

[image: image]


[image: image]




To our families, with love


Special thanks to: Alzada Tipton, Rona and Howard Perley, David Evenchick, Jonathan Anschell, Frank Weimann, and Jennifer Klonsky




1


Mondays


Every Monday, Mr. Caruthers came to class late.


Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday, he’d be waiting in the classroom before the bell rang. But never on Monday. There was something strange about Mondays.


And today was Monday.


When I entered the classroom, Maxine Wilson was already sitting at her table.


“Hey, Abigail,” she greeted me. I always liked Maxine. We’d known each other since kindergarten.


“Are you ready?” I asked her.


“I’m always ready on Mondays.” Maxine had a stopwatch.


The school bell was the signal.


Brrring.


Maxine pressed the little black button on her watch. “Go!” she shouted, and we all rushed to our seats.


Everyone sat silently, staring at the classroom door. No one dared look away. Not even for a second.


Maxine kept track of the time. “Four minutes, forty-nine seconds,” she announced.


The whole class always chanted the last ten seconds out loud together: “Ten. Nine. Eight. Seven. Six. Five. Four. Three. Two. One.” The door swung open.


“I’m sorry I’m late,” Mr. Caruthers apologized as he entered the classroom. We waited patiently while Mr. Caruthers straightened his crumpled suit jacket. Retied his bow tie. Combed his hair. And finally, pushed up his glasses.


Every Monday, Mr. Caruthers was late. Every Monday, he was wrinkled and messy. But it didn’t matter to us, the third-grade kids in classroom 305. Monday was our favorite day of the week. And Mr. Caruthers was our favorite teacher.


“Abigail,” Jacob whispered, leaning over to me. “What do you think his question will be today?”


I shrugged and said softly, “I have no idea.”


Jacob turned to ask his brother Zack the same thing. Jacob and Zack were twins. They lived next door to me. And they were my table partners. Zack said he didn’t know either. A new kid named Roberto Rodriguez also sat at our table. But he didn’t talk much, so Jacob didn’t bother to ask him.


Mr. C finished straightening his clothes and leaned back on the edge of his desk. He was too cool to sit in a chair like other teachers.


“What if,” he began, and then paused. I sat up a little straighter. Every Monday, Mr. Caruthers asked us a new “what if” question. So far, my favorite questions were “What if Thomas Edison had quit and never invented the lightbulb?” and “What if Clara Barton had quit and never started the American Red Cross?”


I loved thinking up answers to Mr. C’s questions. And I couldn’t wait for this one.


Mr. C leaned back farther on his desk and finished his question. “What if Abraham Lincoln quit and never issued the Emancipation Proclamation?”


My hand shot up in the air. I didn’t even wait for him to call on me. “What’s the Emancipation Proclamation?” I blurted out. “Why’s it so important?”


“Be patient, Abigail,” Mr. Caruthers said slowly. “All your questions will be answered in good time.”


“But—,” I began. Mr. Caruthers looked at me over the top of his glasses. I put my hand down. It’s really hard to wait when you are as curious as I am.


“Abraham Lincoln was the sixteenth president of the United States,” Mr. Caruthers began. He told us that Abraham Lincoln was born in Kentucky in 1809. He was a lawyer. His wife’s name was Mary Todd. And in 1860 he was elected president.


I really wanted to raise my hand again. He hadn’t gotten to the Emancipation Proclamation part of the story yet. Struggling to keep quiet, I tucked my fingers under my legs and sat on them.


Mr. C continued telling Abraham Lincoln’s story. “When Abraham Lincoln became president, there were only thirty-four states, not fifty like we have today. There were twenty-three states in the North, and eleven states in the South.”
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Mr. C pointed to Roberto. “Bo,” Mr. C said, “do you have an idea?”


I turned my head to stare at the new kid. When I had something to say, Mr. C told me to wait. Why was he calling on a kid who hadn’t even raised his hand? And since when was his name Bo? I guessed that was his nickname. I sure had a lot to learn about the new kid.


