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Chapter 1 




I look at my new set of felt-tipped pens. There are thirty-six, all lined up neatly in the holder on my desk. Well, they’re neat now. At first, Forest Green was out of line by a sixteenth of an inch and Magenta’s label wasn’t facing straight up, but I got them back into place. So now, they’re perfect. Satisfied, I settle onto my pink canopy bed and open my book. 

Then it starts. Thumping, thumping, and more thumping. 

Then humming—the theme song for Robo-Knights, a cartoon about robot knights on wheels who don’t seem to do anything except crash into each other. 

Then thumping and humming together. 

“Mason!” I holler. 

My door opens, and my seven-year-old brother sticks his head into the room. “What, Jerzey Mae?” he asks. He’s wearing his striped brown shirt, which makes his huge brown eyes look even darker. And his eyelashes are so long they look like giraffe eyelashes. It figures—he gets the long eyelashes, not me or either of my sisters. He dribbles his basketball as he watches me. 

I sit up on my elbow and stare at him. “I’m trying to read. Can’t you stop humming and banging that ball around for two seconds?” 

He looks at his watch, the big digital one Mom gave him for his last birthday. “Okay.” He stops the humming and the dribbling. Exactly two seconds later, he starts again. “You said two seconds.” He grins. 

I jump to my feet and close the door in his face. I hear him laughing, “Hee hee hee!” as he dribbles down the hall. I yank open my dresser drawer and pull out some earplugs—pink, to match my room—and stuff them in my ears. 

The door opens. It’s Mason again. He’s saying something. 

I point to my earplugs. 

He starts yelling so I can hear. 

I sigh and pull out the earplugs. “What?” 

“Can I use your new pens?” 

“Well…” I say. At least it would keep him from thumping for a while. 

“Please?” he asks. 

“Okay,” I finally say. 

A big smile spreads across his face. He heads to my desk, where I keep all my art supplies. 

“But there are some rules,” I say. 

He stops dead in his tracks. Then he looks over his shoulder at me. “You mean, like the keep-them-lined-up-in-a-row-in-order-by-color rule?” 

“Yes,” I reply. “And the put-the-lids-back-on-before-you-put-them-down-even-if-you’re-going-to-use-them-again rule. And the put-them-back-in-the-holder-with-all-the-labels-facing-up rule.” 

He backs away from my desk, looking pained. “Why do you have to have all these rules?” he says. “No one has rules for coloring.” 

I don’t even know how to answer that. Everyone should have rules for coloring. “Well,” I say, “that way the pens stay perfect. They don’t get dried out like yours do. Besides, don’t you think pens look better all lined up neatly, instead of jumbled everywhere?” 

“No,” he says. “I like jumbled.” 

“Fine. Then go jumble your basketball, but you’re not jumbling my brand-new pens.” 

He sighs deeply and turns to leave. As he does, he accidentally knocks over my pencil-holder, where I had all the pencils neatly arranged by height. 
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“Mason!” I moan, as the pencils roll across the floor. 

“I’ll help, I’ll help,” he says. He starts picking up the pencils and putting them back, some pointing down, some pointing up, until I can’t stand it. 

“Never mind! I’ll do it myself,” I say. 

He races out the door. 

After I pick up all the pencils and rearrange them, I close the door and start to read my book again. It’s the autobiography of Miss Camilla Freeman, a very famous prima ballerina. My friends and I all met her two weeks ago. Our ballet teacher, Ms. Debbé, had a very special pair of toe shoes autographed by Miss Camilla. My friend Brenda borrowed the shoes, although unfortunately Ms. Debbé did not exactly know that Brenda was borrowing them. And also unfortunately, Brenda’s cousin’s dog, Pookiepie, ate the shoes when no one was looking. We all went to see Miss Camilla to ask her for a pair of her toe shoes to replace the ones in Pookiepie’s stomach. Amazingly, everything turned out okay. We even got to have tea with Miss Camilla afterward, which was one of the Most Significant Experiences of my life. 

Here is a list of some of the things I admire about Miss Camilla Freeman: 


	She was the first black ballerina with the Ballet Company of New York. 

	She was an incredible dancer, even though she is an old lady now. 

	She is extremely well dressed and elegant. 

	She is an only child. This means that she does not have a little brother. 



Unfortunately, only list item number three is true about me. I am very particular (my sister JoAnn would say “fussy”) about my clothes, and I try to look nice. For instance, right now, even though I am sitting at home, I am wearing a very cute pink top and some jeans that fit me exactly right. As opposed to JoAnn, who always wears slobby old sweatpants and baseball caps, and Jessica, who wears odd combinations of things. That’s because while she is getting dressed, she’s usually thinking about some poem she’s writing instead of paying attention to what she’s doing. 

