The Not-So-Ordinary Adventures of Zachary Zilla

Mike Fine

Sunday

Zachary Zilla’s House, 9:00PM
I lay in bed, stared up at the poster of the universe above my head, and zoomed in. The Milky Way. Earth. North America. The United States of America. No boundaries were shown for the individual states, but I could easily estimate where California was. I was doing my best to pinpoint Shady Oaks when my dad knocked on the frame of my open bedroom door.

“You ready for tomorrow, Zach?” he asked gently.

“Yeah, sure. I guess so,” I answered.

“Do you guess so, or do you know so?”

We both smiled. It was something he’s said to me a million times. Well, okay, maybe not a million.
“I know so,” I said. “I’m ready.”

“Good. You’re going to enjoy middle school. Most of your friends will be there, plus you’ll get to meet a bunch of new kids. That, and the fact that you’re going to learn a ton of cool, new stuff.”

I sat up and pounded my hands on my mattress. “You’re right. It’s going to be great.”

“That’s the spirit,” my dad said. Then he changed subjects. “Did you guys have fun at the park earlier?”
It was our last day of freedom. Middle School loomed large, starting tomorrow, and we were committed to getting the most out of our last few hours of freedom.
“Yeah, it was a blast. We played baseball, soccer, dodge ball, you name it. Plus we made up this cool Zorkon Blaster game where some of us had freeze rays, some of us had fire ball powerups, and each of us could use our invisibility cloaking device once each game. It was awesome.”

My dad smiled. He had that I’ll-never-understand-your-complicated-games look on his face, but that was all right. The games he invented were always simpler, but still lots of fun to play.

“Well, I’m glad you got the most out of your last day of summer vacation,” he said.

“Me too. But I guess I better get some sleep now. Big day tomorrow and all.”

“Yep, big day,” he said. “We’ll talk tomorrow or Tuesday night about what your homework load is going to be like, and whether you’ll be able to continue helping me with Zilla Enterprises.”

“Sure, Dad.”

“I love you buddy,” he said like he did every night.

“I love you too” I said like I did every night, too.
Monday

Mr. Arazam’s Science Class, 7:45AM
“Okay, people. Settle down. My name is Mr. Arazam and this is seventh grade science. Check your schedules and make sure you’re in the right place. If not, please leave now. Someone in the office can help you figure out where you’re supposed to be.”

I took a good long look my first middle school teacher, Mr. Arazam. He was a huge hulking mass of a man. I’d learned what the word ‘mass’ meant back in 3rd grade and now I was looking at the living definition of the word. As my dad says they say in Brooklyn, New York, he was “Uuuuge” with a capital U. 
He had a scraggly, salt and pepper beard that covered most of his reddened face. The only part of his head his beard didn’t cover–his eyes–were covered by small gold-rimmed glasses. It was a miracle he could see through them; even I could see how smudged they were all the way from where I was sitting in the second row.
He was wearing brown old-man pants and a brown, green and red sweater that was coughing up more than its share of fur balls. Both his pants and his sweater were covered with chalk dust. He probably hadn’t washed either in thirty years.
“Okay then, congratulations, it looks like you all successfully found the right class,” Mr. Arazam said after seeing that nobody had gotten up to go. His positive feedback did not seem sincere.

The Mad Professor, as I’d already started thinking of Mr. Arazam, lifted a single sheet of paper from his desk and held it between the tips of his pudgy fingers.

“We’ll start with roll call,” he said simply, and then continued, “Robert Brown.”

“Bobby,” replied Robert “Bobby” Brown, the most amazing athlete in all of Shady Oaks, maybe even the entire state.

“Excuse me?” Mr. Arazam said, looking up from his paper.
“My friends call me Bobby, Mr. Arazam.”

“Do I look like one of your friends, Mr. Brown?” 

 “N-n-no sir,” Bobby replied.
“Tommy Franklin,” Mr. Arazam said in a level voice, moving on, having made his point I suppose.
“Here,” Tommy peeped. Tommy had been in practically every one of my classes in elementary school. In all that time, not counting when he said ‘here’ each day for attendance, I don’t think he said more than 17 words in his classes. Total. Tommy was the poster boy for shyness, and if there was a cure, he hadn’t heard about it.

Mr. Arazam continued down his list. I knew most of the kids. 
Calvin McPherson, I swear, has a computer brain. The kid can take apart and fix any electronic gizmo on the planet. He is wicked smart when it comes to computers, and he’s almost impossible to beat when it comes to video games.

Kenny Peeler, always the class clown, answered “At your service, Professor,” when Mr. Arazam called his name. Mr. Arazam shot him a look that I swear was going to burn a hole in Kenny’s forehead. You could always count on Kenny for a wisecrack or three.
Anthony Quinone, easily the biggest kid in our class, was one of my best friends. He looked tough but was as gentle as a teddy bear. His family called him “Tony” but I call him “Ant.” “Ant” as a nickname for the biggest guy in class… Get it? Sometimes I crack myself up.
Miles Rogers, another of my best friends, has an encyclopedia for a brain, at least when it comes to anything that has to do with music. Seriously, the kid is a total freak. But in a good way.

Henry Thomas was the only kid in my elementary school that’s as smart as me, maybe even smarter. He looks like that kid actor that plays Harry Potter in the movies. People say we look alike, but I don’t see it.
Like in most classes, I was the last person called.

“Zachary Zilla,” Mr. Arazam called out.

“Here.”

“Your father has a sense of humor, eh, Mr. Zilla?”

“Yes. Yes he does,” was all I could manage.

Mr. Arazam passed out a packet of papers and began to discuss them with the class. As he was telling us about how our grade would be determined–25% based on quizzes, 25% based on the mid-term exam, and 50% based on the final exam–I looked around the room. There were all sorts of cool equipment: test tubes, beakers, Bunsen burners, some kind of bicycle wheel with large handles, plus lots more stuff that I didn’t recognize.
I snapped back to attention when I heard Bobby ask, “Doesn’t attendance count toward our grade at all?”

Mr. Arazam smirked, and asked, “Do you see it listed?”

“Uh, no.”

“And do the percentages of the things listed add up to 100%?”

“Uh, yes. Yes they do.”

“Well, then, Mr. Brown, I think you’ve answered your own ridiculous question.”

My jaw almost hit the floor when I heard him say that.
Mrs. Walker’s English Class, 12:45PM
After Mr. Arazam’s rude introduction to middle school first thing in the morning, my other classes in the morning were a breeze. History with Mrs. Cardenas looked like it was going to be great. Less memorization of dates, and more asking why things happened the way they did, why people did the things they did. Mr. Fisher seemed cool, even if his U.S. Government class is going to be a total snoozathon. Mrs. Beasley’s sculpture class is going to be a laugh riot if she doesn’t crack down on Kenny’s antics; the first thing he did was start making a boob out of clay. I thought poor Ryan was going to hyperventilate, he was laughing so hard. And gym class was, well, gym class.

First thing after lunch, I had Mrs. Walker for English. As mountainous as Mr. Arazam was, Mrs. Walker was a tiny little humming bird of a lady. She couldn’t have been more than five feet tall, and I estimated that I probably weigh more than she does. Her white gray hair, her frail shoulders, and the veins bulging out from her small hands made her look like she was 100 years old. Well, okay, maybe not that old.
The first thing I noticed about Mrs. Walker’s room was a delicious vanilla smell. I looked around to see where it was coming from, but didn’t see any candles or anything like that. The walls of her room were covered with posters of book covers, famous quotes, and short poems. It had a feeling of warmth that made me feel comfortable, at home even.

“Hello everyone,” Mrs. Walker began. “My name is Mrs. Walker and this is seventh grade English. I hope you’re all as excited as I am to have a great year!” Her passion was obvious; her enthusiasm contagious. I felt myself excited about English class for the first time since, well, since ever.

After roll call and 30 minutes of administrative stuff, Mrs. Walker said, “Okay, let’s wisely use the few minutes we have left to do something interesting.”
Some of us shifted in our chairs, sighing.

“Now, now,” Mrs. Walker admonished. “We’ll make this interesting, I promise.”

I was skeptical. I’d never had an English class I liked. In my last English class, it seemed like all we did was worship of a bunch of dead guys who wrote the so-called “classics.”

“Who’s read ‘Old Man and the Sea’ by Hemmingway?” Mrs. Walker asked the class.

A few hands went up, including mine, Henry’s, Tommy’s, and that of a girl sitting in the front row.

“Can one of you summarize the book for those friends who haven’t read it?”

All of our hands shot back down, except the girl’s.

“Yes,—” Mrs. Walker said, flipping through her paperwork to find her attendance sheet.

“Sarah,” the girl said.
“Ah, yes, Sarah Sweet. Hello Sarah. Welcome to our class. Can you give a summary of the book?”

Sarah turned to face the class, and said, “Well, an old fisherman goes out to sea, struggles to catch a fish, and then comes back to shore.”

Mrs. Walker replied, “Can you elaborate?”

Then Sarah did the most amazing thing: She said, “Well, an old fisherman goes out to sea, and he fishes and he fishes and he fishes and he fishes and he fishes and he fishes and—” She must’ve said “and he fishes” a dozen times before Mrs. Walker interrupted her.

“Thank you, Sarah. Yes, I must admit that I agree with the point I think you’re making. The book is tedious and hardly deserves the label “classic.”

Huh? A teacher saying a classic shouldn’t be considered a classic? That it was ‘tedious’? I was not the only shocked person in the class.

“That’s right everyone. Just because the so-called ‘experts’ say something doesn’t make it automatically, unassailably true. We all–all of us–should make up our own minds. One of the things I’m here for is to arm you with the criteria I think are proper to do just that.
Just then the bell rang. My head was swimming. A teacher telling us that we get to decide what qualifies as a good book. A tall, pretty, brown-eyed girl confident enough to speak her mind. I’m not sure which twisted my insides around more.
Tuesday

Shady Oaks Middle School Lunch Room, 12:07PM
I vowed not to repeat my mistake from yesterday, when I was slow getting to the lunch room at lunch time. By the time I got my lunch yesterday, it was already 12:35, which meant I only had ten minutes to eat and get to Mrs. Walker’s English class. Worse, I had to stand in line the entire time and didn’t get to hang out with the guys.