Bo spoke in a soft, small voice. “I read that on the very day Abraham Lincoln was elected president, the Southern states decided to start their own country. They called it the Confederate States of America and even elected Jefferson Davis to be their president. Is that right?” Bo sure knew a lot for such a quiet guy.


Mr. C slapped his hands together. “Yes, Bo. That’s exactly what happened! The Southern states seceded from—or left—the United States. And a big war started.”


“The Civil War?” Anna Ramos asked.


“Yes,” Mr. C replied. “In the beginning, the war was about land. The North was fighting for all the states to stay one country. The South was fighting to have their own country with their own laws. But after the first year, slavery became the most important issue of the war.”


It was so quiet in the classroom I could hear Cindy Cho biting her nails.


Mr. Caruthers explained, “Men, women, and children were brought from Africa to the Southern states. They were slave workers. They worked for no money and lived in horrible conditions. Very few ever escaped.”	


Even Cindy stopped biting her nails.


“African Americans who lived in the Northern states were already free. President Lincoln thought that all American people should be free.” Mr. C pushed up his glasses. “Abraham Lincoln wanted to set the slaves free.”


This was really interesting. But I still wanted to know about the Emancipation Proclamation. Finally Mr. C said the magic words:


“On September 22, 1862, President Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation.” Mr. C turned and wrote on the blackboard. “ ‘Emancipation’ means freedom,” he told us. “And a ‘proclamation’ is an announcement.” I eagerly copied his definitions in my notebook.


He wiped the chalk dust from his hands and faced the class. “The president ordered the Southern states to free their slaves. Since it was still the middle of the war, the Southern states ignored the Emancipation Proclamation. But when the North won the war, the South couldn’t ignore it any longer. The slaves were set free.” Mr. C folded his arms across his chest and sat back down on the edge of his desk.


“So today’s question is: What if Abraham Lincoln quit and never issued the Emancipation Proclamation?” Mr. Caruthers gave us time to think about the answer.


He called on Danny Ochoa first. “I bet people fought harder knowing they were fighting for freedom,” Danny suggested. “Without the Emancipation Proclamation, the North might have lost the war.”


Anna Ramos said she thought that another leader might have freed the slaves instead.


Shanika Washington was worried that without the Emancipation Proclamation, her family might still be slaves. She wouldn’t be allowed to go to school. She’d have to work for the person who owned her.


While the other kids were talking about the question, Zack leaned over to talk to his brother. They were talking so loudly, I couldn’t help it. I had to listen.


“I don’t get it,” Zack said. “Why would Abraham Lincoln want to quit being president? If I were president of the United States, I’d never quit.”


“Yes, you would,” Jacob answered back. “You quit everything.”


“Do not,” Zack said, his voice rising.


Jacob reminded him to whisper. “Shhh. Remember chess club? The baseball team? Computer club?”


“Those don’t count.” Zack refused to whisper. “Besides, I still run track.”


“Only because Mom and Dad make you.” Now Jacob’s voice was rising too.


“That’s not true,” Zack answered back. “I like running.” Zack’s face was getting red. It was time for me to break things up.


I leaned over. “Cut it out. You guys are going to get us all in trouble.”


It was too late. Mr. Caruthers was standing over my desk. He was so close I could actually count the wrinkles in his bow tie. “If you have something to say, I suggest you share it with the class.”


I panicked. I wasn’t going to tell my favorite teacher that I hadn’t been paying attention. I desperately tried to think of something to say.


What would the world be like if Abraham Lincoln quit and never issued the Emancipation Proclamation? Anna, Danny, and Shanika had taken all the good answers.


Mr. Caruthers tapped his fingers on my desk.


“I—,” I began. My mind was blank. “I just don’t know.” I sighed.


Mr. Caruthers didn’t even blink. He calmly said, “I want to see you after school, Abigail.” When Mr. Caruthers said my name, I thought he was kidding. I checked around to see if another Abigail had joined the class when I wasn’t looking. There must have been some kind of mistake. I never got in trouble.
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