out, or laughed at… and for every child who has ever been bullied, gone without, or felt like they didn’t fit in—remember this: life gets messy, but you are never alone. Keep smiling. And never forget…

      Boogers happen.

      Boogers happen to everyone.

      What matters is what you do next.

      Keep pedaling.

      — Rick Holly
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        Booker Glee

      

      “If you have ever walked the halls of Central Elementary, you have probably heard the hum of an old tune before you saw me—Booker Glee—the school’s janitor, engineer, inventor, and proud keeper of mops, buckets, and sound advice. Now, most folks see the mop and hear my keys jingling, but there is a bit more under the surface. I have a college degree in mechanical design.

      Over the years, I taught at the local college, built a machine that powers a factory in our town, redesigned lights that save our town money, and invented more gadgets than I can count. There are patents with my name on them sitting in company drawers, and they still send me letters asking me to work for them. But I always tell them the same thing: I have the best job there is.

      Here at Central Elementary, I get to fix more than just leaky pipes and flickering lights. I get to restore confidence. I get to help kids believe they can figure things out, one puzzle at a time. And sometimes—when a hallway gets loud with teasing, when a nickname starts to stick like gum to a shoe—I get to help kids remember they are more than what someone else calls them. I get to remind them they’re not alone, and that real strength isn’t in the laughing crowd… It’s in the friend who stays.

      That is what keeps me coming back every morning: that moment when a kid’s eyes light up because they finally solved something on their own.

      So, yes, I sweep floors, polish doorknobs, and make sure the boilers do not grumble too loudly. But what I really do is listen, guide, and remind every student who crosses my path that mistakes are not the end of the story; they are just the start of learning how to make things work. And that is what life is all about—keeping things running, even when life gets a little messy.

      I have been here longer than the kids have been alive. I know every squeaky floorboard, every locker that sticks, and every door that slams when the weather turns. But more than that, I know kids: how they trip, how they laugh, and how they carry their backpacks too heavy and their worries even heavier.

      You see, things happen in life—good and bad. Like dodgeball, you cannot dodge them all. Some come like a smile, and some come like a splat! But what makes you who you are is not what happens to you. What matters is what you do next.

      I tell the kids at Central Elementary that every day, from the first-graders still learning to tie their shoes to the sixth-graders who think they have the world figured out. “You do not have to be perfect,” I say. “You just have to keep trying—and maybe laugh a little when life gets messy.”

      That is why, around here, we have a saying: Boogers Happen. Yep. Life gets messy, embarrassing, and downright funny sometimes. And when it does, you have two choices: hide from it or learn from it. The smart ones, the brave ones, laugh, wipe off their hands, and keep going. Keep pedaling.”
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        Civil War Soldier Statue

      

      And in this small town with one main street, a train bridge that hums across the river, a barbershop full of advice, and a diner where everyone knows your name, folks do not just grow up here; they grow together. If you look up downtown, above the old, abandoned opera house, you will see the Civil War Soldier Statue standing tall, rifle by his right side, guarding the town as he has done for over 160 years. His eyes have seen it all: parades, rainstorms, laughter, and loss. Some say he even listens when the train whistles echo through the valley at night.

      That is where this story begins: with a sixth-grader named William “Booger Billy” Henderson, a boy who has learned firsthand that life does not always go as you plan. With his friends Polly Holmes, Keith Watson, Joyce Boatman, Bruce Mañero, Ann Rossetti, Dawn Pinkerton, Tommy Ross, Shelley Rosebud, and Claire de Lune, Billy learns that even when life gets sticky, when people laugh, or when the world feels unfair, you can still find a way to smile, make things right, and move forward.

      So, when you turn the page and dive into this mystery, remember what I tell the kids every morning when I polish the hallway floors shiny enough to see your face in them:

      “Boogers Happen.

      But if you have good friends, a good heart, the courage to keep trying, and keep pedaling— Good things happen, too.”

