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PROLOGUE

The thief watched as another teacher left Palmerston public school, then checked the time.

Five thirty-two p.m. And a new text message from Emerson:

Want to hang out later? I just bought like 45 taquitos. Did you know they come in boxes that big?!

Sighing, the thief tucked the phone away.

There were still two vehicles in the parking lot. One was a familiar navy blue pickup truck, but the other was a definite concern. Who else was still in there? A teacher? A janitor? A parent watching the tryouts?

The thief chewed nervously on a fingernail, tasting some lingering salt from the day’s lunch, then made a decision. It was now or never.

Moving swiftly to the side door, the thief hopped off the bike and grimaced at the mud seeping onto the walkway. So long, white shoes. The side door was locked, of course, but that was no problem. Not when you had the key.

The thief quickly slipped down the hallway and into the open gym office, leaving muddy footprints on the tiles. Sure enough, the target was sitting unguarded on the desk: a diamond wedding ring on a gold chain.

Shoving the prize into a jeans pocket, the thief scurried outside again and pedaled away, taking a last look back at the school.

I’m sorry about this. But let’s be honest… you deserved it.






CHAPTER 1 GREEN


Three days earlier…

I still can’t believe they went with Asperger.

Think about it. You have a bunch of kids with social issues and you name them after some dude named Hans Asperger? None of the other scientists sounded his last name out? Nobody thought, Wait a second… Ps kind of sound like Bs and also are we cool with butts?

And get this: Hans Asperger wasn’t even the first one to study the whole autism spectrum thing. Mom read that a supersmart Russian lady named Grunya Sukhareva was on the case in the 1920s. I could have been a Grunyan! That would have been so cool.

But no. I’m an Asperger. A born-and-raised butt sandwich.

It gets worse, if you can believe it. My mom’s name is Ashley. My dad’s name… John. Ashley and John Bennett: the two most boring names in the entire history of humankind. And they are actually pretty boring people except for one teeny, tiny exception: the names of their children.

My older brother’s name is Cedar. My name? Green.

Think about the poor doctor. And here is your little baby… oops, they must have written down the color of his face when he came out instead. Oh, that’s his name? How… unique.

Yep. My parents had two moments of madness, and they both turned into birth certificates.

“Green!” Cedar shouts from outside the door. “You ready?”

“Coming!”

P.S. I am in the bathroom, but don’t worry, I’m just brushing my teeth.

I think about changing my name all the time. But Mom says I have to be eighteen, so I’ve still got seven more years before I can legally un-Green myself.

How do you like Gale? It’s like the sound the wind makes: Gaaaaaaaaaaaale.

“Green!”

Cedar pokes his head into the bathroom, scowling. My brother is two years older than me, but he looks way older. His chestnut hair is always perfectly gelled into messy spikes and he wears Dockers and a leather jacket like my dad, who is forty-one. So.

He also got his first zit last week, which he is really sad about.

Cedar says I look like an eleven-year-old in “all the ways you can.” I’m gangly and knobby and my dirty-blond hair droops over my ears and freckled forehead like a mop. It also seems to want to grow into a mullet and apparently that’s not cool, so I have to get the back trimmed all the time.

Cedar tells me what’s cool. He said I can either have a party in the front and the back or no parties at all. I have no idea what that means, but he was passionate.

Truthfully, I ignore ninety-nine percent of his fashion advice, which is why I wear socks and Crocs to school. I think comfort should play a prominent role in our footwear choices.

Cedar deeply despises my Croc-socks.

“C’mon, Green,” he says, checking his phone. “We are not going to be late today.”

Today is kind of a big deal (read: huge), but also not until after class so I’m not sure why punctuality matters. But that reminds me of the insanity I agreed to and now my stomach hurts.

“I don’t think I can do it,” I gurgle through some green spearmint toothpaste.

Peppermint makes me sneeze. Honestly. One piece of peppermint gum and achoo! So does the glare of the sun. Once I had peppermint gum on a sunny day and I swear I almost died.

Cedar frowns. “You’re almost done now, just spit it out—”

“No,” I cut in, though I do spit out the toothpaste. “The… you know.”

“Oh.” He claps my right shoulder. Cedar does that, like, forty-five times a day. Dad told me it’s what guys do instead of hugging, but I don’t see the correlation. “Just play it by ear. I told you: No pressure whatsoever.”

