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The Mud King & 
Queen

A iden– age 5

I don’t want to go to kindergarten.
I already hate sitting still in Sunday School. I already hate sitting still 

in preschool. I think kindergarten is just more of the same—sit still, be 
quiet, no fun. Mommy says it starts in a week. Whatever.

I’m  outside  on  our  patio,  feeling  grumpy.  I  like  what  I  do 
now—playing with cars and Legos, making mud roads and dragon 
castles. Ivy plays with me every day. We live together. Well, not together 
together. My house is white. Hers is blue. But it’s close enough to 
count.

ThenI hear the sliding patio door swoosh from Ivy’s house.
“HeyAiden!” she yells, marching barefoot across the wet grass.
“HeyPrincess,” I yell back. I love calling her that. Her daddy does 

it too. The grownups always smile funny when I say it, like they know 
something I don’t.
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She’s the best kind of princess—the muddy kind. Not like the 
frozen ones who sing and cry and wear gloves. Ivy’s the kind who 
laughs at poop jokes and runs fast and never cares about getting her 
feet dirty.

It rained hard last night. Mommy called it a deluge. The grass is stills 
quishy. There’s puddles everywhere, and Mommy’s vegetable garden 
is just mud now. Way better than when it had gross tomatoes.

“Come look!” I grab Ivy’s hand and pull her toward the garden.
The mud is thick and perfect. Ivy spots a lumpy pile and points. 

“That looks like horse poop. Like from the parade.”
I laugh. “It’s not poop. It’s a mud monster—and it’s gonna EAT 

YOU.”
She shrieks and runs. I chase her through the wet grass, but then I 

slip. My feets lide out and—SPLAT—I land right in the middle of the 
mud.

“You fell in the horse poop!” Ivy giggles.
“It’s not horse poop!” I roar. “It’s mud! And now I’m the Mud 

Monster King!”
“Nots cared of you, you mucky, muddy, monster mess!” she teases.
“Not just a monster. I’m the KING of the mud monsters! The 

muddiest of them all!”
I scoop a big handful of mud and plop it right on top of my head. 

Ivy laughs so hard she slips too, sliding down next to me in the garden. 
We’re both covered now—grass, mud, everything.

I roll onto my side and look at her. Her blue eyes are still bright 
under all that dirt.

“Hey Princess. Wanna be my mud queen?”
“Why?”
“Cuz I’m the king, and you’re the best princess I know. We gotta do 

royal stuR—build mud monster guards and protect Mudland.”
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Ivy makes a face like she’s thinking hard. “Okay. But only if I don’t 
have to sing like -rozen Anna. I hate -rozen Anna. Emilia sings that 
song all the time.”

“Deal.”
So we build our army of mud monsters. We stack them around the 

edge of the gardenlike guards. We name them. We give them squishy 
hats. We are majestic. We are royal. We are very, very muddy.

Then Mommy calls from the house. “Aiden, bath time!”
Ugh. That’s the end of Mudland. My grumpy comes back.
But Ivy’s still laughing, and her laugh makes my heart feel all bounQ

cy again.
“You’re gonna make the bath dirty instead of the bath making you 

clean!” she says, giggling.
I growl. “The King of Mudland fears no bath! No kindergarten 

either!”
Ivy’s smile fades a little. “You don’t wanna go to kindergarten?”
I shake my head. “I don’t wanna sit still. And I don’t wanna be in a 

diRerent class than you.”
Her eyes go big. “Mommy said she’s getting us in the same class.”
I freeze. “Veally?”
“Veally. We’re gonna be in kindergarten together.”
Every part of me wants to jump up and yell. Instead, I just grin so 

big my cheeks hurt.
“See you in class, Mud >ueen,” I say.
“See you in class, Mud King,” she says back.
I think Mudland is probably the best kingdom ever. But being in 

the same class as Ivy?
That’s even better.



