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To every reader


trying to make the best


out of stressful circumstances.


To my mom, Vicky Sass,


who supported me through mine


time and again.













WEEK ONE: MY NEW NORMAL



MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 4






Looking back, it’s hard to identify when


the official first day of my new-normal plan began.






There are a few good contenders.







My new normal could have started


the moment I realized I had a problem.


(That happened in March.)







Or it could have begun


the day I looked for ways to solve it.


(Back in April.)







I grabbed my laptop that day,


opened the browser, and clicked


tab






after











tab















after





















tab…



















Okay, you get the idea.






I did lots of research


until I found the perfect solution:


a blog post that said creating a new normal


could fix almost any problem.






Then again,


Day One could’ve started when I created my plan.


Or a few weeks later when I checked off the first


to-do item.






Each one of those moments was very important.






Then Mom got a phone call yesterday,


the last Sunday before school starts back up.






Now I think I’ve found the winner.






Because that phone call feels like


it changes everything for me.






And if that doesn’t count as the best contender,


I honestly don’t know what does.
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CHAPTER ONE



DAY ONE OF MY new normal began on the Sunday before I started my first-ever day of public school.


I was getting my hair cut when Mom entered the salon. My best friend, Mille, and his older brother, Thomas, barreled in after her.


Blond strands of my hair fluttered to the floor under my chair. Behind me, the razor clicked off, signaling Thierry, the salon owner, was finished.


Thierry was also Mille and Thomas’s father. His voice was deep and warm as he greeted them, like a cozy fire on a cold day in winter. “Welcome back, mes beaux fils!” he said. “How was your flight?”


Without my glasses on, the boys were a bit fuzzy around the edges. Although they both had brown hair and skin, they were easy to tell apart. Thomas was a whole head taller than Mille, and his hair was shaved short. Mille’s hair was longer, a mess of cowlicks that bounced with every movement.


My stomach swooped. This was my first time seeing Mille all month—and it was his first time ever seeing my new haircut.


“It was fine.” Mille brushed his hair out of his eyes as he made his way over to me.


“What he said.” Thomas dropped into the chair a few seats from mine while Mom sifted through her purse across the room. Panes of plexiglass separated me and Thomas. They rose from the floor, creating see-through barriers between each chair. They weren’t needed anymore, but at some point, Thierry must’ve decided it’d be simpler to keep them up than take them down.


Mille stopped beside me. We exchanged half smiles, expressions you’d give a stranger you were being polite to. It felt like we knew each other but also sort of didn’t every time Mille got back from Canada, where he and Thomas visited their grandparents and attended a summer camp for Indigenous kids.


I automatically reached for one of my arm sleeves, fabric that wrapped around my forearms but wasn’t attached to my shirt. I rubbed the elastic band around my wrist as my gaze shifted to Mom. She had her phone up to her ear, like she was listening to a voice mail.


“How was camp?” I asked Mille.


“Good. I met some new kids, plus I saw a cool beadwork design I want to re-create as part of a T-shirt.”


I’d never been to Canada, had barely ever traveled outside of Wisconsin. But Mom promised that would change someday. If I worked hard and earned good grades, I could get into a great college out of state, if that was what I wanted. And it was. But college was still years away, since I was only thirteen and about to start eighth grade. Until then, I just had Mille and his stories of Canada and camp, plus postcards from my grandparents whenever they went on trips.


“It sounds like you had a good time,” Thierry said, joining the conversation from over my shoulder.


“Yeah.” Mille glanced under my chair, then back up at me. “You’re cutting your hair. Like, a lot of it.”


“Yep.” I slid my hand away from my sleeve, groping around for the edge of the cape. Once my arm was free, I lifted my hair away from one ear.


“Ooh, it’s an undercut.”


Thierry had given me my first undercut a month ago, so this was technically a touch-up. But Mille hadn’t been here to see that one. My haircut felt new again as he studied it.


“Do you like it?” I asked.


“Um, no.”


