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PART I

THE ABSURD BEGINNING


ABSURD-CROSSED JOURNEYS




When the first signs of my absurdity neurosis surfaced, Blaze Union wasn’t even a flicker on my radar. She wasn’t famous, influential, or even remotely aware that she was about to be hurled into an epic, absurd journey—one that would soon collide with mine, not to mention with the supreme prime minister himself—a man whose obsession with tiny hands was rivaled only by his appetite for division. I had no idea Blaze would become the key to curing my condition. More importantly, neither of us had a clue that this fourteen-year-old was about to ignite an educational revolution.

I’m sure some of you are itching to know more about my own teaching saga—and trust me, we’ll get there by the end of Part I—but first, Blaze Union’s story must take center stage. For now, just know that I was, somewhat desperately, following my shrink’s advice to find schools even more ridiculous than my own. As ludicrous as my life has been, nothing compares to Blaze’s wild adventures across Puddin' Head Island, Sweetie Island, and the entirety of Island Nation.

After poring over my interview notes, countless hours of MegaCorp Frames footage, and, of course, discussions with Blaze herself, it only makes sense to begin her tale on the occasion of her final red card—mere days before our fates would intertwine. In that pivotal moment, Blaze unknowingly catapulted herself into a journey where she would either transform the nation’s schools or send them spiraling into even deeper chaos.

I was shocked to learn that this fiery teen had already been expelled from twenty-two schools. Blaze started the school year with one goal in mind: avoid a red card at all costs—no more expulsions. She had even made a promise to someone who mattered: “Mom, I swear! This time I’ll stay in one school for the whole year!”

Blaze didn’t have many options left. Puddin' Head Middle School was the last school in Region 2 that hadn’t expelled her. Another red card would mean another transfer, but this time, her family would be forced to move to a different region of Puddin' Head Island just to find a school that would accept her. (Moving to Sweetie Island, home of the Puddin’ Heads’ sworn enemies, was simply out of the question.) Worse still, Blaze might have to drop out altogether, like so many other kids with "large hands" had before her.

Blaze was determined not to let that happen. Another expulsion would pile even more hardship on her family: costly transfer fees, moving costs, new school fees, and the stress of starting over in a new place. Her mom might even have to switch jobs. But the worst part? Being expelled again would crush her ultimate goal, or at least, her goal for today: overturning the ridiculous school rules, especially the ones targeting students with large hands. If you had large hands—or were labeled a Big—you weren’t allowed to lead, you paid higher fees, and you always got second choice compared to the Smalls, the students with smaller hands.

After all, how could Blaze change the rules at her school—or across all of Puddin’ Head Schools—if she wasn’t even part of one? But this was Blaze’s constant dilemma: avoiding another red card meant following the large-hand rules she despised. And fighting against them would lead to an expulsion, which had happened too many times before.




Blaze met her best friend, Chopper, as they strolled to school.

Chopper shook his head. “Please tell me you’re not bringing that guitar to school.”

“We’ve talked about making big changes. Today’s the day.”

“What?”

 “I’m done! I’m talking to Walka Walka. He can change these stupid rules.”

“You’re not answering my question.”

“You didn’t ask a question.”

“Why the guitar?”

“Backup plan.”

“You just got a yellow card!”

“That goal should have counted! I scored from midfield!” Blaze kicked a football (in my part of the world, a soccer ball) which hit a tree and bounced straight back. She trapped it with her thigh and dribbled it between her feet, her guitar slung over her back.

“And why should that count as a yellow card in the football match and a yellow card at school?!”

“Because it was a school sponsored event. Good thing it wasn’t a red card.”

“Ahhh! I tried to play with these rules Chopper. But I just can’t. Back when I had small hands, I scored all the time! The rule that Bigs can only play defense makes no sense!”

“How long has it been?” Chopper asked. 

“Three years.” Blaze popped the football up with her toe, dribbled it on her knees, and blasted it off a tree again.

“Maybe you should just accept it.”

“I tried that! But a yellow card for scoring from midfield?! I was playing defense. How are we going to make it to the playoffs?”

“Maybe we still can. Maybe we can win the title.”

Blaze snorted. “Not with these dumb rules and me stuck playing defense.”

“Yeah. But even if you could play offense, has the MC Academy team ever lost?”

“No.”

“Well, what do you expect? They all have small hands.”

“Are you serious?” Blaze yelled, punting the ball sky-high, and clenching her fists.

Chopper raised his eyebrows. “Then why are they undefeated?”

Blaze caught the speeding missile with her left foot and dribbled it in the air again. “Maybe because they all get to play offense. Maybe because the rules are to their advantage!”

Chopper burst out laughing. “Got you!”

Blaze hung her head, let out a long breath, and shoved her friend. “Funny. Real funny.”

“But seriously, MegaCorp and Scarlet Pompavich would destroy us.”

“Whatever. I heard her hands aren’t even real. Small hands surgery.”

“Still counts. Anyway, you already have a yellow card! A red card means no school, which means no football. Again.”

Blaze huffed, then thought a moment. “Why is it so hard for people to change stupid ideas and rules? Maybe they’re afraid to change.”

Chopper shrugged, then smirked. “At least we aren’t Sweeties.”

Blaze clapped her hands and buckled over laughing. “Great Mother of Puddin’, can you imagine if we played them in football? We’d win 25—0.” She strummed a few chords on her guitar. 

Chopper nodded. “Or more. You know, Good Hope Day is coming up soon—maybe you’ll switch back to being Small. Then you could play offense again.”

Blaze rolled her eyes. “That’s not going to happen. And I’m going to lose my puddin’ head if Maya’s hand measurement is large. She actually believes that nonsense.” (Maya is Blaze’s younger sister.) 

“They should just put me in charge!” Blaze grunted. “Of schools and football. It can’t be that hard to be the boss. You just tell people what to do. We could make big changes Chopper, big changes. No more hand rules. No more miserable classes.”

“Yeah, but you’re not the boss.”

“I know that!” Blaze quickened her pace as they neared Puddin’ Head Middle School. “I can’t get another red card. But I can’t live like this, Chopper! Talking to Walka Walka is my best chance right now. And if talking doesn’t work, then maybe a song will.” She strummed her guitar again as they walked past School Boss Walka Walka’s gold-plated luxury car and rows of beat-up student and teacher bikes.

“Blaze! You know you’re not allowed to lead singing!”


ODD COUNTRY




At this point in Blaze’s story, you might be lost. And honestly, who could blame you? Blaze lives in a truly bizarre country—a wacky world that has somehow remained relatively isolated from the rest of the planet Earth. It took me quite a while to wrap my head around this place, and in doing so, understand my own country.