Cedar says that after several weeks of intense daily pressuring, of course. Then he checks his hair—he always finds at least one spike that needs adjusting, though I can never tell the difference—and starts for the stairs.

“Cedar?” I call after him.

“What?”

“Do you think I should gel my hair today?”

Cedar smiles. “Nah. Go au naturale, little bro. It’s your style.”

“Right.”

I look in the mirror and take a deep breath. My dad is excited. My mom is freaked out. I am freaked-out-excited. I don’t like change as a general rule. But I already agreed, and Cedar is, like, extra excited, and really, how bad can it be? Cedar plays basketball and he’s as happy as a clam.

I wonder if clams are actually happy. I guess they get to relax a lot but people also eat them, so…

“Green!”

“Yeah! Coming.”

I hurry downstairs and get my Crocs on. It takes three seconds because no laces.

Cedar just shakes his head.

“Do you like your name?” I ask him.

I ask him this question every few months to see if he’s changed his mind. We have a bit of a routine.

“Could be worse,” he says, as always.

“Like what?”

“Birch. Crabapple. California Redwood. Never mind the Butt Plant.”

I laugh as he locks the front door behind us. Mom and Dad both work really early, so we get ready for school ourselves. We usually come home to an empty house, too, so I guess we’re officially latchkey kids.

I zip my jacket right to the top. It’s late September in the suburbs of Toronto, and it’s starting to feel cool in the mornings.

“Is Butt Plant a thing?” I ask skeptically.

“It’s a thing. It actually looks like a butt. And I like Green, too, by the way.”

I shake my head. “It’s literally the color of vomit.”

“It’s perfect! Cedar and Green. We could have been Pine and Pink, man. Or Butt Plant and Blue! That would have been rough. We are lucky. We’re like a coniferous superteam.”

“Lucky?” I ask. “We’re already Butt Sandwich and Tree.”

Cedar snorts. “For the last time, only you refer to yourself as Butt Sandwich.”

“For now,” I say darkly, then kick through a pile of fallen leaves on the sidewalk. “What if I suck today, Cedar?”

“You won’t,” Cedar says, slinging his arm around my shoulders. “Trust me, bro. It’s going to be a good day.”



“Green?”

“Yes?” I say quietly.

It’s my not-in-my-own-house voice. I also have a not-in-my-own-house brain. It’s like, Oh, I am in my room with Cedar so I can tell a joke and laugh at stuff. But then I am in the classroom with not-Cedar so I’ll just stare straight ahead and not tell jokes because maybe other people don’t like… stuff.

Yeah. It doesn’t make a lot of sense.

P.S. If you don’t know much about Asperger’s syndrome, don’t worry. Neither do I. It’s super confusing. Even our family doctor, Dr. Lee, couldn’t figure it out at first. He sent me to a bunch of child psychiatrists when I was younger. It was autism for a while and then, “Maybe he’s just shy,” but, “Hmm, why does he eat the same sandwich every day and not speak to anyone?” and then, “Wait… he’s one of those unfortunately named Asperger kids!”

And then lo and behold: Everything made sense.

Everything became a symptom.

Okay. So I still eat the same sandwich. But hear me out: White bread, a light smear of mayonnaise, and a single slice of processed cheddar cheese is the peak of food. No random spices in there waiting to attack my stomach.

Like star anise. It legitimately looks like poison.

And sure, I didn’t talk until I was six. But what was I going to talk about? Politics? The meaning of life?

Dr. Lee always mentions my “rigid routines” too. But I just do the things I like. Now you want me to hit the randomizer button every three days? And today we get: star anise sandwiches, rubber boots, and class socialite.

Even if I survived the spices… can you imagine the foot sweat? No thanks.

Mom is always like, “It’s no big deal, Green… you just have a neurological disorder.” But here’s the thing: I’m actually more ordered than most people, so shouldn’t I have a neurological superorder? Congratulations, Mr. and Mrs. Bennett: Your son has a superorder! You better go buy some mayo.

Oh, I also roll a bouncy ball around my left palm when I get nervous, but bouncy balls are awesome so I’m good with that one.

There are a couple of things I would change, I guess. I have a hard time talking to other people, even teachers, which makes school tough sometimes. Not the actual schoolwork; I just have a hard time taking direction or participating in class. Making friends is a no-go. I also space out a lot. Like… once or twice in an hour.

