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To my friend Kwame. May you finally know what it’s 
like to have your name on a book that kids actually enjoy 
reading. It is my pleasure to continue to be your hero.

—Jerry Craft

To Jerry, who begged me to do this book, then added, 
“And can you dedicate it to me?”

—Kwame Alexander
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ri·val noun
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1. a person or thing competing with another person or thing for the same objective. As in: Every time Kwame Alexander wins an award, Jerry Craft tries to do the same. Like when Kwame won a Coretta Scott King Author Honor in 2015, it took Jerry the next five years to do the same, or when Kwame won a Newbery Medal, five years later Jerry did the same. But now that Kwame has won an Emmy Award… (Maybe in five years, Jerry!)


Dear Reader,

We may not agree on much, but the one thing we did agree on is that we needed to do a book together. But not just any book. We needed to do THIS book. To settle the score. To put an end to the question, “Who’s better? Kwame, who writes, or Jerry, who writes AND draws?”

But we really wrote this book because now more than ever, everyone needs to know that although you may compete with someone, you can still root for them, respect them, and in our case, actually like them. And even team up!!! Because if anyone should be rivals, it’s US! And now we travel the world together to talk to kids about the importance of reading.

We want you to understand that when one of us does great things, it actually opens up doors for the other to do great things as well. So strap yourself in and get ready for the ride of a lifetime as you immerse yourself in one of the biggest rivalries the world has ever seen.

Enjoy!

Jerry Craft (WHO WRITES AND DRAWS) and Kwame Alexander (who just writes)
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CHAPTER 1
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J LOVED to draw. And it showed. He was by far the best artist in the entire fifth grade. All three classes! (He was probably better than most of the sixth graders, too.)

In fact, all the kids at Dean Ashley Public School were always amazed at what J could do. His teachers were so impressed, they regularly referred to him as a J-ENIUS! (Which was even cooler since it wasn’t too far off from his real name, J Ennis.)

His superheroes were heroic!

His dogs were the doggiest!

His still lifes were the liviest!

J could even draw hands! (And no one can draw hands!)

With just a few simple lines, J could draw a face and you knew EXACTLY how that face was feeling. Happy… sad… confused…

Then, in a matter of seconds, he could make a happy face look mischievous just by changing the eyebrows. (The EYEBROWS!)
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J could draw a ball and shade it so well you’d think it would just roll off the page.



[image: image]



He could even do drawings in perspective. (Author’s note: That’s a big word that means what things look like when they go back into the distance. —Jerry Craft)
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Whenever J finished a new book, all the kids in his class were so happy that they lined up to read it. Well… actually, there wasn’t much to read, because J never used words. Mainly because he didn’t like to read. So he didn’t think he could ever be a writer if he wasn’t a reader. And he didn’t like to read, because he HATED words. But he LOVED to draw. In fact, his art was so good that no one ever needed the words.

Don’t believe it? Well, take a look at his latest masterpiece:
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J was ALWAYS drawing. Partly because he loved to. But right now he was drawing more than ever because he wanted to be at his absolute best for when he entered THE CONTEST!—Dean Ashley Public School’s annual creative storytelling competition. It was only a month away!

Even though J was only in fifth grade, he thought that if he tried really hard, he might have a chance to see his name on the winners list. He didn’t think he could win first or second place, because those were always won by eighth graders. But if he could be in the top five, he would be happy. That’s because no one below the seventh grade had ever made the top five. (EVER!) Everyone in his class believed that if any fifth grader could do it, it would be J. He thought so, too!

But then one day, everything changed. Because on that one day, someone else signed up for The Contest. And that someone else was a whiz kid from another fifth-grade class. A kid whom everyone just called K.

This was K’s first year at Dean Ashley Public School (DAPS). On the other hand, J had been at DAPS since kindergarten. But because they were in different classes, J hadn’t really gotten a chance to know K at all. But what J did know was that whenever he looked at K, he couldn’t help but notice that he carried a notebook around with him. Almost like J’s own sketchbook. And he even had the nerve to use a single letter for his name, too… K!

“That’s MY thing!” J thought. Suddenly, his forehead turned cold and moist. That was always a sign that something wasn’t quite right.

“Uh-oh! What if this kid is an artist like me?” J wondered. Then he thought an even worse thought. “What if K is even BETTER than me? Now, THAT would be horrible!”