Today, I was in line two minutes and thirteen seconds after the 12:05 bell. Even still, there were probably still twenty kids ahead of me.
I grabbed my tray of food—a corn dog, carrot sticks, and chocolate milk—and looked for a table. I found Henry, Tommy, Ant, and Miles sitting together near the door.

“Hey guys,” I said as I sat down.

“All right, quick quiz, everyone,” Miles said before my butt had even hit the bench. “I played a quick game of chess with the salt and pepper shaker…”

“Easy. ‘My Stupid Mouth’ by John Mayer,” I said.

“Album?” Miles prompted.
I couldn’t remember if it was ‘Room for Squares’ or ‘Heavier Things.’ I guessed.
I guessed wrong, and Miles made a buzzer sound. “Try again,” he said.

“Room for Squares,” Henry said.

“Ding ding ding,” Miles sounded.

I was not the only one at the table who felt continually surprised by Henry.

“And for 1,000 bonus points, what year was the album?”

We all sat there shaking our heads.

“2001. And, Zach, ‘Heavier Things,’ his next album, came out in 2003. It was definitely another solid effort.”

Leave it to Music Encyclopedia Miles.

We finished up lunch, tossed our garbage into one of the trash cans behind us, and headed out to the playground. We walked across the grass, to the far fence. Kenny saw us and joined the group.
“Hey,” Ant said, “what do you think that Sarah girl is going to say in Mrs. Walker’s class today?”
“Maybe she’ll tell us that she thinks Shakespeare is overrated, too,” Henry said.
“I still can’t believe she said that. In school. To a teacher!” I said. I thought I was playing it cool, but my friends saw right through me.
“Za-ach’s got a cru-ush,” Ant suddenly exclaimed, pointing at me.
“Zachary and Sarah sitting in a tree, K-I-S-S-I-N-G,” Kenny taunted like a first grader.

“Shut up, Kenny!” I snapped back.
By this time, Ant was hysterical. He was laughing so hard, snot was hanging down out of one of his nostrils.

“Dude, that is so gross,” Kenny said to Ant when he saw the goo hanging down from Ant’s nose.

I was just standing there, hoping Kenny was sufficiently distracted by Ant’s hysteria that he’d forget about taunting me.

“Let’s just race, all right?” Henry said. “First one to the pavement wins.”

We gave Ant a minute to catch is breath and wipe his nose. Of course, we all knew Ant would be in last place like he always was. It was okay, though. He knew it too and was somehow okay with it.

We lined up at the fence, each with one hand outstretched behind us, the tips of our fingers just barely touching the fence. I called out “one, two, three, GO” and off we went. I was like a Greek God—Hermes, with his winged sandals—and my foot hit the pavement of the playground just a fraction ahead of Kenny, and a few feet ahead of Henry and Tommy. Ant crossed the finish line, huffing and puffing, a minute later.

As was our tradition, the others applauded me. I basked in the glory, the attention, the admiration.
“It’s 12:41!” Tommy suddenly said. It was the first thing he’d said all day, I think.
Sixth period started in four minutes! We all ran back into the building, Ant trailing, continuing to huff and puff.

On the way to Mrs. Walker’s class, I stopped in the boy’s bathroom and checked myself out in the mirror. It was a good thing I did: my hair was a mess and I had a milk mustache, which I wiped off. I was all sweaty, too, but there wasn’t much I could do about that.
Why did I care? Because, well, Ant was right. I did have a major crush.
Zachary Zilla’s House, 7:30PM
I was sitting at my desk in my room studying when my dad knocked.

“Hey, Zach. How’s it going?”

I twisted around in my seat. “Good, I guess. I’m just finishing up my History homework. Civil War, blah blah blah…”

My dad smiled, then walked over and sat on the edge of my bed. I turned around to face him.

“How’s the homework load so far?”

“So far, so good. It looks like it’s going to be a couple of hours a night, but it’s all pretty simple so far. Mostly review.”
“So, what do you think? Do you still want to stay involved with the company?”
“Yes! Please, Dad. I know I can do it. And if I’m wrong—if I can’t—I’ll let you know, okay?”

My dad smiled at my eagerness. I really did like being involved in his company. And, I think he liked me being involved too.
“Okay, it’s settled then,” he said. “But you let me know if your workload gets to be too much.”

“Deal,” I said. Then I got up, took a step toward the bed, and jumped on him. He was just barely able to hold most of my weight with his outstretched arms, and roll me sideways onto the bed.

“I’m getting too old for that, Zach,” he said. But I could tell he didn’t mean it. Then he got up and walked toward the door. “I’ve got some work to finish up, so I’ll see you later to tuck you in.” And with that, he left.
It took me another half an hour to finish up my History reading. Yawn city.

After I put my books away, I turned on my computer screen and logged into my dad’s email account. We talked about it a few years ago and decided that if people knew that a young boy was the one coming up with the ideas or giving directions to people, they would resist. Maybe they shouldn’t, but they would. Even if it is the boss’ son. So, dad hatched a plan to let me use his email account and pretend to be him. In the beginning, he reviewed all of the email I sent as him. Now, as long as I promised to continue to treat it seriously, he lets me use his email account without his having to see my emails.
I caught up on the chain of emails I was looking for. I was very disappointed in what I read. Mr. Plimpton—Owen, as I had to force myself to call him, since that’s what my father would call him—was dragging his feet on my latest idea.
I composed my reply email to him:

From: charles.zilla@zilla.com

To: owen.plimpton@zilla.com

Subject: RE: Boost Shoes: prototype delayed

Owen,

Thanks for letting me know about the problems with the Boost Shoe prototype. While I understand you are having difficulties, I need you to work through them. Get whatever help you need from your team so that you can finish on schedule.
Thanks,

-Chuck
I triple-checked the email message, like I always do, to make sure it was the kind of email my dad would send to one of his employees. When I was satisfied, I clicked on the Send button. 

After finishing up a few other emails, I went downstairs and got a snack. After cleaning up, I walked over to my dad’s office to say good night. As I left to head back to bed, I stopped at the door.

“Hey, Dad, I need to ask you something but I need you to not ask me why I’m asking.”

My dad didn’t hesitate. “What is it, buddy?”

“Can you pick me up some deodorant the next time you’re at the store?”

I saw the slightest sliver of a smile cross my dad’s face before he said, simply, “Sure thing. I’ll pick some up for you tomorrow.”
Wednesday
Shady Oaks Middle School Playground, 9:23AM
When the bell rang, I hurried to my locker, shoved my backpack in, and slammed the locker door. It banged shut and I headed out for recess. It was pretty clear on just our third day: the students at this school took recess seriously. It was like we students pricked our fingers in blood and swore a secret pact not to waste a single precious moment of recess. Today, I managed to get out to the tetherball pole in three minutes flat. I vowed silently to my fellow students to do better tomorrow.

“Hey, Zach,” Ant called out. How on earth he beat me out I’ll never understand. I mean, he can’t even run 20 yards before he’s all winded.

“Hey, Ant,” I said before we slapped hands.

“’S’up dog?” Miles said to each of us as he walked up. He goes through phases every so often. I figured he was in one of his rap phases.
Henry, Kenny, Tommy, and Calvin all walked up in the next few minutes, joining me, Ant, and Miles. The seven of us had already started hanging out together at recess and lunch times.

An eight grader, Dave Lincoln, walked up after we were all together.

“Hey,” he said conspiratorially.

We gave him a collective “hey” back.

“Listen. You guys ever heard of Old Man Harris?”

“Sure,” Kenny said for all of us.

“You guys know where his place is? Up on Acorn Lane, at the top of the hill?”
“Yeah, sure. At the end of the road,” Kenny replied.

“That place is creepy,” Tommy said. 

Most of us nodded our heads in agreement. The place must have been a hundred years old. It was some kind of old wooden barn, and the weather-worn wood was rotted and blackened all over the place. Plus, if he was ever home, he never had any lights on, at least that you could see from the road.

“That’s right. That’s the place,” Dave Lincoln said. “There’s a tradition here at Shady Oaks Middle School, guys. One that involves Old Man Harris’ place.”

That conspiratorial tone had crept back into Dave’s voice. I wasn’t sure I liked where this was headed.

“Oh yeah, what’s that?” Kenny said with bravado.

“Every year, a hand-selected group of seventh graders–that’s you–are selected by the Grand Acorn Master–that’s me–to perform a daring, death-defying feat.”

I looked around the group. We were all listening attentively, but while our ears were saying yes, our wide eyes and nervous fidgeting was saying No Way, Jose.

“Go on,” said Henry. Quiet-as-a-mouse Henry, can you believe it?

“Your names will go down in history, will be recorded in the decades-old Acorn Adventurer’s Notebook, as brave souls who performed the most difficult of tasks.”
“Go on,” Henry said again.

“Old Man Harris is a bootlegger, fellas. You know what that means? It means he makes his own home-grown whiskey. Your mission, should you decide to accept it, is to grab a bottle from his cellar and each take a swig. You bring back the empty bottle as proof that you’ve accomplished your mission.”
Dave Lincoln looked each and every one of us. His eyes said, “Do you dare?” His demeanor said, “You guys are scared, pathetic, little, weak, pansy-butt losers. There’s no way you’ll do it.”

“Meet me Friday night at 8:00PM on the road just down the hill from his driveway. Be there and be enshrined in Shady Oak history forever. Wimp out and, well, let’s just say the whole school will know what a bunch of spineless jellyfish you guys really are.”

We were all just standing there looking at each other after Dave Lincoln walked away when the bell rang. We all ran back to class as fast as we could.
Zachary Zilla’s House, 7:00PM

My dad was on the phone when I approached his office. He noticed me, and waved for me to come in and sit down. After a few minutes, he hung up the phone.

“Sorry about that, buddy. I was just dealing with the opening of our newest manufacturing plant in China.”

“No worries, Dad.”

My dad can read me like a book, and he could tell I had something on my mind. “What’s up?” he asked.
“It’s Owen Plimpton.”

“Yeah?”

“Well,” I said, “it just seems like he’s dragging his heels on the Boost Shoe prototype.”

“Pun intended?” my dad asked me.

I thought about it for a second—heels/shoes, very funny. “Nope. Good one, though, Dad.”