So, let me offer a few simple ideas to clear up some confusion, and, with any luck, steer us all away from regrettable choices. Odd thoughts and beliefs lead to odd behavior. For example, at my own school, adults who denied that seahorses are real became protesters shouting, “Those aren’t seahorses, they’re fish dressed in costumes!” This is absurd funny because it is so willfully stupid. However, extremely odd beliefs—particularly ones that lack a shred of evidence—lead to extremely odd behavior. This is absurd disturbing because that’s when people get hurt. For example, protesters who believed that seahorses were a dire threat to students didn’t just ban seahorse books, they stormed through our hallways like maniacs, forcing the school into a lockdown. (Spoiler alert: these imbeciles might have triggered my absurdity neurosis). But perhaps I am biased, ethnocentric, or projecting my own issues. So don’t take my word for it. Notice it for yourself.

Here is a defining moment that Blaze shared with me about her older brother, Kuko, which illustrates absurd disturbing. A teacher asked the Puddin’ Head class to watch Sweetie News. Their assignment was to identify “all the outrageous lies, whether big or small.” Zuli Sweet—the famously attractive Sweetie news anchor hated by nearly all Puddin’ Heads—warned of a rare thunderstorm moving across Island Nation. Despite the rain pounding the roof like puddin’ bowls, the teacher yelled, “See! That report is fake news! It’s a trick to make us stay inside while the Sweeties prepare to attack!” And if you, like me, already find this ridiculous, wait till you hear this next bit.

The teacher demanded that Kuko run outside with an iron spoon to thwart the Sweeties, because he had large hands. Kuko did as he was told. He was immediately struck by lightning. He stumbled back inside with smoking hair and charred, soaking clothing. Kuko whimpered, “All clear,” and fell to the floor. The teacher thanked him for his courage, called an ambulance, and sent another student with large hands and a spoon outside.

Suffering migraines and memory lapses, Kuko dropped out of school shortly thereafter. Yes, this was absurd disturbing. And for Blaze, this traumatic event only served to strengthen her obsession with eliminating large hand rules from schools. And her hatred of the Sweeties.


BOOTSTRAPS CLASS




Blaze burst through the entrance to Puddin’ Head Middle School and strode to School Boss Walka Walka’s office. She tapped her puddin’ head three times, and said, “No. Red. Card.”

Blaze pounded on the door. The school boss didn’t answer. Blaze sighed and shuffled toward the large outdoor training facility. She found a seat in the back alongside Chopper and the other students with large hands. She adjusted her MegaCorp (MC) Frames, which transitioned from clear to dark in the bright sun and concealed her intense brown eyes. She pulled the Frames off her face and cleaned the lenses on her red shirt. She ran fingers through her hair and over the flame that her aunt shaved into the side of her head. Her hair spiked in the back and flopped down the side of her head and face. Blaze slipped her MC Frames back on and heaved a deep sigh. 

Everyone on Island Nation owned some version of these high-tech MC Frames: basic, limited, or elite. Due to the risk fees for Blaze’s large hands, her mom could only afford the free basic government issued MC Frames. Although the basic model did not come with virtual reality, telescoping, hologram projection or a number of other features, Blaze still loved hers. They had auto dimming, they automatically adjusted the lenses to give the wearer perfect vision, and they also offered music, gaming, videos, (limited) Internet access, and new apps every day. On Puddin’ Head Island, most people chose MC Frames in red with a black stripe or, like in Blaze’s case, black with a red stripe. 

While Blaze loved many features of her Frames, she found two aspects aggravating. One, the frown face that lit up on each arm of her Frames (to remind people she could not lead singing, the dismissal line, and so on). Two, annoying advertisements frequently flashed across her interior view.

She sighed again. Of all the stupid morning classes, she hated bootstraps class the most. Students attempted to pull themselves up by their bootstraps onto a platform without stepping, jumping, or using any muscle of their lower body. Students chose from a wide variety of boots including football boots (“cleats,” in my country), work boots (low-cut, medium-cut, leather, steel-toed, etc.), and long boots (“cowgirl boots,” in my country). Students were supposed to use boot laces or back straps (either was permissible).

Now, you might think this must be easy. But after you try a few times you will quickly see it is not. And then you might wonder why this course was required throughout all Puddin’ Head Region 2 schools. If you were born in Puddin’ Head Region 2, by the time you were five, you would know that successful bootstrapping students received big rewards. This year, students hoped to complete this rare accomplishment with a new set of wooden platforms, boots, and bootstraps. 

Blaze whispered to Chopper. “Is bootstraps class: a) boring, b) useless, c) impossible, or d) ridiculous?”

“All of the above,” Chopper said flatly. 

Grimacing, Blaze punched her fist into her hand. She longed for a school without stupid large hand rules. A school without large hand fees. A school where Bigs didn’t have to work afternoons making boots, bootstraps, and platforms in the hot workshop. (They were big sellers, particularly in Region 2.) But Blaze didn’t have much choice: working afternoons offset her large hand risk fees and paid for her morning of school.

Mr. Peabody addressed the red-shirted class with his usual fervor. “This is a vital character-building skill—one that will help us crush the Sweeties. You never know when you’ll need it!” He paused dramatically before adding, “And today we have some special guests. Let’s give a big knucklehead welcome to the students of Knucklehead Elementary, who are here to give us extra motivation!”

Blaze was shocked to see her younger sister Maya. Blaze waved, whistled, and cheered. The rest of her peers mockingly clapped, rolled their eyes, or made faces at the youngsters.

Regardless of this apathetic welcome, it was indeed a special event. Puddin’ Head Island students rarely had music or art lessons, let alone performances, although these classes were more common on the left side of the island. Blaze’s ability to play the guitar was even more rare—a skill she’d learned from her dad. 

Maya stood in the back row of her class, with the other Bigs. The small-handed guests played “Puddin’, Puddin’, Pop” on their recorders while the Bigs sang along. When the instrumental group reached the note “pop,” they turned around and whacked their singing friends on the head with their recorders. Most of the middle school students laughed, but Blaze shot out her arms in outrage. “Really? Come on! This is ridiculous!”

When I watched the MC Frames video, I swore, nearly toppling out of my chair. The Knucklehead Elementary teacher, unfazed, shot Blaze a look so bizarre, it could’ve won her an award for playing a mad, brainwashed scientist. “It’s the cutting edge of young skull development!” she declared, her voice buzzing with wild enthusiasm. Without missing a beat, she whirled back to the performers and barked, “Another round—with gusto!”

After the first song ended with an awkward mix of applause and laughter, Mr. Peabody said, “Okay, enough gawking! Listen while you practice pulling yourself up by your bootstraps. This is a life-long skill and mindset!” 

