
Chapter 1: Some Hope 9

Chapter 2: Get Better 27

Chapter 3: My Turn 43

Chapter 4: Real Love 63

Chapter 5: Great Day 85

Chapter 6: Sure Thing 103

Chapter 7: Team Player 123

Bonus Pages:

Discussion Questions 141

Types of Sentences 143

Missing Dividends 144

Teach Me, Coach 145

Word Search Solutions 147

Answer Keys 154

Acknowledgments 155

Contents

MTT BK1.qxp:RagontDesign  7/8/11  3:04 PM  Page 7



“Alec Sylvester London! Dad wants
you right now!”

There he goes again, I thought. My big brother,
Antoine, was trying to scare me. To make things seem even
worse, he was teasing me, knowing I didn’t like being
called by my whole name.

“Oooh, I’m so glad I’m not you, man, because Dad’s
gonna tell you somethin’ . . . and you’re not gonna like it.”

I wanted to ask him if I was in trouble or something.
What exactly did Dad tell him that was making him grin
from ear to ear? Antoine was two years older than me, but
sometimes he acted like he was my little brother.

Boy, he gets on my nerves! I wish we could get along
like brothers should, but Antoine acts like he knows every-
thing. And that bothers me. After all, he just barely made it
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to the sixth grade and I’m in the fourth.
At first, I didn’t like my new neighborhood. We used to

live in a real cool area of Dekalb County, a few miles from
downtown Atlanta. Then my dad lost his job and we had
to move to another part of the county. Looking back, it
doesn’t seem so bad now. That’s because ever since we
moved, we’ve had nothing but problems.

“C’mon. You’re walkin’ too slow,” Antoine said, while
pushing me in my back. “You’d better get in there.”

The next thing I knew, he was dancing all in my face. I
wanted to push him away and tell him to leave me alone. I
get so angry with him. He’s always trying to do things to
get me in trouble. But I have to say that sometimes it’s my
own fault, because I let him get next to me.

Two years ago, when I started going to a new school, I
was nothing but a bully. Everyone hated me. See, when
Dad lost his job, he took his anger out on all of us. He and
Mom argued all the time. They haven’t been happy, and
my brother and I were getting punished for no reason. So
when I was at school, I wanted to take out my anger on
everybody else.

Then, one day this boy named Trey stopped me dead in
my tracks. Trey got tired of me beating up on him, so he
wanted to teach me a lesson. He stood up to me and was
ready to take me on. While we were fighting, it made me
think about how I had been hurting other people just
because I wasn’t happy at home.

I guess it also took this girl, Morgan Love, to get in my
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face and get me straight. She lives a few houses down from
my family. It’s not that I like girls or anything, but she’s
pretty cool. The thing I like the most about her is the fact
that she loves God.

Her stepdad even works at a church. He came by one
day and helped my dad turn his life around. Since then,
Dad and Mom haven’t been getting along all the time, but
he does seem happier. When he went back to school to get
his degree in education, everything was starting to look
better.

Even though Antoine was standing in my way, I didn’t
say anything to him. I just brushed past him and kept
walking. He might be my big brother, but lately I’ve been
getting bigger and gaining on him.

“Hey! Don’t push me again,” he said, shoving me in
the back real hard.

This time, I wasn’t gonna let Antoine get to me, so I
decided to ignore him. That made him even madder.

“Alec, don’t you hear me talkin’ to you. Turn around!”
I kept on walking and didn’t look back. I was heading

to our parents’ bedroom. Unlike Antoine, I’m trying to
learn how to keep my cool.

“There’s my boy! Come here, son,” Dad said when he
saw me. He had a big smile on his face.

He was too excited and I didn’t know why. But some-
thing was up. What did he have to tell me?

“Don’t worry. You’re not in trouble, Alec. Are you
ready for another school year? You did a good job in the
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Challenge Program last year, and I want you to keep up the
good work. Keep applying yourself in school. Okay, son?”

“I got you, Dad. Antoine said that you wanted to see
me. Is this what you wanted to talk about?” I still wasn’t
sure what he was going to tell me.

“Well, I couldn’t wait to give you the good news.”
“What good news?”
Maybe somehow he saw the class assignment list and

found out that Morgan is in my class. Even though I don’t
like girls, it’s okay to be in the same class with her. Morgan,
Trey, and me having fun together another year sounded
good to me. I was ready to hear that news.

I was so focused on my friends that I wasn’t sure I
heard Dad right the first time.

