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Chapter One


This year would be different.


I was sure of it.


“Welcome, students!” Principal Hendricks raised her arms in a cheer from her spot on the auditorium stage. Her red power suit gleamed in the spotlight. “We’re so excited to have you back at Northbrook Middle School!”


Next to me, my best friend Tasha pretended to puke into her backpack.


“Stop it.” I elbowed her. “This year is going to be different.”


Tasha raised her eyebrow. She had the best you’re-unbelievable look aside from my mom, whose facial expressions were expert level.


“I mean it, Tasha.” I folded my hands on my lap and pasted a smile on my face, despite feeling Tasha’s stare burn into me.


“You curled your hair, didn’t you?” Tasha asked.


My shoulder-length brownish-blond hair was naturally wavy, but only parts of it. Most of it was stick straight. So, picture chunks of straight hair with random curlicues. Normally, I deal with it, shoving it back into a ponytail and moving on with my life. But this year was going to be different. This year, I’d do what Mom was always yakking about—Take time with your appearance, Pipi. Make an effort. I’d wake up fifteen minutes early every day and curl my hair so it’d all be bouncy and exciting, like my brand-new, different self.


Now both of Tasha’s eyebrows were peaked. She pulled on one of my curls and then watched it bounce back. “Every year, you start off like an innocent little lamb thinking this time, everything’s going to be so new and grand. Every year, I’ve got to come pry you out of the bathroom stall you’re crying in by the end of September.”


“That’s not fair.” I crossed my arms. “You know perfectly well that everything that has happened to me was not my fault.”


“Mm-hmm.”


“Tasha!”


“Pipi!”


I glanced around, holding up my hands. “That’s one of the things that’s going to be different this year. I’m not going by Pipi anymore. I’m Penelope.”


Tasha closed her eyes and shook her head. This time, I guess facial features weren’t enough to convey her thoughts. “You’re unbelievable.”


“I’ve been Pipi McGee for four years—”


“Yep, ever since you—”


“Don’t say it!” I put my hand over Tasha’s mouth and she batted my arm away. Tasha crossed her own arms and stared at me. “Sorry,” I mumbled. “But just, please. Don’t say it. I mean it, this year’s going to be different.”


“Whatever.” Tasha shifted in her seat and slipped earbuds into her ears. She thumbed at her audiobook app.


“That again?” I pointed to the picture of the book cover on the app. “Haven’t you got the whole thing memorized?”


“’Course, I do.” Tasha grinned. “But the final installment—Crow Reaper: Reaping Death—releases next week. Just enough time to listen to the first book.”


I sighed.


Tasha shook her head, her long braids rustling against each other. “Uh-uh. No judgment, Pi—Penelope. You might be changing. I’m staying the same.”


I glanced at Tasha, who closed her eyes as she listened, and I knew that wasn’t exactly true. While each year I somehow managed to stay right where I was on the social hierarchy of Northbrook Middle School (the bottom rung)—always due to some unfortunate event that was never my fault—Tasha bumped up a few pegs.


That wasn’t even true, really. She built her own ladder. Her ridiculously overachieving brain and athleticism put her in a league of coolness totally of her own, despite being totally obsessed—to the point of dress up—with a book series about a demon-hunting boy whose brother turned into a crow. And then there was the fact that she was gorgeous, tall and athletic with dark brown skin and eyes.


Principal Hendricks’s smile seemed to stretch the auditorium. “As you know, this is my first year as principal of Northbrook Middle. As such, we’re going to kick off things a little differently.”


“Told you.” I nudged Tasha, who just shook her head and bumped up the volume on her phone. My nose tickled, so I sat on my hands, keeping my smile firmly in place. I never touch my nose if I can help it. It’s my least favorite feature. Plus, the whole first-grade thing… 


My smile was smacked straight off my face when Frau Jacobs, the seventh-grade Intro to Languages teacher, shuffled forward and whispered in Principal Hendricks’s ear.


Remember that part in Harry Potter where the old lady was actually a snake? Like the giant snake was just living inside the old lady’s skin? I’m pretty sure J. K. Rowling must’ve met Frau Jacobs when she thought about that snake lady.


Frau Jacobs was about five feet, two inches tall, all sweet smiles and curly brown hair. She smelled like freshly baked cookies and clasped her hands together in delight while verbally carving your soul into confetti. Even though she was probably the same age as my dad, she looked like grandma material. Which, strictly speaking, also includes my dad.


Principal Hendricks’s red lipsticked smile wavered a little at whatever Frau Jacobs whispered in her ear. Slowly, Frau Jacobs backed away and sat down, a satisfied little smile on her face.


“Yes, well, before I begin with what we’re doing differently this year,” (I didn’t even bother to elbow Tasha this time) “the other teachers and I would like to remind you all about the dress code.” A low rumbly groan rippled over the auditorium. Principal Hendricks held up her hand. I swallowed down the sour taste that flooded my mouth whenever I saw Frau Jacobs.


“Okay, girls. No exposed shoulders. No low-cut blouses. No tank tops. No leggings without a top that goes to mid-thigh. No shorts that are higher than finger length when your arms are by your side.” Principal Hendricks rattled off the dress code like a grocery list. Behind her, Frau Jacobs cleared her throat. Principal Hendricks turned halfway toward her, listening to whatever she muttered, then turned back with a tight smile. “Frau Jacobs would like to add a few words.”