All together it’s enough that Mom still wanted me to go see an actual Asperger’s syndrome specialist, and Dr. Lee finally referred me to Dr. Shondez. She’s one of the leading experts in the world on Asperger’s syndrome, and Mom had to book my appointment, like, a year in advance.

It’s less than two weeks away now, and I am super nervous.

Dr. Lee has been suggesting to my parents for a while that I take medication to help me focus, but Mom and Dad weren’t sure that was necessary, and I didn’t really want to take it either. He also said I might benefit from a private school with smaller classes… which would mean going to a different school than Cedar, who would never agree to leave his beloved Palmerston Panthers. Even if he wanted to, Mom and Dad told me they couldn’t afford two private school tuitions.

Mom, Dad, and I actually visited a private school called Trafalgar a couple of months ago—without telling Cedar. It was really nice and all, but after the tour, I told them I wanted to stay at Palmerston with Cedar. They said it was my call… with one condition: If Dr. Shondez thought some changes would be good for me, they wanted to “revisit” the discussion. Including the medications.

I really don’t want to take pills. I’m happy with myself, even if no one else seems to be.

Oh shoot. Mrs. Strachan is looking at me.

Well, down at me. She looms. She’s really tall, with bright red hair like a campfire, and she smells like maple syrup for some reason. Maybe she eats pancakes every morning. If I was going to go wild one day and eat something else, it would totally be pancakes. They’re the plain cheese sandwich of breakfast.

Still looking. What do I do?

This is when my old teacher’s assistant would whisper some sage advice like, “Remember when I told you too much yawning can be offensive?” But I’m in sixth grade now and I don’t have a TA anymore… either because I am “functional” or because there were budget cuts. Mom thinks it was the second one.

Last year the school decided I didn’t need an Individualized Education Plan anymore, either, because I was testing so high. Even my TA said I was ready to fully reintegrate into classes without her. That all sounded like good news to me, and Dad agreed, but Mom was worried it was too soon.

She liked when I had a TA, but I think she also pictured a secret agent with glasses on who would billy club kids who teased me.

Here’s the thing: Most kids don’t really tease me. They just kind of move around me. I guess for one I’m pretty tall, and two I don’t talk much (like a ninja) so it just makes sense to avoid me.

There are exceptions, of course. Like, S’up, dude, where’s your bro at? Or, What’s your last name, Bay Packers?

I still have no idea what Carl Freburg was talking about, but he thought it was super funny. And then there’s the dreaded Allison Gaisson, of course. She sits right behind me and says something mean, like, every five minutes. Whoever makes the annual class lists clearly has a personal vendetta against me, because we’ve been in the same math class two years in a row.

“Are you feeling all right, Green?” Mrs. Strachan asks from, like, nine stories up.

Finally… a hint! I try to make the connection. We’re doing math and I do have my math book open so that checks out. Am I drooling? No, my mouth is dry. Shoot… I probably shouldn’t have poked it like that. What does she mean? I’m wearing pants. They’re even khakis… it’s my fancy day.

Why can’t she be specific? I like specifics. Green, why are you frothing at the mouth?

“… Yes…,” I say, because I am truly stumped.

I slip the bouncy ball out of my pocket and roll it around in my left palm.

“You were staring out the window for the last twenty minutes.”

Ohhhhh. That makes sense. I did see three V formations of migrating geese.

“Sorry.”

“Are you bored?” she asks.

“Yes.”

Oh, by the way… I stink at lying. Cedar says it’s my kryptonite.

Mrs. Strachan clears her throat. I do know what that means. It means she would yell at someone else, but this is Green the special quiet boy so she’ll just yell inside her throat instead.

“Well, we do have homework for later, and I need to make sure you understand it—”

“I already did mine.”

She frowns. “We’re doing the questions on page seventy-seven as well.”

“I did those too to be safe. I have practice tonight, so I wanted to plan ahead.”

Mrs. Strachan stares at me for a moment. Her equally campfire-colored eyebrows are almost touching. If I had to guess, I would say she is either confused or has a migraine. “For…”

“Basketball.”

Now the other kids are looking at me too. I can hear Allison muttering something behind me. I can’t make it out, but I’m sure it’s insulting. Lyesha is mouthing “Basketball?” to Mel.

I squeeze the bouncy ball even tighter.

“You’re… on the basketball team?” Mrs. Strachan says, as if struggling to find the words.

“Well, no. It’s a… tryout.”