A lump formed in my throat. But the corners of Mille’s mouth quivered. His serious expression turned into a grin.


“I don’t like it, I love it.” He twisted around as relief washed over me. “Thomas, did you see?”


A few chairs over, Thomas glanced up from his phone. He nodded, then looked down again. Apparently, my haircut wasn’t all that interesting to a soon-to-be tenth grader.


My fingers returned to the band on my electric-blue arm sleeve. It was so very Mille to joke around like this, but it had also been over a month since we’d seen each other. I guess I needed a little more time to readjust to his sense of humor.


“No, seriously. It’s awesome.” Mille turned back to me. “Tons of influencers have this style.”


“I assume that means it’s fashionable,” Mom said.


We looked up as she approached. Thierry stepped out from behind my chair. He kissed one of Mom’s cheeks and then the other, just like they do to say hi in France, according to my research. (They also do this in Quebec, where the Martel family is from.)


“Thanks for picking up the boys,” Thierry said to Mom. “This week is always busy with Labor Day and the back-to-school rush. But it’s been even more hectic because Mira is still on vacation.” Mira was the other stylist at Thierry’s salon. “Things only calmed down enough to work on Shai here a few minutes ago. They’ve been very patient with me today.”


They. It was a simple word, but it still sounded new and beautiful to me. Every time Mom, my grandparents, or one of the Martels used they or them or their pronouns to talk about me, it made my heart swell. They were the only people I had come out to so far, but that would change soon.


Because being true to myself and swapping home school for public school were both parts of my plan to create a new normal for myself.


Not that Mom or Mille or anyone else knew about that.


“You’re very welcome.” Mom smiled at Thierry. “Happy to help.”


I held still as Thierry stepped back behind me. Under my cape, I had on ordinary summer clothes: shorts and a tank top. But I was also wearing my special arm sleeves, which covered both of my arms from wrist to elbow. They concealed my sore, blotchy skin—a result of my picking.


I wasn’t doing it on purpose, but I couldn’t figure out how to stop, either. At least not at first. All I knew was that at some point after Mom lost her job, right around the time Thierry invited Mom and me to move in with his family to help save money, I’d started picking the hair on my arms.


And that wasn’t okay.


I was going to fix this, though. By creating a new normal, everything would reset.


My plan consisted of the following to-do items, organized by season:




1. Spring: Come out as nonbinary (genderfluid).


2. Summer: Get a haircut that expresses who I am.


3. Fall: Attend public school instead of being homeschooled.




a. Make friends.


b. Excel in classes.




4. Winter (or sooner): No more arm sleeves—or picking!




The list looked simple, but it’d taken me weeks to create—and even longer to check off any items. Some, like attending public school, had required lots of planning. Convincing Mom had sort of felt like writing an essay where I had to lay out all the evidence to support my argument. Mom used to homeschool me herself, along with Mille and Thomas, but she’d switched us to online classes last year because of her work. Mille and Thomas hadn’t seemed to mind, but I missed spending time with her. If I was going to be taught by a different teacher, I’d rather it be in person than over a computer. Plus, public school had a routine, with classes at specific times every day, which I hoped would help with my picking.


Now things were falling into place nicely. Mille was back, and we still had a whole day to hang out and get things feeling more normal between us before school started.


The razor clicked back on. Mom’s ponytail danced as she took a step back. She’d once told me her hair used to be the same shade of white-blond as mine when she was a kid. Now it was light brown, making me wonder if that was how my hair would look when I got older.


Mille inched closer to me. Normally, he was a bit of a chatterbox, so I expected him to talk my ear off now, telling me stuff like how my hairstyle was super in according to the latest fashion blog, a perfect new look for my new school, and so on.


The moment I thought about school, a spark of excitement ignited inside me. I only had one more day before I started eighth grade. Labor Day was tomorrow, then classes began at Shoreline Middle School on Tuesday.


But Mille didn’t say any of that. He didn’t say anything at all. Our eyes met, then darted away, like they were playing a game of tag. As the razor kept buzzing, my spark fizzled out. I rubbed my arm sleeve as Mille shifted his weight between his feet.