“Sorry, go on.” Except for pointing out funnyisms in people’s speech and occasionally asking people to repeat any unusual mannerisms, my dad was exceptionally good at staying on point. That focus is probably one of the main reasons that he is as successful as he is.

“Well, it just seems like Mr. Plimpton—Owen—doesn’t think the shoes are a good idea, and that, because of it, he says things are really hard or impossible, or says that things will take a really long time.”

“Zach,” my dad said, “let me tell you something important. What Owen is doing is very common. When people don’t believe in something, they aren’t reliable when it comes to things like whether the thing can be done, or how long it will take.”

“Really? It happens a lot?”

“You better believe it. I’m not saying that people are conscious of it. I think most people aren’t. But if you need people to do something when you know that they are not 100% supportive, you’re going to have to push them. Sometimes, you have to push them hard. It’s not being mean. It’s not being bossy. It’s doing your job.”
We finished up our conversation, and then I headed back to my room. I had an email to send to Mr. Owen Plimpton. My email was short and sweet:

From: charles.zilla@zilla.com 

To: owen.plimpton@zilla.com

Subject: Boost Shoes prototype - need tomorrow by 5:00pm

Owen,

Please deliver a working Boost Shoe prototype (a pair of shoes, size 9) to my home by 5:00pm tomorrow (Thursday). 

I need you to put aside whatever concerns you might have and get this done.

Thanks,

-Chuck

As always, I triple-checked the email message and, after exhaling a deep breath, clicked on the Send button. It was weird e-talking to an adult like that.
It was difficult, but after dealing with Mr. Plimpton and the shoe issue, I tried to focus on my U.S. Government homework. Mr. Fisher, my teacher, was a nice enough man. His combed-over hair and his neatly trimmed mustache and beard were reddish-brown, and he always wore a tweed sport coat. I’ve never been to England, but he looks like what I imagine Oxford professors look like.
We were learning the basics of American Democracy, and the three branches of government: the Executive branch, the Legislative branch, and the Judicial branch. The stuff about the President was easy enough, and the stuff about how laws are created and passed just about put me to sleep. But the stuff I read on the courts was interesting.

The textbook said that the courts are supposed to interpret the law, not make the law (which is the legislature’s job). It went on to say that a certain group of people, the so-called “strict constitutionalists”, claim that only they do this, and that so-called “liberal judges” are going too far, not simply interpreting existing laws, but actually making law. Apparently, even some of the Supreme Court justices themselves are quite vocal about their beliefs on this topic.
But, I couldn’t help wonder: If the laws were totally clear and totally complete, then judges wouldn’t be necessary, right? They (judges) exist because the laws aren’t totally clear, don’t totally cover every case. And so when they interpret laws in order to make decisions in law cases, don’t they necessarily have to make law?
I made a mental note: I needed to talk to Mr. Fisher about this. My dad, too.
Thursday

Mr. Arazam’s Science Class, 7:45AM
On Thursday, Mr. Arazam was teaching us about gravity. First, he asked us, “Which would fall faster, a brick or a feather?” We all knew the “right” answer–they’d fall at the same rate–even though we all knew that in reality the feather would fall much slower because it would float back and forth on the way down. A bunch of us had actually climbed to the top of the City Hall clock tower a few years ago to test it out. The brick left a monster crack in the sidewalk, and we had to pool our money to have it fixed.

“Now,” Mr. Arazam was asking the class, “if I take two balls, start them at the exact same height, have one of them drop straight down, and have the other one shot out sideways like a cannon, which one will hit the ground first?”

A kid named Greg Harrison answered. Greg had gone to the other elementary school in Shady Oaks, but he seemed like a nice enough kid. Maybe he’d be a new friend sometime soon. He said, “The one that falls straight down.”
Mr. Arazam let out a sigh, then snapped back, “Why would you say something ridiculous like that?” It was pretty clear to Greg, me, and the rest of the class that ‘ridiculous’ was once again code for ‘stupid.’

Greg turned beet red and hid his eyes from Mr. Arazam’s  laser-like gaze.

“People, let’s find out if Mr. Harrison’s position is ridiculous or not,” Mr. Arazam said. I thought Mr. Arazam was just plain mean, publicly humiliating Greg like that.
Mr. Arazam continued, “Look above my desk. Do you see that contraption hanging from the ceiling? It is specially designed to shoot one ball out of one opening and drop another ball out of a second opening at exactly the same time. So we can test our hypothesis. Does someone want to help me with our experiment?”

Bobby volunteered, maybe in the hope that Mr. Arazam would actually count his classroom involvement toward his grade, and maybe just because it was a chance for him to get out from the confines of his desk and get his body moving. He hopped up on Mr. Arazam’s desk in a single, graceful motion, and took the two metal balls from Mr. Arazam, who handed them up.
“Okay, Mr. Brown. Whenever you’re ready, insert the balls and press the green button.”

Bobby inserted the balls and then called out “One, two, three” before pressing the green button. A fraction of a second later, the two balls came out. One dropped straight down, and one flew across the room and began falling in an arc.

Both hit the ground at the exact same time.

Adding insult to insult, Mr. Arazam added, “Well, class, it looks like Mr. Harrison’s position was, in fact, ridiculous.”
Yep, Mr. Arazam was just plain mean, all right.
Shady Oaks Middle School Gymnasium, 7:00PM
When I told Mr. Turner on the first day of gym class that I wanted to join the school’s basketball team, he looked me up and down and sneered. Then he said, “Practices are Thursdays at 7. Our first practice is this week.” Then he barked at me and the rest of the class, telling us to run ten laps around the gym.

So, here I was. Nervous as a mouse trying to sneak the cheese out of a mouse trap.
The 8th graders were all wearing Shady Oaks Middle School uniforms. I guessed they were from last year. They were at the other end of the gym doing lay up drills. Bobby, a few other 7th graders, and I looked like a ragtag collection of misfits. Most of us were just standing around. Bobby, having done a bunch of stretches, started jumping rope. The kid was a freak of nature: fast, nimble, strong, tough. I expected he would become the first 7th grade starting player in history for the Fighting Acorns.

Mr. Turner–Coach Turner, I guess, for basketball practice and games–entered the gym through the locker room door, and boomed, “All right, men, let’s make two lines over here.” He pointed to where the 8th graders already were. We trotted down to join them. Up close, they were huge. Most were a full head taller than me.

Coach Turner greeted his old players and welcomed us 7th graders. The hugs and back slapping he gave the returning players seemed quite a bit more enthusiastic than the welcome he gave us peons.

It’s all part of the process, I told myself. Coaches are tough on the new guys to toughen ’em up, and to weed out the ones who aren’t serious.

Practice should have been called track practice instead of basketball practice. Except for five minutes of layups in the beginning, Coach had us run laps and wind sprints practically the entire hour of practice. The whole time he was yelling, “Pick it up, men,” and “You need to be in shape to play on this team, men,” and “You’re going to be better conditioned than any other team in this league, men.”

An hour later, my legs were cramping, my lungs were burning, and my t-shirt was soaking wet from sweat. 

“Make sure you eat a lot of bananas, Zachary,” Coach said when he saw me huffing and puffing, sitting in the bleachers.
“Will do, Coach,” was all I could manage.

Slowly the gym emptied as the guys all headed home. Most were picked up by their moms or dads, but some put on bicycle helmets for their bike rides home.

When the gym was completely empty, I toweled off my face and neck and then took out a new pair of shoes from my gym bag.

Despite his claims that the task was “impossible,” Owen Plimpton was able to deliver a working pair of Boost Shoes to our house in time for me to put them into my gym bag. Now, alone in the gym, I put them on.

Whoa!

At first, I just tried to jog up and down the court. But I was hardly jogging—I was zooming, speeding like a rocket. The little microchip and propulsion system inside the heel of the shoe seemed to be working great. With my pair of Boosts on, I was easily as fast as Bobby, maybe even faster.

After a little while, I tried running at full speed. With the help of the Boost Shoes, I was going mach two. I imagined that someone watching from the sidelines wouldn’t actually see me; they would just see a blur, like in a cartoon. But, I got going so fast my legs couldn’t keep up and I tripped. I fell hard on my face. Oomph!

I shook the pain off and then grabbed a ball. It was time to see if I could dunk, something normally possible for me only in my dreams. The Boosts were designed not only to make the person wearing them faster, but also to help them jump higher.

I took a running start and then leapt. All of a sudden, I was rim high! I went to slam the ball down into the basket, but I wasn’t as I high as I thought I was, and I jammed the ball against the side of the rim. Clank!

Worse than missing the dunk, I lost my balance and fell hard on my side. I was still lying on the ground trying to catch my breath when my dad walked into the gym.
“You alright?”

I started to laugh, but it hurt. “Yeah, Dad. Fine.”

My dad looked down at my new shoes. “Those the prototype from Owen?”

“Yeah. You were right dad. He did manage to get them done on time.”

“He’s one of my best employees,” my dad said, and I could tell he meant it. Then he added, “So, how do they work?”

“Let’s just say they’re promising, but they need some work.”

“You want to talk about it on the way home?”
I thought about it. While I’d love to get my dad’s ideas on how to improve the Boost Shoes, I had something more important to discuss with him.

“Actually, Dad, I wanted to ask you about whether I should go through with a dare from this kid at school...”
Friday
Mr. Arazam’s Science Class, 7:45AM
Mr. Arazam gave a pop quiz first thing Friday morning. It had ten multiple-choice questions. It was a piece of cake. Easy peasy lemon squeezy as my dad says.
After the quiz, Mr. Arazam continued teaching us about gravity. This time, he was telling us about how gravity is a force between the earth and us, between the earth and everything on the earth–buildings, cars, balls, and so on.

“It’s because the gravitational attraction between us and the earth is so strong that we stay on the ground instead of floating off into space, and that we come back down when we jump,” Mr. Arazam explained.

“Kinda like the gra…animal attraction between Tommy and Isabella,” Kenny Peeler quipped.
I shot a glance over at Tommy Franklin. Poor kid was so red I thought he was auditioning to one-up Rudolph the red-nose reindeer.

