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[image: 1. Misspelling Bee]

My name is A.J., and I know what you’re thinking. You’re thinking about zippers. I know, because that’s what I’m thinking about.

I got a new backpack for school, and it has seven zippers on it. Seven! There are zippers on the outside. Zippers on the inside. Zippers all over. Does anybody really need seven zippers on a backpack? It’s ridorkulous.

Did you ever notice that when you say a word over and over again, it looks and sounds weird? Zippers. Zippers. Zippers. That’s weird.

But this book isn’t about zippers. There are no more zippers for the rest of the book, I promise.

My point is, our class was on the bus heading for the big spelling bee against Dirk School (we call it Dork School). When we were in third grade, we competed against Dirk in the Brain Games. We totally destroyed them when our car, the Death Machine, ran into a wall, and the wall fell on their car so it couldn’t move. Ha! You can read more about it in a book called Mrs. Brown Is Upside-Down!* Dirk is on the other side of town. Every year, the fourth grade competes to see which school has the better spellers.

Our principal, Mrs. Stoker, was standing at the front of the bus.

“Are you kids excited about the spelling bee?” she asked.

“YES!” shouted all the girls.

“NO!” shouted all the boys.

“Speaking of spelling,” said Mrs. Stoker, “can you tell me which word begins with T, ends with T, and has T in it?”

“Which word?” we all shouted.

“Teapot!” said Mrs. Stoker.

Then she cracked up and slapped her knee, because that’s what grown-ups always do when they think something is funny. Nobody knows why.
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When she’s not being our principal, Mrs. Stoker is a professional comedian. She loves telling jokes.

“Where can you find an eye?” asked Mrs. Stoker.

“Where?” we all shouted.

“Between H and J!” said Mrs. Stoker.

She slapped her knee again. Spelling jokes are really not funny.

“How do you make seven even?” asked Mrs. Stoker.

“How?” we all shouted.

“Delete the S!” Mrs. Stoker said. “Get it?”

We got it. She kept telling bad spelling jokes until the bus pulled up to Dirk School.

“How about a round of applause for A.J. and Andrea?” Mrs. Stoker said before we got off the bus. “They will be representing our school in the spelling bee.”

Andrea Young is this annoying girl in my class with curly brown hair. Well, the class doesn’t have curly brown hair. Andrea does.

“Oooh,” said my best friend Ryan. “A.J. and Andrea are representing our school. They must be in LOVE!”

“When are you gonna get married?” asked my other best friend Michael.

If those guys weren’t my best friends, I would hate them.

I didn’t want to be in the spelling bee. But I had to do it because I’m in the gifted and talented program with Andrea. I didn’t want to be in the gifted and talented program either. It’s for nerds like Andrea. She loves spelling . . . and reading . . . and social studies . . . and everything to do with school.

We got off the bus at Dirk School. Two of their students were waiting to greet us—Morgan Brocklebank and Tommy Smith. I recognized them because they represented Dirk in the Brain Games.

“Well, well, well,” Morgan Brocklebank said to me. “We meet again. Are you dummies ready to lose?”

“Your face is gonna lose!” I replied.

“You probably can’t even spell face,” Morgan Brocklebank told me. “I memorized the dictionary backward and forward.”

What a nerd.

“Oh, yeah?” I told her. “Well I memorized the dictionary sideways.”

I don’t know how to memorize a dictionary sideways. I was just yanking Morgan Brocklebank’s chain.

Tommy didn’t say anything. He had his finger in his nose the whole time.

We followed them inside Dirk School. We had to walk a million hundred miles until we got to the gym. It was filled with lots of Dirk dorks, teachers, and parents.

“Booooooooooo!” everybody booed when we entered the gym.

“We’re gonna get crushed,” I whispered to Andrea.

“Don’t let them bother you,” Andrea replied. “We’re going to win . . . unless you mess it up.”

The kids in our class sat on the bleachers on the other side of the gym. Andrea and I climbed up onto the little stage that had been set up in the middle. There was one long table and four chairs for Andrea, me, Morgan, and Tommy.

When I sat down, the weirdest thing in the history of the world happened. You’ll never believe who came out of the locker room riding a scooter.

It was a lion!
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[image: 2. Miss O’Brien Is a Lion]

Well, it wasn’t a real lion. It was obviously some grown-up in a lion costume.

“Who’s that?” I asked Morgan Brocklebank.

“That’s Miss O’Brien,” she replied. “She’s our custodian, and our school mascot.*

Dirk has a mascot? How come our school doesn’t have a mascot?

When Miss O’Brien the Lion scooted out to the middle of the gym, the Dirk jerks in the bleachers started yelling and screaming and hooting and hollering and freaking out. That old song “We Are the Champions” came blasting out of the speakers.

Miss O’Brien hopped off the scooter and started clapping, sliding around on the floor, and doing jumping jacks, somersaults, cartwheels, and backflips. It was pretty cool, I had to admit. Then she climbed into the Dirk bleachers and high-fived everybody in sight. She never said a word. I guess mascots aren’t supposed to talk.