Chopper tapped his temple, reminding Blaze to avoid a red card. Taking the hint, Blaze cleverly coaxed the manic teacher and Mr. Peabody to allow Maya to watch her practice instead, thus sparing her from more ill-timed knocks to the head.

Shortly after another synchronized head crack, Dimbul—one of the most committed students—yelled, “I did it!” His team had used a new strategy of double laces, one pair with red and white stripes and one that was solid dark red.

Students rushed over as he stood proudly on the ten-centimeter platform and yelled different opinions. Liar! No way! Did he really? 

Blaze said, “Whatever,” but walked over with Chopper.

Mr. Peabody was also unimpressed. “Dimbul’s team, while I appreciate your hard work and enthusiasm, pulling yourself up by your bootstraps requires independent effort. You must lift yourself off the ground, onto a platform by only—and once again, independently—pulling your bootstraps. I noticed Maki gave you a lift.” 

Mr. Peabody quickly displayed the video replay on a large monitor, clearly showing this assisted lift. He quashed any hint of argument. Dimbul ducked his head, gently kicked the platform, apologized for kicking the platform, and said he would work harder. The other teams snickered and mocked his team for failing.

Blaze scoffed, “Shocking!” In all her years at different schools, Blaze had never seen a successful mount. She didn’t even know a single student who directly witnessed one. Supposedly, according to Mr. Peabody and MegaCorp videos of five-star students, the most recent Puddin’ Head Middle School student to accomplish this feat had been Charlene Fibb, who, years ago, had pulled herself up by her bootstraps on the five-centimeter, ten-centimeter and coveted fifteen-centimeter platforms. This success propelled her to graduate with honors, receive a college scholarship, and later land a consulting job with MegaCorp. 

The middle school students returned to practicing. Blaze hugged Maya and took her to rejoin her classmates. Blaze asked the elementary teacher, “How about playing a different song—maybe one without skull smacks?” Blaze was pleasantly surprised that the teacher agreed. Maybe that was why she became overconfident.

Blaze pretended to pull her bootstraps. She made funny faces at Chopper. Mid-way through class—with Mr. Peabody giving pointers across the dirt yard—Blaze took two slow-motion, fake, exaggerated, floating arm pull lifts and steps backwards onto the platform. She opened her mouth in amazement. She widened her eyes. She raised her arms in a slow celebration, as if she had accomplished the impossible and a stadium of people cheered. Chopper snorted, then looked down as Mr. Peabody glanced over. Blaze quickly stepped down from the platform. 

Mr. Peabody barked his favorite call and response. Acting as a military officer—with even greater enthusiasm for the benefit of his wide-eyed elementary guests—Mr. Peabody said, “Attennnn-tion! Class, did you work hard today during bootstraps training?!”

The class marched over and shouted back: “Yes, sir, Mr. Peabody, sir!”

“Class, were you afraid to fail today? Were you afraid of losing? Afraid to be weak? Or did you have the courage to be the best, to be strong, to be successful?!”

“We have the courage to win, sir!”

“Followers . . .”

“Follow!”

“And leaders . . .”

“Lead!”

“Class, why do we have bootstraps training?!”

“To be strong, to be successful! To be free!”

Mr. Peabody pointed at the red banner displayed in every classroom on Puddin’ Head Island, and on his command, in unison, the class barked each of the Puddin’ Head values: 




Puddin’ Head Island Values


  	Puddin’ Heads Good. Sweeties Bad.

  	Hard Work and Strength

  	Competition

  	Courage

  	Respect Authority

  	Freedom

  	Success






As a side note, Mr. Peabody later told me that he thought “Respect Authority” deserved to be the first or the last value, so that students would more easily remember it. But the education minister on Power Island made those decisions. He took comfort in knowing that she’d at least had the good sense to update “Respect” to “Respect Authority” during the second revision.

After the prideful Puddin’ Head chanting, Mr. Peabody continued. “Now, class, some students think they’re so smart they can work hard, be courageous, and even be free and successful without adult guidance or supervision. Is this true class? Can you do this all on your own?”

“No sir, Mr. Peabody, sir!”

“Some followers forget to let others lead. Can followers lead?”

“No, sir, Mr. Peabody, sir! Followers follow, leaders lead!”

Mr. Peabody now reveled in delivering his teaching point. “But today, one of you did not live these values during bootstraps training. One of you thought you’d be Mr. Funny Guy. Blaze Union, I couldn’t help but . . .”

Blaze interrupted, “With all due respect, sir, I am not a funny guy. Rather, I am a funny girl.” The class boomed with laughter. 

Chopper shot her a look that said to shut up and avoid a red card. Maya curled her bottom lip and sniffled. She knew what would happen if Blaze got a red card.

Mr. Peabody puffed out his chest and cheeks. He clenched his fists. Then, he sighed, paused, and tapped the smiley face on his Frames. He released his grip and said calmly, “Ahem. Ms. Blaze Union, funny girl. Did you take your chill booster with your puddin’ today?”

“None of your business. With all due respect, sir.”

“Hmph! Well, I couldn’t help but notice your poor work ethic today. Sometimes, I think you believe you can lead others. You seem to enjoy being the class clown, distracting the class, and worst of all, disrespecting authority—”

“With all due respect, sir, I am respectfully being respectful,” Blaze said.

Chopper glared at her. 

Blaze mouthed, “Okay, okay.” She looked down to avoid confrontation, but it was too late.

“Oh yes, keep it up! Your words, your tone, your actions—everything about you is disrespectful! I put up with a lot of things in this school: rooms that aren’t maintained, outdated materials, new transfer students every week, a school boss with no experience—well, I won’t go there—no planning time, no time to eat or use the bathroom for that matter. I put up with all of this because I believe in teaching for a better Puddin’ Head Island and nation. But one thing I will not tolerate is disrespect.”

Maya started to cry. Blaze kept her eyes on the ground, trying to resist saying something she would regret.

Mr. Peabody did not let up. “Now, you young lady already have a yellow card. Perhaps you do not even believe in the importance of pulling yourself up by your bootstraps, which builds the character, work ethic, and perseverance you will need for the rest of your life. Which prepares us to defend against the Sweeties.”

Blaze could not resist. She tried her very best to ask respectfully, “Could you please explain how bootstraps class prepares us for a Sweetie attack?” It was a legitimate question.

“Are you really asking that? Isn’t it obvious? Do you even care about being courageous or successful?” 

Blaze locked eyes with Mr. Peabody. Her confident expression lacked apology.

Mr. Peabody paused. “Maybe, you should drop out of school like your loser brother.” Everyone held their breath. 