“Tommy and Isabella sitting in a tree,” Kenny started to taunt, like he’d done to me a few days earlier. Man, what a first-grader.
Ant started laughing and before I knew it his whole body was heaving up and down, his belly rolling like the waves in a wave pool. He was trying to stop, but he couldn’t help it. He was fully engaged in one of his historic laughing fits.
“That’s enough, Mr. Peeler,” Mr. Arazam. “I’ll see you after class.”
I noticed that it wasn’t a question. It was a statement.

“And, Mr. Quinone, you’d better control yourself or you’ll be joining him.”

Poor Ant. Trying to force him to stop laughing was like trying to explain nuclear physics to Isabella. She was cute, but, man, was she dumb.

“Now it turns out,” Mr. Arazam said, continuing his lesson, “there’s a gravitational attraction–careful here Mr. Peeler, I have my eye on you–between any two objects. Between you and me, between any two of you, even between you and your pencil.”

Now this was interesting. The first new thing I’d learned all week.
“The reason you don’t collide with each other, or with me, or with your pencil, is because none of these objects weighs very much.”

“Well, how come two small magnets attract, then?” Miles asked. “I mean, they don’t weigh much.”

Mr. Arazam looked at Miles like Miles had committed some kind of crime. He walked slowly to his desk and opened a drawer. Then he did the most amazing thing: he pulled out a plastic toy in the shape of a hippopotamus, the kind that squeaks.

And he squeezed it.

“Weeee-aaaah,” the hippo teased.

“Congratulations, Mr. Rogers. You’ve earned the first hippo of the year, for asking such a ridiculous question.”

Wow. I mean, Bobby’s question about whether attendance counted toward our grades might have been a bit dumb. But Greg not knowing the answer yesterday about which ball would hit the ground first? And Miles confusing gravitational force and magnetic force, and his question just now? They weren’t stupid at all. At least I didn’t think so.

Old Man Harris’ House, 8:00PM
I told my dad I was going to Ant’s house.

That was the truth, I suppose, but not the whole truth, as they say on those lawyer shows on TV. He probably figured we were going to hang out at Ant’s house. Instead, we met up with Miles, Henry, and Tommy, and headed up Acorn Lane toward Old Man Harris’ house. Kenny and Calvin said they’d pick up Bobby, who agreed to join us after Calvin told him about Dave Lincoln’s dare, and were coming to meet us.

At 8:00, we were all there, standing on the street just down the hill from Old Man Harris’ house. A minute or two later, Dave Lincoln swaggered up. He was wearing all black–a black sweat shirt, black pants, and black shoes–and even had lines of that black stuff football and baseball players use drawn under his eyes. He was the perfect Mr. Stealth, except for his white socks, which glared brightly because his pants were about ten sizes too short.
“I didn’t think you’d have the cajones to come,” Dave said after he’d walked up.

Nobody said anything.

“Old Man Harris has his cellar in the back, around the right side of his house. The door is locked, but the wood is so warped, you can squeeze in no problem,” Dave said. “Remember, one bottle of whisky. You each take a slug and return the empty bottle to me. I’ll wait for you at O’Malleys. Any questions?”

Nobody said anything.

“Okay then. Good luck, and I’ll see you later at O’Malleys. It will be my honor to personally write your names in the Acorn Adventurers Notebook.”
Having told us what we needed to do to achieve eternal glory, Dave walked down the hill and off into the distance.

We all looked nervously at each other. Were we really going to do this?

I thought about what my dad said the night before, about how I should never let peer pressure—from a dare, or otherwise—force me to do something I wouldn’t otherwise do. I wondered, could he be right, but still be wrong? I mean, he’s not the one in middle school, with a choice between being a hero and being teased mercilessly.

“Well?” Kenny asked.
“Well what?” Miles snapped.
“Are we going to do this?” Kenny asked.

I was wavering, sitting on the fence.

After a few seconds of silence that seemed like an eternity, Henry spoke up. “Listen guys, I think this whole idea is stupid. First, it’s illegal. We’d be breaking and entering, and, if we drink the booze, we’d be drinking underage. Second, it’s potentially dangerous. None of us really knows anything about Old Man Harris. He could have a shotgun for all we know. Third,—”

Henry coughed, then continued. “Third, who cares what Dave Lincoln thinks of us?”

And just like that, our bubble of impending idiocy burst. We all started talking at once, each telling Dave off—without him being there of course.

Leave it to Henry to talk some sense into us. I was proud to know him, amazed that he had the courage to stand up and say what he believed was right. On the walk home, I thought about it: If it hadn’t been for Henry, would I have gone through with the stunt or not? I couldn’t decide.

 I didn’t sleep well at all.

Saturday
Shady Oaks Middle School Gymnasium, 9:00AM
Our first game was Saturday. I rode my bike over to the school, getting there at 8:00AM like Coach wanted. My dad said he’d come later, when the game started, to cheer us on.

Even though I knew I wasn’t going to start–Coach had posted the starting lineup in the locker room yesterday afternoon–I was still nervous. We did lay up drills and I think I missed every single one. I was glad so few people were in the stands watching.
Bobby made the starting team. You could tell Coach didn’t really want to start him, but Bobby was just too good. It felt pretty cool being friends with the first 7th grader ever to start for the school’s basketball team.

I saw my dad and waved to him when I saw him come in about 10 minutes before the game started. I couldn’t remember an important event in my life, sports-related or otherwise, when he wasn’t there for me. It was pretty cool, especially with him being in charge of a multi-billion dollar company and all.

Our game was against Oak Park Middle School. I checked the record book: they’d been in last place in our league as many times as we’d been in first. I felt kind of bad for them having to play us for their first game of the season.

We jumped out to an early 24-8 lead and it looked like the blowout was on. Bobby scored eight of our points. The team’s star, Joey Christianson, had ten. Joey was six feet tall when he was 11. Now, as an 8th grader, he was 6’2” and it didn’t look like he was going to stop growing anytime soon.

Then, all of a sudden, Joey was called for his third foul.

Coach substituted, putting Ben Grady in for Joey. But Ben was much smaller than the Oak Park center and their coach recognized it right away. Every time down, they passed the ball into their center, a big bull of a guy, who easily scored over Ben. When halftime came, the score was 33-27. We were in a dogfight.

The second half was ugly. U-G-L-Y-you-ain’t-got-no-alibi-ugly. There must’ve been a gazillion fouls called. The good news was that their center fouled out with six minutes left in the game. The bad news was that Joey had fouled out, too. The worse news was that we were actually behind by two points. And the worst news of all was that Coach Turner was running out of players and had started looking down the bench at me.

I might actually have to play! Oh God.

With four minutes left, Bobby Brown decided to go to 11th gear. He scored on a reverse lay up, then stole the inbounds pass and made an eight-footer. A play later, he made a sweet no-look pass to Ben, who laid it in for a four point lead.

Their coach called a time out. Our guys came back to the bench. Their uniforms were drenched. Sweat was pouring from their faces. They were all standing with their hands on their knees, panting.
Then Coach looked at his exhausted players, looked at me, and then looked back at the guys who had been playing.

“Stop the drive. Make them hit jump shots. And switch on all picks.”

The guys were so tired they could barely show that they’d heard Coach.

“All right. Hands in. ‘Team’ on three.”

Everyone put their hands in to the huddle. “One, two, three, TEAM!”

The players returned to the floor. Coach once again looked at me, then turned his attention to the game.

I understood the decision Coach had made. Still, it hurt, having to sit on the bench the whole game. I looked up to where my dad was sitting. His eyes said, “It’s okay, son.” Mine said, “Thanks, Dad” back.
I watched as Bobby and the guys dug down deep and found a way to hold off a determined Oak Park team. Final score: 53-48.

“Wow! Great game!” I said to Bobby in the locker room after the game.

“Thanks, bud,” he said. Then he added, “Don’t worry, Zach. Maybe Coach’ll play you next game.”

I was thanking him for being a good friend when Coach came stomping in, threw his clipboard, and banged on one of the lockers.

“That was the worst display of basketball I’ve ever seen!” was the first of many compliments he hurled at us for the next ten minutes. By the time he was done haranguing us, I’d almost forgotten I didn’t get a chance to play.
Zachary Zilla’s House, 12:30PM
After lunch, I plunked down on the couch and watched some TV. After an episode of Sponge Bob—who could ever get tired of that guy?—I turned the channel and watched the end of a professional basketball game. Those guys are so amazing: fast, huge, athletic. Their dunks are mind boggling. Still, one of the teams had ten turnovers while I watched, and I wondered whether, if he was their coach, Coach Turner would scream their heads off, like he’d done to us this morning.
I think I nodded off for a bit, because next thing I knew it was getting dark out. My dad was at an all-day offsite meeting, so I was on my own. I fixed myself a peanut butter and jelly sandwich and a glass of milk. Of course, I also ate an entire bag of chocolate chip cookies, too. Yum.

I went up stairs and turned on my computer. After a day full of basketball—playing it in the morning and watching it on TV in the afternoon—I was in total hoops mode. I logged on to my dad’s email account and sent an email to the marketing department:
From: charles.zilla@zilla.com

To: marketing@zilla.com

Cc: owen.plimpton@zilla.com

Subject: Boost Shoe marketing

Everyone,

Owen has done a great job creating a working prototype of our Boost Shoes. While we have some things to work through, I think it’s time to engage all of you in the marketing department.

I like the idea of using star athletes, like Nike does. We could get two or three high-profile basketball players, maybe a track and field star or two. You get the idea.

The basketball players could dunk with their feet! And some runner could do a one minute mile!

Let me have your initial ideas by close of business Monday.

Thanks,

-Chuck

After sending the email, I waited for it to arrive in my dad’s inbox (my dad’s email address is on the company’s marketing mailing list, as well as a few others), and then forwarded it to Owen:
From: charles.zilla@zilla.com

To: owen.plimpton@zilla.com

Subject: FW: Boost Shoe marketing

Owen,

Thanks for working so hard to get the prototype to me on time. We still have to make some changes:

- The shoes need more power. My son Zach said he couldn’t dunk with them on, and that’s really what this shoe is all about: letting kids get up and throw down.

- The shoes need some kind of throttling mechanism that kicks in when you’re running. Zach said he couldn’t get his legs to go fast enough to keep up with the shoes. Maybe some kind of biofeedback mechanism?
We can talk next week.