“Huh?” I said really loud.
Giving me a chance to let it sink in, Dad slowly

repeated, “I’m going to be your new assistant principal.”
“What? You mean, you’re gonna be at my school all

the time?” I said with a big frown on my face.
Just then, Antoine rushed in the room and stood beside

me. I’m sure he’d been listening at the door. Putting his
arm around my shoulder, he said, “Yep! Dad’s gonna be at
your school every day, watching every move you make.
Isn’t that great?” Then, just to rub it in even more, he said
with a big frown on his face, “I’m so sad that I’m going to
middle school this year. Man, too bad for me.”

It took everything in me not to pay my brother any
attention. He was trying to annoy me, as usual. As for Dad,
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I couldn’t smile and fake like I was excited either. Folding
my arms, I said quickly, “I don’t understand. Why my
school, Dad? That’s not cool at all.”

Just then Mom walked in and heard us talking. She’d
been in the family room, folding clothes. My mother was
such a good mom. Coming over to me, she said, “Oh, Alec,
you’ll see. It’s going to be great. Your dad has found a job.
Isn’t that good news?”

“But—but, was this the only job he could find? I don’t
want Dad working at my school. The kids are gonna tease
me like crazy. I can hear them giving me a hard time,
saying stuff like, ‘Your daddy is a principal. He’s gonna be
watchin’ you all the time.’”

I couldn’t help but be upset and couldn’t hold it back.
“Man! No way!” I shouted.

Then Dad cut in and said, “It won’t be so bad, son.
Besides, it’s not about what you want. You need a roof over
your head, clothes on your back, and food in your stom-
ach. Right? Only God and money can take care of all that.
God blessed me with this job and I’m going to take it.
You’d just better get over it.”

Mom was looking worried and said, “Okay, honey, let’s
just try and be a little more understanding.” At least some-
one was feeling my pain.

“Please, Lisa. He’s got to grow up. I don’t have time to
hear him whining like this is killing him.”

After he said that, Dad quickly left the room. Since
none of this seemed to matter to him, Antoine skipped out
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behind Dad. I just shook my head and sat on the chair,
wishing I’d never heard this bad news. Wow! What a day!

“Mom, he doesn’t care about how I feel. I know he
needs a job and all but—”

Cutting me off, she said, “He does care, sweetie. I
know you’re having a hard time with the news, but just
keep this in mind. At first, you didn’t even want to go to
this school. Now you don’t want your dad to work there.
Try and get used to the idea, and don’t be so sad. It’ll all
work out.”

She gave me a big hug and that made me feel a little
better. I still wasn’t excited about Dad’s new job, but being
in Mom’s arms made it seem not so bad.

� � �

Later that night, things got even crazier. Because my
parents told me that I couldn’t lock my bedroom door,
Antoine thought he could just pop in whenever he wanted
to. He acted like he owned my room and everything in it.

“Man, this is not good,” Antoine said, looking serious
for a change.

He always wanted to brag or joke about something, but
this time I could tell it was different. He came in and sat on
my bed with tears in his eyes. I was used to him acting so
tough. But now his mood made me sit up and listen to him.

“What is it?”
Antoine pointed toward the hallway. “Don’t act like

you can’t hear that.”
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He was right. I could hear the shouting. Mom and Dad
were having the loudest argument ever. I wished my par-
ents would stop doing this. Usually they cared when my
brother and I were around, but this time they didn’t hold
back.

“You know, she’s packing her bags,” Antoine said in a
broken-up voice, trying hard not to cry.

“How do you know that?” I asked.
“I saw her when I looked in their room. That’s what

this whole argument is about.”
“No. No!” I yelled out.
I jumped out of my bed and ran as fast as I could to my

parents’ room. I opened the door and saw that Antoine was
right. Three suitcases were packed and sitting on their bed.

I screamed, “Mom! What are you doing? Where are
you going? Dad, tell her you love her. She can’t leave us!”

Throwing his hands up in the air, Dad said to her, “You
explain to Alec what’s going on. Is this what you want to
do to them? Is this what you want?”

Mom didn’t answer him. She turned and said to me,
“Sweetie, let’s go and talk.”

She was reaching for my hand, but I pulled back. “No. I
don’t wanna talk. I just want you to tell me you’re not going
anywhere.” Not knowing what else to do, I went over to the
bed and started taking her things out of the suitcases.

Mom raised her voice and said, “Alec! Stop that! We
need to talk, baby.” Turning to my dad, she said, “Andre,
you need to tell him what’s going on.”
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“No,” Dad shot back. “You need to explain it to him,
Lisa. If this is what you want . . . some acting job out in
California . . . you tell him.”

My mom used to be an actress when she was much
younger. She had some money saved up from her TV
shows and that’s what my family was living off of when
my dad lost his job a year and a half ago. Dad had some
savings too, but that money was almost gone.