But I will never be list item number one, the first black ballerina with the Ballet Company of New York, because it’s too late. And I will also never be list item number four, an only child, since I am a triplet and I have a little brother. 

I would like to be list item number two, an excellent dancer. However, so far I am a dancing disaster. 

Jessica is good at ballet. She learns the steps easily. One of her legs is shorter than the other, and she needs to wear a special ballet shoe, but you could never tell by watching her dance. She moves in a dreamy, graceful way, and Ms. Debbé says she is very artistic. 

JoAnn is a natural athlete. Even though she’s not crazy about dancing, she’s really good at it. She powers through all the moves. Ms. Debbé keeps reminding her that ballet is an art, not a pole-vaulting contest. 

I hate to admit this, even to myself, but I stink at ballet. I mean, really stink. I never move in the right direction. It takes me forever to learn the steps. Then, when I think I’ve learned them, I still mess them up. Even on the rare—very rare—occasions when Ms. Debbé says I’ve done something well, I know that my foot was turned out a little more than it should have been, or that my fingers weren’t extended exactly right. The harder I try, the worse I get. Some kids mess up all the time and don’t seem to notice. I know every single time I make a mistake. It’s very frustrating. 

And the worst thing is, I love ballet. I watch ballet DVDs all the time. I would love to be a prima ballerina, like Miss Camilla Freeman. It’s not fair that both my sisters are good at dancing when JoAnn doesn’t even care and Jessica would just as soon be writing poems or taking care of all her animals. 

Tomorrow in ballet class, we’re going to find out about the dances for our Thanksgiving recital. If I were a good dancer, I’d be looking forward to this. Instead, I’m dreading it. It’s bad enough being a terrible dancer in ballet class twice a week. Being a terrible dancer up onstage in front of everyone is a total nightmare. 

I hear thumping on the door. 

“Mason, what is it?” I yell. 

The door opens, but Mason isn’t the only one there—Jessica and JoAnn are right behind him. Everyone says we girls all look alike, but if they looked harder, they’d see that we’re very different. JoAnn’s arms and legs are thin and muscular from all the sports she does. Jessica’s body is more rounded, and her eyes are softer. 

“We’re going down to play basketball,” JoAnn says. “Wanna come?” 

Our house is almost at the end of our block, and there’s a little park with a basketball court right next door. Mason and JoAnn play basketball there a lot, and Jessica goes with them sometimes. 

I don’t want to get my clothes dirty. Plus, I don’t know how to play basketball, and I wouldn’t be good at it even if I did know. I’ll look stupid enough in ballet class tomorrow; why start early? 

“No, thanks,” I say. 

“You should try it just once, Jerzey,” Jessica says. “It’s fun.” 

“No, thanks,” I repeat. “I need to read this.” 

After they leave, I put down the book and stare at my pink ceiling. In a few minutes I can hear the others laughing and playing outside in the park. I go to my window and look down at them. Their bodies are as small as tiny dolls in the fading light. 

I think about the recital tomorrow. I wish a miracle would happen and make me good at ballet. But I know it won’t. Once again, I’ll be terrible. Once again, I’ll be thinking about all the mistakes I made while everyone else is all excited and happy after the show. 

Once again, I will be a very tidy, impeccably costumed ballet loser. 






Chapter 2 




The next day, Mom walks us to the Nutcracker School of Ballet. JoAnn leads the way on her skateboard, while Jessica tells Mom about a cute thing Herman the iguana did this morning. I don’t know how she can use “cute” and “iguana” in the same sentence. Just walking into Jessica’s room at night gives me the creeps, with Herman scrabbling around in his tank and Shakespeare the rat looking at me with his beady little rat eyes. 

I walk behind everyone else, partly because there’s no point in a ballet loser getting to class early, and partly because I’m trying not to step on cracks in the sidewalk. It’s kind of hard, because it’s the beginning of October and wet leaves are piled up all over. Their smell fills the air. I breathe deeply as I skip over a crack that almost catches me off guard. It’s not a normal one; it’s a huge one that snakes across the sidewalk and into the street. Maybe a piano fell from the apartment above or something. I veer away from the building just in case. 

“Have a good class, lovely ballerinas,” Mom says when we reach the school. She pulls her coat tighter around her. “Dad will pick you up today.” 
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