A few days later, J’s homeroom teacher, Ms. Taylor, took the class to a special assembly for the entire fifth grade so everyone could learn about The Contest. Once everyone was seated, Principal Hamilton began to explain the rules:

Your story should have at least one character (human or animal or alien).

AND it MUST have


a beginning,

a MIDDLE,

and an end.



(Author’s note: Can you imagine a story without a middle? That’d be like a bread sandwich. Oh my! —Kwame Alexander)

You can enter by yourself or as a team of two.

You can write.

You can draw.

You can say it out loud.

You can even do a puppet show.…

Then she asked everyone who had signed up for The Contest to stand up, introduce themselves, and answer questions. One by one, each of the fourteen fifth graders stood up. Except for Kate and Catherine (one of two sets of twins in the grade). (I know what you’re thinking: Aren’t Kate and Catherine the same name? To most people, yes, but obviously not to their mom, who insisted on those names.) They stood up together since they were going to be a team. So did BFFs Dee and Bernice. But everyone else who was entering was going to work alone. First, they said their names. Then they told a little about themselves. If they had brothers and sisters, pets, a nickname… blah, blah, blah… none of that stuff mattered to J. There was only one thing that he was interested in knowing.

When it was finally K’s turn to talk, J didn’t hear a single word. Not when K mentioned his cat, Baldwin. Not when he talked about his little sister, Taki, and her two pet frogs. Not even when he mentioned that in the past few years, he had to move three times! THREE! First from Houston to San Diego. Then to England. Now here! J would have found that interesting because he had always wanted to travel. Unfortunately, all he was focused on was the question that he needed to ask K.

“Are. You. An. Artist?” J finally blurted out without even raising his hand.

“No,” said K.

“Whew!” J felt relieved.

“I. Am. A. Writer,” added K with a smirk, sounding like he was mocking J. Which, of course, he was. Even J’s best friends, Lamar and Jamar, who were the other set of twins in their grade, cracked smiles. But they quickly wiped them off their faces to prove their loyalty to J.

J wasn’t sure how he felt about K being a writer. On one hand, it meant that K was also creative. And from the looks of him, he definitely took it seriously. Because whenever J was off by himself drawing in his sketchbook, K was also off by himself writing in HIS book. But on the other hand, J knew he would NEVER lose his fans to a boring writer. Because he, and most of the kids in his class, hated reading.

But J’s good feeling didn’t last for long. There was just something about K that still made him a little nervous. As he stared across the auditorium, a wave of thoughts flooded his brain. “First of all, K has a bald head. NOBODY in the whole school has a bald head! Except for the cafeteria cook, but he’s a grown-up. Secondly, he’s pretty tall for a fifth grader. In fact, he’s already bigger than Ms. Hawkins, who teaches second grade! Third, he’s really confident!”

That was his least favorite thing to notice, because it somehow made J feel less confident.

Even how K stood up to talk was different. Most of the other kids in school slouched. Or looked at their feet. Or mumbled. Or even paced back and forth. But not K. It was almost as if he was used to being listened to. And now he expected it.

“What kid expects to be listened to? Especially by adults! Weird, right?” J asked himself. “K even makes wearing glasses look kind of cool. White ones at that! And where did he get sneakers (although K probably calls them tennis shoes) and a belt that have the letter K on them? Why does he feel he has to wear his name on his clothes? I mean, I know I wear a cap that has the letter J on it. But that’s different!”

J had to admit that K’s sneakers were pretty cool, though.

“And by the way, what fifth grader even wears a belt?” J thought. “He’s like a grown-up trapped in a kid’s body. This ‘K-id’ definitely ‘dances to the drum of his own beat,’ or whatever that silly saying is.” K answered a couple more questions, then sat down. A few kids even clapped when he was done. And one kid who had said he was entering The Contest stood up and walked out of the auditorium. Whoa! Was K that impressive that he made a kid quit? Just like that? Yikes!

“I really should have paid attention to what he was saying,” J thought. His dad always told him that the first rule of being an artist was to keep your eyes and ears open because you never knew where your next great idea could come from. J definitely wasn’t feeling inspired now. Especially when he touched his forehead, and once again, it felt like a slice of salami that he’d just taken out of the fridge. For one of the first times ever, J felt unsure of his talents. That was because for the first time ever he felt he had a real rival. And that rival was K Wright, the new kid!
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