Thanks,

-Chuck

After I sent the emails, I sat and wondered. How cool would it be to get a chance to meet a couple of pro basketball players once we sign them up? I mean, I just might be able to meet Kobe or LeBron. How sweet would that be?!
Sunday
Willow Glen Park, 2:00PM
As usual, we met in the park Sunday at 2:00. Kenny brought his bag of playground balls, the ones with the tie-dyed design, so we played dodge ball for an hour.

“Well, what do you think after your first week in middle school?” I asked Henry after I jumped to avoid a throw by Ant aimed at my ankles.
“As long as Dave Lincoln leaves us alone, I think we’ll be fine,” he replied.
“Yeah, he really was upset about Friday night and Old Man Harris’ house, wasn’t he?”

“I think he still is,” Miles said.

We all agreed.

Kenny suggested another Zorkon Blaster game, the game we made up last week. It took us ten minutes to re-create the rules: freeze rays, fire ball powerups, invisibility cloaking devices, and so on.

We were right in the middle of playing when Ant suddenly stopped playing and started staring at the west end of the park, where the playground is.

“What’s up, Ant?” I asked.

“Take a look. On the swings.”

It was Sarah Sweet, the girl from Mrs. Walker’s English class, the one brave enough to give her opinion on the first day of school. The one that Ant and the guys teased me about earlier in the week.

Luckily, the guys hadn’t teased me again during the week. I didn’t want them to start up again now.

“So?” I said. I tried to sound as casual as I could.

 “All right, quick quiz,” Miles said. “So don’t you dare and try to walk away. I’ve got my heart set on our wedding day. I’ve got this vision of a girl in white. Made my decision that it’s you all right.”

I slugged Miles in the arm. “Shut up, man.”

“What?” Kenny didn’t recognize Miles’ choice of lyrics, but I did.

“Anyone? Anyone?” Miles waited to see if anyone else recognized the lyrics. Nobody did. “You want to tell them or should I?”

I made like I was going to slug Miles again, but he knew I wasn’t serious. I didn’t say anything.

“All right, fine. ‘True Companion’ by Marc Cohn. From his 1991 self-titled masterpiece.”
Ant started laughing. “That’s a good one, Miles.”

While my so-called friends were whooping it up at my expense, I snuck a glance toward the swings. It was definitely her. She was wearing a pink dress and was gently swinging on one of the swings. My stomach started doing somersaults. Then I think I saw her look back at me, and my stomach started doing twists, too.

“Why don’t you go talk to her?” Henry quietly asked.

“I—I—I don’t know. I don’t know what to say.”

“You’ll figure it out. You’re smart,” Henry said. “Almost as smart as me.”

This time, it was Henry’s arm that I punched, but not hard. He was right, of course. I took a deep breath, then said to my buddies, “I’ll be right back guys.”
Before any of them could respond, I was on my way toward the swings, hoping beyond hope I wouldn’t make a complete fool out of myself.

Zachary Zilla’s House, 7:00PM
Sunday nights were Intergalactic Skateboarding nights. Like we’d all done for most of the past year, we all went online at 7:00 and met up in this wacky online world that allows players to do all sorts of awesome skateboarding tricks in low gravity.
When I logged in, I noticed “BB-Gun” and “Music Man” were already at our virtual neighborhood skateboard park. “BB-Gun” was Bobby Brown, who didn’t need low gravity in order to perform amazing physical feats. “Music Man” was Miles. He was into music and didn’t mind one bit if the world knew it.

“Welcome to the show, ZachAttack,” Miles text messaged me.

“Hey dude,” I typed back.

Over the next few minutes, we saw “Banana Peel” (Kenny Peeler), “Ant” (Anthony), “McPheromone” (Calvin McPherson), and “Roark” (Tommy, who’s dad told him about a book where the hero named Roark was an architect).
A flurry of text messages flew back and forth. When Calvin asked me about Sarah and what happened in the park, I text messaged everyone back, “not yr biz - lets sk8.” Luckily nobody pushed me otherwise I’d have to admit what a dork I’d been.
In the Intergalactic Skateboarding world, not only can you customize things like your board and the course you’re on, but you can also specify how strong gravity should be and even whether it should stay constant or whether it should change randomly. Man, you get some gnarly wipeouts when gravity suddenly kicks up when you’re upside down twenty feet in the air!
“Any objections to the Singapore Swimming Pool?” Miles, “Music Man,” asked us all.

There were no objections.

“How about 1/4 gravity to warm up, then we’ll go random?” This was my proposal to the group.
Again, there were no objections.

So, we all donned our virtual gear—helmets, knee pads, wrist guards—and started boarding.

Ant did a series of sweet quadruple back flips off the edge of the pool, but landed hard on his head. The graphic was hilarious, showing his dented helmet and little birdies flying around his groggy-looking head. His health meter dropped down into the red, which meant he needed to sit out a run or two, or pay some of his Intergalactic Skateboarding Cash to get better more quickly. Ant had made so much ISC, I wasn’t surprised to see his bank account drop a bit and his health meter zip back up to full health. Within seconds of his wipe out, Ant was back up and again going hard at it.

“Man, I am not looking forward to Mr. Arazam’s class tomorrow,” BB-Gun messaged.

“I hear ya,” Music Man typed back.

“Me, I’m worried about what Dave Lincoln and his band of idiots is going to do,” Banana Peel wrote. “I mean, we just left him sitting at O’Malleys Friday night.”
“He could make our lives pretty rough,” McPhermone wrote.

“Anybody else think middle school is way harder than elementary school?” I asked.

Everyone agreed. Then we randomized gravity and started doin’ some seriously wicked tricks, drawing comfort from our friendship, hoping for the best the following week.

Monday

Mr. Arazam’s Science Class, 7:45AM
Monday morning. Another quiz in Mr. Arazam’s class. Oh man, a quiz every week is going to get old fast. But, at least it seems like he might give them on Mondays all the time, so at least I can study for them.

While Mr. Arazam was writing some formulas on the whiteboard, I looked around the room. Everyone was sitting straight up, paying close attention. It looked like nobody wanted Mr. Arazam to call them ridiculous.

My dad had shown me the formulas before, so they weren’t new to me. But I could tell from the faces of some of my classmates that they didn’t fully understand.
“Any questions?” Mr. Arazam asked.

The room was silent.

Bobby squirmed in his seat. It was so obvious that he didn’t understand, or had a question, but given what had happened to him and the other guys last week, he held his tongue.

Calvin, too, looked like he was swallowing back a question.

“All right then,” Mr. Arazam said after 30 long seconds of silence. “Let’s do a few practice problems.”

He wrote, “A ball drops. How far will it travel in 10 seconds?”

He said, “’Drops’ means starts from a standstill, people.”

Then he said, “Go ahead. Work on this in your notebooks. I’ll give you two minutes to finish.”

I finished applying the right formula quickly, then looked around. Yep, quite a few people looked like they were lost in space, and needed help.

When the two minutes were up, Mr. Arazam wrote the formula and answer on the board. I watched as practically half the class furiously erased their papers and re-did their work while Mr. Arazam’s back was turned.

“Did everyone get that right?”

The room was silent. Most of the heads in the class bobbed up and down, including some belonging to people that clearly hadn’t gotten it right before Mr. Arazam showed them the answer.
“Any questions?”

Again, the room was silent.

In just one week, Mr. Arazam had squelched our willingness to ask questions, our willingness to ask for help in order to learn better. That’s just not right.

I promised myself I’d do something about it.
Zachary Zilla’s House, 5:00PM
The first thing I did when I got home was put a fresh band-aid on the cut on my elbow. All day, 8th graders were obnoxious to me and the guys. Even Joey Christianson and Ben Grady, guys from my basketball team were rude. One guy, Nat Vega, the biggest bully in the 8th grade, shoved me so hard into a bank of lockers that I got a wicked gash on my elbow. 

The school nurse cleaned it out and put a band-aid on it, and luckily didn’t ask too many questions. The last thing I want to do is get a reputation as the guy who squealed on Nat Vega, a guy that has a reputation for burning bugs with a magnifying glass during recess. The guy is a menace, I’m telling you.

At dinner time, I put the dishes and silverware on the table while my dad finished tossing the salad. For as long as I can remember, my family has always had dinner together on Monday nights. My dad says that most companies have Monday morning meetings to discuss what’s going to happen during the week, and that our Monday night dinners are sort of the same thing for us.
Until last year, it was the three of us, my mom, my dad, and me. Now, it’s just him and me. My mom died last November, and I still can’t believe she’s gone. Sometimes, I miss her so much that I cry to the point where my eyes don’t produce any more tears. I didn’t know that could happen. My dad says that I should talk to him about it whenever I feel like it, but I don’t know, I don’t want to bring it up. I mean, he cries a lot too. He doesn’t know I see it, but it’s true.

“Hey, you okay?”
I snapped out of my melancholy, and said, “Yeah. Fine Dad.”

We sat down at the table and dug in. Dad made Sloppy Joes, some steamed snow peas, and some flavored rice from a box.

While I was scooping out a serving of the Sloppy Joes, I asked, “Did you guys talk about the marketing plan for the Boost Shoes?”

My dad hesitated, then said, “Yeah. Ivan and Yvette came up with some interesting ideas.”

“Like what?” I prompted.

“In addition to the basketball player and track star ideas you gave them, they came up with this idea of a series of commercials where a guy wearing Boosts is running around the globe. Each commercial would be in a different place, some place recognizable, and our guy would zoom through the city, waving to people as he went. At the end of the series, he’d end up back home; maybe back in a gym saying he has to work out some more.”
“That sounds pretty cool,” I said.

“I think it’d make a pretty interesting ad campaign.”

“Dad, why did you hesitate before?”

“What do you mean?”

“Oh, come on Dad. You know what I mean.”

My dad smiled. I think he likes that I can read him as well as he can read me. “Listen, Zach. Owen is not the only one with doubts about this project. I do too.”

This was the first I’d heard of it. I told you, my dad really is supportive of me, letting me run with things, letting me have tons of responsibility.

“You never said,” I said. “What’s up?”

My dad squirmed in his chair. I guess it isn’t easy for him to criticize me, which I guess I understand.

