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My thanks to Lorraine Preziosi, a classroom teacher who patiently answered my questions. Your perceptions and insights helped guide parts of this book.




— CHAPTER 1 —

The Best Part of the Day
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For Deon Gibson, there was no debate. Only one answer could be correct. Recess was absolutely, positively, 100 percent, totally the best part of the school day. No one could convince him otherwise.

Sure, some kids liked PE best.

They were wrong.

Others kids loved math.

But again, according to Deon, those people were nuts. Sure, those math-loving students might go on to become scientists or computer wizards, but Deon didn’t care.

“Recess is the best part of the school day,” Deon claimed to anyone who’d listen at his Clay Elementary cafeteria table.

“That’s just your opinion,” Kym replied.

“Not opinion, fact!” Deon stated.

“Well, personally, in my opinion, I like reading better.” Kym Park closed her eyes and smiled. “Silent, independent reading. And I love it when Miss Zips reads out loud to us. Ah, pure heaven. I could listen to her read books all day.”

“Reading is okay,” Deon countered. “But you have to sit still and be quiet. That’s so not me. I’m the opposite. At recess, I get to run around and scream my head off. I get to see all my friends. We laugh and joke around. We play ball. Plus”—​he tapped the left side of his chest—​“it’s good for the old ticker.”

Connor O’Malley shoved a fistful of chips into his mouth. He said, “Lunschhh.”
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Kym swiveled her head in Connor’s direction. Then she turned to Connor’s twin sister, Lizzy. “What did he say?”

Lizzy O’Malley shook her head. “My brother is trying to say ‘lunch,’ Kym, but Connor’s face is too stuffed with food—​as usual. Connor, could you please swallow your chips before speaking?”

“Shhhorry,” Connor apologized, still chewing.

Deon leaned forward. “I know a guy who tried this trick where he ate ten crackers crazy fast and tried to whistle. You have like thirty seconds to do it. And I’m telling you, it’s impossible—​and it’s hysterical. Crackers were flying everywhere. It was raining Saltines!”

Kym made an ew face.

“Sounds disgusting,” Lizzy said.

“No, trust me, it’s funny,” Deon said. “The crackers absorb all the water in your mouth. Then you can’t whistle.”

Kym frowned. “I can’t whistle at all. Even without crackers.”

“It’s easy,” Connor said. “Just put your lips together and blow.” He let out a whistle that would have made a sparrow proud.

Kym furrowed her brows in concentration. She pushed out her lips to form a tight circle. She puffed out her cheeks.

And nothing happened.

Not a peep.

Not a chirp.

Not a tweet.

“Sad!” Deon snorted.

Kym’s cheeks flushed pink.

“Hey, don’t laugh, Deon,” Lizzy said. “I bet there’s lots of things that Kym can do that you can’t.”

“Yeah, like math,” Connor joked.

“I can do math,” Deon claimed. “I just don’t see the point. Two and two makes four. What more do I need to know?”

Lizzy rose to take her things to the recycling bin. She checked the wall clock. “Well, in one hundred and eighty seconds it will become your favorite time of day.”

Deon looked puzzled.

“Three minutes,” Lizzy said. “Sixty seconds is a minute. Sixty times three is one eighty. That’s when we go outside for recess.” She grinned. “See, Deon. Math isn’t so bad after all. It’s just a question of how you look at it.”


— CHAPTER 2 —

The Rumor
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Suri Brewster started the rumor out on the playground. Small and wiry with a wild mass of black hair, Suri joined Lizzy and Kym on the swinging footbridge. The girls held on to chain railings while the bridge rattled and swayed. Connor and Deon circled underneath, groaning and moaning, pretending to be zombies . . . or killer sharks . . . or gruesome trolls . . . or something like that. The girls didn’t pay much attention. They were more interested in Suri’s news.
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“So, like, you know my mom is treasurer for the PTA,” Suri began.

Kym and Lizzy nodded. Suri had mentioned it a few dozen times already.

“Well, Mama says there’s a big surplus of money,” Suri claimed. She pushed her purple, pointy glasses closer to her face.