My breath seeped out, and I fought the urge to cover my ears.


“Yes, ladies. As the famous soprano Frau Greta Mila von Nickel was fond of saying… well, I can’t actually repeat it because even in German, an insult is an insult. But it comes down to this, ladies: each of us has an inner swine-dog that we must vanquish.”


Principal Hendricks cleared her throat. Frau sighed and continued, “None of you are, of course, swine-dogs. It’s an imperfect translation. In any case, remember you are here to learn. Not to be caught unawares at the distraction you are causing among others. I will dress-code you. I do expect you to be ready to learn at all times while you’re here in this building, prepared and ready without excuse.” I pulled up my knees and burrowed my head into them. Tasha, earbuds removed, stirred a little closer to me and hissed something under her breath about Frau shutting her pie hole.


Frau Jacobs smiled at all of us. “And, gentlemen, be clean and neat.” She looked over the audience full of students, as though expecting applause.


Principal Hendricks stood back in front of the microphone as Frau Jacobs returned to her seat. “You likely don’t remember that, at the beginning of kindergarten, you drew portraits of what you hoped your future selves would be, what you would look like at the end of middle school. Today, we’re going to reveal those wonderful portraits and see how far you’ve come in seizing your dreams!”


Something cold crackled through my chest. My fingers stretched out and squeezed Tasha’s knee.


She pulled out an earbud again. “What?”


“Bad,” I muttered.


“How bad?” Tasha bit her lip. “Like, fourth-grade bad?”


I didn’t answer.


Tasha’s eyes turned to marbles. She looked toward Frau Jacobs, then back at me. “Pipi—is this seventh-grade bad?”


I didn’t answer.


I didn’t talk about seventh grade.


Ever.


My eyes darted around the room. No way could they show everyone’s kindergarten portrait. There were, like, two hundred kids in my class. The lights dimmed and a screen lit up.


“No, no, no, no, no.”


Tasha looked at the screen, her mouth stretching into a relieved smile. “Come on, Pipi. It can’t be that bad. All of the drawings are goofy.” Flashing across the screen were scribbly sketches of big bobblehead humanoids next to the artist’s seventh-grade school picture. A few people laughed at Robert Andrew’s portrait—a giant head with arms and legs stretching out of it.


Now, maybe most people don’t remember their kindergarten self-portraits. Not me. How could I forget my first humiliation? Miss Simpson had held up my drawing in front of everyone, her face screwed up and red from holding in her laughter, as she told us to remember “sometimes the best thing to do when we make mistakes is to use an eraser or start over. Don’t just keep going.”


I bit my lip to keep from screaming. My eyes scoured the crowded auditorium. Maybe no one would be paying attention. No such luck. Everyone stared up at the screen with little grins. Each time a new portrait appeared, a little cooing sound would bubble up from spots in the crowd and everyone around that person would ooh and aah.


This was a disaster!


Three rows ahead of me, Ricky Salindo half twisted in his seat. When his eyes locked with mine, he quickly looked away. He remembered my kindergarten portrait, too.


I whimpered. Tasha elbowed me.


When I could be sure I could speak without screeching, I said, “There are two hundred kids in our grade. They won’t get to everyone, right?”


Tasha shrugged. “Two hundred and nineteen kids. Pictures are up for about three seconds, so it’d take six hundred fifty-seven seconds to get through everyone, or roughly ten minutes. And probably ten percent of the student body moved here after kindergarten.” My best friend has one of those super quick, bizarrely accurate math brains. I do not. “Oh!” she squealed. “It’s me!”


Tasha’s kindergarten portrait flashed on the screen. She had a red triangle dress, with brown arms and legs peeking out from the sides. Her hair was a lighter brown puff around her head. In careful writing, she had written her name, Tasha Martins, under her picture. She looked adorable and somehow exactly as I remembered her from when we first met, thanks to standing in alphabetical order in line for bathroom breaks. She had drawn herself holding a stack of books.


So cute. Alphabetical order. That meant I’d be—


It was worse than I remembered.


Let me set the scene, heading back in time eight years to tiny, poor Kindergarten Penelope dooming her future self.


Five-year-old Penelope sat at her table with colored pencils and crayons in a Tupperware container in front of her. She thought about her future self, what the Penelope of Eighth Grade would be like. She drew a pink face and yellow hair. And then Miss Simpson said, “Now, class, think about what you really, really love in life. And then think about all the choices you’ll get to make when you’re a big thirteen- or fourteen-year-old middle schooler!”


What do I really love in life? Kindergarten Penelope really loved bacon.


Sweet, innocent Penelope was so proud of her drawing. Then Miss Simpson made her trying-not-to-laugh face. And she held up the drawing and everyone in the classroom laughed. Kara Samson said something about Penelope being a sillyhead.


Penelope stood up and screamed that she was not a sillyhead, and someday she would be bacon, and then Kara would be sorry.


Miss Simpson talked then about fantasy versus reality and that no one could grow up to be bacon. But she was wrong, Kindergarten Penelope vowed, and wrote in careful letters: Penelope WILL be bacon. And then Penelope screamed that she would be drippy and delicious one day, and kicked Miss Simpson’s shin.


I remembered everyone’s faces, all twisty and eyes squinty, their hands covering their mouths as they whispered and laughed. My own face had flushed so red I could see it flaming.