Eventually, Thierry shut off the razor. “Tout fini!”


He passed me a handheld mirror and twirled my chair so I could see my hair from every angle. I squinted. Mille reached toward the counter, then passed me my glasses.


The top layer of hair was even shorter than it had been after my first haircut, falling just at my shoulders. Thierry’s fingers tickled my ear as they brushed my hair away from my face. Underneath, the sides and back of my head were shaved short.


Something welled up inside me. A happy kind of teary. That was what Mom called it whenever she cried at the end of her favorite movies. I tilted my head from side to side, enjoying the way the top layer swished over the pricklier hidden layer. Then my eyes snagged on the phone that was still in Mom’s hand.


“Did Grandpa and Nan call?”


“Oh, no, it was actually Shoreline’s principal,” Mom said. “She left a message while I was driving.”


Something squirmed in my stomach. “Why would she call on the weekend?”


“I’m not sure.” Mom’s brows pinched together. “She asked me to call her back today, so I should probably go do that.”


“Feel free to use the back office,” Thierry said as he unsnapped my cape.


I hopped up fast. The bright blue fabric on my arms stood out in Thierry’s salon, with all its maroon chairs and dark wooden wall panels.


“Hey.” I spoke to Mille, but my eyes followed Mom as she headed toward Thierry’s office. “I wanted to ask you about making me more sleeves, but—”


“—you want to know what’s up with the principal first.” It was sort of our thing to finish each other’s sentences, a sign that even though things felt a bit awkward now, we were still best friends. The weirdness would melt away soon.


I nodded.


Mille waved me off. I reached the office right as Mom was about to close the door. She paused and looked down at me.


“Can I listen to the call?” I asked.


Mom considered. “I don’t see why not, if Principal Olsen is okay with it.”


She pushed the door open so I could slip in. While Mom took a seat in Thierry’s office chair, I perched on the edge of his desktop, legs swinging.


She lifted the phone to her ear.


“Principal Olsen? Yes, hi. This is Hannah Stern, Shai’s mom.…” Mom listened to a response I couldn’t hear. “Actually, Shai is with me now. Is it all right if I put you on speakerphone?”


A moment later, Mom set her phone on the desk between us.


“Hello, Shai.” Principal Olsen’s voice made me sit up a little straighter. “I hope you’ve been having a nice summer. We’re all excited to have you joining us at SMS next week.”


“I’m excited, too.”


I continued to swing my legs as Mom and Principal Olsen made small talk about stuff like the weather and next weekend’s Min-Autumn Festival. I tuned them out, trying to imagine what my first day of school would be like. Just one more day, and then I would be walking the halls with hundreds of other sixth through ninth graders. I’d be taking classes with a bunch of kids, some who I knew from around town and others I didn’t. I wondered what they’d think about my new haircut. Or about me.


Excitement buzzed through my arms and legs, along with a hint of nerves.


“The reason I wanted to speak with you,” Principal Olsen said, pulling me out of my thoughts, “is because I hoped to discuss Shai’s academic preparedness for eighth grade.”


My legs stopped swinging.


“We evaluated Shai’s home-school records and placement tests when you first reached out about enrollment, of course. That’s standard procedure whenever we register a new student. This past week, however, we took an even closer look.”


I held my breath. Was she saying my records weren’t good enough? Did they think I should repeat seventh grade?


Mom stayed quiet, probably as confused as I was.


“I should’ve reached out sooner.” Principal Olsen sounded apologetic. “In all honesty, this was a bit of an oversight. There’s been quite a lot of prep work to ensure everyone is ready to resume in-person teaching after last year’s virtual classes.”


“I imagine that must be quite overwhelming,” Mom said.


My fingers slid under one of my arm sleeves, wanting to pick. I caught myself and gripped the edge of the desk with both hands instead, thoughts spiraling.


This couldn’t be happening. I’d completed all my schoolwork last year. I checked Mille’s work, too, sometimes and helped Thomas research a few things, even though he was two years ahead of me.


