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My name is A.J., and I know what you’re thinking. You’re thinking about jellyfish. I know because that’s what I’m thinking about. Jellyfish are cool. What I want to know is, if there are jellyfish in the ocean, are there also peanut butter fish? That would make sense. Because peanut butter and jelly go together really well.

My point is, we were in Miss Banks’s class learning about social studies, or something like that. I’m not sure because I wasn’t paying attention. Suddenly, Miss Banks called on me.

“Are you paying attention, A.J.?” she asked.

I decided to be honest because my parents always say honesty is the best policy.

“Uh . . . no.”

“Were you daydreaming again?” Miss Banks asked.

“Uh . . . yeah.”

“What were you thinking about, A.J.?” she asked.
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“Jellyfish,” I replied.

Everybody laughed even though I didn’t say anything funny.

“What about jellyfish, A.J.?” said Miss Banks.

“If there are jellyfish in the ocean,” I said, “are there also peanut butter fish?”

Everybody laughed again.

“And I was wondering how they squeeze the jelly out of jellyfish,” I continued.

“I don’t think jelly comes from jellyfish,” Miss Banks replied.

“Then why do they call them jellyfish?” I asked.

“Jelly comes from gelatin, Arlo!” said Andrea Young, this annoying girl who sits next to me with curly brown hair.* She calls me by my real name because she knows I don’t like it.

Andrea thinks she is sooooo smart because she’s a member of PAC—the Principal’s Advisory Committee—a group of nerds who get to boss around the principal all the time.

Andrea rolled her eyes at me, like always. I wish her eyes would roll right out of her head. I was going to say something mean to her, but I couldn’t think of anything fast enough. So I just said how much I like peanut butter and jelly sandwiches.

“You probably don’t even know how to make a peanut butter and jelly sandwich,” Andrea told me.

“Why would I?” I replied. “My mom makes lunch for me.”

“My mom does too,” said Ryan.

“My dad makes my lunch,” said Michael.

“Wait a minute,” said Miss Banks. “Are you serious? You kids really don’t know how to make a peanut butter and jelly sandwich?”

“I do!” shouted Andrea. “You take two pieces of bread. Spread peanut butter on one piece. Spread jelly on the other piece. Then you put the two pieces together. It’s simple!”

Andrea smiled the smile she smiles to let everybody know she knows something nobody else knows.

Miss Banks shook her head sadly.

“What about building things?” she asked. “Raise your hand if you’ve ever hammered a nail or sawed a piece of wood.”

Andrea was the only one who raised her hand.

“You mean hammer a fingernail?” asked Alexia.

“What’s a saw?” asked Neil.

“I saw a piece of wood,” I said. “With my eyes!”

Everybody laughed because I said something funny.

“My dad told me that hammers and saws can be dangerous,” said Ryan. “You could hurt yourself.”

Miss Banks shook her head again.

“Do you kids know how to repair things?” she asked.

“Like what?” asked Emily.

“Like anything!” said Miss Banks. “What do you do when something in your house breaks?”

“We throw it out and get a new one, of course,” I said. “Duh!”

Miss Banks slapped her own forehead. She slaps her forehead a lot. I’m afraid she’s going to hurt herself.
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The next day was Friday. Yay! The last day of the school week. After Miss Banks took attendance, the weirdest thing in the history of the world happened. An announcement came over the loudspeaker.

Well, that’s not the weird part. Announcements come over the loudspeaker all the time. The weird part was what happened after that.

“Please report to the all-porpoise room for a surprise assembly,” announced Mrs. Patty, the school secretary.

Uh-oh, I didn’t like the sound of that. Sometime surprises are good, like when your parents suddenly say let’s go out for ice cream. Some surprises are bad, like when you’re walking on the sidewalk and a piano falls on your head.

We marched a million hundred miles to the all-porpoise room, which really needs a new name because there are no dolphins in there. When we got to the all-porpoise room, we had to sit boy-girl-boy-girl so we wouldn’t talk to anybody we liked. I had to sit between annoying Andrea and crybaby Emily. Our principal, Mrs. Stoker, was up on the stage.
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“Good morning, everyone,” she said. “Say, do you know what nervous carpenters do?”

“WHAT?” we shouted.

“They bite their nails!” said Mrs. Stoker. “By the way, I just started on a seafood diet. Every time I see food, I eat it. Get it? Seafood? See food?”

Mrs. Stoker is a joker. Before she was our principal, she was a stand-up comedian.