Blaze ran her fingers along the flame carved into her head, which now pulsed with anger. Her hands began to sweat. Her eyes widened and nostrils flared, like a bull ready to charge. She blinked several times. “Or maybe . . .” she said, pausing for effect, “you should learn how to teach.”

The class let out a collective, “Ohhhh!”

Someone yelled, “Burn! Blaze one. Peabody zero.” 

Suddenly, Code Blue sirens sounded across the school.


ODD HISTORY




Before we get to the Code Blue, I am guessing that one group of readers wants to know how Puddin’ Head Schools became so absurd. If so, read on. And I yes, I know—there is another group of readers screaming, “WTK! Get back to the action already!” If that is you, go ahead: be a rebel, skip to the next chapter. But I fear that you’ll be very confused, just like Blaze and I both were. Your choice—you can always come back and read this chapter later.

Here is a very brief history that I wish I knew before I set foot on Puddin’ Head Island. I hope this summary will help guide your journey. Oh, and as protection, you might want to get a spoon hat if you don’t already have one. Or better, a spoon helmet.

A ridiculously long time ago, one large island emerged from volcanoes erupting in the ocean. Over the course of millions of years, volcanic forces—along with the wind, rain, and crushing ocean—shaped this island. As you can see from the map at the start of this book, a winding channel emerged and broke the island into two, with smaller islands scattered in between.

Over centuries, waves of immigrants arrived by ships, bringing along their customs and cultures. These various groups co-existed, mingled, grew, and evolved over generations. Many people on the large, western island developed kind and caring large communities that enjoyed nature and leisure. Many people on the eastern large island—perhaps in part due to the harsher climate—prized rugged self-reliance, hard work, and independence. Yet despite their differences, the island people exchanged various goods and lived in relative harmony. They formed one nation of islands, known as Island Nation.

Sounds nice, right? It was, until a sociopath scientist arrived several generations ago. 

Livid to have been fired for conducting dangerous experiments on research subjects with large hands (several died), the sociopath sailed around the world to fulfill his mission and to avoid prison. After landing on Island Nation, he “discovered” a wide variety of rare and valuable medicinal, flavorful, and potent plants. (Of course, the islanders had known about these incredible plants for generations.) Perhaps some plants could shrink hands, he hoped.

This outcast scientist shared his “discovery” with corrupt friends who also happened to have small hands. Before long, ships of outcast politicians, scientists, soldiers, investors, and a ragtag circus with a few elephants and ponies arrived eager to exploit this new land. But the outcast scientist obsessed about his extraordinarily tiny hands, which confused and disturbed his corrupt comrades. 

After days of passive-aggressive avoidance (I'm not staring at my hands!), he finally shared his compelling boyhood story. As the youngest lad of eighteen children, his oldest brother one day gave him a noogie, but not the friendly one that says, You’re okay kid, but rather the noogie with a headlock and knuckle skull scrub that hisses, You are the bane of my existence! When he cried, instead of intervening, his sixteen other siblings tortured him. The more he cried, the more noogies he received. The next day he ambushed his eldest brother with a revenge noogie. Alas, his tiny hands only tickled his brother’s noggin. His siblings ridiculed his itty-bitty hands. They delivered daily rounds of noogies with seemingly monstrous hands and knuckles. Rather than intervening, his parents chuckled, “Kids will be kids.” News traveled fast. Soon, his peers—all of whom seemed to have gargantuan hands—gave constant noogies, especially at recess, which became his least favorite part of the day. Unfortunately, instead of changing into a person who thwarted cruel noogies, he swore revenge on all large-handed people.

By the way, other sources revealed that his teachers were ordered to only teach the three R’s: readin’, ritin’, and rithmetic. Not only were teachers at this school treated and trained like simpletons, they were banned from teaching about Aesop’s Fables, positive behavior, and other cultures. They were banned from giving consequences for misbehavior, and in this case, stopping a relentless barrage of noogies, all of which was unfortunate for this poor child, and the future of Island Nation. Thus, this boy did not grow up to create noogie prevention inventions such as spoon hats. Neither did he become the No Noogie superhero, and thereby was denied the likely adoration of chanting fans. No Noogie! No Noogie! Rather, the victim who was bullied became a bully, who became a sociopath. And the rest, as they say, is history.

After hearing this passionate story, the newly arrived immigrants shook their fists and shouted, No noogies! But they were not cheering for superheroes; they were protesting terrible large-handed noogies. This absurd fear morphed into dread of being controlled by people with large hands. Strangely, many of the Island Nation newbies gained power by retelling the aforementioned ridiculous, yet convincing story. They promised great power to island leaders perceived to have small hands. Moreover, islanders with small hands didn’t want mean noogies, and quickly warmed up to the idea that they were naturally superior beings.

Now that may seem unfair, sad, or strange, but here’s something stranger: the power-hungry rulers kept Island Nation’s democratic process of voting, which now included voting for the prime minister, regional senators, and other government officials. I’m guessing that Absurdity cheered when the failed sociopath scientist easily won the first prime minister election, and nearly all small-handed candidates won their elections by running a campaign based on . . . well, having small hands (which by the way, were never officially verified as small).

 Despite gaining absurd power, the new rulers remained paranoid about being overthrown and ruled by large-handed people, or as noted earlier, Bigs. Thus, the delusional rulers created laws against people with large hands. Bigs were absolutely not allowed to lead; they must follow. Suddenly, people perceived to have large hands lost jobs, houses, and their spots in the football match or lunch line. Suddenly, everyone wanted small hands. People with noticeably large hands became resentful because they now always followed Smalls. Arguments on whether people with medium hands had large or small hands sometimes turned into brutal fights. Citizens increasingly complained and criticized the new rulers.

The insecure rulers responded by creating laws against criticizing government officials. They called people with large hands troublemakers. Some Bigs were tortured with public noogies. But the uprisings grew.

The prime minister—still traumatized from childhood noogies—devised an ingenious “distract, divide, and conquer” plan. First, they named the main islands Sweetie Island (to the West) and Puddin’ Head Island (to the East). Then they turned the main islands against each other by causing problems and blaming the other island. It didn’t take long after sacred desserts were destroyed, “large hands” was spray painted on houses, or people were beaten up by thugs in red or blue masks that the islands started hating each other and their differences. It didn’t take long before it was us versus them, Bigs versus Smalls, red versus blue, courage versus kindness, thick heads versus zombies, and even puddin’ versus cake. 

It didn’t take long before the corrupt rules formed a mega company that became ridiculously rich off the feuding Puddin’ Head and Sweetie Islands. It was no coincidence that they built this mega company and the Capitol Building on Power Island.

The new rulers grew more powerful, wealthier, and they built elite schools. The other islands grew poorer, watched their schools crumble, and loathed each other like siblings who gave nasty noogies. Yet the rulers remained paranoid about large-handed leaders of any sort. And they had a problem: it wasn’t obvious who had large hands or small ones.

