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				For Dorothea Ziegler, 
teacher of piano and 
maker of moonlight
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				CHAPTER 1

			

			
				Ben Yokoyama had a pretty good life.

				He lived with his mom and his dad in a house 
that had three ceiling fans, a garbage disposal, 
and a roof that didn’t leak when it rained.

				He had a dog named Dumbles, who would 
sometimes fetch a tennis ball and often gave 
cuddles and licks.

				His best friend, Janet, lived in the house just 
behind his. She had a trampoline, a comfortable 
blue chair, and a pantry that usually 
contained marshmallows.
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				Ben had nothing to complain about, so he 
usually didn’t complain. But some days, he had to.

				Because some days, his mom burned the 
pancakes.

			

			
				Sorry, Ben!

			

			
				said Ben’s mom, setting a 
plateful of scorched, food-like 
slabs on the table.

			

			
				They’re a little bit crispy.

			

			
				It was not an accurate description.

				Potato chips were crispy.

				Fried chicken was crispy.

				The pancakes were a charbroiled insult 
wrapped in a smoldering lie.

				“That’s okay,” said Ben the way 
someone might say, 
What’s that awful smell? 
when a wet goat walks 
into the room.
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				“Look,” said Ben’s mom, 
bending down and offering 
Dumbles a pancake. 
“Dumby likes them.”

				Dumbles took one sniff of the not-a-pancake 
and fled into the living room.

				“Good boy,” said Ben’s dad, who had once 
read in a magazine that it was unhealthy for dogs 
to eat human food.

				“How about you, Ken?” asked Ben’s mom.

				“You know . . . I just remembered that we’re 
having a special breakfast at work today. Martha is 
bringing muffins.”

				“But you don’t like muffins.”

				“Maybe today is the day I finally will! 
I always tell Ben to keep an open mind.”

			

			
				Ben’s dad was a 
terrible liar. Saying 
anything but the truth 
made him sweaty and 
cross-eyed.

				Ben’s mom made 
a face that said, I wish 
you could see how sweaty 
and cross-eyed you look.
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				“I could have . . . maybe just . . . one of these 
pancakes without ruining my appetite,” Ben’s dad 
offered.

				“It would be my pleasure to serve you one,” 
said Ben’s mom, placing three singed wafers of 
unparalleled sadness on his plate.

				Usually Ben’s dad made breakfast. And dinner. 
And lunch on the weekends. Because he was just 
so much better at cooking. For her part, Ben’s 
mom changed the oil in the car and used the 
chainsaw to lop off suspicious-looking tree limbs.

			

			
				But Ben’s mom was 
trying to learn how to 
cook, so they had started 
Monday Meals with Mom! 
The idea had seemed so 
great before the actual 
cooking began.

			

			
				Ben had even 
made a sign. He 
now regretted the 
exclamation point.
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				Ben’s dad picked up his fork and knife and cut 
a bite so small it wouldn’t have made a hungry 
hamster happy.

				“I guess the rest of these delicious pancakes are 
all for you, Ben,” said his mom, sliding six discs 
of blackened apocalypse onto his plate.

				Ben panicked. It was a family rule that you 
had to eat everything on your plate, whether you 
liked it or not.
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				He reached down into the center of 
his misery and came back with an idea.

			

			
				What about you, Mom? It 
wouldn’t be right to take all 
these pancakes for myself. I 
insist you have at least four.

			

			
				“I’m on a diet,” she snapped.

				“You are?” This was news to Ben. He had 
seen her eat a full rack of ribs the night before.

				“But why?” asked Ben’s dad.

			

			
				said Ben’s mom with 
the frosty resolve 
of a snowcapped 
Himalaya.

			

			
				Ben’s mom 
was an excellent liar. 
Ben looked at his dad. His dad 
looked at Ben. They both looked at 
Ben’s mom wide-eyed, like someone who 
has just read the first chapter of a thrilling 
mystery and is desperate to know how it ends.
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				“Nora is on a special diet where she eats 
nothing but ground beef and bananas,” Ben’s 
mom continued. “I’ve decided to try it.”

				Nora was Ben’s aunt. Ben liked Nora a lot, 
but Ben’s mom usually rolled her eyes at the 
things Nora did, said, wore, and ate. Never in 
her whole life had Ben’s mom done something 
just because Aunt Nora did.

				“Well, why don’t you grab a banana and join 
us?” Ben’s dad suggested, patting the place mat 
beside him.

				But the fruit bowl was empty.

			

			
				I ate my bananas 
before you guys got up,

			

			
				said Ben’s mom with a 
look that was ever-so-
slightly cross-eyed.

			

			
				That’s strange. I didn’t see any peels 
when I emptied the trash can earlier.

			

			
				I also ate the peels,

			

			
				said Ben’s mom, looking 
somewhat sweaty now, too.
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				Ben was starting to wonder if maybe his mom 
wasn’t such an excellent liar after all.

				“That’s an interesting diet,” said Ben. It seemed 
impossible that eating banana peels was a good 
idea in any universe. He couldn’t wait to ask 
Nora if it was true.

