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For Martin H. Chambers, because Aleca was born in your elementary school class.


I wish all children had a teacher like you to believe in them.
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Everybody’s Got a Thing but Me


“Maybe timed tests aren’t your thing,” my mom said as we waited in the car pool line before school.


“What is my thing?” I asked. “See, Mom? That’s the thing. . . . I don’t have a thing.”


“Sure you do,” Mom replied. “Everyone has a thing.”


“Then what’s mine?”


“Oh, Aleca, you’re good at lots of things.”


“Name one.”


“Well,” Mom began. “You’re very good at . . . You’re very . . . Well, you have a wonderful sense of humor.”


“No I don’t,” I said. “I’m not good at telling jokes.”


“But you laugh at all the right places in funny movies,” Mom insisted.


“Laughing at stuff that’s funny isn’t a thing, Mom,” I replied.


“Being a loser—that’s your thing,” said my sister, Dylan, from the front seat. She could be really mean sometimes, especially since she’d started middle school last year.


“Dylan, that was unkind and uncalled for,” Mom scolded. “And on your sister’s birthday, of all days.” She made Dylan apologize and say happy birthday. Dylan did it, but she didn’t mean it.


Deep down I knew Dylan was right. If I had a thing at all, it was being a loser.


It certainly wasn’t singing, like Dylan . . . or swimming, like my best friend, Maria . . . or soccer or gymnastics or dancing or anything else.


And it sure wasn’t math. Which was why I was so stressed out that morning.


It was Wednesday, so we were having another timed test. I’d practiced at home all weekend, but whenever Mrs. Floberg put a test on my desk, my hands got sweaty and the room started spinning. We were supposed to do fifty problems in three minutes, but I could never finish in time with a 90 percent or better. Which meant that I didn’t get a Jolly Rancher when the tests were returned the following day. Pretty unfair, if you ask me, because (a) Jolly Ranchers are delicious, and (b) Jolly Ranchers given out by a teacher taste better. Don’t ask me why; they just do. Plus, being forced to smell other people’s blue raspberry and cherry Jolly Ranchers while you sit there math shamed is just plain WRONG.


“I know you’re worried about the test today, Aleca,” Mom said, “but all you can do is give it your best shot.”


“It won’t matter.” I shook my head. “Mrs. Floberg hates me.”


“I’m sure that’s not true,” said Mom. “Why wouldn’t she like you?”


“Because Mrs. Floberg loves Madison, and Madison can’t stand me.”


“I can’t imagine that your teacher would be childish enough to play favorites, Aleca.”


“I don’t have to imagine it. I live it. Mrs. Floberg knows how bad I am at math, but she always calls on me to work the hardest problems on the board,” I insisted. “She does it to embarrass me.”


“She’s probably just trying to help you reach your full potential,” Mom offered.


“Mrs. Floberg doesn’t care about my potential,” I replied. “Every time it’s the same thing. She calls me up for the hardest problem, I stand there like a dork with no idea what the answer is, and then she says, ‘Is there someone who has been paying attention, unlike Aleca?’ And then Madison raises her hand and solves the problem, and Mrs. Floberg tells her how great and wonderful she is.”


“I’m sure you’re exaggerating, Aleca,” Mom said. “Just try your best on the test. And think good thoughts about your birthday dinner tonight. I’m making all your favorites!” Mom stopped the car, and a safety patrol boy opened my car door. Mom called, “Good luck, sweetheart!”


The safety patrol boy snickered.


“Good luck, loser,” Dylan called just as the safety patrol boy shut the car door.


I should’ve been mad at Dylan for calling me a loser again, but really . . . I figured I could use all the luck I could get.
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A Thing Called Mojo


“Ten!” Maria squealed as she greeted me at the coat cubby. “Double digits! How does it feel?”


“You ought to know,” I replied. Maria had turned ten two months before.


“I can’t wait for your skating party!” Maria exclaimed. “And I can’t wait to give you your present! You’re going to love it!”


“Don’t tell me what it is,” I warned her. Maria had a hard time keeping secrets. Not that she was a blabbermouth or anything. She was just so honest (plus she got super-duper excited about giving presents).


“Of course I’m not going to tell you!” Maria said. “But do you want a hint?”


“Maria . . .” I was about to remind her that she always gave hints that were too big, but before I could, Madison and Jordan walked by. They were wearing white ribbons around their ponytails, the kind all the soccer girls wear.


“Our moms are making us come to your stupid party Saturday night,” Madison said.


“Not that we want to,” added Jordan.


“Wow, thanks,” I said. Then I muttered, under my breath so they couldn’t hear, “Don’t do me any favors. Feel free to get sick or something.”


Their ponytails bounced as they walked away.


Maria said something under her breath too, and at first I thought she said we ought to chase them, which didn’t seem like the best idea. But what she actually said was, “No manches,” which is what Maria says when she means “unbelievable,” because she knows two languages. Then she added, “In cartoons there are always anvils or pianos falling out of the sky and whacking bad people on the head. Why can’t that happen in real life?”


Maria always knew how to make me feel better. In first and second grade Madison had been our friend. We had done everything together. Our parents had called us the Three Amigas. But then Madison joined the soccer team with Jordan. That was the end of the Three Amigas. I tried playing too, but I was klutzy. The other girls on the team were always mad at me for messing up. Mom let me quit even though she’d paid the fee for the full season. Maria hadn’t tried to play soccer. She’d been too busy with swim team.


“Can’t you just picture the two of them, squished from a falling anvil?” I said.


“With the big flat spot on their heads?” Maria added. “Or folded up and making that accordion sound when they walk?” We both giggled. Then Maria turned serious again. “So, are you ready for the test?”


“As ready as I’ll ever be,” I replied. “Ask me something.”


Maria fired off a few division problems. I answered them all perfectly . . . and fast.


“This is it,” Maria declared. “You’re going to ace this one.”


“I can always answer the questions . . . until the test comes,” I fretted. “Then I freak out. Why should today be any different?”


“Because today you have mojo!” Maria said.


“What is mojo?” I asked. “Is it a disease?” I put my hand on my forehead. I didn’t know why, exactly, but that’s what my mom does whenever I get sick.


“Mojo is like . . . a good, special luck. A kind of magic.”


“What makes you think I have any of that?” I asked.


“I don’t know. I just have a feeling your luck is about to turn around. Today is the day everything changes for Aleca Zamm.”


Today is the day everything changes for Aleca Zamm. I said Maria’s words in my head over and over. I wanted to believe her. I wanted to have mojo, and lots of it. But I didn’t hold out much hope.


It turned out that Maria was right.
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Time Stands Still


When class began, however, I didn’t feel any mojo at all. Nothing seemed to be changing for the better. In fact, everything seemed to be worse.


As soon as everyone was seated, Mrs. Floberg clapped her hands and announced, “Class, I have to step out of the room for a moment.” I thought it was kind of illegal for a teacher to leave kids alone in the room without an adult, but if it was, Mrs. Floberg didn’t seem to care. “While I’m gone, I expect you to be on your best behavior. No talking whatsoever.”


Brett Lasseter high-fived one of his friends. There was some giggling from another area of the room.


“But just to be certain,” continued Mrs. Floberg, “Madison, I’d like you to come up to the board and take names.”


Madison walked up to the whiteboard and took the purple marker from Mrs. Floberg like she was accepting an award for discovering a new planet or something.
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