Klieba Zanowski sits to my immediate right, and he gives me a strange look too. But he doesn’t talk to anybody either, so he just goes back to his math work. I like Klieba.

Mrs. Strachan smiles and blinks a lot. It’s like she might… cry? “Good for you, Green.”

Then she taps my desk with her index finger and almost skips back to the whiteboard. I didn’t even get in trouble. So… I guess I can stare at geese again because I might go bounce a big orange ball later? No. I get it.

It’s me. Green the Butt Sandwich is going to try to play sports like a real boy.

It’s all because of Cedar. He’s the star player, and I’m pretty tall too, so Coach Nelson asked me to come try out for the varsity team… even though I’m only in sixth grade and should technically be trying out with the JVs. And even though I have never played organized basketball period.

I’m about ninety-nine-point-nine percent sure it’s because Cedar begged him to do it, but Coach really did seem sincere last week. He claimed it would be good for me. “Sports build social skills, son.”

I don’t know if that’s true, but hey, I can bounce things. Cedar and I throw bouncy balls around on my driveway all the time. We have this game where we throw a ball straight up in the air and try to catch it on the first bounce. My driveway is all cracked and bumpy, so it’s way harder than it sounds.

It’s another reason I always keep one in my pocket… for emergency bouncing opportunities. Like if we suddenly got access to an airport tarmac or a mall parking lot or something. Can you imagine the bounces?

But nobody else likes rubber balls apparently, so I have basketball sneakers in my backpack.

Lyesha turns in her chair and leans toward me. “That’s so cool, Green.”

I manage to smile even though my cheeks are possibly on fire. Lyesha is not in my talking circle… and yet she just talked to me. And she was really nice. Maybe basketball is good for social skills.

I try to imagine some weird future where I’m like Cedar. I can almost hear the announcer: Starting at, you know, one of the positions, Green Thomas Bennett, the star of the Palmerston Panthers, whose name will eventually be Gale, so everyone shout, Gaaaaaaaaaaale.

It seems stressful, but I really do like the sound of that name.

Maybe this will be a good day.






CHAPTER 2 CEDAR


“One more try, Fro-Mo,” I say, hurrying back into position with my basketball.

It’s the last break of the day, and I should be using this time to prep Green for his potentially life-altering first-ever tryout, but I feel like I am so close. This could be the big one.

The viral video that shoots me into superstardom.

“Dude—” Mo protests.

“Last time,” I cut in, already bouncing on my toes. “I promise. I got this one.”

Mo sighs and gets the phone ready. “Take… eighty-nine? Action.”

I burst into motion, dribbling the ball twice through my legs before spinning around and shooting a three-pointer backward over my right shoulder. I wait a seemingly endless second for the usual disheartening clank off the rim. Instead, I hear the sweetest sound on earth: swish.

Holy meatballs… I made the shot.

Okay, play it cool, Cedar. Just strut into the metaphorical sunset like this always happens and… perfect.

I can almost hear the pinging of their hearts.

“Yeahhhh, boy!” Mo shouts, running over for a chest bump.

We huddle together to watch the video on my phone and yeah… it’s pretty baller. I probably should have done a fake drive first, but regardless, this is definitely the big one.

“Tree,” Mo whispers, “it’s awesome.”

I notice that nobody else is cheering or anything and realize the rest of the guys are kicking a soccer ball around out in the field. We were playing basketball, like every other recess, but then Mo tried a backward shot and we looked at each other and were like, Yeah we’re filming a video right now.

So it took a little while. Whatever.

I do my routine check on Green and spot him sitting in his usual spot next to the first portable classroom. He has an enormous book splayed out in front of him… probably one of those crime thrillers he shares with Mom. Green reads a huge book like that every week. He is ridiculously smart.

Just past the row of faded white portable classrooms looms Anderson High School, less than a hundred yards away from Palmerston. It’s bigger and newer and is always surrounded by high school kids wandering around (when do they go to class?!). More importantly, the singular Keesha Adams attends that school.

I scan the area for her as always, but no such luck.

Keesha hangs out with Coach’s daughter, Abby, which is how I first saw her. Abby came to one of our games last year and brought Keesha with her. It was love at first sight. For me. Not sure Keesha looked up from her phone.

We would be so perfect together.

“Think this one could actually go viral?” Mo asks in a hushed voice.