We all laughed. You should always laugh at the principal’s jokes, even if they’re not funny. That’s the first rule of being a kid.

“But seriously,” said Mrs. Stoker, “it has come to my attention . . .”*

Uh-oh. Anytime grown-ups say something has come to their attention, you know you did something wrong.

“. . . that kids today aren’t learning some of the basic skills you’re going to need when you grow up, like cooking and working with tools. You think cooking means turning on a microwave. You spend hours sitting still and staring at screens, blah blah blah . . .”

She went on like that for a while.

“Well, I say it’s time to put down your smartphones, tablets, and video games. There’s more to life than clicking, streaming, sharing, and posting. So guess what we’re going to do?”

“You’re going to let us go home early?” shouted a kid in the back.

“No,” said Mrs. Stoker.

“Give us recess all day?” shouted a kid in the front.

“No.”

“Cancel school forever?” shouted a kid in the middle.

“No!” said Mrs. Stoker. “We’re going to learn how to do things!”

Ugh. I don’t want to do things. Doing things is boring.

“In addition to art and music,” said Mrs. Stoker, “we’re adding two new specials to our curriculum at Ella Mentry School—career tech education and family & consumer sciences.”

“What?” asked everybody in the whole school. Even the teachers didn’t know what Mrs. Stoker was talking about.

“What’s that?” somebody shouted.

“Let me explain,” said Mrs. Stoker. “When I was a child, we called them ‘shop’ and ‘home economics.’ In shop, we learned how to build things out of wood. In home ec, we learned how to cook and sew. That’s what we’re going to start learning at Ella Mentry School. Doesn’t it sound like fun?”

“YES!” shouted all the girls.

“NO!” shouted all the boys.

“I’d like to introduce our new teachers . . .” said Mrs. Stoker.

A man and a lady came out from behind the curtain. The man was wearing an apron and a chef’s hat. The lady was wearing overalls and holding a big wrench.

“Hi, everybody!” they said, waving at us.

[image: ]

We clapped, because that’s what you’re supposed to do when people come out on the stage, even if they haven’t done anything yet. Nobody knows why.

“I’m going to teach career tech education,” said the lady. “But you can call it woodworking. We’re going to build things with wood.”

“And I’m going to teach family and consumer sciences, or FCS,” said the man. “We’re going to cook and sew lots of cool things.”

“Welcome to Ella Mentry School,” said Mrs. Stoker. “Students, put your hands together for Mr. and Mrs. Phelps!”

We all clapped again.

“They’re both named Phelps?” I mumbled. “That’s an amazing coincidence.”

“They’re married, Arlo!” said Andrea. “That’s why they have the same last name.”

“You mean, married to each other?” I asked.

“Yes!”

“We’re excited to be here!” Mr. Phelps said as he put his arm around Mrs. Phelps. “And it just so happens that today is our twentieth anniversary.”

“Congratulations!” said Mrs. Stoker.

Wow. They’ve been married for twenty years? That’s almost a hundred.

That’s when the most awful, disgusting thing in the history of the world happened. Mrs. Phelps gave Mr. Phelps a kiss! On the lips!

Gross! I had to cover my eyes so I wouldn’t have to witness the horrible sight.

“That’s so sweet!” said Andrea. “They’ve been married for twenty years, and they’re still in love! Isn’t that romantic?”
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Ugh. Andrea said the L word. I thought I was gonna throw up.
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The fourth grade was scheduled to see Mrs. Phelps on Mondays and Wednesdays and Mr. Phelps on Tuesdays and Thursdays. Four days of torture in a row! Let me tell you something right now: This story is not going to have a happy ending. No way.

It was hard for me to fall asleep that night. I kept thinking about sewing and cooking and having to make stuff out of wood. I was tossing and turning when my dad walked past my bedroom door.

“Are you okay, A.J.?” he asked.

“I can’t sleep,” I told him.

“Do you want to talk about it?” he asked. My dad is really good at helping me fall asleep.*

“Mrs. Stoker is gonna make us cook and sew and build things at school,” I told him. “I don’t want to do that stuff. She’s mean.”

“Yes, she sent an email about it to the parents,” Dad replied. “What do you wish you could do instead?”

“I wish we could play video games at school,” I said. “That would be cool.”

“I’m sure it would,” Dad replied. “But Mrs. Stoker believes it’s important for kids to learn how to do things with your hands. And I think she’s right.”

“I play video games with my hands,” I replied.

“True,” Dad said, “but you and your classmates need to learn life skills that you’ll be able to use when you get older.”

“Playing video games is a life
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