Now, with Mom planning to leave, it didn’t seem so
bad now that Dad was getting a job. I didn’t get it. The only
thing she would have to do is take care of the three of us.
But, all of a sudden, she wants to take an acting job in Cali-
fornia. What was she thinking? We’re in Georgia, for good-
ness sake!

I hurried out of their room and ran back to mine, lock-
ing the door behind me. I dropped to the floor and started
to cry. My dad always told me that boys don’t cry. Some-
how I was supposed to be able to handle this. Then why
wouldn’t the tears stop falling? I couldn’t stand the thought
of Mom leaving us. There’s no way I could pretend to be
happy if we weren’t going to be a family.

Then, I heard Mom calling my name. “Alec, are you lis-
tening to me? Sweetie, open the door and let me in.”

“No,” I finally said.
“Please let me in. I have to talk to you.” There was a

pause and then she sounded mad. “Alec, you’d better open
up right now!”

Feeling like I had no other choice, I got up and opened
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the door. Then, I fell across the bed with my face in the
pillow.

She came over to my bed and sat next to me. At first,
neither of us said a word. Why would she leave us? How
could she? I kept wondering, so I asked her a tough ques-
tion. “You don’t love us anymore?”

“Of course, I do, baby.”
“But Dad has a job now. You said earlier today that

everything was going to be good. How can you say that
and you’re leaving?”

“Alec, it’s not like I’ll be gone forever. Right now it’s
only a pilot program. That means we’re just doing one
show for the networks to test and see if it works. We don’t
even know if it will get picked up. I should only be gone for
a few weeks.”

“I don’t care about any of that, Mom. We need you
right here. Please say you won’t go.”

Mom tried to explain. “Alec, I have to go. Please try
and understand. I can’t raise young men and tell them to
follow their dreams and their mom doesn’t do the same.
You guys are older now, you’re not babies anymore.
Antoine is in middle school and you’re going to fourth
grade.”

“But, who’s gonna cook for us? Who’s gonna wash our
clothes? Who’s gonna get us up for school in the morning?”

“Your dad can cook. We’ve been sharing those respon-
sibilities for some time now.”

“Yeah, but he burns things, Mom!”
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“Come on, Alec,” she said to me. “It’ll be fine. We all
knew that I would be going back to work someday. I’m just
sorry it’s so far away.”

“And, if I tell you not to go—because if you do, I won’t
be able to handle it—would you stay?”

“Don’t talk like that,” she said, hugging me.
I pulled away. “Well, I won’t. Who knows what’ll

happen to me?”
“Maybe someday you’ll be an actor. You know, some-

times you can be so dramatic.”
I didn’t even know what that meant, and I didn’t care

either. So, I tried again, “You just can’t go, Mom.”
“I’ll be back before you know it. Remember, you’ve got

a cell phone now. You can call me anytime. I know that
things have been tough around here for some time. My
being away for a while will help us all to clear our heads.
Then—”

“Then what, Mom? Things will work out? That’s not
gonna happen, and you know it. If you leave, you’re not
comin’ back.”

She just looked away.
I put my head down. “When are you leaving?”
“I’m leaving tonight.”
“Then just go. Leave.”
She tried hugging me, and I moved away again. She

tried kissing me on the cheek, and I turned my head. She
told me that she loved me, and I didn’t say anything back.

About an hour later, a car pulled up to the driveway. It
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was her girlfriend, Miss Rhonda, who was coming to take
Mom to the airport. Antoine came into my room and we
both looked out the window, watching them load up the
car. We had the same sad look on our faces like we did
when we moved from our old house. At age ten, my life is
not fun at all. The only thing I could do was pray, “Dear
God, please be with our mom. Be with us too.”

� � �

“It’s the first day of school! I’m in the class with my
boy,” Trey cheered. “Give it up, Alec!”

I didn’t say one word. Not because I wasn’t happy to
see him, it’s just that my dad was standing right behind
Trey. He looked like some kind of assistant principal moni-
tor monster.

“All right, young men. Keep it down in the halls, and
keep it moving.”

“Who’s he?” asked Trey.
Morgan walked up to us and said, “Hey, Mr. London.”
“You should call him Doctor now,” I corrected her. I

was still upset that my dad was even in the building.
“Trey, that’s Alec’s dad,” Morgan explained. “He’s the

new assistant principal.”
My dad spoke up, “You guys didn’t have enough disci-

pline in school last year, but I’m here to change that. Now,
keep it moving. And I don’t want to see any of you in my
office. Miss Love, be very careful to stay out of trouble in
class. And watch out for your friend Alec too.”
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“Yes, sir,” Morgan said with a smile.
“Dad!” I called out. “I don’t need a babysitter.”
“I’m joking, son.”
Trey walked up to my dad and said, “Sir, I had no idea

that you were going to be the new assistant principal. I
promise I’m going to be on my best behavior.”