				“Oh yes. It’s quite something,” said Ben’s 
mom. “Now, please, my men. Enjoy your meal.”

			

			
				But asking Ben to enjoy the 
pancakes was like asking a snowman 
to enjoy a cup of hot chocolate. He 
searched the distant corners of his mind 
for a way to get around the problem.

			

			
				He could dump his pancakes 
on the floor and hope that no one 
noticed. He could run out the door 
and never come back. Or . . .

				Ben had a better idea. A simpler 
one. He looked down at his watch and 
very much liked what he saw.

			

			
				Oh shucks, would you look at the 
time? I really must be going,

			

			
				he said, standing up and carrying his plate 
across the room in one fluid motion.
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				If I don’t leave now, I might be late 
to meet Janet at the corner. And you 
know how I feel about being late.

			

			
				We sure do,

			

			
				said Ben’s dad, like one wobbling 
bowling pin says to another.

			

			
				Don’t we, Linda?

			

			
				I am familiar with your 
legendary punctuality,

			

			
				said Ben’s mom, like 
the ball as it races 
down the lane.

			

			
				I’m just so sorry that I don’t have 
time to finish my delicious pancakes,

			

			
				said Ben as he placed his untouched plateful of 
crunchy despair in the sink. Ben was a better liar 
than his dad but not nearly as good as his mom.
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				He grabbed his coat and his backpack and was 
halfway out the door when his dad said, “Wait!”

				Ben thought about making a break for it. 
One more step and he’d be free of the horrible 
pancakes forever.

				“Your jersey!” his dad continued.

				Suddenly Ben remembered. He had asked 
his dad to wash his jersey so he could wear it to 
school.

				“Thanks,” said Ben, taking the jersey. He was 
about to put it on when he noticed something.

			

			
				What . . . happened?

			

			
				It wasn’t an actual 
question, because the 
answer didn’t really 
matter. What 
mattered was the 
endless mess of 
greasy blotches all 
over his jersey.

			

			
				Oh, Ken,

			

			
				said Ben’s mom.
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				Well, shucks,

			

			
				said Ben’s dad without further 
explanation. Because no further 
explanation was needed. Ben and his 
mom knew this story pretty well.

			

			
				Sometimes, or maybe even often, 
Ben’s dad left tubes of lip balm in the 
pocket of his pants when he put them 
in the laundry, which meant they 
melted in the dryer and left great 
greasy blotches all over the clothes.

			

			
				Ben was only halfway mad 
when his socks got greasy 
or his Ski Minnesota! 
sweatshirt got blotchy, but 
his jersey was different.

			

			
				It was the jersey of first baseman 
Pete (The Big) Bubango of 
the Honeycutt Melons. The 
Big Bubango had signed it himself!
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				“I’m so sorry,” said Ben’s dad.

				Ben was speechless. “Sorry” was for when 
you accidentally bumped into someone in the 
cafeteria and made them spill their milk a little.

			

			
				This was a moment 
for shouting forbidden 
words as sky-splitting 
lightning sets nearby 
trees on fire.

			

			
				His once-in-a-lifetime jersey was ruined.
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				“Maybe I can get it out with that special spray 
I bought for grass stains,” said Ben’s mom with 
her All is not lost face.

				“I thought that spray didn’t really work,” said 
Ben’s dad with his Of course I hope it works, but I 
don’t want to get Ben’s hopes up face.

				“It didn’t work for jeans. But maybe it will 
work for Ben’s jersey,” said Ben’s mom with her 
Hope is not a strategy face.

				Ben looked at his watch. If he didn’t leave 
right away, he actually would be late.

			

			
				Ben’s mom squirted and 
scrubbed and examined 
and sighed and squirted and 
scrubbed and scrubbed and 
scowled and, eventually, rinsed.

			

			
				Ben’s heart hoped for a clean jersey the way 
someone hopes for sunshine on the morning of 
his outdoor birthday party.
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				“Hmm,” said Ben’s mom, handing the jersey 
to Ben. It wasn’t an encouraging sound. “I think 
it looks much better now.”

				Ben did not agree. The jersey was just as 
greasy as it had been before. But now it was also 
damp. Ben scowled like someone whose birthday 
party has just been canceled due to hail.

				“It will look better when it dries,” said Ben’s 
mom unconvincingly.

				Ben took off his shirt and put on his jersey 
instead. He felt hungry, greasy, wet, and cold.

			

			
				Some days just don’t start out the 
way you want them to,

			

			
				said his dad, putting his 
arms around Ben and 
pulling him in for a hug.

			

			
				But it doesn’t mean they 
have to end that way. 
You never know what 
today might bring.

			

			
				Usually his dad’s pep 
talks did the trick, but 
today Ben didn’t want to 
be cheered up.
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				He flew out the door and raced to the corner 
with the yellow bush, determined to get there on 
time.

				While Ben sprinted his way along the 
sidewalk, he thought about the things he wanted.

			

			
				Pancakes 
that weren’t 
burnt.

			

			
				A clean, 
dry jersey.