      (Booker Glee hears the morning school bell ring, sets his mop aside, and smiles.)

      “Well,” he says softly, “it sounds like another day is about to begin. Let us see what kind of story walks through these doors today.”
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        William “Booger Billy” Henderson

      

      Every nickname has a story, and William “Booger Billy” Henderson’s is one this small town will never forget. Booger Billy was not a bad kid. He didn’t pick fights. He didn’t set fires. He followed the rules as best he could and tried hard to do the right thing.

      Principal Paul Stewart wanted Central Elementary to be the kind of school where children were met with kindness and guidance. He believed one awkward moment should never define a child, and one mistake should never become a label.

      But even in a well-run school, stories have a way of forming. A single moment can stick, especially when it happens in second grade, and especially when it is seen by the wrong group of kids. What happened to Billy wasn’t cruel or serious—it was awkward, unforgettable, and impossible to undo once it was out in the open.

      It all began back in second grade.

      Picture Day.

      The kind where moms comb hair until it squeaks and teachers say, “Chin up! Eyes here!” The photographer had already snapped hundreds of smiles that morning and was rushing now, barely looking. Booger Billy’s nose itched. His finger went up for one quick scratch. FLASH!

      Nobody caught it in time. A week later, when the photo envelopes came home, every kid in town opened theirs to find the same unforgettable sight: second-grader Billy Henderson, frozen mid-smile, a bright greenish-brown booger perched proudly on the end of his finger. Billy’s mom took one look, did a milk-snort through her nose, and Billy’s stomach dropped like a stone.
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        Booger Billy’s Second-Grade Picture

      

      The nickname stuck like gum under a lunch table.

      Booger Billy.

      It was not fair. It was not nice. But in a small town like this, once a name like that gets loose, it buzzes around forever. From that day on, whenever something embarrassing or messy happened, and it often did, there was only one way to explain it.

      Boogers Happen.
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      Booger Billy was a skinny twelve-year-old sixth-grader with bright red hair that caught the sunlight like fire. He wore a loose red T-shirt with an orange cat with yellow eyes on the front, baggy denim shorts, and sneakers that had seen more adventures than a mountain trail. His eyes were curious blue, and his laugh came quick when things were funny, even when they were not supposed to be.

      He lived with his mom in a little house near the river, close to downtown, where the air always smelled faintly of bread from the bakery and motor oil from the old repair shop near the bridge. Inside, everything was cozy: mismatched curtains, a lumpy couch, and Tiger, his gray tabby cat with bright green eyes and the quiet confidence of someone who had already lived nine lives.

      At night, when trains rolled over the big concrete bridge and their low whistles echoed through the town, Billy would talk to Tiger in a whisper. The house was quiet then, the kind of quiet that made small worries sound bigger than they should.

      “Tiger,” Billy said, scratching under his chin, “today they said it again.” He didn’t even have to explain which one it was—Tiger always seemed to know. “Name-calling. Laughing. Like I’m some joke they can pass around.”

      Billy’s fingers lingered on Tiger’s warm fur. “Sometimes it’s not even the words. It’s the way they look at me after, like they’re waiting for me to fall apart. And when other kids laugh, even the ones who aren’t trying to be mean, it feels like the whole room turns into a spotlight—and I’m stuck in it.”

      He swallowed and tried to smile anyway. “I pretend I don’t care. I make a face. I shrug. I act like it’s funny at first.” His voice dropped even lower. “But when it’s over, it doesn’t feel funny. It feels lonely.”

      Tiger’s tail flicked once, and he nudged Billy’s hand like he was saying, I’m still here.

      Billy let out a slow breath. “I just wish they knew I’m not the nickname. I’m not the laugh.” He rubbed Tiger’s ears, gentler now. “I’m me. And I’m trying. That counts for something, right?”

      Tiger blinked—slow and steady—like an answer you didn’t need words to understand.

      “Don’t worry,” Billy whispered, leaning closer. “No
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