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To my brother Dylan, an expert in questionable culinary decisions!

—N. M.
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I love mornings.

Specifically, I love missing them because I’m still in bed. I’ve got nothing against rosy dawns and chirping birds—I just enjoy them most while asleep.
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Can you spot me in that picture?

Look closer.

Did you find me yet?

Here’s a clue: no, you didn’t, because I’m not there.

I’m already in the kitchen, staring into the fridge.

“What are you doing up so early?” my mother asks me.

“Monna mushon,” I tell her.

“You’re on a mission?” she says.

“Muh,” I agree.

She points her toast at me. “Are you trying to write ‘ALIEN PARKING’ in duct tape on the school roof again?”

“Guh,” I say.

My dad forks his cheese blintz. “He’s going to eat Frooty Noodles cereal at the free breakfast cart until his brain explodes.”

“Mah,” I say, then sleepwalk to my bike.

And roughly a thousand hours before the first bell rings, I arrive at Blueberry Hill School, as bright-eyed and bushy-tailed as a chipmunk in a firecracker factory.
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That’s me. My name is Alley Katz, and my mission is this: elite training for my friend Rex.

I’m in sixth grade and Rex is in fourth, but we have lots in common. For example, he’s skipped a few grades, and I’ve skipped a few classes. Also, he wears a bunny suit to school every day, and I have a friend who wears a bunny suit to school every day.

See? We’re like twins!

On the other hand, my favorite class is PE. Frankly, I think every period needs more squeaking sneakers and screaming chaos. But Rex isn’t a fan of the bouncing and the yelling. Not with dodgeball starting this week.

That’s why I’m here, to train him in the Art of the Dodge.

I have everything I need: one brick wall, two soccer balls, a soft football, a whiffle ball, seven pairs of tightly rolled socks, a bunch of water balloons (empty), and a shampoo bottle that I forgot to put in the recycling.

Also, a few rolls of duct tape, in case I accidentally find myself on the roof. (Thanks for reminding me, Mom!)

However, the grand total of Rexes is zero.

Of him, I have none.

So I wait patiently for six or seven seconds, then head for the breakfast cart to grab some Frooty Noodles. (Thanks for reminding me, Dad!)

Every morning before school, the lunch ladies wheel a cart into the courtyard outside the cafeteria for an extra bonus snack. There’s fruit, cereal, bagels, drinks, and granola bars for needy kids—and for kids whose parents buy cereal that tastes like unsweetened twigs. Everyone’s welcome!

During my first few years at Blueberry Hill, my mom dropped me off on her way to work every morning, and I’d raid the cart. My stomach still remembers and growls happily when I reach the courtyard.

Then the rest of me growls unhappily.

Because this is what I see:


1) a bunch of kids I recognize—mostly fifth, sixth, and seventh graders

2) a bunch of younger kids I don’t recognize—a knee-high forest of piping voices and two-ton backpacks

3) posters for a school fundraiser
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(Here’s some BONUS EDUCATIONAL CONTENT! You see that word “fundraiser”? I just learned that’s fund-raiser, not fun-draiser. Why? Why do grown-ups always take the fun out of everything?)


4) locked cafeteria doors

5) the big TV screen in the cafeteria window scrolling School News of the Day

6–32) candy wrappers and trees and walkways and loads of other stuff



Yet there’s one thing I don’t see. I mean, I look directly at where it isn’t and still can’t find it.

The breakfast cart is gone.






[image: ]


2

I stagger closer and say, “What? How? Where?”

“Alley Katzenjammer!” Mouse bellows, which answers exactly zero of my questions. “No bagels!”

“I see that,” I say. “But why?”

“Because the cart isn’t here,” Mouse bellows. “It’s still in the cafeteria.”

“Aha!” I say, spotting the problem immediately. “But the cafeteria is locked.”

“With the cart inside,” Mouse bellows, raising her tennis racket over her head.

Mouse plays every sport in school—the whole A to Z, from basketball to badminton. She’s small and bouncy, like a Super Ball with a ponytail, and even though she’s in sixth grade, she’s stronger than most eighth graders.


[image: Image]


Also, her volume is stuck at ten. When she calls for a time-out, kids in the next state take a break.

“C’mere, I’ll show you!” she bellows, and whacks an imaginary tennis ball toward me.

I “return” her pretend serve, and we volley over to the cafeteria window. Then I press my face against the glass and spot a familiar shape.

“The lunch ladies forgot to wheel out the cart.” I shove her imaginary tennis ball into my pocket, in case I need it later. “They’re going to feel pretty bad when they realize.”

“I feel pretty bad now,” Mouse bellows. “I need the cart for second breakfast.”

“For some kids it’s first breakfast,” I tell her.

A wave of hungry little kids swirls around our ankles like a gap-toothed tide. They peer through the window, and their squeaky voices say things like, “There’s food on the cart! Cereal! Juice boxes!”

