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You don’t have to know all the steps.

Just take one more.
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Every kid. Every story. Every heart.
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	[image: Portrait of JEB (Jeremiah Eugene Blakely)]

	JEB (Jeremiah Eugene Blakely)  ·  Fifth grade

New to Texas and still figuring things out. Happiest with a fishing pole at Rockhead Pond and Sir Duke by his side. His motto: “I am not running.”


	[image: Portrait of Sir Duke]

	Sir Duke  ·  JEB’s dog

Part Schnauzer, part Poodle, all heart, with one brown ear. Part of every team, whether you asked him or not.


	[image: Portrait of Max (Xiao-Chen Marcus Anthony)]

	Max (Xiao-Chen Marcus Anthony)  ·  Fifth grade

JEB’s best friend, six and a half houses down. Never without his sketchbook. Speaks seven languages, and always notices when a friend isn’t himself.


	[image: Portrait of Tiffany Rose Brown]

	Tiffany Rose Brown  ·  Fifth grade

The best pitcher at school. Glasses always a little crooked, gum she’s not supposed to have. She might trip, but she always gets back up.


	[image: Portrait of Liam Drake Lancaster]

	Liam Drake Lancaster  ·  Fifth grade

Chess, math, and patterns, and never seen without his bow tie. Calm, careful, and full of surprises.


	[image: Portrait of Aiden Jackson]

	Aiden Jackson  ·  Fifth grade

Basketball, music, and rapping. Never stops talking, and never leaves anybody out.
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	[image: Portrait of Toni Ashtor]

	Toni Ashtor  ·  Fifth grade

Quiet, kind, and always writing in her journal. She notices everything.


	[image: Portrait of Alex Ashtor]

	Alex Ashtor  ·  Fifth grade

Toni’s twin sister. Cheer squad captain, and the loudest voice in the room.


	[image: Portrait of Xavier “X” Johnson]

	Xavier “X” Johnson  ·  Fifth grade

The new kid, and the tallest one in school. Plays basketball, sings in his church choir, and loves a good book. Doesn’t say much yet.


	[image: Portrait of Maya Flores]

	Maya Flores  ·  Fifth grade

Plays the cello and can fix just about anything with a screwdriver. Big laugh, big heart, and really, really good at glitter.


	[image: Portrait of Jia Lee]

	Jia Lee  ·  Fifth grade

Two-time district spelling bee champ. Rides a skateboard covered in stickers. Feels music through the floor.


	[image: Portrait of Billy Blakely]

	Billy Blakely  ·  Sixth grade

JEB’s cousin, one grade ahead. Always on his bike. Tough on the outside, and softer on the inside than he lets on.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Testing Week

♡

By Wednesday of testing week, even the cafeteria was nervous.

Mrs. Okafor walked between the lunch tables with a stack of flashcards, the way some people carry a sword. “Area of a rectangle,” she said, stopping at random. “Go.”

“Length times width,” three kids groaned at once.

“Correct. Eat your vegetables.” And she moved on to the next table.

Every teacher in the building had been like that for days. They whispered vocabulary words in the hallway. They taped fractions to the water fountain. Coach Tillman, who was on lunch duty and had never cared about a fraction in his life, squinted at a boy’s chocolate milk and said, “That carton’s about two-thirds empty, son. Prove it.” Nobody was safe. The STAAR test was tomorrow, and the whole fifth grade could feel it.

JEB sat at the end of the long table by the window with his tray and his friends.

Max had his sketchbook open beside his pizza, drawing a dragonfly from memory. Liam was folding his napkin into smaller and smaller squares, lips moving. JEB was pretty sure he was doing long division in his head, just for fun. Tiffany was chewing gum she wasn’t supposed to have, her big round glasses sitting crooked on her nose as usual.

“If they quiz me one more time,” Tiffany said, “I’m going to pitch a fraction right back at somebody.”

“That’s not how fractions work,” Liam said, without looking up.

“It is if I throw hard enough.”

Then Aiden showed up, sliding his tray onto the table with a bang. Behind him, ducking a little like the ceiling might hit him, was the tallest fifth grader JEB had ever seen.

“Y’all, this is Xavier Johnson,” Aiden announced, tipping his head way back to grin up at him. “Everybody calls him X. He’s new. He’s on the team. Don’t be weird.” He looked around the table, left to right, laughing.

X lifted one hand in a small wave. He folded himself onto the bench, and his knees bumped the underside of the table so hard the milk cartons jumped.

“Sorry,” he said, very quietly, catching one carton before it spilled across the table.

“It’s okay,” JEB said, and moved his tray over to make room. X gave him a quick, grateful look, then studied his sandwich like there might be a test on it later.

That was when Mrs. Okafor stepped up onto the little stage at the front of the cafeteria and clapped her hands three times. The whole room clapped back, the way they’d been trained since kindergarten. She peered over her half-moon reading glasses, especially at the ones who didn’t settle down fast enough for her liking. The other teachers loved it when Mrs. Okafor handled the kids. She knew how to take control of a room quickly, and the kids always listened.

[image: X catches a milk carton at the lunch table]

“Fifth graderrrs,” she said, dragging out the word. “I know this week is hard. I know you’re tired.” She paused and scanned the room. “But I know you are ready.” She leaned hard on that last word. Then she smiled, which was the first smile anybody had seen from a teacher in days. “So here’s the deal. Finish strong.” She flexed her arm muscle. “Give it everything you’ve got.” Her finger jabbed the air like she was pressing an elevator button. “And when testing is over...”

“Can y’all hear me, fifth graderrrs?” She paused, holding it like she was holding her breath, the way a game show host does. Then she let out a whooping, unapologetic cheer.

“...the gym is yours! You can party like it’s 1999!” She threw both arms up in a V for victory. “The fifth grade will have a celebration. With a real DJ. Decorations. Snacks. And dancing!”

The cafeteria exploded. Screams of delight and shouts of laughter filled the room. Kids were hollering “Party like it’s 1999!” at each other, even though nobody knew where it came from. It just sounded like some old-school meme. Mrs. Okafor was a real OG. She was always saying old-school stuff like that.

Kids banged the tables. Somebody whistled. Somebody else chanted, “DJ! DJ! DJ!” like it was the best word ever invented. Coach Tillman put his hands over his ears, but JEB was pretty sure he was smiling under his mustache.

After that, nobody talked about math or reading anymore.

“There’s gonna be a dance-off,” Aiden said, eyes shining. “There’s always a dance-off. My cousin said at her party they made a whole circle, and people were going in one at a time, and...”

“Cheer squad already has a routine,” a voice called from the next table. It was Alex, Toni’s twin, giving her puffs a bounce like a pair of pom-poms. “Just so you know. It has a lift.”

“A lift?” Aiden pressed a hand to his chest like he’d been wounded. “Y’all can’t lift what I’m bringing.”

“What are you bringing?”

“You’ll see.” Aiden leaned back, completely sure of himself. “Nobody’s ready for this Jackson.” He turned and did the moonwalk.

The whole room was like that now. “Ohhh, man!” “Did you see that?” “So cool!” The basketball boys were bragging about moves they’d learned online. A group of girls near the trash cans were already practicing something with a lot of spinning. Tiffany announced she would invent a dance called “the windup” and that it would be undefeated. Even Liam said, “Interesting,” in a thoughtful sort of way, and went back to folding his napkin.

Across at Alex’s table, Toni wasn’t saying anything. She was writing in her journal. Once, she looked up, and for a second JEB could have sworn she was looking right at him. Then she went back to her page.

JEB smiled through all of it.

He laughed in the right places. He nodded when Aiden
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