It looked like… well, it looked exactly like what was happening right now, this very second. Because it was happening all over again.


“No!” Tasha gasped as the portrait took shape on the screen. She wrapped her arm around my shoulder and squeezed. “Pipi. Pipi, why did you put boobs on the bacon?”


“Because it’s older me,” I whimpered and looked down at my still mostly flat chest.


I was too numb to react. Just stared at the screen, both reliving my first humiliation and then experiencing it fresh all over again.


Know how long it takes for the entire eighth grade to turn on a kid?


Three seconds.


First it was a buzz. Then a guffaw. Next laughter.


“It’s Pipi McGee!” someone a few rows behind me called out.


“Sizzling hot!” shouted someone else.


Tasha jumped to her feet. “Shut it! Leave her alone!” Tasha pointed to Wade Michaels, a meathead jock who was laughing loudest. “Your drawing had ears bigger than your head, Meatlobe.” Wade covered his ears with his hands and closed his mouth. Tasha jabbed a finger in nasty-laughing Patricia Reynolds’s direction. “And, you! You didn’t even draw a body, Patricia. You were just a blob girl. A blob girl.” Patricia rolled her eyes but stopped laughing.






[image: image]







Still standing, Tasha turned to me as the people around us finally quieted. “Don’t listen to them, Pipi,” she said. “Everyone loves bacon!”


“Especially booby bacon,” Wade called in a wheezy laugh. And the auditorium erupted again.


“It’s fine,” Tasha whispered as she sat back down. “I’m sure everyone will forget soon.”


“Booby bacon! Booby bacon! Booby bacon!” the class chanted.


“It’s okay,” I whispered back. I grabbed my backpack and pulled it up my arm. “It’s me. I’m a walking embarrassment.”


“That’s not true.”


“It’s like Kara Samson said last year. I’m a virus.” I wiped at the pathetic wetness on my cheeks. “I’ll be in my office. The third stall.”


“Oh, Pipi,” Tasha said. “It’s not even September.”


I shimmied past her, my head ducked low.


“Now, now,” Principal Hendricks said from the front of the room as I exited, interrupting the slideshow. “Isn’t it wonderful to see how far we’ve all come?”


“Booby bacon! Booby bacon! Booby bacon!” chanted the crowd, led once again by Kara Samson.


So much for this year being different.


Just like every other year, eighth grade was going to be an education in public humiliation.
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Chapter Two


“I’m sure it wasn’t that bad.” Mom sat across from me at the kitchen island.


When I didn’t answer, without looking she grabbed a brownie from the tray between us and shoved it into her mouth. Mom, a fitness instructor, almost never ate sugar. She only wore leggings that molded to her toned legs and tank tops that showed off the way her lean arms rippled with muscles. Her constant ready-to-go-for-a-run attire was in contrast to the way her dark brown hair with blond highlights was always styled perfectly and her makeup was always perfectly done.


Since opening her gym downtown, Mom said she had to protect her “brand” and “look the part.” But every now and then she’d bake treats for special occasions—such as the first day of school—that weren’t made from black beans and agave nectar. She always tried not to sample them and was usually pretty successful.


This time, as soon as the sugar hit her tongue, her fitness-instructor self turned into someone just interested in fittin’ sugar into her mouth.


Alec, my stepdad, smiled at the back of Mom’s head from where he leaned against the counter. Alec’s always doing that, smiling at Mom like everything she does is wonderful, even shoving a brownie into her mouth. He saw me looking at him and winked. I tried to smile back, but it was wobbly. Then Alec wasn’t smiling but looking at me with concern.


While Mom was all spandex and lipstick, Alec was suits and polish. He was about six feet tall, almost always either in a suit or a white button-down shirt. He worked as a financial adviser; that’s how he and Mom met, back when she was finalizing details for opening her gym.


They were so in love it was disgusting.


Alec pushed off the counter and planted a kiss on the top of Mom’s head. She handed him a brownie, and he shook his head. Mom shoved it into her own mouth without a second glance, then pushed the tray toward me.


It was kind of funny—Alec was pretty much the exact opposite of my dad, who was a soft, pale Irishman with thinning red hair and a potbelly, and who was more than ten years older than Mom. Meanwhile, Alec was a tall, broad black man with abs that rivalled Mom’s. He was also about ten years younger than Mom, which was a topic she never wanted to discuss.


Speaking of my dad, he stretched out his hand to pat my arm. “Was it that bad, Penelope?” (Yeah, he was there, too. The divorce happened about five years ago, and honestly it wasn’t all that traumatic. So much had been happening then at our house that Dad going from sleeping on the couch like he had since I could remember to sleeping in his own apartment didn’t seem like a big deal. He and Mom might not have stayed in love, but they still loved each other and loved us. Dad even seemed to really like Alec; they played racquetball together in Mom’s gym a couple afternoons a week.)


Dad was a newspaper reporter and had a way of asking questions that made you start blabbing even if you didn’t want to. I nodded. “I think it ranks about third on The List.”


“The List?” Alec asked.


“The List of Humiliations of Pipi McGee,” supplied my older sister, Eliza. She placed a brownie on a little plate and handed it to Annie. “It’s long and pathetic.”


I nodded.


Annie glanced at Mom, who smiled, and then Annie dug in. Eliza’s mouth set into a hard line at the silent exchange, but she didn’t say anything.