So, the prime minister invented Good Hope Day. This ridiculous event started as a colossal, embarrassing failure that citizens laughed about for many years. In preparation for the first Good Hope Day, the rulers required all islanders—adults and children five years or older—to measure and record their hand size. In theory, this would allow them to calculate average hand sizes for each age. To be fair and avoid medium hand controversy, 50 percent of citizens would have large hands and the other 50 percent small hands. Of course, by now, everyone wanted to be a Small. 

To keep the islands distracted and divided, the cunning prime minister did not use a national hand size average. Rather, the five regions of Puddin’ Head Island and the five regions of Sweetie Island competed against each other (sort of). For example, the citizens of Puddin’ Head Region 1 and Sweetie Region 1 were lumped together. The government determined the 50 percent with large hands and the 50 percent with small hands in each regional competition. Thus, on Good Hope Day, if you were a Puddin’ Head in Region 1, you hoped the Sweeties in Region 1 had grown larger hands. And you really hoped your hand size was labeled small.

To make the meaning of these differences clear, the government automatically assigned people a leader or follower status, based on their hand size. Then, after Good Hope Day, they would send citizens a headband with either a smiley face (meaning “leader”) or frown face (meaning “follower”), which they were then required to wear in public.

This nonsensical plan backfired badly, which of course, infuriated the rulers. Many citizens lied about measurements. Many Bigs “lost” their headbands. Others wore their frown face headbands upside down. 

After decades of confusing and failed law enforcement, the third prime minister—the small-handed granddaughter of the first prime minister—shared a bold, new vision. And in less than a year, the paranoid rulers, and the mega company—now named MegaCorp—invented MC Frames. These Frames, which looked like sleek sunglasses, were assigned to each individual. Sure, MC Frames had practical features that citizens loved, but more important to MegaCorp, these Frames could accurately measure hand size and lit up automatically with the appropriate smiley or frown face. Once the MC Frames proved effective, the delusional rulers partied for many days and nights. Their investment in technology had paid off. 

Although this invention had many perks, it did not eliminate resistance. Citizens with big hands borrowed smiley face Frames from friends and family or stole them all the time. Then, eye recognition software was installed to ensure each person wore their correct own Frames. If a person wore the wrong pair, the MC Frames would emit piercing sounds and bright, flashing lights. Bigs countered with creative solutions. They covered their frown faces with long hair, hats, tape, scarves, permanent markers, and so on. A new law was passed. It stated that the smiley or frown face must be always visible, or else citizens would be thrown in jail. And, yes, flashing MC alarms would go off.

Eventually, after years of being thrown in jail, many citizens gave up. Although fears of mean noogies faded, citizens accepted that a naturally occurring difference—in this case, human hand size—symbolized something important, indeed something that divided people into superior or inferior groups. Of course, this was absurd!

However, in case you’re wondering, my mental health had a choppy ride as I learned about this history. At first, as my shrink predicted, my absurdity neurosis improved. Then, it worsened as my studies roused a terrible memory. When I was three, after being wrongfully denied a second chocolate chip cookie, I snuck a few bites of my uncle’s cookie. As the nibbles revealed an obvious thief, he taught me an unforgettable lesson. That night, I tiptoed and side-shuffled across a dark kitchen, climbed on top of a chair, and reached for that plate of mouth-watering cookies. And just as my little fingers pulled a cookie off the plate, Uncle Brute jumped out of the closet dressed as a giant bunny wrapped in bright lights, banging a pot with a ladle. Perhaps Uncle Scary (as I called him for many years after this evening) worried that wouldn’t leave a lasting impression because in the next instant, my potty-mouthed older cousin Brute Jr. leaped out of the closet as a second bunny with glowing red eyes, swearing and bashing pans together. Not only did this traumatic event scare the cookies right out of me, it caused—according to my shrink—my repressed animosity toward adults harming children (good intentions or not) as well as my unpredictable and surly sweet tooth. Drat! I knew what my shrink would say: “If you want to cure your condition, then you’ve got to face your fears and do the courageous work.” So, I strapped on my scuba mask and snorkel (at this time, I didn’t have a spoon helmet), diving deeper into the history of Island Nation as well as that awful memory of the seemingly supernatural rabbits.

And just as fast as my absurdity condition deteriorated, my health strengthened as I uncovered something profound: my ambivalence toward mysterious forces. Yes! This discovery explained how I’d failed to recognize Absurdity as a phenomenon just as astonishing as love, evolution, the gravitation pull of the moon, the taste of chocolate, and rabbit poop that fertilizes cocoa plants. But then, instead of finding a remedy for my condition, my courageous research and insight only led to more questions. Why did Absurdity exist? How did it choose who or what to torment, tickle, or wrestle? Why me? Why Blaze? And, how could we possibly defeat this absurd force that had surely been around since the demise of the dinosaurs? Oh, those poor creatures. Alas, all these thoughts and questions made my eyes twitch so violently, I was practically blind for hours.

Speaking of odd history, Bigs were indeed hopeful they would become Smalls on Good Hope Day, especially if their hand size was near the regional average. Smalls hoped their hand size would remain small and of course, feared the reverse scenario. This happened to Blaze three years ago, amid a growth spurt.

Blaze woke up early on that Good Hope Day. She slid on her MC Frames, crossed her fingers, and watched in horror as her smiley face switched to a frown. Blaze screamed in front of the mirror. She ran outside and screamed again. “But I had small hands just yesterday!” Within minutes, people ran out of their homes to either curse with Blaze or else to smile and cheer. On that day, like every Good Hope Day, half the nation celebrated, and the other half swore, yelled, or cried.

So, at this point in our story, you and I might find much of Blaze’s country and history odd, or perhaps absurd disturbing. But in Blaze’s experience, it was normal. It was normal that large hands were bad. It was normal to prepare to fight the Sweeties. And it was normal that Puddin’ Head Schools routinely expelled students with a red card for breaking school rules.


CODE BLUE




Mr. Peabody and the students rushed to the indoor classroom. Mr. Peabody clasped his hands to his head. He let out a big, annoying sigh and mumbled, “Wow, just wow. A Code Blue drill. In the middle of class. We haven’t even practiced. School Boss Walka Walka, you think this is a good idea?” 

Blaze was relieved. Maybe she would avoid a red card, after all. 

The students head butted each other in pandemonium. Mr. Peabody composed himself. “All right, all right! Everyone calm down, and keep your courage! This is an important drill. Let me just find these new procedures.” He shuffled through a stack of papers on his desk. “Ah, here they are.” Mr. Peabody held up a spiral bound MC Code Blue Emergency Procedures.