I just pulled Trey by his shirt, as my dad walked away.
“Come on,” I whispered, “you don’t have to say anything
to him.”

“But I don’t want him thinkin’ I’m a bad kid,” Trey
protested.

Morgan spoke up. “I don’t know what I’m gonna do
without Brooke being in my class this year.”

Morgan and Brooke were best friends. I couldn’t
believe Billy wasn’t in our class this year, either. Trey,
Morgan, Brooke, Billy, and I have been in the same class
since I came to this school. Now, it was just us three. After
the big fight we had two years ago, Trey and I have come a
long way. He proved that I couldn’t bully him anymore.
Now we were close friends.

Walking into our new classroom, there were only a few
seats left. Everywhere Morgan tried to sit, girls were being
mean and putting stuff down so she couldn’t sit next to
them.

When Morgan walked toward the middle of the room,
there was a seat next to a girl who was much bigger than her.
That girl was acting mean too. She said, “No, you can’t sit
next to me because I need another chair to put my stuff on.”
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“Okay,” Morgan replied and walked away.
“Oh, no. That’s not gonna happen,” I said. “Come on,

Morgan. Sit down.”
“Yeah, Morgan. Sit down,” said Trey. The three of us

knew we were gonna have each other’s back.
“I got it, boys. I don’t have to sit there.”
“Well then, I will,” Trey said, plopping down.
I noticed two empty seats in the very back of the class-

room and pointed at them. One for Morgan and one for me,
I thought. Morgan followed behind me. But, before I could
get to them and sit down, a boy holding his lunchbox said
to me, “Back up, bro. This is my seat.”

“Alec, just go and sit somewhere else,” Morgan said, as
she sat in the next seat over.

“No. He wasn’t sitting here, and his stuff wasn’t here
either.”

“I’m not scared of you,” said the boy.
“Well, you need to be, Tyrod.” I said, reading the label

on his lunch box.
“No, you need to be,” Tyrod said back. All of a sudden,

he pushed me and I fell over the chair.
“Oh, no!” Morgan said as she stooped down and

asked, “Are you okay?” I jerked away without giving her an
answer. I didn’t want a girl thinking I couldn’t fight.

Then Corey, another boy in our class, got up out of his
seat. “Tyrod, you’d better leave him alone. His dad is the
new assistant principal. I heard them talking in the hallway
this morning.”
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“That don’t mean anything to me,” Tyrod said, right
before he took a swing at me.

“Fight!” Corey yelled out, as some of the other students
circled around.

Just then, our teacher, Mr. Wade, walked in. Tyrod fell
to the floor, screaming like he was hurt.

“What’s going on in here?”
“He hit me!” Tyrod said, holding his arm.
I couldn’t believe this! He started with me and now he

was changing the story around to make it seem like I was
the bad guy. I just threw my hands up in the air.

“Come on, Alec London. You’re going to the office,”
said Mr. Wade.

“Mr. Wade, that’s not what happened,” Morgan said.
“Tyrod started the whole thing.”

Tyrod looked over at his friend named Cole and said,
“What happened?”

Pointing to me, Cole said, “Umm, that, that boy, that
boy over there hit Tyrod . . . I saw it . . . just like he said.”

“Alec, let’s go.”
I was mad that a teacher could judge me so quickly just

because of my past. Mr. Wade used to teach the second
grade, but now he was teaching our fourth grade class. He
knew me when I was a bully and didn’t know that I’ve
changed since then. So he thought that I was in the wrong.
Before I knew it, I was in my dad’s office.

“I can’t believe it, Alec. This is the first day of school
and you pulled this mess. What’s gotten into you, young
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man? How do you think it makes me look when it’s my job
to keep the whole school in order and my own son acts
out? Did you get in trouble just because you don’t want me
to be here?”

I was speechless. My dad was acting just like Mr.
Wade, thinking I was the one who did something wrong.
Finally, I said, “Believe whatever you want, Dad.”

“Are you getting smart with me?” Dad said in an angry
tone, as he came from behind his desk. He got up really
close to my face.

Super upset, I started sobbing. “I didn’t do it. Don’t
you understand? Kids are gonna give me a hard time
because you’re here. I didn’t do it, Dad. So, believe what
you want, it really doesn’t matter. The one thing I care
about is that Mom is gone. I know that the only parent who
cares about how I feel is not here. And I miss her so
much!”