“Bagels!” Mouse bellows. “If only we could get inside…”

That’s when a plan springs fully formed into my brain.

I don’t want to brag, but I’m pretty good at planning. In fact, I once heard Principal Kugelmeyer say, “Alley thinks ‘planning ahead’ means ‘checking if you have a parachute after you jump from the plane.’ ”

Parachutes? Cool.

Free fall? Awesome!

“Give me a lift,” I tell Mouse, and point upward.

Have you ever noticed those wide windows above some doors? The ones that open like seesaws? They’re how teachers talked to each other before email: by messenger pigeon.

Of course, now there’s a better use for them.
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Anyway, I happen to know, from the four or five times that I accidentally climbed through one of those windows, that I can climb through one of those windows.

All I need is a desk or chair… or a kid as strong as Mouse.

She weaves her fingers together. I step onto her hands, balancing myself on her shoulder, and she hefts me toward the window.

I’m almost there when an urgent voice across the courtyard says, “Alllley!”
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Urgent voices usually say “Alllley!” in one of three ways.

The first is a whisper: Alllley, drop the frogs—the teacher’s coming!

The second is a chant: Al-ley, Al-ley, Al-ley, like while I’m trying to break the school’s Toilet Paper Unraveling record.

The third is a roar like Poseidon while he prongs a foolish mortal with his trident. I get that one from… pretty much all adults.

This particular “Alllley!” sounds extremely tridential… but it’s a kid’s voice.

So I squirm around Mouse and see my friend Chowder glaring at me from across the courtyard.

“What do you think you’re doing?” he barks.

I don’t know if you’ve met Chowder, but he rarely glares or barks. He is a gentle soul, more into gazing and cooing, so this takes me by surprise.

“What does it look like?” I ask him.

“I’ll tell you what it looks like!” he snaps.

“Okay, what?”

“I’ll tell you!”

“So tell me!”

“I will!” he says, then flushes Valentine’s Day pink and says, “It looks like you—you’re up to no good!”

I don’t know if you caught that, but my eagle eye spotted a clue. Valentine’s Day pink?

He’s in love again! I don’t know who he’s crushing on this time. Maybe one of the seventh-grade boys, maybe one of the sixth-grade girls. Though probably not Mouse, because he once recited a love poem to her in science class, and they say that, even now, if you put a beaker to your ear you can hear her laughing.

“I’m not up to no good,” I assure him.

“Ha!” he says.

“I’m up to good.”

“Ha ha!” he says. “Like I don’t believe my own eyes! You—you’re…”

“I’m breaking into the cafeteria. The lunch ladies forgot to bring out the cart.”

He blinks at me. “Really?”

“Yeah.”

“Oh, cool,” he says. “Grab me a juice box.”

Then he smiles in my general direction, the extra-drippy smile that he saves for his crushes. I’m not sure who he’s aiming at, but it looks like he’s two seconds from cooing, so I don’t wait around.
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I tell Mouse to lift me higher, then I squirm through the window. I drop to the cafeteria floor and land like a cat: on all fours, with my butt in the air.

Then I creep to the breakfast cart and distribute the goodies in an orderly fashion.

There’s only one snag.

Mouse makes a gentle suggestion: “THROW ANOTHER BOX OF CEREAL, ALLEY! THAT ONE EXPLODED!”

She’s so loud that the building shakes.

She’s so loud that jackhammers cover their ears.

She’s so loud that her voice punches a hole through the multiverse into a different dimension. Frankly, I’m lucky that the tentacled sheep of Earth 9 don’t start trotting through.
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Less luckily: a yard monitor does start trotting through. He marches into the courtyard and gapes at the fog of vaporized Wheatie-Os from the cereal box that burst.

So what I do is, I panic.

Instead of hiding in the cafeteria, I hurl myself at the window.
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I slam against the glass like a sixth-grade bug on a truck windshield.

I pull myself upward, squeeze halfway through the pizza window—and freeze.

The yard monitor is too close! If I drop into the courtyard, he’ll see me for sure. But if I stay here, he’ll also see me, also for sure.

Now, I know what you’re thinking.

You’re thinking, Tentacled sheep? So cool!

And to you I say, “They’re not only cool—they’re also warm. After all, they’re the source of tentacled wool.”

But what you’re forgetting is that I’m currently trapped in a window. Please try to keep up. If I move in either direction, I’ll get caught. Yard monitors are attracted to motion.

I’m doomed!

And then I see it: salvation.

In other words: a banana stuck on the window beside me.

If cartoons have taught me one thing, it’s that no force on earth can resist the slipperiness of a banana peel. Others might pause to think. Not me. Thinking is exactly what I don’t pause to do.

I unwrap that banana faster than a seven-armed monkey (also from Earth 9) and huck the peel to the ground at the yard monitor’s feet.
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