The class stared in panic. He repeated, “Everyone keep your courage. This is just a drill. Now, it says here that Bigs grab a chair and make a large circle around the room. Smalls sit down in the middle of the room. Yes, this includes our guest visitors, too.”

“With chairs?” Dimbul asked.

“It doesn’t matter!” Mr. Peabody snapped. “The important thing is to cover your eyes with spoons. This will protect you from the Sweeties. They go for the eyes first.”

The small-handed students trembled and ran to the middle of the room. Some scooted chairs over. Some dove to the ground. They all placed spoons over their eyes.

“Now shout, ‘Puddin’! Puddin’!'” Mr. Peabody exclaimed. “This will keep those Sweeties away!”

The small-handed students, now blinded by spoons, cried or shrugged their shoulders and chanted.

“Louder!”

The students obeyed.

Blaze turned to Chopper and whispered, “What the puddin’ balls?”

Chopper shook his head like he thought this safety protocol was stupid—which, I think you will agree, was indeed stupid.

“I'm talking to Walka Walka!”

“Not now. We’re in the middle of a drill!” Chopper said.

“All right, large-handed students, move it! Yes, you too.” Mr. Peabody waved for Maya and the other large-handed elementary students to grab chairs.

“C’mon, Mr. Peabody! Maya doesn’t need to do this. Just let the little kids leave.”

“A drill is a drill.”

The middle school Bigs rolled their eyes and grabbed chairs, which they dragged to form a circle around the perimeter of the room. The terrified elementary students followed.

“Hah ha!” Mr. Peabody smirked at Blaze. “I knew bootstraps practice was important! Large-handed students must pull themselves up by their bootstraps onto the chair. It says so right here!” He pointed to a section of the safety pamphlet, as if the students could read it.

The Bigs half-heartedly attempted to do so, but of course, the chairs were ten times taller than the outdoor platforms that no one could mount. One student tripped and knocked over two chairs, thumping his puddin’ head.

Blaze raised her eyebrows at Mr. Peabody.

Mr. Peabody grimaced. He told the students to keep trying. 

The Smalls became bored and lost energy in their chanting. Mr. Peabody cried, “Louder!” His command failed.

No one came close to pulling themselves up by their bootstraps onto the chair. Blaze and Chopper turned their backs to each other to avoid laughing. After a few moments, Mr. Peabody gave up. “Okay, just step up onto the chair! We’ll work on bootstraps later. Face the outside of the room, to protect your peers. Now, clang your spoons together, and say, ‘Puddin’ Heads! Puddin’ Heads!'”

Blaze said, “We’re protecting them? What about us?!”

Mr. Peabody said, “It protects you, too. The Sweeties can’t stand banging spoons.”

Blaze sighed and pulled two spoons from her belt holster. She winked at Maya and leaped onto her chair. She banged her spoons with wild abandon, chanting loudly and obnoxiously, “Puddin’ Heads! Puddin’ Heads!” 

Sparked by Blaze’s energy, the Bigs enthusiastically jumped onto their own chairs, clanged their spoons, and chanted in unison. Re-energized, the Smalls yelled, “Puddin’! Puddin’!” once again and covered their eyes with spoons.

“That’s it!” Mr. Peabody applauded.

Blaze caught something moving in her peripheral vision. She looked out the window and lost her breath. She stopped chanting. Goosebumps popped on her arms. Blaze held up her spoons as if ready to fight. 

A small group of students wearing blue masks, blue shirts, and blue pants approached the school. They unzipped blue backpacks and reached inside.

Blaze yelled, “Sweeties! Sweeties!”

But the class was in a full uproar. Almost no one heard her.

Mr. Peabody did. He double-checked the MC Code Blue Emergency Procedures. “No. It’s ‘Puddin’ Heads! Puddin’ Heads!’ Not ‘Sweeties! Sweeties!’”

The students in blue split up and snuck toward different entrances.

Blaze pointed out the window with her two spoons. She screamed, “No, there are actual Sweeties! This is not a drill!!”

The class looked and hushed.

“Great Mother of All Things Puddin’,” Mr. Peabody gasped. “Everyone back in your places! Chant as if your life depends on it! Because it does!”

Many Smalls cried and covered their eyes with spoons. They bleated, “Puddin’! Puddin’! Puddin’!”

On top of chairs, the Bigs fervently banged their spoons. They shouted like an army circling to defend against the enemy.

“What is happening? This makes no sense!” Blaze yelled. “The outside doors are all open! We’re just attracting the enemy with all this noise!”

“Blaze, this is a direct order!” Mr. Peabody barked like a military commander. “Class, is this the time to question authority?!”

“No, sir, Mr. Peabody, sir!” the class sounded back. They returned to chanting and banging spoons with unwavering passion.

Presumably, in most countries, you should follow your school’s emergency procedures. On Puddin’ Head Island however, Blaze had other thoughts. “This is absurd!” She whispered to Maya, “You’ll be safe here. I’ll be right back.” Then, she sprinted out the door and down the red hallways. 

Chopper trailed close behind. “Wait for me!” 

“Lock the doors!” Blaze yelled.

Blaze and Chopper split up and zipped passed classrooms now in full Code Blue.

Chopper darted to a nearby entrance while Blaze headed to the main one. A blue-clad student, considerably larger than Blaze, sprinted toward the same entrance from the outside. Seconds ahead of him, Blaze slammed the doors shut. The Sweetie rattled the handles and beat the doors.  

Blaze pounded back. “Zombie brain eater! You won’t enter our school!” 

The Sweetie laughed loudly, shook a can of spray paint, and decorated the red door with the phrases Stay on Your Own Island! Sweeties Rule, Puddin’ Heads Drool in large blue letters. The strong smell of paint wafted through the crack in the door.

Blaze ran to lock two more doors. She sped toward the sixth-grade wing and spotted Chopper. “I locked three. How many did you get?”

“Two.”

“Good, that just leaves—”

A dull boom echoed down the hallway. 

“The cafeteria,” they said together. 

After a few seconds of eerie silence, the school erupted into louder chanting and spoon banging.

Blaze and Chopper cautiously jogged toward the cafeteria and peaked inside.

Two students in blue scurried through the outside exit.

“They’re getting away!” Blaze said.

“Forget it.” Chopper locked the outside door and stared wide-eyed at the cafeteria walls. Chunks of chocolate chip cookie dough plastered the walls and dropped from the ceiling. They tiptoed around the piles of splattered cookie dough piles on the cafeteria floor. 

“What happened?!” Blaze asked.

“Cookie bomb,” Chopper said like a seasoned detective. He pointed to a line of cookie dough that led back to a table in the center. “Ignited there.” A circle of splattered cookie dough rays shot out from the epicenter of the sugary explosion. 