When Music Found 
Me

I vy — age 6 and up

The rsti imIe a hedsc d leoo,w a xdt tmy .edst ,ocM
p. ndsekit hdc id’ek Ie i, ihe i,xkut dkkHdo Fedsi vetimfdoM ai xdt 

d Imy ,— lsd—itw —,,c tidootw dkc l,IIHkmi. nes—,sIdkletbeydlio. ihe 
’mkc ,— nodle xhese .,H ldk tIeoo ’eiioe l,sk —s,I rfe go,l’t dxd.M a 
seIeIges oml’mkS tHSds ,B I. rkSest xhek ihe IHtml tidsiecM

p. I,I mt d IHtml iedlhesM Ahe nod.t nmdk, dkc fm,odw dkc ihdi cd.w 
hes tismkS ism, xdt tlhecHoec i, nes—,sIM auc hedsc hes nsdlimle noeki. 
,— imIetw dkc efek ihekw a ih,HShi the Idce IdSml xhek the nod.ecM 
-Hi a hdc kefes hedsc hes group nod. i,Seihes Hkimo ihdi I,IekiM

jt ihe. tidsiecw t,IeihmkS lhdkSecM The ihsee mktisHIekitbfm,R
omkw fm,odw dkc leoo,bx,fe i,Seihes om’e d ti,s.M -Hi mi xdt ihe leoo, 
ihdi ldHShi IeM

ai cmckui VHti sound nseii.M ai felt om’e t,IeihmkSM The o,xw smlh k,iet 
xsdnnec ds,Hkc Ie om’e d hHSM The hmShw tmkSmkS i,ket Idce I. hedsi 
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—eeo om’e mi ImShi ?,diM a cmckui ’k,x IHtml l,Hoc h,oc hdnnmkett dkc 
tdckett mk ihe tdIe gsedihw gHi ihe leoo, th,xec Ie mi l,HocM

j—ies ihe nes—,sIdklew I. cdc oec Ie ,fes i, xhese ihe ism, xdt 
ndl’mkS HnM a l,Hockui ti,n tidsmkS di ihe leoo,M ai xdt t, gmSw doI,ti 
idooes ihdk a xdtM The x,Idk nod.mkS mi hdc lo,tec hes e.et cHsmkS ihe 
nes—,sIdklew i,idoo. xsdnnec Hn mk ihe t,HkcM a xdkiec i, ’k,x xhdi 
ihdi —eoi om’eM

p. I,I k,imlecM ”zhdi dse .,H c,mkS ,fes hesew txeeime…C the 
dt’ecM -Hi ihek the —,oo,xec I. SdLeM

”a xdki i, nod. that,C a xhmtnesecM
The keyi xee’w ihe. tHsnsmtec Ie xmih d leoo,btIdooesw ihe smShi 

tmLe —,s d tmyR.edsR,ocw gHi timoo —Hoo ,— n,ttmgmomi.M a seIeIges hHSSmkS 
mi om’e auc geek xdmimkS —,s mi I. xh,oe om—eM

vs,I ihdi cd. ,kw ihe leoo, xdt ImkeM p. f,mleM p. xd. ,— HkcesR
tidkcmkS ihmkSt a cmckui ’k,x h,x i, td.M a nsdlimlec efes. cd.w k,i 
geldHte t,Ie,ke i,oc Ie i,w gHi geldHte a wanted i,M

zhmoe ,ihes ’mct xese tmSkmkS Hn —,s t,lles ,s smcmkS gm’et c,xk ihe 
go,l’w a xdt tmiimkS mk I. s,,I nod.mkS tldoet dkc oedskmkS nmelet ihdi 
tiseilhec I. rkSest dkc I. —,lHtM Dfek jmcek cmckui Sei mi di rstiM

”5,kui .,H efes Sei g,sec…C he dt’ec ,klew ?,nnmkS ,ki, I. gec 
xhmoe a nsdlimlecM

”O,i sedoo.wC a tdmcw imShiekmkS ihe g,x hdmsM ”ai Id’et Ie —eeo6 
xh,oew a SHettMC