Principal Olsen continued talking, oblivious to my panicky thoughts. “That’s why we only went through the process of confirming Shai is at an appropriate academic level to thrive in eighth grade, rather than evaluating anything beyond that. Otherwise, we certainly would have called you sooner. I truly apologize.”


Wait, what was she saying now?


Mom’s expression clouded, like she was even more confused, too.


“I’m not quite sure I understand,” Mom said slowly. “Are you saying Shai isn’t academically ready for eighth grade? Because if so, I find that really hard to believe.”


There was a pause over the line. Then a quiet laugh from Principal Olsen. “No, no, not at all. I’m sorry to have given you that impression.”


I exhaled, relaxing a little. I wasn’t getting held back. Maybe Principal Olsen was going to suggest bonus work on top of my honors classes. That was something I could handle.


Principal Olsen cleared her throat. “What I was trying to explain—and got a little sidetracked, I’m afraid—is that we took a closer look at the coursework Shai has already completed.”


Another pause.


“Ultimately, we believe Shai would be better suited to attend Shoreline as a ninth grader.”
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CHAPTER TWO



I STRUGGLED TO FALL asleep that night. My mind was cycling through so many questions—and not the type I could find answers to online.


Questions like: How do I prepare for my first day after skipping a grade?


Plus: Is keeping up with ninth-grade classes going to be hard?


Also: Will my ninth-grade classmates want to be friends with a new kid who’s only thirteen?


I must have fallen asleep somehow, because the next thing I knew, light was streaming into my room.


Mille was also singing somewhere nearby.


Excitement coursed through me. The house had been super quiet with Mille and Thomas gone, but now it felt normal. One of my arm sleeves had slid down my arm while I slept. I tugged it back up to my elbow, then reached for my glasses.


All the while, Mille kept singing in what Mom called his “outside voice.” Each line of his song sounded a little louder, like he was steadily coming closer.


Little house, it’s a quiet home.


Every morn’ like the one befoooore.


Little house, full of awwwwesome people…


Then a chorus of “bonjours” in different voices, complete with French accents.


I slid my glasses on and spotted a ball of gray fur at the end of my bed. Mille’s cat, Gillian, lay there, all curled up. Her fur was fluffed, like something had startled her.


Or someone.


Her eyes met mine, then flicked to the far end of my room.


“You’re okay,” I said, trying to soothe her. I leaned forward and smoothed down her fur, right as Mille appeared at the screen door that led to the all-season porch I called my bedroom.


By the time I was on my feet, Mille had finished his second verse in a high-pitched falsetto, mimicking Belle. Gillian leapt off my bed and darted between a pair of cardboard moving boxes on the far side of my room.


“That cat is seriously not living up to her name.” Mille shook his head. “Dana Scully would never scare so easily.”


Mille had adopted Gillian a few years ago, after she’d appeared in his backyard as a scraggly stray kitten. At the time, me and Mille and Thomas had been watching this old TV series called The X-Files. Mille never turned into a big fan of the show, but he’d loved the character Dana Scully. Scully was played by an actress named Gillian Anderson, so that’s how Gillian the cat got her name.


“Well,” I said. “It’s been super quiet all summer, and then you come back in full Beauty and the Beast song mode. Can you blame her?”


“Maybe not,” Mille conceded. “But Gillian Anderson should know there’s nothing to fear. I’m harmless! Anyway.” He rolled his eyes dramatically, then picked up his song right where he’d left off, lowering his voice to sing the baker man’s part. “Good morning, Shai.”


“Hi…”


Mille put his hands on his hips and stayed in character. “Those don’t sound like lyyyrics!”


“Okay, okay. Hold on a sec.”


It shouldn’t have been hard to come up with the perfect words, because Mille and I used to do this all the time. Plus, songs were sort of like poetry, which I’d gotten really into this summer.


“Ugh, I’m blanking out. I’m barely awake.”