“First, I had Owen make another dozen pair of prototypes. I’ve given them out to others to try out. Out of 12 trials, eight of them had serious problems.”

“What kind of problems?” I asked. Other than a skinned knee and not being able to get up high enough to dunk, I thought they worked pretty well.

“Eight pairs of the shoes went up in flames.”

“Went up in flames?” I didn’t know what he meant. I wasn’t sure I wanted to know!

“That’s right, Zach. Eight pairs of shoes actually burst into flames.” Then, seeing the look of horror on my face, my dad added, “Don’t worry. Nobody got hurt.

“That’s horrible!” I couldn’t believe it.

“Yeah, it’s not good,” my dad said. The understatement of the month!

“Well, I don’t need to hear anything else,” I said.

My dad sat silently, nodding his understanding.

“Can I think about things and let Owen, Ivan, Yvette, and the others know in a few days?”

My dad got up and walked over to where I was sitting. He knelt down in front of me and gave me a quick hug and gave me a kiss on the top of my head.
“Sure. That sounds good,” he said before he started to clear the table.

After I helped clear the table, I went up to my room and logged onto my personal email account. I was mentally composing my email to Henry the whole time I was having dinner with my dad (well, except for that part when he told me my shoes were burning people’s feet off!). I couldn’t get my mind off of how Mr. Arazam had treated Bobby, Greg, and Miles, last week and how he’d scared our classroom into silence. I promised myself I’d do something about it, but I needed Henry’s help. My email was short and sweet.

From: zach@zilla.com

To: henry.thomas@freekidmail.com

Subject: This week’s school paper...

Henry,

I think the way Mr. Arazam treated Bobby, Greg, and Miles last week was horrible. And, now, we’re all scared to ask questions or say anything in class. If you agree, can you write an article for tomorrow’s paper?

Thanks buddy,

-Zach

Henry must have been online, because I got a response back immediately.

From: henry.thomas@freekidmail.com

To: zach@zilla.com
Subject: RE: This week’s school paper...

Zach,

I agree completely. Consider it done. It’ll be in Thursday’s edition.

Later,

-Henry

Good, I thought to myself. It was time for something to be said about a teacher who apparently thought the saying, “there’s no such thing as a stupid question,” was, well, ridiculous.
Tuesday
Shady Oaks Middle School Playground, 9:30AM
I was so nervous in Mr. Arazam’s class this morning. I kept imagining that Mrs. Evers, the editor of the school newspaper, somehow found out about the article Henry was going to write, and that she told Mr. Arazam. I kept expecting him to ask Henry to stay after class. I was so relieved when the bell rang and all of us—including Henry—headed off to second period. Of course, even if it didn’t happen today, something’s gonna blow when his article hits the newspaper in a few days.
It turned out that Mr. Arazam being upset with Henry was the least of my worries. Dave Lincoln, Mr. Grand Acorn Master himself, was really upset that we hadn’t gone through with his dare, and left him sitting alone at O’Malleys last Friday night. It took us a while to figure out that Dave had orchestrated all of the bullying we received yesterday. The rumor mill had it that he’d spent all weekend calling his friends and other 8th graders to get them to bug us this week, to teach us a lesson.
I’d gotten away without any kind of confrontation through my first two periods, but now we were out on the playground and it was about to get ugly. We were all hanging out at the tetherball pole when Dave Lincoln and Nat Vega marched straight for us.

“Well, if it isn’t the Gang of Little Chickens,” Nat Vega taunted.

I thought, is that the best you can do? Gang of Little Chickens?

Henry must have had a similar thought because he said, “Oh come on, Nat. How about ‘The Seven Sissies’ or ‘The Nervous Newbies’ or ‘The Panic-Stricken Pups’ or—”

Just like he’d done Friday night, Henry stood up for himself, for all of us. The kid looked as brittle as a twig, but he was one tough cookie.

“Shut up, runt,” Nat Vega said. He shoved Henry backward, but Henry didn’t do anything other than shrug it off and stand there.

“I can’t believe you chickens,” Dave Lincoln said. “What? Too scared to take on a simple mission?”

None of us said anything.

Then Miles poked at Dave and said, “All right, quick quiz, Dave, ‘She said – while you were sleeping I was listening to the radio and wondering what you’re dreaming when it came to mind that I didn’t care’”

It was all I could do not to laugh.

Dave was confused, he didn’t know about Miles and his guess-the-song game. “What? What the heck are you talking about?”
“Never mind,” Miles said.

“Whatever,” Dave snapped back. Then to Nat he said, “Come on, let’s bounce.”

Nat pointed his finger at all of us and said, “I got my eyes on you.” Then he and Dave walked away.

I finally exhaled, after holding my breath for so long.

“Miles, you want to get us all killed?” I asked.

“What?” Kenny asked.

“Dude, that was, like, probably the worst put down in all of music history,” I said. Miles might be the king, but I try hard to stay a close second.

“It’s from ‘Rest Stop’ on Matchbox 20’s ‘Mad Season’ album,” Miles said. “It was the best I could come up with under pressure.”

“And, Henry, let me just say, ‘wow.’” Kenny said. Kenny was a wise cracker, someone that jabbed and sidestepped. He knew that Henry had just displayed some real courage, standing toe-to-toe with the likes of Nat Vega and Dave Lincoln.
I slugged Henry in the shoulder, playfully. He smiled.

“Listen guys,” I said. “We need to keep an eye out this week. Watch your back. And let’s stick together for a while.”

“I got your back, Ant said.”

“And I got yours,” Miles said.

In the next few seconds, we completed the circle, and established that all of our backs were covered. We were friends—best friends. And best friends look out for one another.

Zachary Zilla’s House, 7:00PM
Tuesday nights were game night for me and my dad. Sometimes we played card games like blackjack or poker; sometimes we played “normal” board games like backgammon or chess. But most of the time we played one of the games that my dad or I had invented. Tonight was dad’s turn to unveil “Lemonville,” a board game he made up.

“I’ve got the popcorn,” my dad said.

“Extra butter?”

“Of course.”

“I made some lemonade,” I said. “Seemed only fitting given the game we’re about to play.”

My dad smiled and ruffled my hair. “That’s the spirit!” He said.

I put the overflowing bowl of glistening, buttery popcorn on the kitchen table along with the pitcher of homemade lemonade and two frosty glasses. I used coasters so my mom wouldn’t kill me. Well, wouldn’t kill me if she was still here.
“All right,” my dad started, “Here are the rules…”

A few minutes later, I said, “Okay. Sounds a little complicated, but I think I got it. You can explain stuff as we play.”

Lemonville was one of my dad’s many attempts to find fun and interesting ways to explain business to kids. He was always trying to do that, especially with me. Since before I can remember, he’s involved me in his multi-billion dollar business, and recently even given me complete control to make some pretty important decisions. Even when I screwed up, like my idea to put spaghetti and boogerballs (meatballs with green food coloring) on the menu at of his family-style restaurant chains, he continued to put his trust in me. I mean, that screw up alone probably cost Zilla Enterprises over a million bucks! Whoops!
“I’ll put my first lemonade stand at the baseball field,” I said.

“I’ll put mine in the shopping center,” he said. “That’s $5 a round for each of us, for our permits from the city of Lemonville.”

We each put our money into the “bank.”

“Now we take a look at the weather forecast,” Dad said. He flipped a card over, revealing a picture of a bright orange and yellow sun. “It looks like the forecast is for hot, sunny weather. Of course, that could change later.”

Dad continued, “Okay, so now we each need to decide how much lemonade to make, and how much we want to charge for each cup.”
And so the game went. I tried to the “low cost leader” strategy, always charging the least amount per cup–a nickel. My dad tried pricing his lemonade higher, but selling less. After about an hour, I was ahead $54 to $49.

“Hey, Dad, can I ask you something?”
“Always. You know that.”

“You know how I’ve told you about my science teacher, Mr. Arazam?”

“The teacher that makes kids afraid to ask questions?”

“Yeah, him. Well, I asked Henry to write an article about it for the school newspaper. I’m worried that it wasn’t nice.”

“You mean Henry’s article?”

“Yeah.”

“Do you have a copy of the article?” my dad asked.

“Hang on,” I said. Then ran to my room and came back with a printout of the email Henry had sent me.
He quickly read Henry’s brief article, which was going to appear in Thursday’s student newspaper:
Learning Requires Students to be Comfortable Asking Questions

By Henry Thomas

Students do not enter their classes knowing the material. If they did, why would they need to go to class? No, students go to class to learn. Most do, anyway. 
In order to learn, students need to be able to ask questions in a non-threatening environment. Sure, we’ll ask “dumb” questions sometimes, but teachers must never hint that they think the questions are ridiculous. And even after teachers teach and students ask questions, we’ll still be wrong sometimes; that’s part of learning. And it has to be okay, or else we’ll be too scared, too humiliated, and won’t learn much at all.
 My dad asked, “Is there anything inaccurate in this article?”

“No.”

“Is there anything purposefully hurtful in the article?”

“No. If anything he was way nicer than I would have been.”

“Zach, listen to me,” my dad said. “What Mr. Arazam is doing is wrong. And you know it. I’m proud of you for recognizing it, and for doing something about it. I’m proud of Henry, too.”
I beamed a 1,000-watt smile. I loved earning my father’s pride.

“I bet that if he reads Henry’s article, Mr. Arazam will re-think his behavior. But even if he doesn’t, I want you to speak up, to ask questions when you don’t understand something. And if he continues what he’s been doing, you’re allowed to respectfully ask him to stop.”

“You’ll back me up?”

My dad didn’t even have to answer, but he did anyway. “Always.”
Wednesday
Mr. Arazam’s Science Class, 7:45AM
On Wednesday, Mr. Arazam gave us another pop quiz. Oh man. Now it looks like I can’t even count on the quizzes being on Mondays all the time.

A lot of the questions had to do with applying the formulas he’d taught us over the past two days. Given that only about half the class understood this stuff, I expected that Mr. Arazam would not be happy about the results he was going to see. I found myself wondering what he was going to do when I heard him say, “Okay, class. Let’s turn our attention to momentum.”

Bobby quickly said, “You mean like when our basketball team scores ten points in a row? You know, like a ten-oh run. That would be some seriously Big Mo’.”

