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TO GREYSON, WHOSE MANGO FELL NOT FAR FROM THE TREE. LOVE YOU SO MUCH. —MOM


AND


TO KAI, JOHAN, AND NADIA, WITH LOVE. —TÍO
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CHAPTER 1


FAILING IS A PART OF LIFE. THAT’S WHAT MY mom says. But it seems to be a larger part of my life than anybody else’s.


And I’m pretty sure my next failure is going to be epic. Big enough to see from space. That’s the size of failure I’m expecting on the first day of sixth grade.


Mom’s eyes flick to me in the rearview mirror. I pretend that I’m not staring out the back window of the car, but I totally am. We’re passing Lincoln Middle. The school I should have gone to. The school with familiar bikes in the rack, including the pink and purple one that belongs to my best friend, Ella. Above Lincoln Middle’s front door hangs a big happy banner like you find at birthday parties, to welcome all the kids I went to elementary school with.


But the banner isn’t welcoming me. Because this car isn’t headed to Lincoln Middle—it’s heading to Benton Academy. My stomach tightens. Benton is a charter school, a magnet for the smartest kids in the district. Kids like my brother, Bryce, who is sitting in the front seat. Bryce takes computers apart for fun. He builds new creations from the skeletal components of other machines. He never met an electronic device that he didn’t want to convert into a robot.


Bryce is going to Benton Academy. That means I have to go too.


Benton and Lincoln have different start times and different days off. Mom says going to the same school saves on gas. Dad says it’s good for family cohesion. They both say it’s necessary for the schedule.


My family has never had a pet, but the way my parents talk about the schedule, it could be one. The schedule needs to be taken care of constantly, and we feed it our time. I’d rather have a dog. A dog loves you back. A calendar, not so much.


“Ruby, you’ll like Benton,” my mom says for the hundredth time. She is a repeat-it-until-it-becomes-true type of person. She tried this little trick with asparagus, and no, I didn’t ever learn to enjoy it. She also did it with soccer—and she did end up right about that.


But the reason I hated soccer at first was because I stank at it, and eventually I got to be semi-okay. Really, soccer works best when I’m goalie. A goalie with a really good offense so the ball stays at the other end of the field. But I liked the other girls on the team, and the dirt, and the way the cleats tugged up clumps of grass when I ran.


I think Benton is going to be more like asparagus than soccer. But if I say so, Mom will just say that attitude is half of everything, which would be the icing on this already mushy cake.


“Attitude is half of everything.”


The words come from Bryce. He gives me a conspiratorial grin from the front seat. Sometimes he knows what I’m thinking. I grin back a little. Normally I like doing things with my brother. But just this once—for middle school—I wish I could do my own thing.


I’ve been a “we” for 99.9 percent of my life. I was an only child for three short minutes, until Bryce followed me out. We’re twins, but you wouldn’t know it by looking. Aside from the fact that he’s a boy and I’m a girl, his hair is dark and mine is light. His nose is a bulb and mine is a button. And, most importantly, my brain has never worked like his.


Sometimes I like to picture my dyslexia as a little motor in my head that takes information, shakes it up, and pops it out all wrong. If I had a tool to remove it, I would. But wishing for something doesn’t make it true. That’s another one of my mom’s sayings. She repeats it whenever my balloon of impossible dreams starts to rise.


When I’m with my friends, the dyslexia is my little secret. No one can really see inside my head and tell that things aren’t quite the same there. My family knows, and my teachers know, but to most other people I seem like a normal kid. They can’t tell I’m barely passing school. I compensate very well.


That term, “compensate,” is one that the brain doctors taught me when I was diagnosed last year. They also taught me that no one calls it a learning disability anymore. Now they call it a learning difference. Adults are always trying to soften things and make them less scary.


Still, I barely eked by in fifth grade. You’d think “eke” would be spelled E-E-K, but my mom says that’s the word you yell if you see a mouse—not the word for edging by, which is what I did. I think both spellings sum up what elementary school was like.