“Absolutely. I need a cool caption, though. And a song when the ball goes in.”

Mo strokes his chin thoughtfully. He actually has a few curly black hairs on his chin and upper lip, which is super impressive at thirteen. Mo is short for Mohamed, and he’s been my best friend since second grade when his family moved here from Somalia. Mo is the second best player on the basketball team with the best hair by far… he has a humungous Afro.

“What about ‘Sicko Mode’ for the caption?” Mo says. “And then when the shot goes in the actual ‘Sicko Mode’ beat drops—”

“We did that three times already!” I protest, trying some different filters.

Mo hesitates. “I know, but hardly anyone saw them. You’ve only got nine hundred and eight followers—”

“Nine hundred and eleven,” I mutter, double-checking the number. Mo only has two hundred and one, so we decided to focus on my account for our “premier content” since I had the higher starting count. But it’s moving at a trickle. Ten new followers in the last month. “We just need a hit.”

“Maybe we should try one dance routine—” Mo says.

“No,” I cut in, scowling. We’ve had this argument a thousand times already, so it’s a sensitive subject. “We do trick shots, man. We’re ballers.”

“Fine,” he mutters. “Why is Green talking to those girls?”

I jerk my head up and see two sixth graders blocking Green from view. “Hey!”

Running over, I recognize Mel and Lyesha from his class and feel my temp rising. People are pretty good with Green. I mean, they should be: Green is awesome. But once in a while somebody makes a stupid comment and last year I got in a fight with Carl Freburg and—

“What are you doing?” I demand.

Green is bright red and trying very hard to read his book.

Lyesha frowns. “We were just asking him about his tryout later. It’s so cool.”

Okay, I wasn’t expecting that. But I see Green’s left hand squeezing that bouncy ball he always has on him, and that’s one of his tells. I bought him an actual stress ball once with my allowance, but he said it was more about “the potential of bouncing” than the squeezing.

I don’t get it, but Green does lots of things I don’t understand.

“Well, we’re not sure about that yet,” I say, forcing a smile. I really need to stop reflexively yelling at people. “But, you know… thanks. Can I talk to Green alone for a second?”

Lyesha shrugs. “Sure. Good luck tonight, Green!”

I’m trying to figure out if she’s being sarcastic or not, but if she is, she’s a total pro.

“You cool?” I ask, looking Green over as the girls walk away.

He nods. His eyes are big and pale, like washed-out blue jeans, and they are always moving… mostly to avoid meeting anyone’s gaze. His hair is getting too long at the back again. Honestly, I need to start keeping some clippers in my pocket. If he’s rocking a mullet and Croc-socks, his social life is going to be over before it can even begin.

“They were just being nice,” Green says, slipping the bouncy ball back into his pocket.

“No doubt,” I say. “You’re a born lady-killer.”

“Don’t start.”

“You know green is the actual color of love? Dad said it either was Green or Casanova.”

Dad and I have this ongoing thing where we find out cool facts about the color green, since my brother is so anti-his-own-name. We’ve used up every Incredible Hulk reference, unfortunately.

The Green Goblin did not go over well. That was Dad. He’s a dingbat sometimes.

Green cracks a smile and buries his head in his book. “I am currently occupied.”

“Fine. But I need a cool caption for a backward-shimmy-one-handed-shot video. Go.”

Green pauses. “No idea what you just said, but how about, ‘When you just can’t miss.’ ”

“Boom!” I say. “You’re like the Rick Riordan of the caption world.”

“Lucky me,” Green says, still staring down at his book. “Mo is waiting.”

I glance over my shoulder. Mo is standing right where I left him, scrolling through his phone and ignoring us. It’s the one great flaw in our friendship—Mo doesn’t like being around Green.

I tell him all the time that Green is cool… but Mo always gets awkward around him and sometimes just flat-out avoids Green now. Basketball is going to fix that problem, too. I know it.

Everyone is finally going to see the same Green I do.

“You’re still coming to the tryout tonight, right?” I ask.

Green’s left hand slides toward the bouncy ball again. But he nods. “Yeah.”

“My man,” I say, then run back over to Mo. “I got the caption! This is it!”

We huddle together and upload the video to TikTok. And yeah, I use “Sicko Mode” for the beat drop, but it really is perfect for that baller sunset-walk-off.

Mo and I grin at each other as I hit the post button. And then we wait.

One heart. Two!

“It’s poppin’ already!” Mo says.