Mr. Arazam powered up his laser eyes, but didn’t fire them. Yet. “Uh, no, Mr. Brown,” was all he said.
Mr. Arazam scratched another formula on the board. P=MV. Momentum equals the product of mass and velocity.

“So a light object moving slowly has the least momentum. A light object moving quickly or a heavy object moving slowly has more momentum, and a heavy object moving quickly has the most momentum.”

“Uh, Mr. Arazam? Why is it a ‘P’ for momentum. I mean, I understand ‘M’ for mass and ‘V’ for velocity. But why ‘P’?”

I swear, it looked like Bobby was begging to be called ridiculous or, worse, to be hippo’d.

Whether Bobby intended it or not, that’s exactly what Mr. Arazam intended to do. He walked to his desk and slowly opened his drawer. He reached in to get his hippo and… it wasn’t there!

Mr. Arazam froze. He didn’t know what to do, or what to say. We all waited silently to see what was going to happen.

What happened was this: nothing. At least at first. Mr. Arazam just dropped his head a little bit and scratched his chin. I think I saw a thin smile on his face but I’m not sure since his face was pretty well covered up by his paw-like hand. He wandered over to the window and finally replied to Bobby’s question. “Because, Mr. Brown, if they used ‘M’ for momentum, the formula would be M=MV but with ‘M’ meaning two different things. That would be confusing and  ridiculous, now wouldn’t it?”

Amazingly, Bobby didn’t look at all hurt. It sure seemed like Bobby was asking for it. But why?

We worked on some sample problems for the next fifteen minutes. All the while, Mr. Arazam kept looking out the window. After our fifth practice problem, Mr. Arazam tapped the glass with one of his hot dog-like fingers.
Pointing up into the branches of the big oak tree across the lawn, Mr. Arazam said in an eerily calm way, “Will the person or persons responsible for that please see me after school today?”
All of us turned our heads and peered out the window, toward the big oak tree. It didn’t take us long to find it.

Someone had tied a noose around the neck of Mr. Arazam’s hippo and hung it from one of the tree’s branches. 
Oh man, middle school was interesting!
Anthony Quinone’s House, 6:00PM
I biked over to Ant’s house after dinner. I probably should have asked my dad to drive me; I had so much homework in my backpack that I almost tipped over backward on my bike.

We’re not even two full weeks into the school year and already my teachers are pounding us with homework. Mr. Arazam was so upset about his executed hippo that he practically assigned the entire textbook. Well, the first three chapters at least. It looks like Mrs. Cardenas expects us to read 50 pages from our History textbook every night. Mr. Fisher, our U.S. Government teacher, doesn’t make us use a textbook, thank God, but he does expect us to read every major news story each day.

So far, Mrs. Walker seems content to assign us one book every two weeks. So, as long as the books aren’t “War and Peace” by Leo Tolstoy, which comes in at 1472 pages (paperback) and over two pounds, I should be okay.

Luckily, my sculpture, gym, and music teachers haven’t given us any homework so far.

Ant and I grabbed some popcorn and some root beers and headed for his room. We spread out our books and did our best to study.

“Do you get what we’re supposed to do for the essay question that Mrs. Cardenas gave us?” Ant asked.

“You mean the one about Muhammad, and the connection between Islam, Judaism, and Christianity?”

“Yeah, that one. How the heck should I know?” Ant said, laughing. “I mean, there’s not a single person on this planet that understands these things. People have been killing each other over all of this stuff for thousands of years. And they’re going to continue doing it. How is some 7th grader supposed to figure this out?”

I had to admit, Ant had a point. We talked about it for a while until he felt comfortable with what he was going to write.

“Hey, Ant,” I said after he’d been writing for a while. “You didn’t stay after school today, did you?”

“You mean because of what Mr. Arazam said?”

“Right. I mean, you didn’t hang the hippo, did you?”

“No, Zach. Come on, you know I’d tell you if I did. Besides, how the heck do you think I could get up that tree?”

We both laughed. Luckily, Ant didn’t go into a fit of hysteria. I don’t know CPR, you know.

 “I wonder if anyone else did,” I said. “It sure seemed like Bobby was asking for trouble with that whole ‘Why P for momentum?’ question. Do you think he did it?”

“I don’t know. I see what you’re saying, but I just don’t know. I’ll tell you this, though. If he did, I’m glad. Mr. Arazam had it coming. The guy’s a jerk.”
I told Ant about Henry’s article that was due out in the student newspaper tomorrow.

“Wow! Are you serious?” Ant said, all excited. “Good for Henry.”

“Good for all of us, I hope,” I said.

We did another hour of homework and then I headed home.

I was beat when I got home, but I had something important to do before I crashed. I fired up my computer, logged into my dad’s email account and sent Owen Plimpton an email:

From: charles.zilla@zilla.com

To: owen.plimpton@zilla.com

Cc: marketing@zilla.com

Subject: Boost Shoes – time to rethink

Owen,

Thanks for working so hard on the Boost Shoes so far. I really appreciate all of your hard work, as always. 

The problems with the prototypes (flaming toes!) lead me to believe that you were right all along. It just took me a while to realize it.

That said, I don’t think we should scrap the project entirely. Given the work that you’ve done, it seems like we should be able to come up with another application for the shoes. With modifications, of course. :)

I was thinking that kids these days are still totally into the whole dance pad / DDR thing. What if we could create a video game (PlayStation, etc.) that worked with our shoes? We could create a small wireless box that talks wirelessly with the shoes.

Marketing: Stop your work on the original marketing campaign ideas we had going. I will give you the green light when Owen finishes up our new dancing shoes.

Thanks,

Chuck

After I sent the message, I just sat in my room, alone, for a while. Between the increasing homework load and the work I was doing for my dad’s company, I was pretty seriously stressed out.
But, you know what? All of it is interesting. And like my dad says, living an interesting life is better than the alternative, even if there are some hurdles along the way.
Thursday
Shady Oaks Middle School Playground, 9:27AM
We met at the tetherball pole like always. I could tell from the look on the guys’ faces that they’d gotten a note just like I had.
Ant, Kenny, and Bobby had theirs in their hands. Miles pulled his out from his back pocket and unfolded it. Henry, Tommy, and Calvin must have memorized theirs, like I had mine.

Henry started. “You guys got notes from Mr. Arazam, too?”

We all nodded our heads.

“Paper clipped to last week’s quiz he handed back, along with a copy of Henry’s article in today’s student newspaper,” Calvin said.

“Same.” “Yep.” “Uh huh.”

“He wants us to meet him after school tomorrow. Oh man, I can’t afford to miss work,” Miles said. He worked at his uncle’s music store downtown and his uncle was a real stickler for punctuality. “On time is sublime,” Miles’ uncle always said.
“Guys, don’t worry,” Henry said. “I wrote the article, not you guys. If he’s upset about it, it’s got nothing to do with any of you.”

“But I called and asked you to write it,” I said.

“Don’t sweat it, Zach. I would have written it on my own sooner or later. Like I said, I’ll take the heat. I wrote it.”

I think we were all a little bit in awe of Henry’s bravery right then. It wasn’t the crazed, the-world-can’t-touch-me kind of bravery. It was the calm, quiet confidence of someone who believed in himself and in his actions and words.

“Unless...” Calvin said.

“Unless what?” someone said for the rest of us.

“Unless this isn’t about the newspaper article.”

The hippo. Someone unceremoniously hanging Mr. Arazam’s hippo from the big oak tree.

“Ah, right,” Ant said. “Did any of you guys stay after school yesterday, like Mr. Arazam asked?”
“In other words,” Miles said, “who did it?”

We all looked at Kenny. He was the most likely of us to have pulled a prank like that.

Kenny noticed us all looking at him, then said, “Don’t look at me guys. I mean, don’t get me wrong. It was genius, pure genius. I wish I’d thought of it. Seriously. But, honestly, it wasn’t me, guys.”

Then I remembered Bobby’s behavior last Friday, the day Mr. Arazam went to get his hippo toy out of his desk, when it was hanging in the tree. I remembered thinking that it seemed like Bobby was egging Mr. Arazam on that day, begging to be hippo’d.

I looked over at Bobby, but I couldn’t tell anything from the expression on his face. In addition to being an all-star basketball, football, and baseball player, maybe he was also an all-star poker player.

The bell rang. We all scurried back to class, each of us with our own private thoughts about having to meet with Mr. Arazam after school tomorrow.
O’Malleys Restaurant, 5:30PM
Thursday nights are Men’s Night Out in the Zilla house. I guess now that my mom is gone it doesn’t make sense to call it that anymore, but my dad and I still do. It’s weird; I think it’s our way of remembering her, even if it’s based on the idea of our time without her.

Nobody in town knows it, but Zilla Enterprises actually owns O’Malleys. Zilla Enterprises owns a chain of family restaurants that owns another chain, which happens to own O’Malleys. I try not to think about it when someone I know works here. Ant’s mom worked at the restaurant for a while and it was just plain weird to think about Ant’s mom working for my dad. I don’t know why, but it was.

I had a hamburger, and my dad had the salmon. I let him sneak some of my French Fries.
“How is school going?” he asked at one point.

I told him about Mr. Arazam’s hippo being hung from the oak tree, and how he asked us all to stay after school on Friday.

“I’m sure it’s not comfortable to be asked to stay after school by one of your teachers, but you have nothing to worry about,” he said.

Somehow, he wasn’t able to shake the worry out of me.

The waitress cleared our dishes, and we both ordered a piece of cherry pie. I got mine with a scoop of ice cream. I let him sneak some of my ice cream, too.

While we were enjoying our pie, my dad asked me, “How are the other kids at school? Are you getting along with everyone? Are the 8th graders okay?”

My answer: “Fine. Mostly. Nope.”

My dad tried to remember the questions he’d asked, and match my answers up. “What’s up, buddy?”

I told him about last Friday. It meant that I had to admit that I’d fibbed about going to Ant’s house.

“Thanks for telling me now, Zach,” he said. “It would have been okay for you to tell me then, too, you know.”

“Really?” I said.

“Yes, really. Listen, I would have told you that I didn’t think you should go, and that you would be making a mistake if you went and did something foolish, but I would have let you go.”

“Really,” I said again.

