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WE HAD ONLY been in our seats for a couple of minutes on Monday morning when Mr. Willow called from the front of the classroom, “Table 5!”

“What did we do?” Simon whispered to Rosie and me. “We just got here.”

“We didn’t do anything,” Rosie said quietly back. She giggled a little. “I love how you’re already assuming that we’re in trouble.”

Simon shrugged and said, “It’s in my nature.”

Since those two were whispering back and forth, I figured I better answer our teacher.

“Yes, Mr. Willow?” I called back.

“Molly, will you three come up here?” he said and opened a manila folder. He took out a stack of papers. “You can help me pass out these math quizzes.”

While our classmates quietly complained, Rosie, Simon, and I headed toward Mr. Willow.
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“That’s enough moaning and groaning,” Mr. Willow said to everyone as he divided the stack of paper into thirds. “You know, when I was your age, I had to take my math quizzes out in the snow in my bare feet.”

“For real?” Simon asked.

“Yes, Simon. For reeeaaal,” Mr. Willow said and handed him a short stack of papers. “And we didn’t have paper. We had to use tree bark to write on. And we didn’t have pens or pencils either.”
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“What did you do?” asked Simon, taking his share of the quizzes. I wasn’t quite sure if Simon believed Mr. Willow or just wanted him to continue with the joke.
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“We bit off the tips of our index fingers,” Mr. Willow answered, opening his eyes wide and pulling his left index finger close to his mouth. “We’d write the answers with our own blood!”

Everybody thought this was funny. Whenever we complained about something, Mr. Willow liked to exaggerate and make stuff up about how tough it was back in the old days. We were used to it.

There were nine tables in our class with three kids at each table. Rosie passed out the quizzes to the back row of three tables. I handled the middle row. And Simon took care of the front row closest to Mr. Willow’s desk.

It only took a minute.
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Well, it only took me and Rosie a minute.

When we were done, Rosie said, “Molly.”

I turned my head toward her. She pointed at Simon.

And that’s when the trouble started.
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SIMON WAS STILL at his first table. He hadn’t handed out a single quiz.

He was standing in front of Lizzy Jacobsen at Table 7. Simon had one of the math quizzes in his right hand. And he was sort of shaking it at her.

Not in a mean way. It was more like in a frustrated way—like he couldn’t let go of it or something. He shook his hand harder, but the quiz stayed stuck there. Finally, he used his left hand to peel the quiz loose and hand it to Lizzy.

Lizzy looked at it and said, “Gross.”

Mr. Willow had not noticed any of this. His back was turned as he wrote today’s schedule on the whiteboard.
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Once Lizzy had her paper, Simon handed a quiz to Billy Price.

I should say he tried to hand a quiz to Billy Price.

It didn’t work out very well.

The same thing happened. Billy’s quiz was stuck to Simon’s right hand. He shook it at him, but it didn’t come loose. He shook it harder and the paper rustled loudly.

“What is he doing?” I whispered to Rosie. We were back at Table 5 now. “Is he doing that on purpose?”

“I don’t think so.”

Simon shook it harder—and it rustled even louder.

This got Mr. Willow’s attention. He turned around.

“Uh-oh,” Rosie said.
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Simon shoved his right hand and the quiz toward Billy.

“Just take it,” Simon said. I think he knew that Mr. Willow was looking now. Everybody was looking.

Billy grabbed the edge of the paper and pulled.

Riiiiiip!

Billy got half of his quiz.

The other half was still stuck to Simon’s hand.

“Simon, what is going on?” Mr. Willow asked loudly. It wasn’t a mean voice, but it sure wasn’t friendly either.
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Simon didn’t answer. He just held his hand palm out toward Mr. Willow, showing him that one-half of Billy’s math quiz was stuck there. And now we could all see that there were splotches of brown stuff on Simon’s hand.

“What is that?” Mr. Willow asked. “On your hand?”

“Sap.”

“Sap?”

“Yeah,” Simon answered and pushed his hand closer so Mr. Willow could see better. “Like from a tree.”

“I know what sap is, Simon,” Mr. Willow said and closed his eyes for two seconds. “I’m just wondering why it’s on your hands. And, more importantly, why it’s tearing my quizzes.”
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“It’s a long story,” Simon answered and tried to peel the rest of the paper off with his other hand. “See, this morning I was at Picasso Park and—” 

    “Stop,” Mr. Willow said and shook his head. He wasn’t mad or anything. It just looked like he wanted to get the school day started. “Go wash your hands.”

“It’s super sticky,” Simon said. “I washed them, like, a million times already.”

“Try a million more,” Mr. Willow said as he took the quizzes from Simon and began to pass the rest of them out.
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Simon went to the boys’ bathroom.

When Simon finally told us the whole story, Rosie and I knew it was bad news.
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GREAT NEWS! YOU’VE ALREADY READ TWO CHAPTERS, FOURTEEN PAGES, AND 957 WORDS.
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SIMON COULDN’T TELL us about the tree sap on his hands during science. That’s because the three of us were in different groups.

At the beginning of science, each group took a big oak tree leaf that Mr. Willow had collected that morning. We put the leaf in a shallow bowl of water on the windowsill in the sunshine. Then Mr. Willow talked for a long time about how plants convert the sun’s light energy into oxygen and release it.

At the end of science period, we observed our leaves—and they had tiny bubbles around their edges. That was oxygen being released. It was pretty cool.
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We got our chance to talk to Simon during silent reading time. He sat in the middle of Table 5. That way when he whispered, Rosie and I could both hear him.

We held our books up in front of our faces so Mr. Willow wouldn’t see us talking.

We whispered the whole time.

Rosie asked, “What’s the deal with the tree sap on your hands?”

“I was at Picasso Park yesterday,” Simon said. You could tell something was bothering him a lot. “And Max Brutus was there too. He was practicing soccer—just juggling and taking shots at the net. I can’t believe how hard that dude can kick. It’s like a rocket!”
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Rosie and I knew who Max Brutus was: He was the biggest and strongest kid in our grade. He always won at dodgeball—and everything else—in gym. He even knocked Hector Cruz over with a dodgeball throw once.

“So how does Max being at the park lead to you getting tree sap all over your hands?” asked Rosie.

“I asked him if I could practice with him,” Simon replied. “And he said yes. I was surprised because he’s kind of a grumpy guy, you know? But anyway, we each took turns in goal. We took five shots each and then switched. He’s really good—and strong. He kicks like a high schooler.”
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I peeked over my book. Mr. Willow was reading at his desk—and not looking at us. I ducked my head back down and asked, “What about the tree sap?”

“I’m getting to that part,” Simon said. “After a little while, Max had to go home. And I asked him if I could keep playing with his soccer ball. It’s a really nice one. It’s a replica of the ball they used when the World Cup was here in the United States. It looks like the real thing!”

“Did he say yes?” Rosie asked.
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Simon nodded and said, “As long as I bring it back to him today.”

I asked, “So what happened?”

“I was punting it real high, just messing around,” Simon said. You could tell this was when something bad happened. “You know I can kick good too. And I—”

Simon stopped then. It was like he didn’t want to talk anymore.
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