I just sat there with tears in my eyes. I’m so bummed
out, and I need some hope.
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Letter to Mom

Dear Mom,
You see, this is what happens when you leave a

ten-year-old kid at home with his angry dad and his
annoying brother.

Dad’s new job is too much for me to deal with.
He’s judging me along with everybody else. I wish he
didn’t work at my school.

Everything that Antoine says to me is mean. He
likes to tease me, and I’m tired of it. Mom, this is
a problem for me. It’s hard to get over the fact
that you’re not here. I know I sound like I’m whin-
ing, but I can’t help it.

Things got even more dramatic when this kid
named Tyrod took a swing at me. He said I hit him,
but I didn’t. Now Dad is acting like I did something
wrong. He’s looking to discipline me for something I
didn’t even do. Mom, I hope you aren’t as bummed
out as me.

Your son,
Sad Alec
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Go to a football game—little league, middle school, high school,
college, or pro game—and you’ll hear some of these terms or see
these plays on the field.
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I kept staring at the floor, not listening to a
word my father was saying. Here I was sitting in his office
because I was accused of fighting. This was such a yucky
situation, and I was so angry that I didn’t even care what
my punishment was going to be.

Dad tugged on my shirt and raised his voice. “Listen to
me. Are you crazy?”

I guess I was crazy. I guess I was angry. I guess I was
asking for trouble. I guess I was ready to get a spanking. He
opened the door, peeked out into the hall, and closed the
door tight.

“Are you trying to get me fired? You know I just started
here.”

I just rolled my eyes and folded my arms, as he kept on
going.
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“What is wrong with you?”
I was beyond upset and mad with him. Was this really

happening? I didn’t do anything wrong. But, my dad is
more focused on his job and worrying about me getting
him in trouble. Guess we both knew what was important
to him.

“Uh, uh . . . listen, boy. Do you hear me talking to
you?” From the sound of his voice, I could tell that he was
boiling mad. The more I listened to him stumble over his
words, I just shook my head. Now my own father can’t
even remember my name. What else was I supposed to
think, except, does he even care?

“Look at me when I’m talking to you,” my dad said
when I turned away. “Why did you do it?”

Happy that he asked, I let out all my steam as if I were
a roaring engine. “You might as well join in with everyone
else who thinks the worse of me. You’re taking the side of a
boy who is tryin’ to get me in trouble. You’re my dad, and
you don’t even know me. Everybody remembers me from
the way I used to be. If I’m gonna get in trouble, it should
be for something I did and not for hitting some boy in my
class who I don’t even know and didn’t even hit.”

He took a minute to think about what I said. Then, in a
calmer voice, he told me, “Okay, okay, Alec. I believe you.”
Reaching for a pen and paper, he started jotting down
something. “You know, son. You can talk to me anytime,”
Dad told me.

But, I wasn’t so sure. Still worried, I told him, “I just
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did, and you keep writing away. You’re trying to put me on
in-school suspension, aren’t you?”

“What? Alec, no. I’m writing a note to your teacher. I
still have to record this in your file, though. I also have to
talk with the other young man. But, don’t worry. I’ll make
it clear that you weren’t to blame. Son, you’re trying to get
over something that you did last year. You know, it’s going
to take a while.”

“No, Dad, not last year. That happened when I was in
second grade. Now I’m in the fourth. I had a great year last
year, but some people won’t let go of what happened two
years ago. Now that you’re here, it makes things even
worse. The only person who cared about me was Mom.
Now that she’s gone, I don’t know what to do or who to
turn to,” I said, pretty much in tears.

“Come here, son,” Dad said. He looked like he wanted
to hug me.

I just turned away from him. I was confused. I didn’t
know how to deal with all of this, and I didn’t want him
hugging me. Although I had to obey him, this was not the
place or time for him to try and be my dad.

“Come here, Alec,” he said, bringing me close to him.
Even though I tried to stop him, I finally gave in. Dad let
me beat lightly on his chest to ease my anger. “Get it all
out. It’s okay.”

He was right. I was holding it all in, and I guess that
was my problem. I needed to get it all out, as Dad said. I
didn’t want to worry anymore, but things have been
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going all wrong for me.
“I don’t want you to think that your mom and I don’t

love you. The problems we have are not because of you or
Antoine.”

“So, are you guys gonna be okay?”
“Honestly, son, I hope so. But I pushed your mom a

little too hard. You deserve to know the truth, and I’m
going to keep it honest. She needed some air. She needed
to get away.”

“If you love her, then why won’t you tell her to come
back?”

“I don’t want to keep her from her dreams. I want her
to do what she wants to do. You have to allow people time
to make their own choices.”

