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My name is Phineas Listerman
MacGuire.


Feel free to call me Mac.


Some people even call me Big Mac, since I’m tall for my age.


I don’t mind being called Phin or Phineas. I had a soccer coach last year who only called me MacGuire.


I thought that was sort of cool.


He never called me Listerman, in case you were wondering.


No one calls me Listerman. Not unless they want to get seriously slimed.


I am a scientist. In fact, I am probably the best fourth-grade scientist in all of Woodbrook Elementary School. I am an expert in the following areas of scientific inquiry:


1. All molds and fungi, particularly slime molds of every variety


2. Volcanoes and other things that explode


3. Bug identification


Up until yesterday I had no idea that I was a potential scientific genius when it came to astronomy, which is, if you didn’t know, the study of planets and stars and everything up in space.


Don’t get me wrong. I have read at least sixty-seven astronomy books and am famous for having eaten a board book about the planets when I was two.


It’s just astronomy wasn’t one of my big things.


Until I heard about Space Camp.


It all started with Stacey Windham, and Share and Stare.


You would think that as a scientist, I would know five hundred times as much about space as Stacey Windham, a bossy girl in my class who thinks she is the queen and has never once shown any interest in anything besides being mean to people.


So how did she know that there are earthquakes on Mars before I did?


Except on Mars they’re called Mars-quakes.


You’d think I would have heard about that.


“Some scientists think that Mars at one time had titanic plates in it, just like Earth does,” Stacey reported for Share and Stare yesterday morning. Share and Stare is what Mrs. Tuttle, our teacher, has instead of Show and Tell. For Share and Stare you have to bring something that’s connected to what we’re studying at school. We have just started a unit on space, and Stacey waved an article torn out of a magazine while she talked.


“I’m interested in titanic plates because I have seen the movie Titanic four times,” Stacey continued. “Even though it is rated PG-13.”


A bunch of girls gasped. I raised my hand. Stacey nodded at me like she was the teacher.
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“I think you mean ‘tectonic plates,’” I informed her. “Tectonic plates are what shift around and cause earthquakes.”


“Well, I’ve still seen Titanic four times. And it’s rated PG-13.” Stacey sneered at me. “I bet you’ve never seen one single PG-13 movie.”


Half of my classmates waved their hands in the air. “Oooh! I have! I have!”


Later I asked Stacey where she’d found the article, and she showed me a copy of a magazine called Astronomy. “It’s my dad’s,” she said. “He has a telescope. Except he’s always too busy to use it. Sometimes when I have a slumber party, we use it for spying on the people who live across the street.”


I sighed. Leave it to Stacey Windham to take a perfectly good scientific tool like a telescope and use it for evil.


Tonight at dinner I asked my mom if we could get a subscription to Astronomy magazine. She gave me her best I Spend Ten Zillion Dollars a Year on Stuff for You Already look and shook her head. “You get plenty of magazines.” She listed them on her fingers: “National Geographic Kids, Scientific American, Ranger Rick …”


“To be honest, I think I’m getting kind of old for Ranger Rick. Maybe we could trade that subscription for one to Astronomy.”


“Too old for Ranger Rick?” My mom looked stunned. “I read Ranger Rick until I was twelve years old. You’re never too old for Ranger Rick!”


My stepdad, Lyle, grabbed another piece of pizza from the box on the middle of the table. “You know, I saw something in the paper the other day about a Space Camp they have down in Alabama. I think it’s connected to NASA. The kids do a lot of stuff on Mars exploration.”


I nearly jumped out of my chair. It was like every cell in my body got electrified at the same time. All of the sudden I knew that my life should revolve around the study of astronomy, space, and all things beyond Earth’s atmosphere. “Space Camp? Mars exploration? I need to go there immediately!”
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“It’s pretty expensive,” Lyle told me through a mouth full of pizza. “And pretty far away.”


“I could save up for it! I’ve already got twenty-nine dollars saved up for a chemistry set. I could use it for Space Camp instead.”


My mom looked doubtful. “I don’t know, honey. I think you’re a little young for a sleepaway camp. Maybe when you’re eleven. Besides, I don’t think we can afford to send you to camp this year. The minivan’s almost too pooped to pop. It’s about time to buy a new one.”


Leave it to my mom to put minivans before scientific knowledge.


“What if I pay for everything myself?”


My mom still looked doubtful. “If you saved up enough money for Space Camp—and a round-trip plane ticket—then maybe I’d consider it. Maybe.”


I ran around to the other side of the table and hugged my mom. Well, it wasn’t really a hug. It was more bumping my shoulder against her shoulder.


We scientists are not big huggers as a rule.


But my mom smiled anyway.


She knows a scientific hug when she gets one.
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It turns out that a week at Space Camp costs $799.


Or in other words, three and a half years’ worth of allowances.


And that’s not counting a round-trip plane ticket.


Houston, we have a problem.


“What you need, Mac, is a job,” Aretha Timmons told me at recess. I am normally allergic to girls, but for some reason my immune system can tolerate Aretha Timmons. I think this is because she is a fellow scientist. Plus, she never wears purple.
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Purple makes me break out in hives.


So do girls, for that matter.


I don’t even want to think about what a purple girl would do to my immune system.


Aretha, being a fellow scientist, was the first person I discussed my Space Camp problem with. She is probably the smartest person in Mrs. Tuttle’s fourth-grade class besides me, and rumor has it she has saved every allowance and birthday-card dollar she has ever received in her entire life.


Aretha leaned back on the swing she was sitting on. “I mean, if you want to go to camp over spring break, you’ve got five months until registration is due, right? Seven hundred and ninety-nine dollars sounds like a lot, but divide it up into small increments, like fifty dollars a week, and suddenly it’s a do-able sum.”


“How does a nine-year-old make fifty dollars a week?” I shook my head sadly. “It’s just not going to happen.”


“First thing,” Aretha said, holding up a finger, “make a list of your marketable skills. Number two, devise a list of jobs that require your marketable skills. Match the two, and you’re on your way to fifty dollars a week.”


“You could also sell all your stuff. I bet you’d get five thousand bucks for all your stuff, like your bed and everything.”


This came from Ben, who was kneeling in the dirt beside the swing set and making a sculpture out of gravel and sticks.
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It appeared to be a Star Wars X-wing starfighter, but it might also have been a lopsided birthday cake with a cat taking a nap on top of it.


Sometimes with Ben you have to ask.


Aretha rolled her eyes. “Who’s going to pay five thousand dollars for Mac’s bed? Is it a golden bed? A bed encrusted with diamonds and rubies?”


“Not just his bed,” Ben replied. “His clothes and toys and everything. Plus, his slime mold collection. His slime mold collection alone might get him five hundred. I mean, it’s awesome.”


I tried to look modest about my slime mold, but Ben was right. If you are looking for the slime mold genius of the universe, well, I’m pretty much it. I had three shelves of mold growing in my bedroom. I’d never thought about their monetary value before, but maybe Ben was on to something.


That slime mold could be worth big bucks.


The problem was, I couldn’t sell it in a million years.


The psychological devastation would be too much.


I am very attached to my slime mold.


“First, let me point out that most of Mac’s stuff isn’t actually Mac’s stuff,” Aretha said. “The slime mold, yes. The bed? The dresser? The desk? No way. That is the official property of Mac’s parents. Put ’em on sale, go to jail.”
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