Fe k,ccecw om’e he xdkiec i, Hkcestidkcw efek m— he cmckuiM Thdi 
xdt ek,HShM

-. —,Hsih Ssdcew a xdt nod.mkS sedo nmeletbl,Inoeyw gedHim—Ho ,ketM 
p. iedlhes tidsiec ido’mkS dg,Hi l,Ineimim,kt dkc selmidotM a xdt iesR
smrecw gHi a dot, l,Hockui xdmiM

pedkxhmoew jmcek xdt ,B —doomkS mk o,fe xmih gdt’eigdooM Fe kefes 
ti,nnec I,fmkSw dkc he csdSSec Ie i, ihe nds’ I,se ihdk ,kle i, 
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th,x ,B xhdiefes I,fe heuc teek ,k TN ihe kmShi ge—,seM a cmckui 
doxd.t Hkcestidkc hmt x,socw gHi a tdx ihdi tdIe tnds’ mk hmt e.et ihdi 
a —eoi xhek a nod.ecM

ze xese tidsimkS i, omfe mk tendsdie sh.ihItbhmt —Hoo ,— t:Hed’. 
th,et dkc l,Hsi csmootw Imke xmih Ieis,k,Iet dkc rkSes eyeslmtetM 
Aimoow he ldIe i, I. selmidotM a xeki i, hmt SdIetM jkc t,Ieh,xw ihdi 
xdt ek,HShM

p,tio.M
A,IeimIet auc x,kces; xhdi m— ihe IHtml Idce Ie i,, cmBesR

eki… zhdi m— mi i,,’ Ie t,Iexhese jmcek l,Hockui —,oo,x… zhdi m— 
he ih,HShi mi xdt xemscbI xdt xemscb—,s ldsmkS t, IHlh dg,Hi d 
x,,cek mktisHIeki dkc —,Hs tismkSt…

-Hi ihek auc nod.M jkc xhek a nod.ecw doo ih,te ih,HShit Ieoiec 
dxd.M

-eldHte ihe isHih mtw ihe leoo, cmckui VHti gel,Ie t,IeihmkS a cmcM 
ai geldIe ndsi ,— xh, a dIM



Tyler’s OG 
Nickname

A iden — Age 9-ish

I’ve been playing basketball since before I could walk. At 
least, that’s what my mom says. I was still in diapers the Orst time I 
launched a ball in the general direction of a mini hoop. ?nce I could 
walkS —lam dunks all day-on a toddlerzsiMed hoop, but still. As I grew, 
so did the hoops. And the basketballs. And my dreams. :y dad played 
in high school-his team went to —tate but lost in the Onal. I like to tell 
him not to worry. I’ll bring the championship home.

I thought I got my love of basketball from him, but honestly, my 
mom might deserve more credit. —he went allzin when I was littlej 
basketball birthday cakes, basketball paTamas, even basketball slippers. 
?ne year, she got me a door hoop. What was great-until the thudding 
nearly drove my parents up the wall. 

—omewhere in all that, I picked up a basketball bro named Wyler. He 
met at summer basketball camp after Orst grade. Ce was loud, fast, and 
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already trying out bad Tokes. He clicked immediately. Wyler became 
part of everything after that-practices, tournaments, weekends, carz
pools. Ce was more chaos than I was used to, but he made me laugh. 
—till does.

?ne Wuesday night, we were riding to practice in my dad’s truck. 
Wyler had barely buckled his seatbelt before groaning dramatically.

”I swear, man, Lmilia is out to get me.…
I smirked. ”Hhat’d you do this timeS…
”—he’s been calling me Prince Butthead all week,… he hu'ed.
I choked back a laugh. ”Is that‘ a new oneS…
”It started :onday,… he grumbled. ”And she hasn’t let up. P?h, your 

royal highness, would you like the crusts cut o' your sandwichSP PIs the 
gym Boor too hard for your delicate princely feetSP If there’s a teacher 
around, she Tust says !Y.R.’ with a little bowV…

”Wo be fair, you did start it,… I pointed out.
Wyler blinked. ”HhatS Eo I didn’tV…
”9ou were teasing me for calling Ivy !Yrincess.’ Lmilia heard it. —he 

doesn’t take kindly to people teasing her cousin.…
Ce stared at me like I’d Tust told him the sky was green. ”I wasn’t 

making fun of Ivy. I was messing with you.…
”And now Lmilia’s messing with you. What’s balance.…
Wyler crossed his arms. ”Whis is not balance. Whis is psychological 

warfare.…
I laughed. ”:aybe Tust‘ be nice to LmiliaS…
”Nude, she’s scary. 8ike smilezwhilezscheming scary.…
”—he’s also smart. And funny. 9ou’d actually like her if you stopped 

lobbing sarcasm at her face.…
Wyler looked out the window, grumbling under his breath. ”Dan’t 

believe I’m getting roasted for something I didn’t even mean.…
”9ou meant it enough to get nicknamed. What’s Lmilia’s law.…
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Ce sighed, then made a dramatic kissy face. ”Hhat, you want me to 
start painting nails and playing smoochyzsmoochy nowS…