I should probably explain this a little more before moving on with my story. Annie is actually Eliza’s daughter—my sister had her when she was sixteen years old. It really messed Eliza up for a long time. Now, Annie was four and a half, and Eliza was a lot stronger as a person—she is about to graduate college (mostly through taking online courses at a local university) and has a job at a makeup shop next to Mom’s gym. But for the first few years after Annie was born, Eliza was in pretty bad shape emotionally. Mom was the one who really took care of Annie, getting up in the middle of the night to feed her, singing her silly songs, and teaching her how to use the bathroom. You know, mom stuff. Annie even calls Mom “MomMom” and Eliza, well, “Eliza,” even though Eliza does most of the mom stuff now.


“Remember my humiliations when you have to do your self-portrait,” I said to Annie.


“How was your first day of preschool?” Dad asked Annie to try to change the subject.


She shrugged. “We had to eat Joe’s slop for lunch.”


“Sloppy Joes,” Eliza corrected. Annie sighed.


Annie was what a lot of people called an old soul. She had wide green eyes and my hair color, but hers was styled in a little pixie cut after an incident where she played barber in the bathroom with a pair of cuticle scissors. (Amazing how much damage cuticle scissors could do, especially if you cut your hair straight down the middle.) I had a pixie cut once, thanks to Vile Kara Samson, but Annie’s hairstyle was much cuter. She had Eliza’s perfect heart-shaped face. Picture a delicate angel—blue eyes, blond hair, pretty little nose, and dainty little features. That’s Eliza. Like, so pretty that people bumped into each other on the street when she walked by, hoping she’d bless them with a smile or something. Or, at least, that’s how she used to be. Now the first thing you’d see when Eliza walked by was her stop-sign scowl. Think, I don’t know, of an avenging angel who might smite you for no reason at all.


Turning back to me, Alec said, “It can’t be that bad, Pipi.” Dad turned to the side and raised his eyebrow. Mom eyed another brownie. “Come on!” Alec glanced at all of us.


“Pipi pees her pants,” Annie said.


“That is not true!” I slammed my hands on the counter. “I peed my pants. Once.” I looked to Alec. “That’s the fourth-grade entry.” His eyes widened and I knew he was doing the math, figuring out that fourth graders are at least nine years old and definitely shouldn’t be peeing their pants. “And ever since, everyone—even my own family—has called me Pipi.”


“It’s catchy,” Dad said. Eliza nodded.


I sighed.


“Okay,” Alec said. “So, you had an accident in fourth grade and in kindergarten, you drew yourself as a breakfast meat—”


“With boobs,” I added.


Alec continued, “How bad could the rest be?”


“Bad,” Eliza said.


“Real bad,” Mom added.


Alec crossed his arms. He and Mom had been married only a year, and apparently the courtship didn’t include a rundown of her daughter’s pathetic nature. Mom sighed. “It’s like this: every year, something happens to Pipi. Something awful. And then that event is like the sun—everything else that happens to her that year revolves around the event.”


Alec nodded. “Sounds a bit like a self-fulfilling prophecy. You think something bad will happen, so as soon as something bad happens, it becomes that thing.”


I blinked at him.


“So, maybe,” he continued, his eyes drifting toward Dad and back, “it’s not that whatever happened is all that bad. You’re just so prepped for it to be awful that no matter what it is, it’s inflated to feel that much worse.”


“Eh.” Dad cleared his throat. I used to go with him on story assignments when I was a little kid. Reporters don’t make a lot of money, and neither do fitness instructors, so I’d tag along if my grandparents couldn’t watch me. This “eh” wasn’t just a casual throat-clearing thing. This was a reporter tactic of Dad’s. It was questioning someone’s comment without straight-out casting doubt.


Sure enough, Dad pulled his reporter’s notebook from his back pocket. “Let’s go over the facts.”


I grabbed the notebook and a pen from him and flipped to a blank page. I spoke as I wrote. “Kindergarten, drew myself as bacon with boobs, thanks to poor instructions from Miss Simpson.”


“Another thing you’ll notice,” Eliza piped in, “is that it’s never Pipi’s fault, whatever happened. It’s always someone else’s.”


I stuck my tongue out at her. Annie giggled.


“First grade.” I scrawled a number one on the page and wrote class picture next to it. “My nose itched on the inside during the class picture. It was just an itch!” It itched again, just thinking about it, but I ignored it.


Mom was the one giggling now. She reached into a kitchen cabinet, way to the back, and pulled out a mug with my picture on it—one of those gifts you can order along with school pictures. And there I was, forever immortalized with my finger up my nose.


“Must’ve been quite an itch.” Alec laughed. “Your finger’s up to the knuckle.”


My chin popped up. “Vile Kara Samson had a lot of hairspray in her hair. A lot. It irritated my nasal passage. Anyway, I was not a nose picker. I swear! But all of first grade, no one would invite me to sleep over or to play after school because I had ‘boogie fingers.’” For months after that, I’d fall asleep rubbing my nose like I could somehow smudge it right off my face. Now, I never touched my nose if at all possible. It didn’t help, of course, that my nose was long and wide.


I drew a number two for second grade. Next to it, I wrote vomit-a-thon. Eliza shuddered.


“Do I want to know?” asked Alec, reading the paper upside down.