“Don’t think.” Mille walk-skipped over to me. “Just sing! There are no wrong choices when it comes to art.” He wiggled his fingers as he said the last word.


I hid my frown. Mille was just being Mille. I knew that. But thinking things through—planning out every single detail—was what I did best.


“This would be easier if I had a second to write it down, like with a pen and paper.”


“Aww, but that takes the fun out of it. Plus, you’re a super-smart genius at everything else. I wouldn’t want to miss you saying something ridiculous. That hardly ever happens.”


Normally, I would’ve rolled my eyes here or stuck out my tongue, but nothing had felt normal since Mille’s return. My stomach churned just thinking about starting school tomorrow.


I pushed the feeling away.


“Saying someone is both ‘supersmart’ and a ‘genius’ is super redundant.”


“You kinda just proved my point here, Shai.” Mille grinned, but I didn’t grin back. He’d reminded me of the phone call with Principal Olsen yesterday, which set off a whirlwind of nerves.


Gifted. That was what Principal Olsen had called me.


I headed across my room, careful to give Gillian Anderson her space as I skirted around two library-book TBR piles—one To-Be-Read, the other already read and To-Be-Returned—and past the wall of posters I’d taped up when Mom and I first moved in. My T-shirts swayed gently on hangers from a cord Thierry had strung up from one side of the porch to the other. As I riffled through them, yesterday’s phone call swirled through my mind.


Ninth grade?


I could still see the surprise on Mom’s face as she said, Shai has always done well in school. But skipping a grade is a big change, not just academically but socially. Are you positive this is the right choice?


I located my newest shirt, a gift Mille had brought me back from Canada with the Montreal cityscape across the front.


As positive as we can be, Principal Olsen had answered. We’ll make sure Shai has a student guide to help with social adjustment, plus the ninth-grade teachers will all be aware of this situation. We really believe this is the best way to ensure a gifted kid like Shai is academically challenged.


Gifted. I didn’t know what to think about that yet—or how I felt about starting Shoreline as a ninth grader, either.


It hadn’t been part of my plan.


All I knew was I only had today to spend with Mille before school started. I focused on him now, lifting the shirt so he could see what I’d chosen.


“Nice.”


Then a moment of silence. Mille’s brows scrunched up.


“What?” I asked.


“Did you sleep with your arm sleeves on?”


“Yes.” I hugged the shirt to my chest. “Why?”


“They’re kinda tight. Your skin needs to breathe occasionally, you know?”


My face heated up. Mille was right. I should’ve worn a long-sleeved shirt to bed instead. But by now, my arm sleeves felt comfortable, like friends. I didn’t want to take them off unless I had to.


“Um.” I thought fast. “I guess I must’ve spaced on taking them off last night.”


Mille’s expression softened. “That makes sense. You did get some huge news of the supersmart-genius variety yesterday.”


“Right.” My throat felt tight. I hated lying to Mille, but this wasn’t something I wanted to bother him with. Or Mom. She had been so busy trying to find new work after Hotel Min let go of all its staff during the pandemic. She was still busy now, so handling my problems all on my own had been my way of helping her out this year.


I could figure this one out by myself, too.


“Well, I don’t blame you for wanting to wear your sleeves all the time,” Mille said. “They’re fabulous. Obviously, since I made them. Dare I say, they’re even worthy of Project Runway?”


“Yeah.” I started to relax. “They’re awesome.”


“I should probably make you more for school,” Mille continued. “Which means a trip—”


“—to Mrs. Webb’s,” I finished for him.


“Exactly! Okay, supersmart genius, you have three minutes. I’ll leave a note for Papa and your mom, then wait for you outside.” He lowered his voice, mimicking the original mentor from Project Runway. “Make it work!”


“Seriously, Mille. That is a terrible Tim Gunn impression.”


“Hey, don’t hate. I’m out of practice.”


The corners of my mouth twitched up. Finally, a smile.


As Mille scampered off, I studied myself in a standing mirror we’d brought over from our old apartment. With my hair down, I couldn’t see my undercut. It felt like a hidden treasure.