“But, she’s your wife.”
“Yes. And I want her to be happy. We should pray for

her TV show to work out. There’s nothing wrong with
giving her a chance. We need to give her some space.
Maybe you can do the research and tell me later how far
California is from Georgia.”

I thought to myself, Now he’s making this about a
school lesson.

“Why?” I asked.
“Because if you do the work, you’ll learn a lot more.

That’s why I want you to find the answer on your own.
You’re in the Challenge Program for a reason. I may have
helped your brother too much. Giving him all the answers
instead of letting him figure some things out by himself
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hasn’t helped him to grow. But that’s another story.”
I smiled because I was beginning to understand.
“That’s my boy. Just know that, as your dad, I love

you, and I’m proud of you. But, as your assistant principal,
I need you to go back to class and take this note to your
teacher. If you don’t, your dad will have some discipline for
you when we get home. Understand?”

“Yes, sir.”
When I got back to class, everyone just stared at me

with sad faces. I walked up to Mr. Wade’s desk and handed
him the note from my father. As he started to read it, he
said, “Okay, young man. Take your seat.”

On the way back to my seat, Morgan jumped up and
hugged me so tight.

“Let go,” I said, pulling away from her.
“I’m just happy to see you. I thought you were in

detention—or even worse. You didn’t do anything, Alec,
and Mr. Wade knows it now. He gave me a chance to
explain after he took you to the office. He said he would
talk to your dad after class.”

“She really did stick up for you, man. That Tyrod
doesn’t know who he’s messin’ with,” Trey said, “but we
can get him straight.”

Morgan looked at him and said, “Stop sayin’ that, Trey.”
“Nah, I’m just playin’. But for real, people gotta know

they shouldn’t mess with us.”
Then Morgan turned back to me and said, “Mr. Wade

is giving us some time to start planning for our science
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project. We’re supposed to pick a partner. Do you want to
be my partner?”

“No,” I said, as I sat down.
“Why not?” she asked.
“Because I’m gonna be Trey’s partner.”
“Oh, yeah,” Trey said in an excited tone. Teasing

Morgan, he said with his hands stretched toward her, “Step
back. Step it on back.”

“Fine,” she said, with tears in her eyes.
“Oh, boy, did I hurt her feelings?” I asked myself in a

low voice.
Trey heard me and said, “Who cares what the girl

thinks.”
I did, but I said nothing. Something inside of me was

making me feel different again. Morgan was my friend. But
now we were like oil and vinegar, and I wasn’t making it
any better. I’d probably regret it, but I couldn’t help how I
felt. I just wanted to hang with my boy, Trey.

� � �

It had been two weeks since Mom had taken off for
California. In that time, she’d only called twice. I didn’t
phone her, and Dad had only said two words to her him-
self. It was Antoine who called her all the time. He talked
and talked, making it seem more like she was with us.

He told her everything. Even though I didn’t want to
chat with her, I was sitting in the next room, listening really
hard. I was only pretending not to care, but I really did.
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All three of us missed her in so many ways. My brother
didn’t hold back on how much he missed Mom’s cooking.

“For real, Dad? Another bologna sandwich?” I heard
Antoine call out. “I can’t eat this. I’m gonna throw up. If
it’s not a bologna sandwich, it’s a peanut butter and jelly
sandwich, or a hamburger skillet dish. And then you burn
the hamburger meat.”

“Boy, please. You act like you go to bed hungry,” said
Dad.

“I’m just sayin’. Can’t a brother get some takeout every
now and then?”

“Who do you think you’re talking to? Middle school
got you thinking you’re too cool. You must be losing your
mind. You’d better sit there and be thankful you have
something to eat,” Dad said, before leaving the kitchen.

Antoine said under his breath, “And I might need to
call Mom and tell her what you’re feedin’ us.”

“What did you say?” Dad called out.
“Oh, nothing, Dad,” my brother quickly took back his

words. Then he got mad because I was laughing.
“What you laughin’ at?”
“You.”
Frowning, he said, “At least I tell them how I really

feel.”
With a smile, I corrected him. “No. You didn’t tell him

how you feel. He’s not even in the room.”
“So,” he shot back. “At least he knows I’m tired of

eating this mess. You don’t say a word.”
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“Don’t you think he’s havin’ a hard time bein’ Dad and
Mom? What would complaining about anything do?”

Swatting his hand at me, he said, “Whatever. Go ahead
and make me look bad.”

“I can’t make you look bad. You do that on your own.”
“Watch it, Alec,” he said, as he took his fist and put it

in my face.
“I’m not scared of you, Antoine.”
“Just because you got a few inches over the summer

don’t mean I can’t take you down.”
“Doesn’t mean you can’t take me down, not don’t,” I

said, happy to correct him again.
“What are you two in here arguing about now?” Dad

asked, coming back into the kitchen. “Go on and get ready
for bed.”

