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Dedication
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For my sister, Ann,

and her invisible chicken,

both uniquely inspirational birds—C. H.

For my wife, Bianca, and her invisible

kitten, which has her eye on Ann’s

chicken—R. K.

For Danette,

my very first best friend —D. M.
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Chapter 1

Intergalactic Spelling Champion

“Unstoppable,” said Jess.

Maya didn’t hesitate. “U-n-s-t-o-p-p-a-b-l-e.” Like she would be tomorrow.

“Marvelous,” said Sadie.

“M-a-r-v-e-l-o-u-s.” Exactly how she would feel tomorrow.

“I have a great word,” said Jess. “O-u-t-d-o-o-r-s. As in, let’s get out of your boring basement and go outdoors.” She vaulted from the flowered couch, where she had been sitting beside Sadie, and stretched her arms over her head.

“Too easy,” Maya declared. She spelled it backward.

“Now I’m really dizzy.” Sadie flung her copy of the practice list onto the rug. “I can’t read anymore. My eyeballs are spinning.” She got up from the couch, too. “I vote for a break.”

Maya didn’t budge from her beanbag chair. “We can’t take a break. There are barely”— she squinted over at the clock on the cable TV box—“twenty-three hours and fourteen minutes left before the spelling bee.”

“I don’t know why you’re nervous,” said Jess. She crumpled her copy of the list into a ball, tossed the ball in the air, caught it on the laces of her sneaker, catapulted it almost to the ceiling, and let it drop into her outstretched hand. “You win every year.”

“True, but you know fourth grade is different. It’s not just us. It’s the fifth graders, too. And if I win—”

“When you win,” Sadie said.

Maya smiled at her and continued, “When I win, I get to move on to the district bee. I’ll be competing against the best spellers from every school.”

Jess pretended to shoot a basket with the ball, sinking the shot into Maya’s lap. “You’d win anywhere. Against anybody. If Martians had a spelling bee, you’d go to Mars and beat them.” Jess folded her arms across her chest. “When’s the last time you got less than a hundred percent on a spelling test?”
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Okay, it was true. Maya had always loved school. She was the best speller in her class, in her grade, in all of Piper Creek Elementary, probably. Now she had the chance to be the best in the city, and after that, who knows— the state, the country, the universe?

Maya Russell, Intergalactic Spelling Champion. She pictured herself holding an enormous trophy that reflected the sun.

“Look, Jess.” Maya tried a different approach. “You’re really good at sports, but I would never tell you to skip practice before a tournament. And, Sadie, I’d never tell you to stop learning about birds.”

“I still have a lot to learn about birds,” Sadie pointed out. “You haven’t missed a word all afternoon.”

Maya uncrumpled the balled-up list and smoothed it against her leg. “Just a little while longer, okay? We can at least be as diligent as Ms. M.”
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“Ms. M,” said Jess. “I wonder if she found Ethel?”

Ms. M was their friend. She was also a witch. That made her extra-fun to be around. Except they hadn’t seen her for a while. She had gone off to search for her best friend, Ethel, who—here it gets complicated—had accidentally turned herself into a bird. A yellow warbler, to be exact.

“If Ms. M hasn’t found her yet, she will,” Maya assured Jess. “She’s d-i-l-i-g-e-n-t.”

Just then Maya’s mother appeared on the stairs in her police uniform. “I’m off to protect and serve. Your father’s responsible for feeding you.” She blew a kiss in Maya’s direction. “Oh, and be patient with your brothers.”

[image: ]

“They’re not coming down here, are they?” Maya whined. As if on cue, Victor and Barnabas clattered past their mother. Actually, only Victor clattered. He wore cowboy boots. Barefoot Barnabas thumped from step to step like a giant rabbit.

“Oh no.” Maya sat up taller in the beanbag chair. “They can play in their room. Or the yard. Or Alaska.”

Her mother laughed. “Honey, they’ve been waiting all weekend to play with their Lego village. You’ve been working hard. Go get some fresh air.” She left the basement door open on her way out.

The twins stepped carefully into the Lego village and began to build.

“What are you guys making?” asked Sadie, squatting down next to Victor.

“A barn for Caitlyn,” said Barnabas.

“Who is Caitlyn?”

Maya groaned. “Don’t encourage him!”

“Shhh!” Barnabas brought his finger to his lips. “Caitlyn’s sleeping. Over there.” He pointed to a pile of laundry in front of the washing machine in the corner.

“Caitlyn is his imaginary chicken,” Maya explained wearily.

Barnabas cocked his head toward the corner. “She’s awake now. And she says you’re imaginary. You just don’t know it.”

“So,” said Jess, rocking back and forth on her heels. “Are we out of here, or what?”
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“Twenty more words first,” Maya said.

Jess looked at Sadie. Sadie looked at Jess. They shook their heads in unison.

“Fifteen more words?”

“Maximus wants to go outside with you,” said Victor as he snapped a section of roof into place.

“I bet I’m going to be sorry I asked this,” Jess said. “But who is Maximus?”

“I-m-a-g-i-n-a-r-y,” said Maya. Then she added, “Ten more words.”

“Maximus is my friend,” Victor told Jess. “He likes you. A lot.”

“I was right,” said Jess. “I am sorry. Last one to the swing set is a rotten tomato!”

T-o-m-a-t-o, Maya thought as she chased her two best friends up the stairs.
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Chapter 2

Unbelievable

The next morning, Maya stood onstage looking out at all the faces in the Piper Creek Elementary School auditorium. She felt a little seasick. All those eyes focused right on her!

She wiped one slightly sweaty hand against the other, cleared her throat, stepped forward to the microphone, and said, “Somersault. S-o-m-e-r-s-a-u-l-t.”