The bell goes, and I have to tuck the phone away as we line up and head inside… but not before I see another heart.

It’s totally happening. This is it.



“It wasn’t it,” Mo whispers from the desk beside me.

“It’s only been two hours!”

But I hear the desperation in my voice. I still have nine hearts. Nine. There is an algorithm. If you don’t start strong, you are in trouble. There are no comebacks on TikTok.

“I still liked ‘Sicko Mode’ as a caption,” Mo says.

I rub my forehead in exasperation. What do I have to do?! This is my forty-first video. I have the content. Full-court shots and that one where Mo tried to dunk and landed flat on his back instead… that was gold!

“Think we can get back on the roof of the school?” I ask, chewing on my bottom lip.

It had been an ambitious attempt the very first week of school… and we got caught in the act by Principal Nickel. There was a lot of yelling.

“Nickel did say next time was a one-week suspension,” Mo says. “My mom almost killed me.”

“Yeah… same.”

His mom is almost as strict as mine. But Mo got a double whammy because his dad is strict too and mine is super chill. Dad takes me to most of our tournaments and just gives me money and is like, “Come back eventually, dude.” Then he gives me props and he goes to the hotel gym.

My dad is jacked. He’s like half man, half biceps and probably the buffest software engineer on earth. The only downside is he really likes to show it off.

He wears a lot of Spandex.

“Cedar Bennett,” a loud voice says, “what did I tell you about that phone?”

I sigh and tuck it back in my pocket. “My social media life is not as important as my grades,” I recite.

Mrs. Clark nods. “Exactly. I know everyone just wants to Tik Book these days.”

“Wow,” Mo says.

“But having phones in class is a privilege,” she continues. “One I don’t understand and vehemently disagree with—you should have seen the last PTA meeting—but I can retract it.”

Mrs. Clark is super old. Wrinkles crease her ebony skin, and she has a shock of short, pure white hair. I would say she’s in her seventies, but Mo says she would be retired by then. So… sixties? How long can you teach? She’s really nice and is probably the best math teacher I’ve ever had, but she is not a fan of technology.

I put on my most apologetic smile. It makes my cheeks hurt. “Sorry, Mrs. Clark.”

“All right,” she mutters. “But pay attention. Math is not your strong suit. Well it is, but that’s because Green does all your homework.”

Mo starts laughing into his hands, and I shoot him a look.

“I always do my own homework, Mrs. Clark,” I say, which is kind of true because I’m the one who actually writes the answers. Green just tells them to me sometimes.

Okay. All the time.

I’m pretty good in most of my classes: English and history are always straight As (along with gym, obviously), and I get solid Bs in almost everything else. But for some reason my brain is not into math. It sees numbers and just peaces out all of a sudden.

Thank goodness I have Green for a brother.

“Sure you do,” Mrs. Clark says, rolling her eyes.

She goes back to the whiteboard, finishing an equation that I do not even remotely understand.

Meghan Hayes glances back at me, smiling and brushing her hair behind her ear. She does that a lot. Cherene said Meghan has a “massive crush” on me, which is nice and all, but my heart is already dedicated to the aforementioned and completely unattainable Keesha Adams.

Why is she unattainable?

Well, for starters, Keesha Adams is not only in high school, she’s in tenth grade. I know… I’ve lost my mind. Even Mo says so. Fifteen-year-olds don’t date thirteen-year-olds. It’s probably never happened in the entire history of the world. Or at the very least at Palmerston public school. I don’t think Keesha even knows my name—and she never will at this rate.

I check my TikTok again.

“Still only nine likes! Honestly, I shot it backward, people.”

“Next time,” Mo whispers. “Day’s almost over, bro. Time to play some ball.”

“Yeah,” I say, checking the dusty old clock that hangs above the door. That thing stops during math class, I swear. “I hope Green does well today.”

Mo shakes his head. “I still don’t think this a good idea, Tree.”

Neither does my mom. She’s made that very clear.

I feel a surge of frustration. “He’s going to be good down low, dude. He’s tall—”

“Cedar!”

“Sorry, Mrs. Clark.”

But Mo’s in my head now. I watch the clock possibly ticking and wonder if maybe this wasn’t the best idea after all. Did I push Green into the tryout? What if he gets upset? What if someone says something mean and I have to punch them in the head? I really will get suspended.