The two school principals shook hands. Mr. Wilson, the Dirk principal, went to the microphone stand.

“Welcome to the annual fourth-grade spelling bee,” he said. “This is a friendly competition, of course. But Dirk School is going to win, of course.”
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“Ha-ha-ha,” laughed Mrs. Stoker. “I don’t think so. Ella Mentry School has the best spellers in town.”

“We’ll see.”

That got the crowd buzzing. But not like bees. That would be weird.

Both principals made peace signs with their fingers, which means shut up.

“It’s time to start the spelling bee,” announced Principal Wilson. “The rules are simple. I will ask each of these students to spell a word. The team that spells the most words correctly will be the winner.”

I was nervous. Spelling isn’t my favorite subject. My favorite subjects are lunch, recess, and dismissal.

“The first word is for Morgan of Dirk School,” said Principal Wilson. “Spell the word . . . successful.”

“That’s easy. Successful is spelled S-U-C-C-E-S-S-F-U-L,” Morgan Brocklebank said confidently.

“That’s right!” said Principal Wilson. “The next word is for Andrea of Ella Mentry School. “Spell the word . . . knowledge.”

Oooh, that’s a hard one. I never remember if there’s a D in it or not.

“Knowledge is spelled K-N-O-W-L-E-D-G-E,” said Andrea.

Aha! So there is a D!

“Correct!” said Principal Wilson. “The next word is for Tommy of Dirk School. “Spell . . . interrupt.”

“Interrupt is spelled I-N-T-E-R-R-U-P-T,” said Tommy.

“Very good!” said Principal Wilson. “The next word is for A.J. of Ella Mentry School. “Spell . . . cemetery.”

That’s easy. It sounds like there’s an A in “cemetery,” but I remembered the little trick our teacher Miss Banks taught us—there are three Es in “cemetery.” You just have to think of three tombstones in the shape of an E standing in a cemetery.

“Cemetery is spelled C-E-M-E-T-E-R-Y,” I said.

“Right!” said Principal Wilson.

We moved on to Round Two. Morgan Brocklebank had to spell “believe.” Andrea had to spell “definitely.” Tommy had to spell “separate.” I had to spell “calendar.” We all got them correct. The principals and the crowd were really impressed that we were such good spellers.

In Round Three, Tommy spelled “necessary” wrong. We were winning! But then I forgot the R in “February,” and we were all tied up again.

In Round Four, Morgan Brocklebank spelled “embarrass” wrong. We were winning again! But then I spelled “beginning” wrong, and it was all tied up again. Andrea was the only one who spelled every word right. She smiled the smile she smiles to let everybody know she knows something nobody else knows.

It was a seesaw battle. Well, not really. It would be dangerous to fight on a seesaw.

The last round was Round Seven. Dirk was ahead by one point. Morgan, Andrea, and Tommy all spelled their words right. It was my turn. The pressure was on.

“If A.J. can spell the next word correctly,” said Principal Wilson, “the score will be tied up again. If he spells it wrong, Dirk School wins. Isn’t this exciting?”

“YES!” shouted all the Dirk girls.

“NO!” shouted all the Dirk boys.

“Are you ready, A.J.?” asked Principal Wilson.

“I guess so.”

“DIRK! DIRK! DIRK!” the Dirk dorks chanted.

“ELLA! ELLA! ELLA!” the kids on our side chanted.

Both principals made the shut-up peace sign again.

“Okay, A.J. The final word is . . . ‘misspell.’”
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Ha! That’s easy!

“M-I-S-P-E-L-L,” I said.

“Ohhhhhh, sorry, A.J.,” said Principal Wilson. “You were so close. Misspell is spelled M-I-S-S-P-E-L-L.”

NOOOOOOOOOOOO!

“The winner of the spelling bee,” announced Principal Wilson, “is Dirk School!”

Everybody on the Dirk side went crazy. Miss O’Brien the Lion came running over to hug Tommy and Morgan Brocklebank.

“WE’RE NUMBER ONE!” the Dirk dorks chanted. “YOU MAKE NUMBER TWO! WE’RE NUMBER ONE! YOU MAKE NUMBER TWO!”

While all those Dirk jerks were chanting and celebrating, Andrea was glaring at me.

“How could you misspell ‘misspell’?” she asked me.

“It’s easy to misspell ‘misspell,’” I whined.

“Now I won’t get into Harvard!” shouted Andrea. “It’s all your fault, Arlo!”

Mr. Wilson thanked everybody for participating in the spelling bee.
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“And a special thank-you,” he said, “to our mascot and custodian, Miss O’Brien.”

She took off her lion head and waved to the crowd.

We slinked out of the gym and walked a million hundred miles back to the bus. Principal Stoker looked really mad.

“Are you going to tell us more spelling jokes on the ride back to school?” asked Neil, who we call the nude kid even though he wears clothes.

“No!”
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