I might have compensated well enough to skate through Lincoln, but there’s a very real chance that I won’t be able to handle Benton.


“Benton will be great. It has a robotics lab. And computer science classes. And a programming club. And…” Bryce runs his hands over his knees. He’s paler than usual. He’s trying to remind himself about all the things he’s looking forward to, because he’s going to have to meet a bunch of new people today. And he’s afraid of new people the way I’m afraid of spelling tests.


“Worrying doesn’t solve anything,” my mother says to both of us.


Bryce and I groan. It is one of Mom’s sillier quotes. You don’t worry because you’re trying to solve a problem. You worry because you know you can’t. It’s a loop of bitten-down nails and paced floors.


Driving to Benton is like watching the nurse uncap the syringe. The shot is going to hurt and I don’t care if it is good for me in the long run.


“Ruby, don’t forget you’re meeting with Mrs. Miranda.” Mom’s eyes are wide now in the rearview, as though emphasizing the name. Again. This is the sixth time she’s reminded me to go to Mrs. Miranda first thing. As if I could forget. We’re going in early so I can have this little chat.


My mom is having a hard time with “the ball being in my court,” as she puts it. In the past, she’s been the one meeting with teachers to navigate my 504 plan, and now that falls to me. The 504 plan is supposed to help me with the dyslexia. It is supposed to make school manageable.


I’m not sure if Miranda is her first or last name. I could see her being overly friendly and adding a Mrs. to a first name. People who deal with dyslexia are always very smiley.


“It’s only a speed bump if we let it be,” Bryce says with a grin.


Another Mom favorite. Four times today the Mrs. Miranda speech was followed up with the dyslexia-being-a-speed-bump speech. Like dyslexia is an obstacle on the road you can just drive around, rather than a permanent part of the motor in my brain.


I can see the corner of my mother’s mouth in the mirror. She’s smiling. “Maybe I have been overdoing the advice this morning.”


This morning, and every day of our lives. All my thoughts are littered with Mom mottoes. She’s a lawyer, but her real calling in life was fortune cookie writer.


But there won’t be any more advice or lectures today, because we’ve arrived. With neat precision, Mom parks in the spot closest to the front door of Benton Academy. I can tell she wants to come in. She wants to be part of the meeting with Mrs. Miranda. She wants to introduce Bryce to all the new people.


“Middle school is a chance for you to be more independent,” she sighs.


She isn’t saying it for us. She’s trying to remind herself. It’s Mom’s way of letting her birds leave the nest. I give her a quick hug over the back of the seat. Her warm hair smells like lavender shampoo. Her hand squeezes my arm.


“My phone is always on,” she whispers.


I nod into her hair. Bryce and I have smartphones now, mostly so Mom can reach us. Mine has a cartoon axolotl on it, to distinguish it from his.


“You’re my smart, special girl,” she says, like a hundred times before.


And then I pull back, take a breath, and step out of the car.


Benton Academy stands proudly in front of us, swarming with supersmart kids of all colors and shapes and sizes. I can picture Bryce among them, sitting at the tables out front with a book in his hand, or playing chess, or leaning over a circuit board. I can’t picture myself doing any of those things.


Mom once showed me this cartoon drawing on the internet that I’ve loved ever since. It’s a whole line of lovebirds sitting in a row, but the third-from-last “lovebird” is really a mango. You don’t notice at first because it’s a similar color and shape, but it’s a different thing altogether.


At Benton Academy, I am going to be the mango among the lovebirds.
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CHAPTER 2


WE’VE NEVER SEEN THE INSIDE OF THE school before. My parents went on a school tour, but they didn’t bring us. The building’s at the end of a street no one really goes down, like a house in a scary movie.


I expect a school named Benton Academy to be old, with ivy and statues and railings that are smooth from thousands of hands. But I’m wrong. Benton Academy is new and glossy. It’s made of metal and windows. So… many… windows. The place looks like a fishbowl. But inside, instead of treasure chests and plastic palm trees, I see fancy desks and rolling chairs and technology stations.