			

			
				And to get 
to the corner 
on time.

			

			
				It didn’t seem like a lot to ask.

				Ben looked at his watch and ran faster. He got 
there with seventeen seconds to spare.

			

			
				Then he 
waited.

			

			
				And 
waited.

			

			
				Because Janet was late.
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				CHAPTER 2

			

			
				Janet was often late.

				Most mornings, Ben didn’t mind. Because 
waiting meant time to make up limericks or search 
for four-leaf clovers. But today he was already 
halfway mad, and the waiting made him madder.

				Two minutes passed. Then seven. Then 
thirteen.

			

			
				Eventually, Janet showed up.

				“Good morning,” she said with a smile.

				Ben looked away. Janet’s smile had a way of 
warming him up, and he wanted to stay chilly for 
a while. He started marching down the sidewalk 
toward the school.

				Janet scurried to keep up.

			

			
				What’s your deal?

			

			
				she asked, trying to 
catch her breath.
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				You’re late.

			

			
				Janet looked at her watch and shrugged.

			

			
				I’m exactly as late as I was on Friday.

			

			
				Exactly,

			

			
				said Ben. As far as he was 
concerned, Janet was 
making his point for him.

			

			
				Friday you didn’t stomp away 
the second I showed up.

			

			
				That was true. But on Friday Ben hadn’t been 
hungry and grease-stained and wet. He knew 
that Janet was only partly responsible for his 
bad mood. But he wanted her to take the whole 
blame.

				Ben marched on in a hurried huff.
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				“Sheesh,” said Janet with breathless 
exasperation. “Would you hold on a second? 
I have something for you.”

				That got Ben’s attention. Getting something 
was better than being mad. He took a deep 
breath and told the angry part of him to take a 
five-minute time-out.

				“What is it?”

				“Mom and I went to the Chinese restaurant 
last night. I saved my fortune cookie for you.”

				“Oh,” said Ben, trying to seem 
less excited than he 
actually was.

			

			
				Thanks.

			

			
				Janet smiled. She knew that Ben’s two soft 
spots were delicious desserts and wise words. 
Fortune cookies had both.

				Ben cracked open the cookie and read the 
fortune.
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				Practice makes perfect.

			

			
				The wisdom hit Ben like the sunrise hits the 
early-morning shadows. Suddenly everything 
was perfectly clear!

				It wasn’t that his parents were hopeless.

				Janet wasn’t a lost cause.

				It was entirely possible that all 
three of them might eventually 
be perfect.

				They just had some 
practicing to do.
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				CHAPTER 3

			

			
				Ben got to school and sat down at his 
desk. When the bell rang, his teacher, 
Mr. Piscarelli, stood at the 
front of the room and 
held up a sheet of paper.

			

			
				Exciting news, folks. For the 
first time ever, someone 
got a perfect score on one 
of my math tests.

			

			
				A chorus of gasps flared up like 
sudden fireworks. Whatever the 
actual math topic, Mr. P. always 
threw in one impossible problem. 
A problem with x’s and y’s and 
z’s and unusual squiggles and 
fractions wobbling nervously on 
top of other fractions.
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				A problem that might have made an 
interesting decoration on the side of a 
lunch box but that no third 
grader could possibly solve.

			

			
				But someone had!

			

			
				Everyone looked 
around, trying to 
figure out who it 
could possibly be. Ben 
thought it was 
probably Walter, who was 
extremely good with 
numbers, or Amy Lou

			

			
				Bonnerman, who always got all of the 
other questions on the math tests right. 
Or Janet, who was just plain smart in 
spite of never quite being on time.

				Theories swirled around the room 
like a great flock of swallows looking 
for a good place to land.

				Mr. P. waited for everyone to 
settle down.
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				“I’m pleased to announce that the person with 
the perfect score is . . . Darby Washington.”

			

			
				All at once, 
everyone turned 
toward the desk at the 
back of the room. It had 
sat empty until a few weeks 
before, when a new student had 
shown up one day with no warning.

			

			
				For a few days, everyone had tried to figure 
out what Darby was all about and what kinds of 
tricks he could do. But he didn’t say much and 
didn’t seem to have any tricks. He usually spent 
recess watching other kids play kickball instead 
of joining in.
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				Ben hadn’t given Darby much thought. 
Because even though Ben would never have said 
it out loud, Darby seemed a little . . . boring.

				But getting a perfect score on an impossible 
math test was a very good trick.

				“Congratulations, Darby,” said Mr. P. “How 
is it that you happen to know calculus?” Mr. P. 
was using his I’m just kidding around voice, but 
Darby’s face was deadly serious.

				“Do you really want to know?”

				“Of course,” said Mr. P. “If you’re willing to 
tell us.”

			

			
				Darby 
looked like he 
was trying to 
figure out how 
to coax an elephant 
through a keyhole.

			

			
				Actually, I’d rather not say.
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				There was an awkward silence.

			

			
				No . . . problem,

			

			
				said Mr. P., giving Darby a curious look.

			

			
				Keep up the good work! 
I guess I’ll have to make 
my next test even harder.
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