“It was the second week of school. My allergies—again!—were bothering me on the bus. I coughed, and it led to a little throw-up. It wouldn’t have been so bad if Sarah Trickle hadn’t turned around to hand me a tissue. I sprayed her with Eggo.”


“It was like dominos,” said Dad, his mustache awfully twitchy for discussing something traumatic. “The bus driver called the office and said all the parents had to pick up their kids. Sarah Trickle must’ve let loose on the kid next to her. The next person puked on the person in front of him, on and on. Only one kid—Ricky Salindo—was vomitless. Steel stomach, that kid.”


“And,” I said, “every time Kara Samson so much as looked at me that year, she’d make gagging sounds. Like my face was a finger down her throat. She wasn’t even on the bus! And since she’s Vile Kara Samson that meant everyone else followed her lead. Can you imagine that? Everyone gagging when they see you? Even Sarah Trickle gagged around me.”


Vile Kara Samson. Ugh. Picture a tall, curvy girl with long brown hair. A smile with full lips and perfectly straight white teeth. Blue eyes that always look mean, even while blinding a person with that perfect smile. The girl no one actually likes but whom everyone desperately wants to like them. She’s paper-cut mean—leaving a sting that seems to go away, but brings tears to your eyes all over again as soon as it’s reopened.


And joined at her hip was Sarah Trickle. Kara and Sarah, don’t you just want to puke? (Don’t—it has lifelong social ramifications.) They’re cousins, and their moms are twins, so they practically are twins, too. But no one would mistake them as being identical. Sarah was everything Kara wasn’t—quiet and kind, like a little doll with a tiny little smile. She wore her long red hair in braids down the sides. Everyone wanted to be Sarah nearly as much as they wanted Kara’s approval. And Sarah was constantly trying to show that Kara wasn’t as vile as she made everyone think. “She didn’t mean it like that” and “She’s just joking around” and “That’s just Kara, just how she is” were phrases constantly dripping from Sarah’s lips.


Mom pushed the brownie tray toward Annie and Eliza. “Well, when it comes to Sarah, it really wasn’t her fault, lovey.”


“Yeah,” Dad said, “you should’ve seen her get off the bus. Head to toe covered in vomit. You really sprayed her.”


Annie pushed the brownie tray back. “That’s disgusting.”


“Second grade also led to,” I lowered my voice, “The Touch.”


“The Touch?” Alec echoed.


Mom handed Annie a napkin. “Sort of like tag, but Pipi’s always ‘It.’ If anyone touches her, they have to pass The Touch on to someone else.”


Alec whistled low. “That’s awful.”


“Moving on. Third grade.” I wrote basketball mistake next to the number.


Eliza snorted. “Pipi made the first basket of her entire life. For the wrong team.”


“That’s not that big of a deal,” Alec mused.


I crossed my arms. “It was the boys versus girls match. Girls were ahead. I’m the reason they lost. Even the principal heckled me. I’m still picked last every gym class. Whenever someone makes a ridiculous sports mistake, it’s called making a McGee. It was a big deal.”


Alec grabbed a brownie.


Fourth grade. I wrote peepee beside it.


Mom patted my hand.


Without looking up, I said, “My zipper was stuck. And Kara Samson refused to get me help.”


“For months, they called her PeePee McGee,” Eliza added. “Now it’s just Pipi.”


“Penelope. This year, I’m going back to Penelope,” I said. I wrote Jackson Thorpe on the paper next to the number five. My voice was super light as I said, “Some of the girls played a trick on me. I thought Jackson liked me. He didn’t.” I ran my hand along my neck, feeling how long my hair had grown since fifth grade. Dad sighed. His mouth was set in a line, but he didn’t say anything. Alec didn’t either. Mom muttered a nasty word under her breath.


“Sixth grade. Makeover issues,” I mumbled.


Eliza laughed, and Mom stomped on her foot. To Alec, Mom said, “Turns out eyebrows take a long, long time to grow back.”


“Eyebrow,” I corrected as I wrote a seven on the next line.


Mom and Dad stiffened. Even Eliza didn’t say a word.


Alec said, “Wh—”


“We don’t talk about seventh grade,” Mom cut him off.


Alec closed his mouth, realization dawning on him as he remembered. After a moment, he said, “But, Pipi, everyone has things like this happen to them. All of us have. I went to class once with two different shoes on, totally different pairs of sneaks. People busted me for weeks. But we move on.”


“My list isn’t like that,” I insisted.


“The thing is,” Dad said, still in his reporter’s voice, “this is your last year in middle school. Next year, you’ll be in high school. There are how many middle schools that funnel into that one building?”


“Five,” I answered.


“Right, and each of those schools has about two to two hundred fifty kids. So most of the kids you’re going to meet next year won’t know Pipi McGee as the girl who picks her nose, pees her pants, pukes on her friends, and draws herself as bacon with… you know. You get a fresh start. A clean slate.”


I slumped over in my seat with a groan. “No, instead I’ll get… like…” I wish I could do math in my head like Tasha. Instead, I guesstimated. “A thousand people who can jump in on the fun of humiliating Pipi McGee.”


“I’m sure it’s not that bad,” Alec muttered. Mom coughed on her bite of brownie.


“Someone tripped getting off the bus this morning,” I said. “He recovered, straightened himself up, and said, ‘Nearly pulled a McGee there.’ My name is a synonym for doing ridiculous stuff. It’s that bad.” I swiped a fingerful of frosting from the pan and shoved it into my mouth in despair. “I’m going to be a laughingstock for the rest of my life.”


