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Most people liked Tate Willow. They thought she was nice. They thought she was pretty. They thought she was smart.

Tate didn’t think she was smart at all. School was harder for her than it was for other kids.

Sometimes letters and words got mixed up in her brain. Sometimes she forgot to do things in the right order. It took Tate twice as long as anyone else to finish her homework—but she tried to keep that a secret.

Last year, at her old school, she’d gotten some extra help with reading. And by the time school let out in June, she had improved. She was still not a fast reader, but her reading teacher said Tate remembered what she read better than anyone.

Finally! There was something she was good at!

So Tate had decided that when school started again in the fall, she would try out for the Book Quiz Team.

She liked the idea of sitting at a table with a buzzer in front of her and pressing it when she knew the answer. She liked the idea of making points for her team. She liked the idea of seeing her family in the audience. They’d be proud of her and clap for her. They’d say, “Tate’s our reader!”

Tate had copied the list of books she would have to read during the summer. And by the first day at her new school, she had read every one.

Only now she wished she hadn’t. What was the use? She would never make the Quiz Team. The handout she had gotten today made that very clear.

Tate stepped off the big yellow school bus. Her shoulders slumped. Her backpack dragged in the dust of the country road.

Abner, Derek, and Celia Willow leaped off the bus behind their sister and raced to the stone arch bridge. Every day after school, the four Willow children liked to drop sticks in the river below. Then they rushed to the other side of the bridge to see which stick came out first.

“Ready—set—” Abner began. Then he said, “Tate! Come on. We’re waiting!”

“Go ahead without me,” Tate called. She walked slowly to the bridge and sat on its stone ledge. She didn’t feel like playing. She just watched the river.

The river was usually a quiet, slow stream that curled around Hollowstone Hill like a sleepy blue snake. But now, after two weeks of rain, it was a muddy brown snake, wide awake and moving fast.

The sticks swirled and tumbled as they came out from under the bridge. One hit a rock with a sharp crack. Derek and Celia could not agree which stick had come out first, so they picked up new sticks and started over.

Abner sat down beside Tate. “What are you going to join at school this year?” he asked. “I’m going to be in the Science Club. We’re building robots!”

Tate shoved her backpack a little with her toe. Of course Abner would be in the Science Club. He had brains. He did his homework three times as fast as she did, and he was only one year older.

“I’m doing peewee football,” Derek said. He stood on his hands in the middle of the bridge. “Maybe I’ll do Scouts, too.” He had found an old scouting handbook of his father’s and had been trying to learn the different knots.

Tate’s leg swung back and forth. Bump–hump–hump went her foot against her backpack. She could hardly do a cartwheel, and she had failed her last swimming test. But Derek was a star at every sport he tried. She supposed he would be good at tying knots, too. Why did things come so easily for everyone else?

Celia gave up on her stick and leaned against Abner’s knee. “Miss Beeful put my picture of a dog up on the bulletin board. She says I should enter the art contest for my grade this year.” Celia sighed happily. “Miss Beeful says I take after my mother, because we’re both talented artists.”

Tate dangled her backpack by its strap and kicked it up in the air a little. Then she caught it, thinking about what Celia had said. Her little sister was good at drawing, for her age—much better than Tate had been. Now there would be two artists in the Willow family. Tate tried to feel happy about this. She failed.

Abner nudged Tate. “So, what are you going to join this year?” he asked again.

There was a hot, prickly feeling behind Tate’s eyes. “Nothing,” she said. “I’m not good at anything.” She tossed up her backpack again. Thwup!

She hadn’t meant to kick it so hard. The bright green backpack sailed past her hands. It hit a corner of the ledge and hung there, teetering. Then, as Tate reached for it, the backpack tipped. Splash!
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The four Willows ran alongside the river after the bobbing, twirling backpack.

“Catch it! Catch it!” cried Celia.

“There goes your homework!” Derek shouted.

Abner was the oldest, and he ran the fastest. He caught up with the backpack, but couldn’t think how to get it out of the river.

Tate looked ahead. She had an idea. “The big log!” she called, pointing. “You can catch it there!”

The big log was a tree that had fallen long ago. It slanted down into the river, large and partly hollow. On days when the river had been calmer, the Willows had used it for a lookout, a pirate ship, and a desert island.

Abner saw at once what Tate meant. He put on a last burst of speed and climbed out on the big log. He snagged the backpack by its strap as it went past. The tree rocked under his weight. “Whoa,” he said, catching hold of the trunk.

Tate arrived at the big log, breathing hard. She could see that the fallen tree was not as steady as it once was. The rising river, pushing hard against the tree, had loosened it from the bank. On the opposite side, water swirled and sucked in a froth of dirty foam.

She looked around. There was a long, thin branch on the ground. “Here!” She picked up the branch and held it out. “Use it for balance, and come on!”

Abner grabbed the branch and skipped off the log in a hurry. He landed on the riverbank with a solid thump. Then he handed the dripping backpack to Tate. “What do you mean, you’re not good at anything?” he demanded.

Derek and Celia came running up. They looked at Tate curiously. They wanted to hear the answer, too.

Tate dug in her backpack to see what had gotten wet. Her long brown ponytail swung past her chin.

Abner shook her lightly by the arm. “You’re the one who knows how to explain things to grown-ups so we don’t get into trouble, remember?”

“And you’re nice,” Celia said. “Abby Downey’s big sister is mean, and so is Joey Sisco’s. I’m glad you’re not like them.”

“Thanks,” Tate said, sighing. What was she supposed to do—join the Nice Club? The Talking to Grown-ups Club? She pulled out the papers in her backpack. They were damp around the edges.

Derek peeled some of the papers apart and flapped them in the air to dry. “You’re good at staying calm when things start happening.”

Tate tried to dry the backpack with the hem of her shirt. “Calm and nice,” she said. “I sound like the world’s most boring person.”

Derek flopped on the grass beside Tate. “I mean when weird things start happening,” he said. “You know.”

“Like magic,” Celia said.

“Oh,” said Tate.

The Willow children had discovered that there was magic somewhere deep inside Hollowstone Hill. At times, it seeped up and got into things, and then they never knew what would happen. It had gotten into their hamster, an old lawn mower, and even some grasshoppers. And Tate had to admit that they could have gotten into a lot of trouble each time.

But she wasn’t talking about magic now. “I meant that I’m not good at anything for school,” Tate said. “I’m not smart.”

The others were quiet for a moment. Tate was not the world’s best student, it was true. But she worked very hard.

“You like to read,” Derek pointed out.
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“Hey!” Abner smoothed out the paper he was holding. “Look at this! Why don’t you go out for the Book Quiz Team?”

“Yeah!” said Derek. “I heard they went to the state tournament last year!”

Abner read from the paper in his hand. “Tryouts are on Monday. You must have read all the books. There will be a test.”

“I won’t pass it,” said Tate. She reached for the paper and stuffed it in her backpack. She felt like throwing it in the river, but she didn’t want to litter.

Celia said, “Yes, you will! You’ve been reading books all summer long!”

Tate shook her head. “I’ve been reading from the list my old school gave out. But this school is in a new state. I found out today that their book list is totally different.”

There was a little silence. “Wow,” said Abner.

Derek jammed his cap low on his head. “Too bad.”

Celia gave her big sister a squeeze around the middle. “That’s so unfair!”

Tate shrugged. She tried to smile. Then she looked up the hill to their house. “Hey, isn’t that Mr. Wopter’s truck? What’s wrong now?”
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