“Yes, really,” he said again. “You have a brain and I trust you to use it. And, as I understand things, that’s exactly what you did.”

I just sat there.

“But I’d still rather you tell me first, okay?”

“It’s a deal, Dad.”

“So,” my dad said, getting me back on track, “what are these 8th grade guys doing? They’re not hurting you or any of your friends, are they?”

“Oh, no, nothing like that. Just the usual middle school torment and all.”
My dad laughed at that. He reached across the table and ruffled my hair, like he does sometimes.

“Hey, listen,” he said. “Got any ideas on how to liven this place up? I’m thinking it needs the help of your bizarre and twisted 7th grade mind.”

I looked around the restaurant and thought about it. My last idea, spaghetti and boogerballs, didn’t go over very well.
“How about some kind of thing where, once you’re done with your dirty dishes, you put them on some kind of platform and hit a button and they automatically get taken away. Like on a conveyor belt up near the ceiling or something.”
“I think people might worry about having dirty dishes flying over their heads,” my dad said. Good point, I had to say.

“Okay, how about a trap door in the table. They just sort of disappear from the top of the table while you’re sitting there. Then the busboy can clear out the trap door area when he clears the table.”

“I’ll have to think about that one,” my dad said.

I came up with lots of ideas. Even I have to admit that only a few of them were any good. But that’s okay, my dad says. We were just brainstorming. After my dad and I threw ideas back and forth for a while, I looked at my watch and realized that I had to go.

“Oh! We gotta fly, Dad. Basketball practice starts in 20 minutes.”

My dad flagged down the waitress, paid the bill, and drove me to practice. After a few wind sprints, I realized I probably shouldn’t have had that pie.

Friday

Shady Oaks Middle School Playground, 12:10PM
We agreed that we’d all pack lunches on Friday and eat out on the playground. Friday was pizza day in the school cafeteria, which sounds good, but let’s just say that a piece of American cheese and ketchup on a bagel would be better pizza than the stuff they make. As it was none of us—except for Ant, who can always eat—could eat much anyway, we were so nervous about our impending doom after school.

“What do you think Mr. Arazam is going to say about Henry’s article?” I asked the gang.

“I think you are soon going to be a charred, blackened piece of toast,” Ant said to Henry.

Ant laughed at his own joke, and was soon rolling around on the ground.
“That’s a good one, Ant,” Kenny said. Even a master jokester has to give credit where credit is due.

“It’s going to be fine, guys,” Henry said. “I told you. You guys have nothing to worry about. You didn’t write the article.”

“Aren’t you worried?” I asked.

“A little, I guess. But the article was fair. And, besides, it was general. I didn’t mention Mr. Arazam’s name.”

That was true, we all agreed. Henry really was pretty smart.

“The person that does have to worry, though,” Henry said, “is whoever took Mr. Arazam’s hippo.”

“Really? You think so?” Bobby asked. I couldn’t really figure out the look on his face. He didn’t look guilty, really. He looked, well, like he was happy. I didn’t get it.
We finished our lunches, at least as much as we could eat. Then Calvin asked, “Do you think Dave Lincoln and Nat Vega will leave us alone at some point? I mean, I was walking out of the computer lab yesterday and Nat grabbed a printout I had in my hand and threw all the pages up in the air. They landed everywhere. It took me an hour to put them back in order.”

“They didn’t have page numbers?” Ant asked. He’d finally calmed down from his laughing fit.

“No, it was a source code listing.”

“A what?” Ant said.

“It was a printout of some software code I’m writing. For a new video game. Never mind. It doesn’t matter,” Calvin said. “The pages didn’t have page numbers, that’s all. Nat’s a jerk.”

We were all in agreement about that last thing, that’s for sure.

“I don’t think we’ll have to worry about them any more,” Miles said.

Before we could ask him what he meant, the bell rang and we all headed back into the school. Only two more classes before we had to meet Mr. Arazam.

Mr. Arazam’s Classroom, 2:30PM
Well, our moment of truth had arrived. It was 2:30, about ten minutes after last bell. All of us—me, Henry, Kenny, Ant, Tommy, Calvin, Bobby, Miles, and Greg Harrison—came to Mr. Arazam’s classroom after school. He’d summoned all of us with the note he gave out yesterday.

As we stood there waiting for Mr. Arazam, I looked around at everyone. Henry, who had written the article in the school newspaper, looked pretty calm all things considered. If it had been me, I think I might have wet my pants. Kenny was joking around like always, and Ant was struggling not to burst into laughter. Tommy was his normal silent-as-a-mouse self. Calvin was agitated, upset that he was going to be late to work at the record store, hoping his uncle wouldn’t be too upset. Greg, who was fast becoming a friend, sat quietly at one of the desks.

Only Bobby looked worried. I remembered wondering whether he was asking for it that day when we first discovered the unfortunate fate of Mr. Arazam’s poor hippo.
“Hello everyone,” Mr. Arazam said when he walked into his room. “Sorry I’m a little late.”

None of us had thought to complain.

Mr. Arazam continued. “I’ll get right to the point. I have one question, and I’d appreciate an honest answer.”

We all knew what was coming. I don’t really know why I was worried since I wasn’t the one that stole the hippo, but I was definitely worried, that’s for sure.

“Who took the hippo toy and hung it in the tree?”

We all sat silently. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Bobby squirm a bit. Finally, after what seemed like a week of silence, Bobby spoke up.

“I hung it in the tree, Mr. Arazam,” Bobby said, “but I didn’t take it from your drawer.”

It wasn’t what I expected Bobby to say. I figured he’d either admit everything, or deny everything.

“Who took it?” Mr. Arazam asked. He seemed to be controlling whatever anger he might have been feeling.

“I don’t know for sure, but I think it was Nat Vega.”

Mr. Arazam didn’t look surprised to hear Nat’s name associated with school mischief. After scratching the back of his neck, Mr. Arazam asked Bobby to tell him what he knew.

“I was complaining about the hippo, uh, I mean, it’s just that, well,—”

“It’s okay, Bobby,” Mr. Arazam said. His voice was gentle. None of us noticed until we talked about it later that he’d called Bobby ‘Bobby.’

“Well, anyway, I was pretty upset about it and I was telling my brother about it. Dave Lincoln overheard my conversation. The next thing I know, he and Nat walk up to me the next day and Nat hands me the hippo. He had a wicked smile on his face. That was it. They didn’t say anything, just handed me the hippo and walked away.”
Bobby swallowed hard, then said, “I was mad, Mr. Arazam. I’m sorry. I just felt like I had to do something. I really am sorry.”

“It’s okay. Really,” Mr. Arazam said. “I am upset that someone took something from my desk. I’ll talk with Dave and Nat at some point about it. And while I would have preferred that you had simply given the hippo back to me, I understand why you did what you did. In fact, I must say, it was all I could do to stop from laughing that day.”

I wasn’t the only one shocked by what I was hearing. I figured whoever was responsible would be on yard duty for a month or maybe have their head chopped off with a rusty saw.

“Listen, Bobby, Henry, all of you.” Mr. Arazam was like a different man at that point. “I respect what you did, Henry. And, although it wasn’t as above-board as what Henry did, I respect what you did, too, Bobby.”

I looked at Henry, then at Bobby.  Then we were all looking at each other, trying to gauge each others reactions.

Mr. Arazam noticed and gave us a moment. Then he continued, “Gentlemen, I apologize for using the hippo. You have made your point, and made it well. Going forward, I won’t be using it any more. I’ll make an announcement next Monday about it, and encourage any student in class to ask any question he or she wants.”

Then Henry did yet another thing that amazed me: He stepped forward and shook Mr. Arazam’s hand. Bobby followed, then we all did the same.

“Have a good weekend guys,” Mr. Arazam said before he sat down at his desk and began grading papers.

We all scampered out of the room and burst into a boisterous conversation as soon as we hit the hallway.
Saturday
Harrison Middle School, 10:00AM
Coach made all of us on his basketball team run suicides in gym class all week. After our squeaker against Oak Park a week earlier, Coach told us all that we had better get in shape “or else.” Even at practice after school on Thursday, he made us run laps the whole time. Luckily, he gave us Friday off, so I wasn’t tooootally sore by the time Saturday rolled around.

Our second game of the season was against Harrison Middle School. Harrison was known as Harvard Middle School because all the rich kids that went there ended up going to Harvard for college. Their school colors were crimson and white, just like Harvard. And their mascot was a pilgrim of all things. Just like Harvard. What a bunch of dorks.
This time, Joey Christianson stayed out of foul trouble and completely dominated the game. He had 18 points by halftime and 27 points before Coach took him out with ten minutes left in the game. Bobby had another good game, with ten points, seven assists, and three steals.

Up 65-42 with five minutes left in the game, Coach Turner looked down the bench at me, and said, “Zilla, you’re in for Bobby at the next whistle.”

I blinked several times, my mouth open like a big mouth bass.

“Well, get ready,” Coach admonished.

“Sure thing Coach,” I muttered.

With 2:36 remaining in the game, Bobby fouled one of the Harrison players, stopping the clock. I swear he did it on purpose, to let me get into the game.
“Play hard, play smart, play to win,” Bobby said to me as he slapped me five on his way off the court.

Two minutes and 36 seconds later, the game was over. I didn’t take a shot, and didn’t get a rebound. I had two turnovers, but I made three assists.
One of the turnovers was just a bonehead play on my part, but the other one happened when I saw Sarah in the stands. I got distracted and dribbled the ball off my foot. In the words of Homer Simpson, doh!
After the game, I showered and met my dad in front of the school.

“Nice assist to Ben at the end there, Zach Man,” my dad said.

“Thanks Dad. I kinda blew it with those turnovers, but all in all I’m pretty happy. I mean, at least  I got to play. And I didn’t embarrass myself.”

“Hey now. You played really well. Remember, you’re only in 7th grade, and that was only your first time playing in a game.”

Then my dad motioned with his head toward the big oak tree in front of the school. Sarah was standing there, leaning up against the tree.

My dad was so cool about it. All he said was, “I’ll wait in the car.” Then he walked toward the parking lot, while I walked toward the oak tree, and Sarah Sweet, who was beaming a mega-watt smile right at me.  I almost died with joy.