Alec put his elbows on the counter next to Dad. “Or,” he said slowly, “you can do things differently. Make a change.”


Dad nodded. “This thing today that happened? That’s, eh, not a new embarrassment. It’s an old one you’re just feeling again. So, nothing really happened this year, right?”


“Stop feeling sorry for yourself. If you don’t like the way things are, change them,” Eliza snapped. “Make it better.”


Mom nodded.


“You guys act like changing is easy. That’s not the way it works.”


Everyone in the room except for Annie stood up. Each of them crossed their arms. Mom raised her eyebrow. “Look around, Pipi.”


I scanned the kitchen. My plump dad was standing next to a much younger, much hotter stepdad in the same kitchen with Mom, who went from teaching classes at the YMCA to owning her own gym, across from my sister who had a baby at age sixteen and was soon going to be a college graduate. Okay, so maybe I wasn’t going to get a lot of sympathy from this crowd on how hard it was to make some changes.


But the thing was, while their hurdles might have been a lot bigger than mine, that didn’t mean mine weren’t steep.


How do you stop being a joke? I was a literal joke in my school. Except for Tasha and maybe sometimes Ricky, no one saw me when they saw me. They saw Pipi McGee and waited for me to do something ridiculous so they could keep right on laughing. I didn’t even know what I could be known for aside from a social virus.


I ripped out the sheet from the reporter’s notebook, folded it in half, and put it in my pocket.
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I paced around my bedroom, trying to get my thoughts to flow in a steady current instead of in thousands of ripples.


My room wasn’t exactly a sanctuary for clear thinking. It used to be Eliza’s, but after Annie was born, we switched bedrooms. While her room (now my room) was bigger, my old room had a door that opened to the smaller guest room. Mom had turned that smaller room into Annie’s. When Eliza had this room, she had painted the ceiling a light blue and had darker blue walls. I added big white fluffy clouds across the ceiling when I moved in. Hanging down, attached by clear fishing line, were birds. My birds. I started making them in fifth grade, I think. I molded them with papier-mâché and painted them in super bright colors like teal, orange, and purple. Each one took a super long time to make, which is probably why I started doing it. When I’m making them, I’m not thinking about what everyone else is doing without me or saying about me.


Here’s something no one knew: when you lifted the wings of each bird, no matter how small they were, you’d find a little compartment. I hid beads or pretty stones in there like a secret. I liked the idea that there was more to them than people thought.


Mom, Dad, and Alec were always on me to make the birds for art class. Alec even said he’d rent a stand at the arts festival for me to sell them, but I liked having my little flock around me. I was running out of ceiling space, though. Near the end of the first semester, Northbrook Middle School held a talent show. A little bit of me—small enough to fit into one of the bird’s hidden compartments—thought about showing one of my creations at the show as my official talent.


Today, though, I ignored the birds, not even glancing at them as I closed the door to my room. People would only laugh at them so long as I was Pipi McGee, aka middle school laughingstock. I stopped in front of the giant corkboard over my desk. I ripped off the scraps of paper about last year’s assignments, pictures of me and Tasha, and participation certificates from field day. Once everything was off the board, I reached into my pocket, smoothed out the sheet of paper, and tacked The List of Humiliations right in the center.


Dad was right. Alec was right. Mom was right. Even Eliza was right.


I picked up my phone. Tasha answered on the third ring. “What, your thumb’s broken? Calls are for emergencies only. I just got to the chapter where Finn realizes the truth about Maeve.”


“This is an emergency!”


“Emergency like finding out your adopted mother is a witch?”


“This year’s going to be different, Tasha.”


“Yeah, yeah. You said that.”


“I mean it. I have a plan. I mean, I’ve got the beginnings of a plan.”


I heard a whooshing sound and knew Tasha was sitting up on her bed. “What kind of plan?”


“I’m going to right the wrongs of my early education. I’m going to set things right. When I enter high school next year, it will be with a clean slate. I, Pipi McGee, have a year of redemption ahead of me. No one is going to laugh at me. In fact, this year? They’re going to be the embarrassed ones.”


Tasha breathed in and out deeply. “Maybe it’s this book getting to me, but it sounds a little to me like you’re talking about revenge.”


“Redemption… revenge. I’ll take what I can get. Are you in?”


“I’ll be at your house in six and a half minutes.”
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Chapter Three


“So, you know this isn’t really a plan, right?” Tasha said a half hour later. “This is, like, a list. A list of grievances.”


I rolled onto my back on the bed with a groan. I tossed the sheet of paper with my eight humiliations listed on it. It fluttered in the air and landed beside me. “Yeah, I know. I need more time to think through all of these, I guess.”


Without warning, Tasha slammed a pillow across my face.


“Hey!” I yelped.


“No!” my best friend yelled. “No, no, no, a thousand times no. No. More. Thinking. You’ve spent more time than anyone’s ever needed thinking about these events. Enough thinking. Time to do something about them.”


I sat up, rubbed my nose, realized I was rubbing my nose, and sat on my hands instead. “Really, I mostly need redemption. Except for Vile Kara Samson and Frau Jacobs. For them, I need revenge.” Revenge.


Suddenly, I had it. “Do you remember last year? That book we had to read in English class—The Count of Monte Cristo?”