“A big surplus?” Kym asked, unsure of exactly what that meant.

“Extra money,” Suri said. “Tons of it. When we changed our mascot to the Clay Elementary Dragons, we sold, like, easily a bazillion T-shirts, hats, coffee mugs, and sweatshirts with the new logo.”

“A bazillion,” Lizzy murmured. “That’s a lot of T-shirts.”

The moaning from underneath the bridge got louder. “Better run,” Connor and Deon warned in ghoulish voices. Four hands reached up and rattled the bridge. “The zombies are coming for you!”

“Connor, stop!” Lizzy shushed. “We can’t play zombie apocalypse every single day. It gets boring. We’re trying to talk.”

Deon popped up beside the bridge. “We’re not boring. You’re boring.”

“Yeah, what he said,” Connor grumbled.

Kym ignored the boys. She asked Suri, “So what are they going to do with all that money?”

“That’s the amazing thing,” Suri said, bouncing on her toes with excitement. “They want to buy something cool for the school!”

Connor and Deon—​forgetting they were zombies, at least for the moment—​climbed up on the bridge. They were interested.

“How much money does the PTA have?” Connor asked.

“I think it’s easily like a thousand dollars,” Suri said. “Maybe more.”

“Whoa, that’s a lot of George Washingtons,” Deon exclaimed.

“Yeah, a thousand of them,” Kym deadpanned.

“Maybe they should buy, like . . . oh, I don’t know,” Connor said, somewhat pitifully.

“Genius idea,” Deon kidded.

“Give me a minute, I’ll think of something,” Connor retorted. “I know! A rocket ship for the playground!”

“They could buy an author,” Kym suggested.

“An author?” Deon asked. “I didn’t know authors were for sale. Where do you get them? Aisle six at Walmart?”

Kym frowned. “I mean a visit from an author. That would be good for the whole school.”

“Slow down, everybody,” Lizzy said. “We really don’t know any details yet.”

Milo Pitts, in shorts and a mustard-stained T-shirt, raced over. He paused, half listening, and yelled up. “Connor, Deon! We need two more guys to play full-court basketball!”

“Do they have to be guys?” Lizzy snapped back.

“Um.” Milo scratched his nose. “No, I guess anybody can play.”

“Well, we’re busy, thanks for asking,” Lizzy replied.

Suri spied a group of friends across the field. “Oh, I have to tell Sabrina the big news,” she explained to Lizzy and Kym. “Talk to you later.” Suri leaped off the bridge, sprawling in the grass. She bounced up and hustled away.

“Well? You guys coming?” Milo asked.

“Gotta fly,” Connor announced to the girls. “Deon and I can’t turn down a game of hoops.”
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— CHAPTER 3 —

The Boy by the Tree
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Connor started toward the basketball court with Milo at his side. He stopped to look back. Deon was trailing behind. “Let’s go, Deon. We haven’t got all day.”

Deon had just noticed something out of the corner of his eye: a thin, small boy standing by a tree. Curious, Deon lingered to take a longer look. He told the boys, “Go on, I’ll be right there.” Deon bent to tie a shoelace that didn’t need tying. The boy with light-brown skin stood still, his hands dangling at his sides. It struck Deon as odd, the way the boy stood so perfectly still—​as if he hoped to disappear. Some animals do that. Chameleons, rabbits, deer. If spotted by a predator, they freeze, motionless, trying to fade into the background. They want to be . . . unseen.
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Deon hadn’t noticed the boy before. His large dark eyes stared in the direction of the basketball court. The expression on the boy’s face was impossible to read. Is he angry? Is he sad? Deon couldn’t tell.

A scramble of students hooted and jostled on the court. They took practice shots, firing balls in the direction of a round metal hoop. Swish, swish, two in a row shivered through the metal net. A chorus of cheers was followed by an eruption of laughter. Milo and Connor were already on the court. They were waiting impatiently. “Deon! Let’s go. We’re choosing sides now!” Amir Kazemi called.

Deon glanced
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