Past the heavy doors, the smell of orange-scented cleaner replaces the elementary school smell of crayons. The front entrance has a high ceiling, which I don’t like. The taller the ceiling, the snobbier the place. It’s a good rule of thumb. Extra air means extra expectation.


To our left is a row of offices. Cube-like spaces with plexiglass walls. They look like a math question waiting to be asked, about the area of squares.


To our right is a set of blue risers. A few kids are hanging out on them before the start of class. The benches look like waves, with little dips where people are supposed to sit, and little swells in between. Maybe the designer agreed with me that this place is a bit fishy. The kids on the risers are older than me, and they aren’t smiling, even though it’s the first day of school.


Back in elementary school, the first day meant excited shouts and screaming kindergarteners. This place is quiet. It makes me want to whisper, because that high ceiling feels like it’ll collect whatever I say and keep it for later.


And the walls. They’re not covered in artwork. Instead, they have quotes painted in different fonts. Like even the building is trying to teach us. Not a moment wasted, we’re all here to learn.


I turn to my twin. “I have to meet with Mrs. Miranda now. You should go find your locker.”


But Bryce doesn’t move. His teeth are chattering, even though it’s not cold. When he gets nervous, he freezes like a bunny. One time at theater camp, he clammed up so bad Mom had to pick him up early. He’s the smart twin, but I’m the brave one. It’s not a coincidence that I entered the world first.


He’s not in full-bunny freeze mode yet. Still, it’s exasperating. I don’t have time to guide him through his first day. He needs to figure this out on his own. So, I give him my brightest encouraging smile. “You got this,” I say, punching him on the shoulder.


He grunts and nods. I turn toward the office, but in the corner of my eye, I see that he still isn’t moving. And I know what that means. Mrs. Miranda will have to wait.


“Oh, all right,” I groan. “Follow me.”


I lead Bryce toward the correct hallway. It’s deserted except for a dark-haired boy kneeling in front of his open locker. He’s fiddling with wires where the locker handle should be, and I can’t see what he’s doing, but beside me, Bryce blurts out, “Oh my gosh! That’s so cool!”


The kneeling boy tosses his hair out of his eyes and glances up at us. I almost hiccup-giggle at how ridiculous he looks, because his squirrelly hair and soft eyes are straight out of a poster for a boy band, if boy band members had braces. I don’t usually listen to boy bands. Why would you listen to music just because the singer is cute? Music is supposed to be for your ears. My ears feel a little hot right now.


“You’re installing an electronic keypad on your locker?” Bryce is so thrilled that he completely forgets to be nervous. He darts forward and hunches over the other boy’s handiwork. “Did you have to get permission?”


The boy shrugs, a little shyly. “I’ll take it down if they ask me to.”


“Did you use Arduino?” Bryce asks.


And just like that, things in the hallway have shifted. Bryce and his new friend are suddenly a pair, and I am the odd one out. It’s fine, because I have a meeting. It’s better than fine, because Bryce has clearly found a kindred spirit. It’s just a little unexpected. Usually it’s me, not Bryce, who is the first to strike out on my own.


The boys chatter excitedly about soldering irons and power sources. They are so absorbed that neither of them notices when I slip back down the hall to find Mrs. Miranda.


The main office of Benton Academy smells like coffee and microwave popcorn. Adults with satchels and briefcases chitchat about summer vacations and their children’s sports. For the next half hour, they’ll be regular people, but by the time the school bell rings they’ll transform into teachers, serious and knowledgeable and intimidating. I am glad when the receptionist shows me to Mrs. Miranda’s office.


As soon as I see her, I know that Miranda has to be her last name. She isn’t the kind of person who softens things. She’s wearing a suit like my mom wears to see important legal clients, and her room is undecorated. In elementary school, my old dyslexia coach had the happiest room in the building. It looked like a unicorn tossed confetti in there, or threw up, or maybe got excited and did both. Sometimes the bright colors got on my nerves, but it was hard to stay annoyed with a bunch of smiley faces and bobbleheads cheering me on from the shelves.