Tasha leaned back on her elbows, a smile stretching across her face. “You’re going to go Dantès on them, aren’t you?”


I bit my lip to keep my own smile from bursting through. “So Dantès was punished unfairly and cruelly, right? And then he saw, when he escaped, that everyone responsible had just gone on like nothing had happened. No punishment or redemption or anything.”


Tasha nodded. “Yeah, remember the major theme? Justice, and who gets to deliver it.”


“Me,” I answered as though Tasha had asked. “This year, it’s going to be me. I will not enter ninth grade as PeePee McGee.”


“I love it!” she said. “No more wallowing. Just taking action.” She cocked her head to the side. “But… it didn’t really work out for Dantès, did it?”


“Are you kidding?” I turned to her. “He destroyed everyone.”


“Yeah, but he also messed up a lot of other people,” Tasha pointed out.


“Well, I won’t do that. I’m just going to make things right.” I plopped back down on the bed. “If I can just figure out how.”


Tasha poked my rib. “You’ve already done the first part. You’ve opened yourself up to intention. You intend to seek revenge.”


“And redemption.”


Tasha shrugged. “Whatever. ‘The universe always provides a solution.’ You just need to be open to it and spot the opportunity.”


“Are you quoting The Count of Monte Cristo?”


“No, Pipi. I’m quoting my favorite book. If you’d bother reading it, you’d know.” Tasha sat up and crossed her arms. “Three years I tell you about this book and you have yet to even leaf through it. But, whatever. The point is, this isn’t a plan. But maybe the plan is where Dantès lost his way, where he went full revenge instead of redemption. Maybe we should be looking for any opportunity and then take action instead of creating elaborate plots.”


“So, it’s not like I go in order, redeeming kindergarten, then first grade, then second—”


“Exactly!” Tasha bounced on the bed. “I’ll be on the lookout, too. We’ll cross-check. I’ll hold you accountable and you’ll seize any chance to leave the old whiny, sorry-for-herself Pipi behind.”


I let the barb slip. “I take opportunities as they come. So long as one of them ends with Vile Kara Samson crying in a bathroom, it’ll all be fine. Frau Jacobs, too. And Sarah Trickle, while we’re at it.”


Tasha’s lips pressed together.


“What?” I said.


She shrugged and picked up the list where it lay between us. “Nothing.” Tasha smoothed it on her knee. “I think this will work. Finn has to do this all the time in Crow Reaper. He prepares and puts himself out there, but he has to wait for the goblin he’s hunting to make the first move. Then he cuts it down.”


“Goblin? That could be a good Kara strategy. But are any of these goblins distractingly beautiful, super nice, and the girl everyone in the world wants to be?”


Tasha’s eyes narrowed and the paper crumpled in her hand a little. “No. None of the goblins are Sarah Trickle. Because Sarah Trickle isn’t a goblin. She’s not even mean. She’s freaking Mary Poppins, practically perfect in every way, and maybe, first opportunity you get, you should stop hating on the girl.”


“She’s Kara’s best friend. That automatically makes her evil.”


“You’re my best friend. What does that make me?” Tasha snapped.


I blinked at her.


“Just because Kara and Sarah are friends doesn’t mean they’re the same. Besides, they’re cousins. I wonder if they’d even be friends if they weren’t family.” Tasha sighed. “Is it possible your Sarah hatred is more because of Jackson Thorpe than Kara?”


I plucked the list from Tasha’s hand and went to pin it back up on my corkboard. This wasn’t the first time Tasha had tried to convince me that my hatred for Sarah Trickle was unwarranted. Someday she’d see. They’d all see. Sarah Trickle was also going down.


“Maybe I just want Little Miss Perfect to see the effects of her actions,” I said, my voice so stiff and cold I sounded like Eliza. I even caught myself looking down my nose the way my sister often did. “Maybe I want Sarah Trickle to be the new Pipi McGee and I’m going to be the new Sarah Trickle. Ever think of that?” And, as the new Sarah Trickle, I’d be the one Jackson Thorpe always seemed to revolve around.


Tasha stood, pushing her handbag up her shoulder. “Nah. I didn’t think of that. I don’t spend all my life thinking how badly I want to be someone—anyone—else. I happen to like being Tasha Martins. And I happen to like my best friend, Pipi, even if she can be an annoying brat more often than she isn’t.”


“Hey!” I said.


“Taking my opportunities when I see them.” Tasha leaned against my desk next to the glass tank where Myrtle the Turtle peeked out at us.


Myrtle chewed a spinach leaf, her jaw working side to side like she was Tasha’s backup, ready to start laying into me if Tasha let up. “If this is going to work, Pipi, you’ve got to stop feeling sorry for yourself all the freaking time.”


Tasha jerked a thumb toward Myrtle, who snapped her head back into her shell. “You’ve got to put yourself out there. Get out of your own shell.” She looked up at my birds. “Fly a little bit, maybe.”


“You’re really mixing up your metaphors.” Now I was stuck thinking about a flying turtle bird and how I could create it. I shook my head. “But that whole put-yourself-out-there? It’s easy for you to say.” Myrtle peeked out and moved backward toward the shelter of her water bowl.






[image: image]







“How do you figure that?” Tasha asked.


I crossed my arms. “Because you don’t get scared. You just… I don’t know. You just stand up for yourself. I don’t do that. I don’t know how.”