I gave him the world’s longest deadpan stare. ”Nude.…
”I’m joking!… he said xuickly. ”—till. ?riends with girlsS Domplicatz

ed.…
I shrugged. ”@irls are people. Lmilia’s actually really cool once you 

talk to her like she’s not a cartoon villain.…
”9eah, yeah,… he muttered. Rut his voice had less bite.
Whe neAt day, I found Lmilia by the water fountain between classes.
”Cey. Whink you could go a little easier on WylerS… I asked.
”Yrince RuttheadS…
I smirked. ”9eah, him.…
Lmilia crossed her arms. ”HhyS Ce’s annoying.…
”Ce is,… I agreed. ”Rut he’s also my friend. I think you two would 

get along‘if you weren’t both trying to win.…
—he tilted her head, considering. When she sighed. ”I’ll do it for Ivy.…
”Whanks.…
Rut Tust before walking away, she smirked. ”I reserve the right to call 

him Y.R. if he starts it again.…
”?air enough.…



Trivia for a Kiss

I vy — somewhere between teasing and telling the truth

It was a quiet Sunday afternoon, the kind where the sun landed 
soft and golden across everything. Aiden and I were stretched out on 
the porch, half-talking, half-laughing, both pretending not to notice 
how close our knees kept drifting.

That glint was in his eyes—the one that meant he was about to start 
something.

“You’re stalling,” I said, giving him a sideways look. “You’ve been 
trying to guess that band for ten minutes.”

He groaned. “Just give me a clue!”
I tapped my chin, fake thoughtful. “Okay. The name starts with ‘A’ 

and ends with ‘-lyptica.’”
Aiden snapped his jngers. “Apocalyptica! That’s the one!”
I laughed. “Honestly, I might as well have Rust told you.”
“Hey, a win’s a win.” He leaned back, smug. “Your turn.”
I braced myself. Aiden’s trivia always meant basketball.
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He tapped his jngers on his knee like a coach about to drop a play. 
“?hat’s it called when a player dribbles, stops, and starts againU”

I blinked. “…hL double dribbleU”
He slow-clapped, full of fake drama. “Fook at you! That was a solid 

guess, even if it took you a little too long.”
I rolled my eyes. “I was letting the tension build.”
He grinned. “Fet’s make this interesting. Cirst to jve right answers 

gets a kiss.”
I arched an eyebrow. “This your way of sneaking kisses past regu-

lationU”
He shrugged, all charm. “xan you blame meU”
I shook my head, already smiling. “Cine. Nut don’t e3pect me to go 

easy on you.”
“I wouldn’t dare.”
?e traded questions like a game of catch—music for basketball, 

cello terms for DNA trivia.
“?ho wrote the symphony with the ‘dun dun dun M…D’ open-

ingU”
“Neethoven’s Cifth!” he shouted, triumphant.
“?hat’s a pump fakeU”
“It’s when a player acts like they’re gonna shoot but passes instead.”
The score inched forward—4 to 4, then 2 to 2. Bvery answer got a 

little more playful, a little more competitive. ?e were toe-to-toe on the 
porch now, knees touching, hearts maybe doing a little too much.

Cinally, I asked, “Dame a rock song with a full string section. Crom 
a playlist I shared with you. Fast week.”

He squinted. “Hey! I listened to it. You sound like you’re doubting 
me.”

I nodded slowly. “Okay, prove it, Hot Shot.”
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He leaned forward, his smile la?y and sure. “Mrops of Jupiter by 
Train. That’s jve.”

“I went too easy on you,” I muttered.
“Nut still,” he murmured, closing the gap, “a win is a win.”
His kiss was soft. ?arm. The kind that says we both knew where 

this was heading—even before the trivia.
?hen he pulled back, I raised an eyebrow.
“I guess this is one way to make sure you actually listen to the 

playlists I make.”