“Those soft skulls!” Blaze said. She pulled a spoon out of her belt holster and flicked a chunk of dough from the bottom of her boots. “Is it okay to touch this crap?”

“No idea. Could be contaminated. We should get out of here.”

They pulled their shirts over their noses to avoid breathing cookie fumes and spun to leave. Suddenly, Blaze changed direction and scampered around more cookie dough piles toward the food line. “There’s a note!” 

“Enjoy your special treat! Sincerely, S2.” 

“Sweetie Region 2 thin-skulled, cookie-cake, brain-eating zombies! They’re going to pay for this!” Blaze crumpled the note, threw it on the floor, and stomped on it. It stuck to her boot. She frantically tried to shake it off, slipped, fell, and then tore the note off her heel, swore, and tossed it against the wall. 

When she stood up, she looked at the large vats of puddin’. “That’s weird,” she said, still holding her shirt over her nose. The cookie explosion lines changed direction on top of the puddin’ vat lids. “Oh no! They got to the puddin’!”

“I wouldn’t touch that!” Chopper warned.

But Blaze had already pulled off a giant lid. “It looks like they stirred something in here—a powder of some kind.”

Chopper peered inside. “Booster. But why? Puddin’ balls, I think those zombie thin-skulls put hand-increasing booster in our puddin’!”

“What? That’s illegal!” Blaze shouted as other students and staff began to arrive.

“So is detonating a cookie bomb. I think. Or is it an attempt at a Sweetie Noble Deed?” Chopper wasn’t sure.

Streams of gawking and squawking students and teachers rushed into the cafeteria. They slipped and piled up like the mounds of cookie dough. Blaze yelled, “Everyone out! Sweetie cookie bomb! Do not eat the puddin’! We think it has hand-increasing booster!”

Mr. Peabody pushed his way through the sea of students with School Boss Walka Walka at his side. “There she is. Blaze Union. Leading with big hands. Disrespecting authority during bootstraps class. Not following safety procedures. No question, that is a red card!” Mr. Peabody raised his eyebrows and grinned from ear to ear.

“What?! While you covered your eyes and banged spoons together like a circle of soft-skulled Sweeties, Chopper and I secured most of the building! Who knows what would have happened if we hadn’t locked five of the doors?”

“Okay, let’s all keep our courage. We’ve had quite a day. Blaze, you know you’re not allowed to lead.” School Boss Walka Walka shook his head.

“You can’t be serious!” Blaze marched past Mr. Peabody, past the school boss, and through the crowded hallways.

“Watch yourself,” School Boss Walka Walka warned. “Respect authority. Respect the rules, Blaze.”

“I was going to talk to you respectfully this morning about changing the stupid rules, but I can see now it would be no use.”

“Blaze, no!” Chopper knew what was coming.

“Someone needs to speak the truth! This school is full of numbskull rules and numbskull teachers—maybe because: it’s led by a numbskull!”

“That’s it!” School Boss Walka Walka reached for a red card.

Blaze ran for Mr. Peabody’s room. With a swarm of students following, Blaze grabbed her guitar and strummed. She bounded to the outdoor training facility.  

Mr. Peabody shouted from the back of the crowd, “Oh no! You’re not allowed to lead a song!”


BURN, BLAZE, BURN




Blaze jumped on a table. She saluted her peers and paused for a solemn moment. She knew this was her final farewell as a student in Region 2. The growing crowd, still traumatized by the Code Blue attack, quieted and stirred with nervous anticipation. Blaze ripped a chord that jolted the stunned audience into full attention. She strummed with a slow beat. Suddenly, her voice belted out a soulful, folksy song—which she had prepared— just in case this day arrived.




Oh, you can call me Blaze 

’Cause I’m about to burn.

It seems I have a pattern of breaking rules,

So now I need to scoot, now I need to fly.

Red card again—it’s time to say good-bye.

But before I leave another school,

I pause to ask the simple question, Why?




Blaze held this note, which reverberated through the captured audience. Her wide-eyed classmates beckoned for more. She strummed twice as fast. The school burst into rhythmic clapping. Blaze strummed louder and louder. Her peers clapped louder and louder. Blaze strummed and danced.




Maybe it’s me!

So many schools, none where I fit.

I’m like a fish out of water,

A bird in a cage,

A fox in a box,

A tiger they can’t tame.




My hands are too big, but my brain’s not small.

So, I will not sugar coat this call:

The rules here I will not swallow.

They won’t let me lead, but I will not follow.




Blaze hung onto this note. Mr. Peabody and School Boss Walka Walka tried to push through the crowd. Mr. Peabody yelled at the students to stop clapping. But after a Code Blue and now a red card revolt, an unprecedented energy electrified the school. The students blocked Mr. Peabody and School Boss Walka Walka from reaching Blaze.

Chopper exhaled a long breath, inhaled, and then started a chant. “Burn, Blaze, burn!” It spread like fire. Within seconds, the entire student body erupted in unison, “Burn, Blaze, burn! Burn, Blaze, burn!” 

Mr. Peabody yelled that Chopper had a yellow card and a suspension. Chopper smiled and gave a thumbs up. 

With booming school support, Blaze entered into an exhilarating flow. She was leading the school! She would show them—and now she had nothing to lose. She sprang from tables and bootstrap platforms.




But maybe it isn’t me.

Maybe it’s the instruction.

Pull up your bootstraps, work real hard.

If you want a job, you gotta pay attention.

But I’m so bored,

I’d rather crack jokes than get a five-star mention.

I scratch my head and adjust my Frames.

School makes no sense; Thanks for the expulsion.




Half the class yawns, the other sleeps.

Dimbul drank a bottle of glue. 

No class connection to reality,

or anything we’ll do.

We’re not even ready for a real Code Blue. (Yes, she improvised that line)




All these sad schools, maybe it’s the system.

They want to blame me, but something isn’t right.

There clearly is a pattern of student flight.

Breaking rules, paying fees,

And some of us can’t even read.

More than once we hit the transfer door,

Seriously, even Dimbul got four.

All these rules, all these classes,

But you don’t see it, like wearing broken glasses.




So, no more jokes,

Time for puddin’ medication.

No more disruption,

Time for my relocation.


SCHOOL BOSS OFFICE




With her guitar hanging from the shoulder strap, Blaze extended her slightly longer than average fingers, closed them into fists, and shook them as if she had just dealt Absurdity a mighty blow. Then, she snatched a spoon from the holster and raised it straight in the air. She took a bow and hopped off the table. The school cheered and waved spoons wildly. “Burn, Blaze, burn!” They head butted and lifted each other up as if they had just won the World Cup. 