“Dad, I told you we don’t have any clean clothes. You
haven’t washed since Mom’s been gone. How long does it
take to wash?” Antoine asked. He was talking too much as
usual.

“Your mom wanted a fancy machine. I don’t even
know how to work the thing. I’m cooking and cleaning . . .
you all are fussing. Now, get up from the table and clean
up your dishes!”

The sound of his voice made his point loud and clear.
“In fact,” Dad continued, “when I get back, I want this
place to be clean from top to bottom! No video games. No
Xbox. No TV. Nothing! Got it? I’m going out and I’ll be
back later.”
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“Yes, sir,” we said.
We knew not to dare ask where he was going. We were

used to Dad when he got really upset. It was best to just
leave him alone. It reminded me of when he first lost his
job. He and Mom constantly argued about how the bills
were gonna get paid. But when the argument got too
heated, he knew it was time for him to leave. Dad would
storm out of the house and dare anyone to question him
about where he was going.

Then it all changed when he let God in his heart. Dad
was much better. He treated Mom better. He went back to
school to get his degree and now he has a job. It’s at my
school, but at least he’s working. The pressure he had been
under finally started to lift and it kinda shows.

That’s why, even though I’ve been angry at him
because he didn’t stop Mom from leaving, I also have to
respect him. I know it wasn’t easy for my father to be out
of work with a family to care for.

But I still feel like we weren’t in a good situation, with
Mom being away. So I just looked up and prayed, “You
know, Lord, my family is struggling. Are You gonna help us,
or what?”

About an hour or so later, Dad returned. But he wasn’t
alone. Our grandmother was with him.

“All right! I’m here to get this house in shape.” The
voice of our grandmother rang loud throughout the house.
“Antoine? Alec? Boys, where are you? Come on in here and
give your grandma a hug.”
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Antoine looked at me and said, “Oh, no.”
I looked right back and said, “Oh, no.”
Her voice was over the top. Our father’s mother was

the opposite of the house being a mess. A few years ago
when our parents went on vacation, Grandma stayed with
us. She would cook lots of food, and then she’d sit there
and watch until we finished it all. If she wasn’t happy with
the way we did something, she would keep on us until we
got it right. Everything had to be perfect. That was our
grandmother.

Antoine went to her first, and she squeezed him real
hard. When he started coughing, Dad told him to stop
playing. I knew Antoine was serious because I know how
hard Grandma can squeeze. This wasn’t a good surprise,
and it wasn’t going to be easy with her living here.

Dad didn’t even prepare us and let us know she was
coming. All I could think was, Why couldn’t Mom be here
with us? He has his mom, why couldn’t we have ours?

“Come on over here, Alec. Give Grandma a big hug.”
I couldn’t face her. I just shook my head, turned

around, and walked away.
“Boy! Didn’t you hear your grandmother talking to

you?” shouted Dad.
I guess I shouldn’t have been rude. It wasn’t

Grandma’s fault that my mom wasn’t here. She was only
trying to make us feel better.

With her hands on her hips, Grandma called me again,
“Come here, Alec. And, look at you. You’re so skinny.
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Don’t worry. I’m here to fatten you right on up. Andre, go
ahead and get the groceries out of the car.” Then, looking
around her, she said, “Y’all are gonna have to work on
keepin’ this house clean.”

“Mom, your grandsons can do that. Boys, go and bring
the groceries in.”

As we walked to the car, neither one of us said a word.
Our faces showed our grief. We were gonna be on lock-
down and neither one of us was happy about that.

� � �

I was so excited to see my mother! Her arms were wide
open, and she had the biggest smile on her face. It had
been so long since I’d seen her, and I wanted to be with her
so bad. I started running toward her, but before I could get
to her, another little boy beat me to her. The two of them
were laughing together and having a good time. The boy in
her arms wasn’t me. And there I was calling out to her.

“Mom! Mom! Don’t you see me? Don’t you love me?
Don’t you want me?” I yelled out.

Then I woke up and sat straight up in my bed, looking
around the dark room. Slowly, I realized it was a bad
dream. I had tried to be brave for so long, holding back the
tears. But I couldn’t hold them any longer. Three weeks
had gone by, and it was bothering me in every way. I
wasn’t eating. I wasn’t sleeping. I wasn’t hanging out with
Trey and Morgan. I’d been acting like a real brute. I didn’t
know what to do.
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“What’s going on? What’s up?” Antoine asked, busting
into my room.