The bell goes, like, ten days later, and I take a deep breath. It’s time for Green’s big tryout.

And I don’t just mean for basketball.






CHAPTER 3 GREEN


The thing about laces is they are a tripping hazard. It’s one of many reasons why I love Croc-socks… they won’t just go all loosey-goosey one day and trip me down a flight of stairs.

But Cedar insists I need sneakers for basketball, so I make sure I triple knot them before I step on the court. Whatever else goes wrong in this tryout, it will not be laces.

I look up from my spot on the hard wooden bench—why are there no cushions?—and my stomach is feeling just as knotted as my laces. All the other boys are gathered in the middle of the gym, talking and laughing while Coach Nelson puts out some bright orange cones.

Coach sees me watching and shoots me a thumbs-up, so he either appreciates footwear prudence or is just happy I came.

To be honest, I can’t believe I am there either.

I brainstormed a bunch of excuses on the walk down the hallway. I was thinking appendicitis, but it felt a bit dramatic.

And hey… I can do sports. It’s not my first rodeo. You know when you’re five years old and you play soccer, but really you just run around in a swarm and some kids pick daisies? I was definitely picking daisies. Apparently I once chased a butterfly four soccer fields over and then rejoined the wrong game for, like, twenty minutes until my mom found me. She yelled at the coach, and he wisely advised her that I might not be cut out for soccer. I never went back.

Wait… maybe I can’t do sports. Oh well. Too late now.

Cedar is standing in the middle of the group of boys. He’s a head taller than everyone else so it’s pretty easy to spot him—it’s partly why he got the nickname Tree from his teammates… the other reason should be obvious—and he’s also the star player, so the group forms around him like planets in a solar system.

Taking a last shaky breath, I shuffle over to join the others, making sure to check my laces one last time for any signs of treachery. I wonder if they make basketball Crocs.

“What’s up, bro?” Cedar says, hurrying over and clapping my left shoulder. Honestly, it’s amazing I don’t have a constant bruise on that shoulder. “You ready?”

I nod. The other boys are all looking at me. Most look confused.

I’ve done a lot of work learning how to recognize emotions in faces—Mom used to print out these special activity sheets—and I always thought confused was one of the easiest ones to identify… the deep frown lines usually give it away.

I like frown lines. Our mouths are better at smiling, but our eyebrows were born to be confused.

Some of the other faces are trickier. I think Corrado is… skeptical? Maybe constipated. A ton of faces look constipated, when you think about it. Mo is rolling his eyes, so that’s… disdain? Carl Freburg is staring at me like I have something on my face, but I just went to the bathroom and didn’t notice anything in the mirror. It seems unlikely anything has changed since then—

“So, the drill is easy,” Cedar says, taking my shoulders and repositioning me to look out over the scattered cones. “We just dribble through the pylons and lay it up for ten minutes. Coach might shout out to shoot from the elbow or something instead, so just listen up.”

“How do you shoot from the elbow?” I whisper.

Cedar glances at me, frowning. “It’s the corner of the key.”

“There’s a key?” I ask, truly puzzled now. “Is there a lock, too?”

“What? No. The paint.” He sighs and points beneath the hoop. “The blue area.”

“Gotcha.”

“We should have done some YouTubing,” Cedar murmurs. “Remind me later.”

Coach Nelson lays the last cone down and stalks back to the group. He’s fairly short for a grown-up, with pale white skin and permanently red cheeks, and he blinks about half as much as a regular human being. He is almost always wearing sweatpants and a really tight T-shirt that exposes tufts of curly black neck hair.

Coach is kind of famous at Palmerston public school for two very different reasons. The first is that he is extremely loud. It’s like someone strapped an invisible loudspeaker to his face, and he should know that, but he shouts anyway.

The second reason is that he always wears a gold chain with a diamond wedding ring on the end.

It was his wife’s ring, but she died two years ago, and now Coach never takes it off. Like… ever. The rumor is he even wears it in the shower.

I do a double take. He isn’t wearing the ring.

“Did Coach lose his ring?” I whisper to Cedar.

Cedar snorts. “Yeah, right. Coach just takes it off for ball now.” He lowers his voice. “Last year he broke the chain at an away game—there was a lot of hand flailing that day—and he almost lost the ring, so he said he better make an exception for basketball. Mo was like, ‘Maybe you should try meditating, Coach,’ and then we all had to run wind sprints for twenty minutes.”
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