The school boss yelled, “Everyone calm down and keep your courage!” He looked at Mr. Peabody, at Blaze, and then at the hundreds of students. “Put your spoons back in place! I know we’ve just had quite an event, but we are safe now thanks to everyone following our safety protocol. Quite amazing when we’ve had no practice! But clapping and cheering for disrespectful behavior is another matter entirely. This is not following the Puddin’ Head values of strength, courage, or respecting authority. Anyone who continues to disrupt school order will be given a yellow card and a suspension, Big or Small!”

Students shuffled back to their classrooms. Mr. Peabody’s class sat down and tried to contain their surging emotions. These were the two most exciting school events they had ever experienced.

The school boss said, “Blaze, come with me.” 

Blaze followed him down several red hallways. As they neared a set of vending machines, Blaze asked if she could buy a puddin’ to calm down. The school boss nodded. Blaze scanned the twenty-five puddin’ options and fifty booster selections. She tapped and scanned her MC Frames. Seconds later, a double chocolate puddin’ and a chill booster released from the vending machine.




Blaze sat across from the school boss. “I wanted to talk to you this morning, but apparently you were too busy.” 

School Boss Walka Walka ignored the comment. He scooted forward in his executive chair and tapped his small hand on the large desk. The carpet had red stripes, which clashed badly with fluorescent magenta walls. Blaze thought all the red was extreme, even for a true-red Puddin’ Head like School Boss Walka Walka. She poured the booster powder into her puddin’ cup, stirred, and slowly spooned puddin’ into her mouth. 

The school boss glanced at Blaze’s Frames and then at her hands. He scrolled down the large monitor on his desk. “Blaze Union. Quite the record. Twenty-two transfers. You’ve barely started here and already a red card. Well, I was warned. But your football talent is undeniable. And I got triple funding for taking you. But it’s not worth it. You got the whole school worked up, disrespected Mr. Peabody, and even me. Look, I know you want to score goals, lead, and make schools better, but you have those hands. You’re not allowed to lead. Period. So you must follow, and that makes school hard for you or seems unfair or whatever. Here’s the thing: you’re in control of your behavior. We don’t just have these Puddin’ Head values to collect dust on the wall. They actually mean something and lay a foundation to build your future. Imagine pulling yourself up by your bootstraps—imagine the opportunities!”

Blaze slowly licked her puddin’. No sense in talking to a school boss who wouldn’t listen. And no way was she crying in front of this Puddin’ Head.

The school boss tried again. “Well, anyway, what is your plan? What are you going to do in the future? You can’t transfer to any more schools in Region 2. If you keep going down this road, you’ll be lucky to find work. Nobody wants troublemakers. You could end up on the streets or in jail. Or worse, they might send you to Sweetie Island. Is that what you want?”

Blaze shrugged. “I got ideas. Like eliminating the stupid large hand rules. Like changing this boring, useless, ridiculous school. Like creating schools that are actually fair, actually respectful, and where we actually learn something worth doing. But that doesn’t matter right now.”

“You weren’t exactly respectful.”

“Maybe unfair and disrespectful people need a taste of their own medicine. Maybe bad schools should be shut down, School Boss Walka.”

“That’s Walka Walka!” He frowned. “Right. Uh huh. And I suppose you are the person to fix our schools. Funny how we have so many successful students, even an occasional large-handed one. Funny how successful students follow the rules.”

“Following stupid rules doesn’t make anyone smarter. But you aren’t doing anything about them, so I did. Now you have a school full of Bigs who believe in something better.”

“Yeah, okay. Keep dreaming. So, what will your parents think about this? You think this makes them proud?”

Blaze leaned in. “Well, my dad died in a factory accident. So I don’t think he’ll have a strong opinion. My mom works two jobs and doesn’t have time to worry about me.”

The school boss said, “Sorry for your loss, kid. Look, you’re done with Puddin’ Head Middle School. Maybe you had fun today. But reality will set in. It’s too bad you can’t try for a Noble Deed. Middle school students can’t do it, and certainly not with large hands. Which is too bad, because someone should really pay those Sweeties back for the stunt they pulled.”


PUDDIN’ CAFÉ


Blaze wandered along a pathway hidden by bushes and trees. She strummed her farewell song. She swung from branches. She swore about the Sweeties, Mr. Peabody, Walka Walka, and stupid Puddin’ Head schools.

After a few minutes, Blaze set aside her guitar and pulled her beat-up red-and-white football out of her backpack. She dribbled back and forth for a while then popped it up onto her toe, and juggled off her feet, knees, thigh, and head. She blasted line drives off a tree with her left foot, then her right, like a tennis pro smashing a tennis ball against a wall. She kicked faster and faster and grunted louder and louder until she was exhausted. Blaze trapped the ball and slowly dribbled to a patch of sunlight, where she closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

“Hey, wait up!” Chopper yelled.

Blaze turned and shook her head. “What are you doing? Oh yeah, you got a yellow card. Can you believe this day?”

“Yeah. Insane! Imagine if we’d stayed in the classroom, banging spoons like numbskulls.”

“No doubt.”

“Oh, and I karate chopped a bootstraps platform in half. Right in front of Peabody!” 

Blaze snorted with surprise. “You what? Not one that I made, right? Ha! Oh, I wish I could have seen that. Wait, did you get a red card? And doesn’t that hurt?!”

Chopper gently turned over his swollen hand. “Nah. I just got a suspension. Remember, max of one card per day.”

Blaze’s smile turned to a grimace. “Wow, I’m in big trouble. My mom’s going to kill me. She can’t afford another transfer, and I promised her this wouldn’t happen again. We probably have to move! She’ll probably have to quit her job! What am I going to do?!” 

Blaze fought back tears, then screamed. “I hate school! Why is everything so boring and, so unfair? And seriously, what is up with that Code Blue? We saved the school, but we get suspended and expelled? And the hand size rules? Aren’t we all Puddin’ Heads? Shouldn’t we fight the Sweeties instead of each other? And the bootstraps! Who wears boots anyway? It’s thirty degrees out—and I don’t mean Fahrenheit.”

Chopper nodded. “I know, right? How can they not see that we prevented a Sweetie invasion?” He studied his sandals. “Now, it was handy to wear boots when we stepped in the cookie crap in the cafeteria. And you regularly wear football boots. Your aunt wears motorcycle boots, your mom wears boots when she goes to the factory, and farmers wear work boots . . . I mean, you have a point. The rich people don’t—oh wait, there are fashion boots . . .” 

“Okay, shut up! Are you messing with me? No kids wear boots—unless we’re playing football or are in bootstraps class. Most adults don’t wear boots. I mean, it depends on their job! But almost everyone wears sandals or
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