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	Chapter 1


	 


	 


	“What’s that awful smell,” came the singsong voice of Fraiser Loftgarden as the girls passed by his lunch table at the Labe Tech. High School.


	 


	Liz rolled her eyes. “Ignore him, Chrissy. He’s just jealous.”


	 


	Chrissy Sparks glared at Fraiser but kept walking, her red ponytail bobbing with each step.


	 


	“Oh, yes, that’s it,” Fraiser replied. “I’m just dying to be in the nerd patrol.” Fraiser’s sidekick, Richie Boyce, laughed, holding his ample stomach as it heaved.


	 


	Liz stopped and turned to face them. She took two steps forward until she stood looming over Fraiser.


	 


	“What are you going to do, Liz? Punch me?”


	 


	Liz noticed Fraiser steal a glance at Mrs. Digby, the lunch room monitor, who stood by the lunch tray return window. Fraiser must be a mind reader, Liz thought, but she controlled herself. She put her hands on her hips. “Don’t call us that!”


	Fraiser and Richie burst into laughter while Liz stood and stared. Chrissy grabbed her elbow. “C’mon, Liz. Listen to your own advice. Let’s go get lunch.”


	 


	Liz, Chrissy, and their friends Ron Taylor, Toby Mcgraw, and Tyrone Blitz, were the regular targets of Fraiser’s jabs about their braininess. Liz knew that her reaction only encouraged Fraiser to taunt them at every opportunity, but sometimes she just couldn’t help herself.


	 


	Liz and Chrissy carried their trays of food to their usual round table in the corner of the lunchroom where their three friends were already seated.


	 


	“Blech! I wish I had brought lunch today,” Chrissy said as she sat down and took a forkful of the bean casserole that had been slopped onto her plate by Mrs. Jennings, the lunch lady. Chrissy—thin, agile, and freckle-faced—kept to a careful diet to stay fit for gymnastics, her favorite afterschool activity.


	 


	“Bringing lunch isn’t necessarily any better,” Ron Taylor replied, holding up a soggy looking tuna fish sandwich on white bread that came apart and landed on the table with a splat. Ron always brought his lunch. Some kids probably thought he did so because it was too


	 






 


	much trouble to go through the cafeteria line in his wheelchair but Liz knew better. She had seen what he could do in that thing.


	 


	“Ewww,” the friends said in unison.


	 


	Liz watched as Toby Mcgraw chowed down the last of a hotdog, saturated in ketchup and mustard, and took a big bite into another one. Contrary to his nickname, Toby was an athletic boy who had placed third in the sixth grade’s mile run earlier that year. He had been chubby as a baby and the nickname that he had been given stuck with him even as he grew tall and thinned out. Most of the kids didn’t remember his given name, Francis, and even the teachers in the school referred to him as “Toby.” Without fail, on the first day of school each year, the new teacher would call him by his given name. Following a round of snickers, someone would call out that his name was “Toby,” and that would be that.


	 


	“Toby, you’re gross,” Chrissy declared. “It’s okay if you stop to breathe in between bites.” Toby’s face was now covered with condiments. He laughed and kept right on eating.


	 


	“No texting at the lunch table,” Liz said to Tyrone Blitz who sat directly across from her. Tyrone, the lone African-American in the group of friends, had his face down looking into his lap at something hidden under the table. The rapid movements of his hands gave away that he was on his smart phone. As usual. While the school’s rules prohibited the use of any form of electronics during the school day, Tyrone snuck onto his at every chance.


	 


	“I’m not texting,” Tyrone replied without looking up. “I’m just trying to locate the golden orb of Orkhon in Dragon Cavern.”


	 


	“Sounds fascinating,” replied Liz with a heavy dose of sarcasm. “Are you coming with us to the carnival after school today?”


	 


	“Sure, I’ll be there,” he answered.


	 


	Toby leaned in as if to tell Tyrone a secret. “Just so you aren’t alarmed, that big yellow thing in the sky is the sun.”


	 


	“Ha, ha,” Tyrone replied, and continued tapping away under the table.


	 


	* * *


	 


	“Watch me drop Mr. Dilford right into the water.” Toby stood at the dunk tank and prepared to release the first of the three pink rubber balls handed to him by the parent volunteer working the booth at the afterschool carnival. Ron sat at his side.


	 








 


	Whoosh. Toby’s first throw flew over the target that hung by the tank. Striking the target would release the ledge inside the dunking booth on which the school principal perched and drop him unceremoniously into the water below. Unfortunately, the ball struck the net and fell harmlessly to the ground. “That was just warm up,” Toby said, feeling himself redden.


	 


	Toby readied his second throw. Whoosh. This time, the throw sailed not only over the target but over the protective net. Toby watched sheepishly as the ball bounced clear to the booths on the other side of the carnival and stopped only when it banged against the leg of a girl waiting in line for cotton candy. Mr. Dilford stuck out his tongue. Toby turned crimson.


