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Chapter One
My name is Alex Ponte and I want to be a writer.
I have wanted to be a writer for a whole year now. But I have two
problems: 1.) I am twelve and 2.) I do not understand English
grammar.
When I decided to be a writer, I looked on the back of all my
mom’s books. She has fifty-four books. Twenty-seven have the
picture of the author on the back cover. All writers are old.
My mom says I think everyone over the age of twelve is old. I do
not think that is true. My sister is sixteen and I do not think she is
old.
My sister says I am stupid. She thinks my idea of being a writer is
stupid.
I am not very worried about what my sister says. She thinks the
entire world is stupid. She discovered the word “stupid” a couple
of years ago when we moved to Canada. Today, she used it seven
times during breakfast and fifteen times during dinner. I know
because I counted.
***
We moved to Canada two years ago. Only my mom, my sister,
and I moved here. My father stayed in the “old country.” He left us
long before we moved.
My mom said he left us because babies interfered with his

writing. She told that to one of her new friends here in Canada.
That is how I found out my father is a writer.
I did not know what the word “interfered” meant. My mother
said it like it was a bad word. I did not want to ask my sister what it
meant. I did not want to hear the word “stupid” again.
***
Last year, I wrote my first story.
I was very proud of it. It was a story with birds, dogs, ponies,
dragons, and cats. I also added a talking snake for good
measure.
I think it was the talking snake that ruined the story.
Mrs. Skoll, my English teacher, gave me an insufficient. She said
my grammar was atrocious. It sounded really bad, so I looked up
that word in the dictionary. It meant “really bad.” Go figure.
When she gave me the paper back, I asked her if she liked the
story.
“I will like a story that I can read,” she said.
For a couple of days after that, I was sad.

Chapter Two
My mom had to take the driver test. She is a good driver, and
she has never had an accident.
She failed the test.
I was there. When the driver instructor gave her the paper, my
mother thanked him very politely.
We went home by bus, in silence. At home, I asked my mom if
she was mad at the instructor for failing her.
“Why would I be mad?” she asked. “He is there to make sure that
people who drive know what they are doing.”
“But you are a good driver!”
“I will learn to be a better driver and next time I will pass the
test.”
She failed two more times. In the end, she passed the test. We
had ice cream to celebrate. I asked her if she was happy.
“I am happy I passed the test.” She gave me our secret wink. “I
am happier that I can keep you safer now.”
***
My mom is a good driver. After studying for her exam, she is
even better. Even if I got an insufficient grade on my story, it does
not mean I am a bad writer. It just means I can be better.

This past summer, I asked everybody to teach me grammar,
except for my sister. I don’t think she even knows that grammar
exists. She just writes texts on her iPhone with lots of hearts and
exclamation marks.
My mom tried to help me. She took my textbooks and learned at
night. She showed me what she learned the next day. I was more
confused.
In the end, my mom asked our neighbor’s daughter, Amanda, to
help me. My mom cleaned their house for four hours on
Saturdays.
Amanda taught me grammar twice a week. Amanda was a
beautiful girl. I spent the first two weeks blushing and stammering.
I had no idea what she was teaching me.
My mom asked if I found the lessons helpful. I did not want to
disappoint her. I told her I learned a lot.
“He is in love with Amanda,” my sister said. “I bet he does not
remember anything he learned. He is that stupid.”
My mom told my sister to stop calling me names. After that, she
turned to me.
“I don’t think you should let your interest in Amanda interfere
with your learning.”
This is how I found out that “interfere” was not a bad word. I
promised my mom that I would try to focus more.
The next time I went for a lesson with Amanda, I focused on
what I did not like about her. She talked too loudly, and she always

had food around her mouth. I don’t like people that don’t wipe
their mouths.
I stopped blushing and stammering, and I started learning. By
the end of the summer, I knew all the parts of a sentence. I started
to understand verbs. I even practiced spelling on my own with a
spelling bee app.
I was getting closer to becoming a writer.