Mrs. Miranda’s room feels like a doctor’s office. The kind of place where you either get no news or bad news.


“Ruby,” she says with a professional smile. “Thanks for coming in a little early.”


I perch on the sharp edge of the chair as she pulls out my file. Ever since my diagnosis we’ve been tweaking it. Not all 504 plans are the exact same. They’re supposed to fit the kid, and mine keeps growing and adapting, or at least it’s supposed to. Sometimes it’s a bit behind. Like me.


I can tell that she has my test results too. A file doesn’t get that big with just a 504. She puts the file down, open to the page with the accommodations. Her smile dries up like a wet footprint on a hot sidewalk.


“I’m going to be perfectly honest,” she says when she turns to me. “Based on your test results, I think you’re going to find Benton to be a little bit of a challenge. But we’re going to do our best to help level the playing field for you.”


I breathe in deep. “Do I get a computer?”


“All students get computers. Most of your assignments and homework will be turned in online.”


“Do I get it for text-to-speech?” That’s all that really matters. I have dyslexia, dysgraphia, and dyscalculia, which is a fancy way of saying that I struggle with reading, writing, and arithmetic. Those are what my dad calls the three Rs, but I think that’s supposed to be a joke, because it’s really one R, one A, and one silent W. Silent letters are my worst enemy after extra math problems.


Having dyslexia isn’t like what you see in the movies. The letters don’t jump around the page. Instead, it’s what the brain doctors call a processing problem. My mind doesn’t send the information where it’s supposed to go right away. Whatever I’m seeing or hearing, it wanders around my brain a while before it settles down.


Text-to-speech helps with the reading, and speech-to-text helps with the writing. And I’d be lost without both of them.


“Yes, you’ll get text-to-speech, and you’ll get extra time and a calculator for the math tests. With any luck, we’ll get you up to speed.”


The word “luck” makes it sound like my academic performance could be decided with a coin flip. Like it could go either way. I also don’t love “up to speed” and “level the field.” Mrs. Miranda talks about school like it’s some sort of sport. And if it’s a sport, that means somebody’s going to win and somebody’s going to lose.


“What happens if I don’t get up to speed?”


“I’m sure you will.”


For a beat I think that Mrs. Miranda is going to give her version of Mom’s attitude speech, but it doesn’t come. “Okay, but let’s say I don’t.”


She puts her hand on her desk. The doctor delivering bad news. “Not everyone is meant to attend this school. There are plenty of options if Benton Academy and you aren’t a good fit.”


And there it is. If I don’t do well, I can’t stay here.


“Plenty of options” probably means switching to Lincoln Middle. Which would honestly be a relief. I brighten at the thought of locking my bike up next to Ella’s.


But then I remember Bryce’s face as he and his brand-new friend geeked out about electronic locks. Days ago, Bryce wrote “Benton Academy student” across the inside of all his notebooks. He was so excited and nervous to come here that he barely slept last night. This really is the perfect place for him. The opportunity of a lifetime.


And if I switch schools, the schedule means he’d have to switch schools too. If I fail, I drag him down with me. Out of the place where he really belongs. And wants to be. And deserves to be.


“If you need anything, let me know,” Mrs. Miranda says.


I force a smile and she gives one back automatically. I get up from my seat. Fifteen minutes until school starts.


I hope it’s enough time to catch my breath.
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CHAPTER 3


BRYCE ISN’T WAITING FOR ME WHEN I STEP out of the office. Either he found the courage to head to his first class by himself, or his new friend helped him out. Once he gets through the doors of the classroom, he’ll be fine. Bryce loves school more than anybody I know. He even likes homework. Ask him to write a page, and he’ll give you two. Meanwhile, I’ll struggle to write what looks like maybe half a page if you squint.


It’s good that Bryce isn’t waiting for me. I’m happy that he’s finding his own way around. It’s not like we have to be together all the time. But it does feel a little lonely. I’m going to have to find my own way at this school.
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