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CHAPTER ONE

Broken arm
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HE’D BROKEN HIS ARM.

Only a few days before the first day of middle school, and Caden Parker had managed to break his arm.

“It’ll be fine,” his mom reassured him. “We’ll make the best of it.”

By making the best of it, Mrs. Parker meant they went out for cupcakes on their way home. Jack and Elsa enthusiastically picked several, but not even the mounds of chocolaty icing interested Caden.

He spent the next few days pretending like he didn’t care that while everyone else swam at the lake, he could only wade in waist deep. And then when the arduous activity of packing and moving boxes began, Caden could do nothing except watch. Picking up one thing at a time with his good hand simply took too long, and his mom relegated him to sitting on the floor and directing traffic.

Finally they had the trailer loaded up with the big furniture items, and they made the short drive from the old house to the new house.

Even though Caden had just seen the house a week before, his eyebrows lifted at the changes it had gone through. The lawn had been mowed and grass planted, giving the exterior a finished appearance. He climbed out of the car and walked up the wooden steps into the house.

Soft gray and white tones greeted him in the large entryway. Caden lifted his head and looked at the dangling chandelier, then at the catwalk behind it that led to his bedroom. 

“It’s the most beautiful house I’ve ever seen,” he said.

Jack came in the doorway behind him, elbowing Caden as he and Mr. Parker struggled beneath the heavy dresser. “Out of the way!” Jack said.

Caden shifted ever so slightly, and then he trailed behind his brother as they took the dresser up to their shared bedroom. From there Caden remained on the catwalk and watched as everyone brought in the furniture and boxes. 

Hours later his mom and brother collapsed at the newly set up kitchen table.

“We did it,” his mom groaned. “We are all moved in.”

“What do you think?” Mr. Parker asked, looking around the house with an anxious expression on his face.

Mrs. Parker grabbed his hand. “It’s absolutely amazing.”

“Yeah,” Jack said. “I can’t believe you built it.”

“I can’t believe it’s ours,” Caden said. Nobody else’s dad had built them such a cool house.

“It’s like a castle,” Elsa said.

Mr. Parker beamed, obviously pleased with his family’s praise.

*~*​
[image: ]


THE START OF FIFTH grade was about as anticlimactic as Caden expected. He saw a lot of familiar faces from elementary school, but even more people that he didn’t know. The middle school felt huge in comparison, and instead of only one teacher, he had four.

“Caden!” Logan Wyatt, Caden’s best friend, slung an arm around his shoulder as they walked through the front doors. “You ready for this? We are going to rule the school!”

“This is so lame,” Caden said. “I’m gonna hate this year.” Already he missed the running club and music program from fourth grade.

“We’ll hate it together then,” Logan said.

Caden grinned.

His homeroom teacher, Mrs. Ryan, called the class to order and introduced herself.

“Since most of us don’t know each other, I’d like to quickly go about the room introducing ourselves. So tell us one thing you did over the summer.”

Caden watched as each kid said their name and then one thing they had done. He tried to figure out which experience he would share. Someone had already said the beach, so he wouldn’t say that one. Somebody else said swimming at the lake. Other people said cool things that made him envious, like going to Disney World or taking their first plane ride. There was even a kid who’d gotten a new dog, like Caden.

But one thing nobody said was break an arm.

Mrs. Ryan smiled at him when it was his turn, and Caden cleared his throat.

“I’m Caden Parker,” he said, lifting his arm over his head, “and I broke my arm.”

Some of the kids laughed and Mrs. Ryan looked sympathetic.

“Does it still hurt?” a kid asked.

“No.” Caden shrugged. “It doesn’t hurt anymore.”

“How did you do it?” another asked.

“On the playground,” Logan answered for him with a mocking twist of his lip. He’d already heard the whole story at church.

“I’m Devon. Can I sign your cast?” the first kid asked.

“This isn’t my real cast,” Caden said. “I was really mad because now I can’t go swimming or play soccer or anything.”

Mrs. Ryan cleared her throat. “Thank you for sharing, Caden. Let’s move on to the next student, shall we?”

Caden settled back in his chair, strangely pleased with his five minutes of attention. Everyone knew who he was, at least.

Each class he went into, he had to introduce himself again. But the teachers also talked about clubs they were in charge of, and Caden’s curiosity piqued.

“Can we join any club?” he asked as Mrs. Johns, his math teacher, talked about the club she ran on Thursdays.

“Sure. Though you might run out of time,” she said.

He quickly realized she was right. The PE coach talked about running club, and Caden knew he’d join that. The art teacher mentioned an art club, and he wanted in that one too.

But the one that most got his attention was the one his social studies teacher ran.

“It’s the Yeskies club,” Mr. Zimm said. “It’s only for fifth graders. Each student who joins has to have a charismatic attitude about school and help their fellow classmates succeed. They have to be open to new experiences and work hard to get good grades. We’ll do service projects and meet every Thursday during recess.”

A murmur broke out among the kids, several leaning back in their chairs and shaking their heads. Give up recess? Caden didn’t want to do that either.

“At the end of the year, we’ll take a three-day trip to Little Rock as our final act.”

Wait a minute. Caden sat up again. 

“During school?” a kid named James asked, beating Caden to the question.

“Yep. In the middle of the week.”

The excited chatter filled the room. 

“An overnight trip with our friends?” Devon said.

“That’s worth missing recess once a week!” Logan said.

Caden agreed. “How do we sign up?”

Mr. Zimm smiled. “Well, I usually have more interested kids than I have room for. So interested students can grab this questionnaire here on my desk and turn it in. Then we’ll draw names to see who gets to be in it.”

Drawing names? Caden’s lower lip stuck out in a deliberate pout. That was hardly fair!

“But remember, you have to qualify! So make sure your grades are impressive in the first few weeks of school!”

Well, that did it. Caden would just have to study more.
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THE NEXT DAY MRS. PARKER picked him up from school so he could get his cast put on.

“Hey, Mom,” Caden said, “I missed my guitar lessons yesterday.” Caden had started taking guitar the year before, though they had taken a break for the summer.

“I know, Caden. I didn’t forget. But you won’t be able to play with a broken arm.”

“What?” Caden exclaimed. Not one more thing he’d have to miss because of this broken arm!

“I’m sorry,” Mrs. Parker sighed. “How was your second day of school?” 

Caden crossed his arms over his chest. Or tried to, because the left one wouldn’t move properly. “Fine,” he said in a voice that dissuaded any further conversation.

They had to wait to be seen at the doctor’s office, then they had to wait to be x-rayed again, and then Caden had to wait for the lady to come and put his cast on. Caden’s frustration over the entire situation just grew, until the lady said, “What color do you want for your cast?”

“I can pick the color?” Caden sat up a little straighter. He had pictured just a bumpy white cast.

“Better than in my day,” his mom said. “When I broke my arm, I only had one choice.”

The lady looked at his mom and smiled. “You probably had to have one made out of plaster and let it dry for a few days.”

“Yes,” Mrs. Parker said with a laugh. “Sounds like my cast!”

“Well, we do things different now.” The lady turned to a wall behind her and pointed to several colored dots. “You just tell me which color, Caden.”

“Do you have pink?” Caden asked.

Mrs. Parker raised an eyebrow. “You want pink? I thought you would want red or
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