Chapter Three
We moved to this neighborhood because my sister skipped
school to be with a boy. My mom decided it was time for us to
move to a better place.
My mom said my sister will skip school again for a boy. She
hopes that next time the boy will not be a criminal. She told that to
her friend. I heard it by accident, when my ear was stuck to the
vent that went from the basement to the living room.
I do not mind that we moved. I got to move all my books. I don’t
have many real friends, but I have many imaginary friends from
my books. I can read for hours. I have books I have read a
hundred times. I like sitting there and imagining my heroes’ great
adventures.
***
I started at a new school in September. That is how I met Mr.
Owen. He is my new English teacher.
On the first week, Mr. Owen asked us to write a story.
I was confident this time, but I left out the talking snake. Even
though I knew better grammar, I really wanted to impress Mr.
Owen.
The next week, he brought back our stories. He was not
impressed. He also gave me an insufficient.
I was very sad. For the rest of the class, I struggled to hide my

tears.
I will never be a writer.
***
Mr. Owen stopped me after class.
“I see my grade made you very upset. I am sorry. I think you
have great potential and by the end of the year I am certain you
will improve your grade.”
“I want to be a writer” I said.
“That is a very impressive goal for your life.”
“No, you don’t understand. I don’t want to be a writer when I am
old. I want to be a writer now.”
Mr. Owen took my paper and looked at it again.
“I gave you an insufficient because I had a hard time following
your story. I think I know what the problem is.”
I tried not to look at him. I did not want him to know how much I
wanted his help.
“I think you should start writing about things you know. You
should start keeping a journal.”
Just like that, I lost my hope.
“I don’t want to keep a journal like a girl.”
Mr. Owen nodded. “I understand,” he told me. “But most great

writers kept journals. Some of them were later published.”
He went to a bookshelf and took out a book. “This is a journal
kept by a very famous writer when he was a little older than you.”
He gave me the book. He told me to come back in a couple of
weeks and talk to him about it.

Chapter Four
I made a journal from an old notepad mom brought home from
work. I wrote every day before bed. After two weeks, I had almost
ten pages that looked the same.

I had breakfast.
I went to school.
I ate lunch in the cafeteria.
I went back to class.
I came home.
I read.
I did my homework.
I took a bath.
I went to bed.
The last sentence was not really true because I wrote it while I
was still awake.
***
I took my journal pages to Mr. Owen.
“I think people that write journals have a more interesting life.
My life is so boring.”

He took the notebook and looked through it.
“I don’t think they have a more interesting life,” he said. “A writer
can make the most normal events into extraordinary
adventures.”
He asked me to put more details in my journal: What time did I
have breakfast? Was I alone? How was the weather? What did I
have for breakfast?
“That one is simple,” I rushed to say. “I always eat Cheerios with
cold milk.”
Mr. Owen continued: How did the Cheerios taste? What sound
did they make when you chewed? What color was the milk when
you added Cheerios?
“The next time I read your journal, I want to feel like I am having
breakfast with you. I want to be so impressed by your description
of the Cheerios that I can never have breakfast cereal again
without thinking of what you wrote.”

Chapter Five
The Cheerios Journal Entry

It is seven in the morning and my mom is rushing to get to work.
I sit at the table next to the kitchen, eating my bowl of cereal with
cold milk.
My mom drinks coffee every morning. One cup before she
leaves the house. I start eating when she starts brewing the
coffee.
She is brewing the coffee on the stove, like in the old country.
Someone gave us a coffee machine, but she only uses it for
guests. She says the coffee does not taste the same.
The smell of coffee grows stronger with every bite I take.
When I start eating, the Cheerios are crunchy and sweet. They
make a popping sound in my mouth, like when you bounce a ball
on the asphalt. They get soggier with every spoonful.
At the end of my bowl, the Cheerios taste slightly bitter. I think
the smell of the coffee mixes with the taste of my food and
changes it. I like Cheerios so much that I usually pour a second
bowl.
This morning, my sister took the last drop of milk before I could
pour another bowl. I told my mother. She sighed and said that she
will have to stop at the grocery store on her way home. I know she
is tired from work. I told her I could meet her at the bus stop and

help her carry the groceries.
She kissed the top of my head and thanked me.
My sister said this was stupid.
***
I followed Mr. Owen’s advice. I wrote about everything that I
noticed in a day. Sometimes, I would write about school.
Sometimes, about breakfast. My journal entries got longer and
longer.
With every page, writing about stuff got easier. Mr. Owen’s
classes helped a lot. We talked about plots and characters. We
read books with a critical eye instead of just for entertainment. My
grades started getting better.
My head was bursting with stories. I tried again to write about
dragons. What I could clearly see in my head never made it onto
paper the same way.
I saw majestic mountains. When I tried to describe them, they
sounded more like the hills in the old country.
I saw epic fights with monsters and dragons. My descriptions
sounded more like the neighbor’s dog fighting with a stray cat.
I tried to read some of my mom’s books to find inspiration. They
were boring. For many pages they just talked about feelings.