Ms. Boswell, the assistant principal, tapped the little bell that meant correct. Ping! From somewhere in the audience, Jess whooped.

[image: ]

The crowd onstage shrank. It was like a mystery story where everyone vanished one by one.

Alicia fell to vertebrate.

Cameron misheard morale.

Khalil conquered catastrophe but stumbled over obstruction.

Ms. Boswell showered positive comments like “Good job!” and “Tough break!” on the eliminated spellers as they trudged to their seats. She beamed rays of encouragement at the four spellers left.

At the three spellers left.

At the two.

At Maya and Sadie.

Sadie. Unbelievable.

Every time Sadie stepped up to the microphone for her turn, she looked terrified, as if she were walking the plank on a pirate ship. She quivered through mystify, clutching the end of her long dark ponytail so hard that wisps of hair fluttered from her fingers when she let go. Maya wanted to rush over and give her a hug. Instead, as she passed by Sadie on her way to the microphone, she sent a telepathic friend message: Don’t worry. This will all be over soon.

Maya attacked havoc.

Sadie sighed before finagle.

Maya sailed through suspicion.

Sadie tangled with meander.

Maya demolished dilemma.

Sadie paused in the middle of abundant . . .

“. . . a-n-t?”

Ping!

Out in the audience, some boys made a commotion. Ms. Boswell turned around and transformed her ray of encouragement into a laser of disapproval. “I know we’ve all been sitting for a long time, but please continue to give our two amazing spellers your full attention.” She turned back. “Ready, Maya?”

Maya nodded into the microphone.

“Ornithology.” It means the study of birds, Maya thought, glancing quickly at Sadie.

She cleared her throat. Vowels and consonants swirled around her. She waited for them to settle into a well-behaved row. Except this time they just kept circling like raptors, refusing to land.

“O,” she began. Hesitated. “R.” Frowned.
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More rumpus from the middle of the room.

“Gentlemen!” Ms. Boswell snapped.

Flustered, Maya spelled quickly. “O-r-n-a-t-h-o-l-o-g-y.”

There was no ping! Only silence.

A silence that meant WRONG.

From the front row, Jess gaped up at her, openmouthed.

A wave of disbelief followed by a tsunami of humiliation washed over Maya as she stepped back from the microphone. But if Sadie spelled the word wrong, too, the competition would continue. So she still had a chance.

“Ornithology,” Sadie repeated. “O-r-n . . .” She stopped. “Can I start again?”

Ms. Boswell nodded.

Maya sent another telepathic message: Come on, Sadie. Hurry up and miss.

“O-r-n-i . . .”

Maya held her breath.

“O-r-n-i-t-h-o-l-o-g-y?”

Ping!
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Any moment now, this horrible dream would be over. Maya pinched her arm to wake herself up.

Instead the cheers and applause only got louder.

In the dream, Ms. Boswell climbed the stage steps and presented the silver trophy shaped like a cheerful bumblebee to a stunned-looking Sadie. Then she turned and held out a limp red ribbon. “And congratulations to you, too, Maya.”

Wake up, wake up, wake up! This isn’t happening!

Maya took the ribbon. She stared down at the printed gold letters that spelled out her worst nightmare:

S-E-C-O-N-D P-L-A-C-E
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Chapter 3

Now You’ve Done It

“This is my worst nightmare!” Sadie howled.

Mr. Frederick stopped the line of fourth graders on their way back to class after the bee. “Pipe down, please, Room 142.”

Once the line started moving again, Sadie continued in a softer voice, “I have to compete in the district spelling bee, and it’s all Maya’s fault!”

“What do you mean?” Maya forced herself to say the awful words: “You won. Not me.”

“I wasn’t a good speller,” Sadie explained, “until you made me help you practice. And now I’m doomed.”

“You could get sick,” said Jess. “Maya’s the alternate. If you’re sick, you stay home, and she goes in your place. Everybody wins.”

Maya walked a little behind Sadie and Jess, concentrating on the floor with its checkerboard pattern. She wanted to jump from one black square to another until she was out of this school, out of this city, and in the forest, where she would live with animals who didn’t talk, much less spell.

Sadie slowed almost to a stop and tried to hand her trophy to Maya. “You deserve this. I couldn’t help knowing ornithology. It’s in practically every birding book I’ve ever read. Why didn’t I just miss on purpose?”

“Don’t worry.” Maya looked at her friend. “The district bee isn’t for three whole weeks. You have lots of time to study.”

Sadie shook her head vigorously. “Jess is right. I’m totally getting sick. Did you hear Darren sneezing during math? I’m going to thumb-wrestle him and steal his germs. Hold this.”

Reluctantly, Maya took the trophy. Her fingerprints smudged the smooth plastic base, still warm from the heat of Sadie’s hands. The cheerful bumblebee smiled up at her.

As Sadie hurried toward the front of the line to talk to Darren, Jess shook her head. “Colds don’t last three weeks.”

“She could eat the chicken fingers at lunch and try for typhoid.”

Now the bumblebee’s smile looked a little off-kilter. Almost sarcastic. You hope Sadie catches a serious illness? Wow, Maya. You’re such a great friend.

They reached the doorway to their classroom. While Jess and Maya waited for everyone ahead of them to file in, Jess said, “Remember last spring when I went to take that perfect shot on goal, and my cleat flew off and hit Midori in the head? I didn’t score, we lost the game, and I almost gave our best striker a concussion.”

“Just that game,” Maya pointed out. “You still won the championship.” The bee’s smile seemed judgmental. Don’t be a baby! She’s just trying to make you feel better.
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Mr. Frederick clapped his hands. “All right, people, let’s get cracking. I want your erosion charts turned in by the end of class.”

Sadie stood hunched by the pencil sharpener with Darren, their thumbs locked in combat. Maya walked toward the back of the room to put
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