	 


	“You need to adjust the trajectory of your throw,” Ron counseled. “Your elbow is appropriately bent at ninety degrees, but at the release point, you need to snap your wrist so that your upper arm becomes perpendicular to the ground.”


	Leave it to Ron to turn the carnival into a lesson in physics. Toby picked up the third ball and followed Ron’s instructions. Zip! A perfect throw. Splash! Down went Mr. Dilford. The crowd cheered. Toby and Ron high-fived.


	 


	Chrissy came running up. The boys watched as she slid her tiny frame through, around, and under the crowd to catch up to them as they were leaving the booth. “I got you boys a present.” She handed a bag of caramel corn to Toby and another to Ron.


	“You rock!” Ron said as he took a handful of the treat.


	 


	“You’re the best!” added Toby. Chrissy blushed. Toby looked around. “Where are Liz and Tyrone?”


	 


	“They’re in line at the high striker.” Chrissy pointed to the station where contestants swing a giant hammer onto the base of the game, sending a puck up the attached tower. The harder one swings, the farther up the puck goes. Striking the bell at the top wins a prize. “C’mon, let’s go watch.”


	 


	“Ooh,” the kids gathered around the high striker called in unison as Ben Barkley swung the hammer and the puck rose just past the number four on the tower next to the word, “Amazing!” He laid down the hammer and slapped hands with his crew of friends. Ben was generally considered to be the top athlete in the school and clearly one of the “popular” kids. Toby noticed him smirk as Liz approached the hammer and lifted it to her waist.


	 


	“What will you do if she beats you?” Toby heard Tommy Logan, one of the members of Ben’s little group, ask.


	 








 


	“Relax,” Ben replied. “Not a chance. She probably won’t even be able to lift the hammer over her head.” Tommy and the other boys chortled.


	 


	Liz was one of the tallest of the sixth graders, boys included, and built like a truck. Toby watched as she gripped the heavy hammer, swung it in a big arc, and brought it crashing down onto the lever. Up went the puck. Speeding past the four. Creeping past the five as it began to lose momentum. Then, just before it started back down, the puck kissed the circular metal bell at the top and gave off a quiet ding.


	 


	The kids watching clapped. That is, all but Ben and his friends. “C’mon, guys. Let’s go get some water ice,” Toby heard Ben say.


	 


	“Way to go, Liz!” Ron said as Liz and Tyrone approached the threesome. “Where’d you learn to do that?”


	 


	“My father lets me help him chop firewood in our backyard.”


	 


	“Cool,” Toby replied. He knew that he and his group of friends weren’t the most popular kids in the school, but for the briefest of moments today, it sure felt like they were. 


	 




	 


	Chapter 2


	 


	 


	“Ron, please tell your sister that dinner is ready.”


	 


	Ron rolled down the hall, called out to Angie, his nine-year-old sister, and returned to the table in the kitchen just as his mother was setting down his favorite dish, spaghetti and meatballs. His father, Bill, was already seated. Angie bounded into the room and plopped down next to Ron.


	 


	“How was work today?” his father asked his mother.


	 


	“Exciting, but exhausting.” Ron’s mother scooped some pasta onto Angie’s plate. “There’s so much to do to get ready for the Michaud exhibit.”


	 


	“What’s that?” Angie asked.


	 


	“Gérard Amaury Michaud was a French impressionist painter whose works have just recently begun to receive international attention. He painted alongside Monet, Cezanne, and Renoir, but lived in their shadow. A couple of years ago, a trove of his work was found in the attic of a manor in the French countryside, and it’s been on tour for the last year going to museums in cities all over the world.”


	 








 


	Ron could tell that Angie had lost interest in her mother’s response by the time she had gotten to the end, but he hadn’t. “That’s really cool that the exhibit is coming to Twisted Oak, Mom.”


	 


	“It sure is. The exhibit has been in Los Angeles, Houston, and Chicago, and it will be in New York next month. We were really lucky to land it.” Ron’s mother, Nancy, was the Assistant Director of the Patterson Museum, a medium sized art museum located in their hometown of Twisted Oak, Virginia, not far from Washington, D.C.


	 


	Ron’s father spoke. “It was more than luck, honey. You worked hard to get the exhibit to come here. You should be very proud of yourself.”


	 


	Ron’s mother smiled. “Thanks. I am. But it sure helped that my college roommate Stacy is on the board of directors of the American Council for the Arts. She had a big hand in getting it here. The board thought it would be great to add some smaller venues to the tour where art lovers could have a more personal experience. As soon as I heard that, I was on the phone with Stacy.”


	 


	“I think the reputation you’ve helped build at the museum had something to do with it too,” Ron’s father added. “How are the plans for the gala going?”
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