Tasha’s eyebrow popped up. “Easy? You think it isn’t hard?” Her nostrils flared as she took a couple breaths. “You think I don’t get scared? Don’t have anything to lose?”


I swallowed. “Forget it, okay? Forget I said anything.”


“No, I don’t think I will.” Tasha stood up straight.


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


“How about what I said? I’m not forgetting about it. I don’t just stand up for myself. I make myself stand.” Tasha’s eyes were slits. Her whole body tensed as she leaned toward me.


My heart hammered. I wanted to run, but this was my room and she was my best friend. “I don’t know what I’m saying.”


“So, think about it.”


“That!” My hand jerked toward her. “Having something to say right away. That doesn’t work for me. When I’m angry, when I’m embarrassed, I forget all my words,” I finally managed. “When I’m upset, I sort of can’t think of any words at all.”


Tasha softened, her shoulders relaxing a little. “I know. But just grab the first ones that float in your head. Even if they’re not the best words, they’ll do. You just gotta stand up for yourself because, frankly, I’m tired of doing it for you.”


I swallowed. Nodded. Standing up for me is sort of how Tasha and I became friends. I remembered in third grade, someone had pulled on one of her braids. Back then her hair reached the tips of her shoulders instead of flowing down her back to her waist the way it does now. This kid behind her had grabbed a braid and tugged.


That smile never left Tasha’s face, even as her eyes narrowed. “Hands off my hair,” she had said in a super calm, pleasant voice—the same one she would use to answer Ms. Fenton’s math facts a couple minutes later. “Touch it again and I’ll kick you in your privacy.” The boy dropped the braid.


“Wow,” I had whispered under my breath.


“What are you looking at?” Tasha asked, with that same eyebrow pop she was directing at me now.


“You. Being awesome,” I had blurted.


“I didn’t think you knew how to talk,” the kid next to me said.


“’Course she can talk,” Tasha snapped. “Mind your own business.”


I had smiled. She had whispered, “It’s really cool that you can talk.” And we were friends. But that standing up for herself aspect never rubbed off on me. Time and time again, she was the one to tell people to knock it off when I was the one running to my official stall in the girls’ bathroom.


Tasha sighed now and dropped her arms. “You know I love you. But, Pipi—”


“Penelope,” I corrected.


She smiled. “Penelope. You want a fresh start? Want things to be different?” I nodded, feeling the corners of my eyes sting for no good reason. “Then be different. Take chances. Put yourself out there. Stop taking your cues from Myrtle.”
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“We’ve got this,” I told Myrtle the next morning as I got ready for school. I caught myself rubbing my nose and shoved my hands into my pockets while I kept up the conversation with the turtle. Just because I wasn’t going to be taking cues from Myrtle didn’t mean we couldn’t have a heart-to-heart once in a while. “We’re not going to duck away from anyone or anything. We’re going to find ways to redeem ourselves.”


Myrtle dipped her cold-blooded face into her water bowl. Myrtle didn’t care what I had to say. Myrtle didn’t care about anything except being left alone. Like, if you walked by the aquarium while holding Myrtle, she’d press against your hands with her little legs as if she were trying to dig her way back to the glass enclosure.


I tossed in some carrot slivers and spinach leaves. “Starting today, we’re open to opportunity, and the universe will provide.”


Myrtle pooped a little in her water bowl.


“You’re disgusting.”


“Why are you talking to the reptile?” Annie asked. She only ever called Myrtle “the reptile.” I’m not sure why.


“Why are you in my room?” I said instead of answering.


“Time to go.” Annie was wearing a cardigan and holding her lunch box. Even though there was a day care at Mom’s gym, Eliza had registered Annie to go to a preschool across town. It had “the rigor and expectations” Eliza said Annie needed, adding that the gym day care was too full of kids who spent the whole time they were in there pretending to be chickens and eating finger paint. If you asked me, Annie could use a little more time pretending to be a chicken and eating finger paint. Most of the time, it was hard to remember that she was a kid, because she was so serious. Even the little lunch box she had picked out looked more like a briefcase—black with a gray zipper—than something belonging to a four-year-old. I thought preschool for Annie should be about figuring out how to be a kid instead of acting like a mini adult, but no one asked me anything.


Annie stared up at the birds. She waved a little, with just her fingertips, then stared at me again.


I sighed, dumping Myrtle’s water into the gravel around the dish and pouring in more water from the bottle beside my bed. I squirted antibacterial stuff on my hands and rubbed them together. “Fine.”


Annie watched me with big hazel eyes while I shoved a book into my backpack and zipped it up. She cleared her throat. “MomMom says I shouldn’t ask you why you drew yourself with bacon boobs.”


“It’s a long story,” I said. “And it was an accident. And the boobs weren’t bacon; I was the bacon. Besides, it happened a long time ago and no longer bothers me.”


Annie blinked at me.


“I don’t want to talk about it.”


Annie nodded. “I don’t like to talk about things, too.”


“Like what?” I asked.


She blinked at me a couple more times. Then she sighed and said, “Mostly things I’m spying on, but also other stuff. Like that sometimes I can see my nose out of the corner of my eye when I’m trying to see something else, and then all I can do is see my nose and I can’t stop. I see it right now, even though I’m looking at you.”


This time I blinked at her.


“Girls!” Mom called. “We’re going to be late!”


“And that we’re all going to die someday,” Annie added.


“Good talk, Annie.”
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