Chapter Six
My sister had been gone for two weeks when I decided I would
not let her departure interfere with my writing.
I sat at my desk for two hours, trying to string words together.
“Write about what you know.” That is what Mr. Owen always
said.

I am twelve years old, I wrote. I have lived on two continents. I
have moved twelve times since I can remember. We moved five
times in the old country and seven times since we arrived in
Canada.
All the places were different. I started describing each of them. I
realized that I didn’t remember a lot about some of the places we
lived.
I forgot all my friends from the old country. I never really made
new friends here.
I destroyed the pages I wrote and I started over.
I was going to write about what I knew. The only person I truly
knew was my mom.
***
My sister came back a week later.
Her presence interfered with her boyfriend’s ability to date other

girls. He was not happy and he sent her away.
My sister and my mom talked and cried for a whole evening. I
stayed away. I was busy writing my story.
I took my story to Mr. Owen. He told me it was good. He told me
to go home and write the story again. I was confused. I thought I
already did that.
Mr. Owen explained that I wrote the first draft. Now, I had to go
home and write it again.
I was still confused until I started writing. The second time, my
ideas were crystal clear in my head. Words came to me so easily. I
wrote the second draft much faster than the first.
I took the story to Mr. Owen again. He asked me to get my
mom’s approval to get it published. He told me he would help me
make the last edits.

Chapter Seven
My story got published in a literary journal for children my age. I
even have my picture in it and a little biography.
I told Mr. Owen I was a writer now. He looked at me, surprised.
“Alex, you were always a writer. From the first time you sat down
and wrote a story, you could call yourself a writer. Now, you are a
published writer.”
He gave me two copies of the journal to take home to my mom.
I ran all the way home with my two copies of the journal.
It was funny I ran because it wasn’t necessary. My mom was not
home and she would not be for another hour.
I did not want my sister to be the first to read my story.
I waited for my mom at the door. Before she could take off her
shoes, I pushed the journal in front of her eyes.
She sighed.
“Just like your father…” She sounded so sad.
***
In the old country, we have a large family. My mother has four
sisters. They are all married. They all have children. Their
husbands have brothers and sisters. My grandparents have

brothers and sisters.
Most of my family lives in the same city, so they visit each other
often. The kids are taken care of by the family.
I was one year old when my father left us. He moved to the
capital for more opportunities.
When we used to gather for birthdays or other celebrations, my
family spoke of two things: how my father was good-for-nothing
and how much I looked like my father.
One day, I asked my mom if our family hated me. She asked me
why I would think that.
“I look like my father,” I said. “They hate my father.”
My mom hugged me tight. That night, she got on the phone and
told the entire family to shut up. They did, but I could still feel their
looks.
***
When we moved to Canada, my father was too busy to come
and take us to the airport. At that time, I had not seen him in four
years. Now, it would be six.
My mom never talks badly about my father. She always told me
he loves me very much and he wishes he could be with us. I know
it is not true. I never told my mom that.
I know people have a mom and a dad and they do things
together as a family. I have never known what it’s like to have a
dad, so I don’t really miss it. I don’t miss him. I don’t care what he

does. If he is too busy to call, why should I care?
There were two instances when my mom told me I was like
him.
The first time, I spent a day arranging my books in alphabetical
order by author. I left the rest of my room a complete disaster.
The second time, I gave her the journal that published my first
story.
***
I knew my mom had read the entire story when she came in my
room at two in the morning. She woke me up and cried with me in
her arms for a long time.
I wrote the story about her. How she goes to work every day,
even if she is sick.
How she woke up at three in the morning to make my Halloween
costume.
How I never heard her say a bad word about anyone, even if
some people were not very nice to her.
She left a good job behind to come to a new country and work
hard. For us. To have a better future together.
She left her family behind. She spends every Saturday talking
with them, but it is not the same. With every year that passes, they
feel further and further away.
My mom would do anything for us. When we did not have

money for a tutor, she cleaned houses to help me with my
education.
She knows what foods I like and she makes them, even if she
does not like them.
When my sister ran from home, she was so worried.
When my sister came back home, she received her with open
arms. She is my sister’s rock. She is our rock.

Chapter Eight
Here is an excerpt from my story.

My name is Alex Ponte and I want to be a writer, even if I am
only twelve years old.
I started to write because my father was a writer.
I continue to write because I have stories in my head that
scream to be put on paper.
I will stop writing if it interferes with my family.
I want to be brave like my mother. Just like her, I want to have
the courage to always be there for the people who are important
to me.
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