He had heard me shouting, but he must not have heard
me calling out to Mom. Good! I didn’t want him being
upset just because I was upset. We both missed our mom a
lot. I also didn’t want Antoine teasing me about crying over
a dream either.

So I just told him, “I’m okay.”
All of a sudden, the light went on in my room. “You’re

not okay,” my big brother said.
“Turn that light out!”
I looked toward the wall so he couldn’t see my face. He

switched off the light but didn’t leave.
“Go!” I shouted.
“Okay,” he said, but he still didn’t leave the room. My

brother walked over to my bed and sat down. Putting his
arm around me, he pulled my head over so it could rest on
his shoulder.

“It’s okay if you miss Mom, Alec.”
The tears began to fall. “I had a dream, Antoine. Mom

was with another boy. She was so happy. I don’t think
she’s ever comin’ back. How am I supposed to not miss
her? How am I supposed to be okay with this?”

“Don’t worry, she’ll be back. But, maybe it’s time we
stopped getting on each other’s nerves. We need to think
about other things. Football season will be starting soon,”
he said, trying to cheer me up in his own way.

I just hugged him really tight. Antoine could be the

MTT BK1.qxp:RagontDesign  7/8/11  3:04 PM  Page 38



39

GET BETTER

nicest person when he wanted to be.
“You need to drink some water or something. You’re

sweating all over. Change your shirt too. See you in the
morning,” Antoine said, sounding like the brother I knew
he could be. We really do love each other.

When he was gone, I slid out of bed, dropped to my
knees, and prayed, “Lord, be with my mom. Help her out
there in California. I want her to be happy, but I also want
her to be home. I don’t know. I guess this is the way I’m sup-
posed to pray. I hope You know that this is me, Alec, and
not Antoine. Okay? Amen.”

I got up to go downstairs and get some water. When I
got close to the kitchen, I could see that the light was
already on.

I heard Grandma talking on the phone. “Dot, I can’t
believe she hopped all the way to California to chase after
some dream. She needs to be here teaching these boys how
to clean up and take care of themselves. They’re so spoiled.
My son mixed the white and dark clothes together and
messed up the whole load. Girl, everything is red.”

Her sister, Aunt Dot, must have said something she
didn’t like about my dad because Grandma caught a quick
attitude. And I mean quick!

“Okay then, whatever. Maybe I was supposed to teach
him how to wash clothes the right way. But, that don’t
excuse her. She still needs to be here instead of out there in
Hollywood, or wherever she is.”

I couldn’t take it anymore. I didn’t mean to listen, but I
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didn’t wanna hear my grandma talk about Mom either. It
wasn’t a secret that the two of them didn’t get along so
great. I don’t know why, and I never asked. I just know
that whenever we went to Grandma’s house, Mom always
seemed so shy and nervous. I heard her tell Dad that
Grandma wasn’t easy to get along with. That meant every-
body had to go the extra mile just to please her.

I stepped right into the kitchen and said, “Why are you
talkin’ about my mom like that? You’re supposed to love
her. You’re not supposed to be like that.”

“All right, girl. I gotta go and deal with this child. Bye,”
she said, hanging up the phone.

“What’s going on in here?” asked Dad, as he came into
the kitchen.

“Ask her,” I said.
“Andre, you know how we get to talkin’, and—”
“She was talkin’ bad about Mom. It’s not right, Dad,

and I’m not gonna take back the fact that I think she’s
wrong.”

“Mom, please tell me you weren’t?”
I cut in, “She was, Dad. And it’s wrong.”
Not wanting to stand there a minute longer, I ran to my

room and slammed the door. Sadness was taking over now,
and I kept thinking, Things just have to get better.
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Letter to Mom
Dear Mom,

I had a dream that gave me much grief. At first,
I was excited that you had come home, but then
another boy ran to you and hugged you.

Are you and Dad going to be okay? If you’re gonna
be away for much longer, I’ll need to do some
research on how to keep the house clean. You see,
Dad can’t cook, clean, or wash clothes. That way I can
help out more.

You remember Morgan, don’t you? Well, for no
reason I haven’t been nice to her lately, and I hurt
her feelings. I didn’t really mean to. I also want to
make sure I never have to get an in-school suspen-
sion for doing bad things. So, I need to do some
personal maintenance.

Oh, Grandma and I got into it too. I heard her
talking over the phone to Aunt Dot about how you
ought to get your priorities together, come home,
and take care of your family. You know what, Mom?
It made me mad, but I agree with her. I’ve been
truly upset that you aren’t here. I worry about you
all the time.

Your son,
Upset Alec
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Neither team can have more than 11 men on the field at one time.
They play different positions, and all are important. Here are some
of the positions in the game of football.
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