I pulled my top layer back with one hand, then imagined my appearance after I got dressed. The shirt Mille had bought me was dark. Good for hiding curves. I knew clothes and hairstyles didn’t say anything about what gender you were; you could be a girl with a shaved head or a boy wearing a skirt. I knew that, but not everyone did, so sometimes I had to help them along, making myself look traditionally masculine when I wanted people to see a boy or traditionally feminine to be seen as a girl.


But today, I felt like neither. This morning would be a good experiment before school started, I decided. Maybe people would look at me, wondering if I was a boy, a girl, or some other gender. Then if they asked, I could tell them I was nonbinary—genderfluid—that sometimes I felt like a boy, others more like a girl. And some days, I liked when people couldn’t tell, because I couldn’t always tell, either.


I tied my hair up, waved goodbye in Gillian Anderson’s general direction, and left to meet Mille.


The air was cool outside and a little sticky, promising afternoon humidity. Across the street, the sun peeked over the row of cabins our elderly neighbor, Helen Evans, rented out to tourists.


Mille and I crossed the street, walking along a dirt path, the road on our right and the lakeshore on our left. My ponytail swished the back of my neck in time with each step.


“You are totally giving me blond Ruby Rose vibes today,” Mille said, “minus all the tattoos, obviously.”


“I have no idea who that is,” I said, “but I’ll take it as a compliment?”


“You should. Ruby’s gorgeous but in, like, a kind of masculine way.”


A happy, warm feeling spread through me. Gorgeous but masculine. I liked that.


“Oh, hey, I bet they’re practicing for the Min-Autumn Festival next weekend.” Mille pointed toward the lake, where a group of girls was lined up at a dock. Each wore a bright red swimsuit and held a set of water skis.


“I bet you’re right.”


Every year, the local water-ski team performed a show during the Min-Autumn Festival. They created cool-looking formations, with the smaller skiers standing on top of bigger skiers’ shoulders. It was my favorite part of the day.


“They really should talk to me about redesigning their swimwear. They’ve been using the same style since forever.” Mille twisted around, walking backward. “Anyway, important question: How many sleeves are you gonna want me to make?”


I considered this. Right now, I only had two sets: the blue pair I’d worn yesterday then slept in overnight and the ones I wore now, dip-dyed swirls of red on white fabric. This pair had been an accident. A few months ago, right before I created my new-normal plan, Mille made a mistake on a shirt he was sewing and had to cut the sleeve off at the elbow. Feeling silly, I’d slid it onto my arm.


I quickly realized I couldn’t pick my arms as easily with form-fitting sleeves covering them. I asked Mille to sew elastic bands onto both ends, and the rest was history. He’d been thrilled that I was getting interested in fashion.


I hadn’t corrected him.


“A few more would be great,” I said. “So, like, enough that I have some options to choose from for school?”


“Copy,” Mille said. “Then maybe other kids will ask you where you got them and want me to make them stuff, too. I’ll finally be a real designer.”


A flicker of guilt resurfaced. If my new-normal plan worked, I wouldn’t be wearing my arm sleeves much longer.


“Technically, you’re already a designer,” I told him, trying my best to ignore my guilt. “A designer is someone who designs stuff, just like a writer is someone who writes. You qualify.”


“Good point.” He twisted forward as we crossed the street, heading away from the lake. “It’s gonna be so weird with you gone every day.”


“Yeah, it’ll be weird for me, too.”


I tried to imagine walking down Shoreline’s halls and sitting in classrooms taking notes, but it was hard to visualize. Aside from the few field trips we took each year with a local home-school group, Mom had always taught Mille, Thomas, and me in our old apartment or the Martels’ kitchen or living room.


Or she had, until she got too busy.


“But it’s not like we won’t have time to hang out after school and on the weekends,” I said. “Plus, you’ll still have Thomas.”


Mille made a sound that was halfway between a laugh and a scoff.


“What?”


“It’s just… Thomas isn’t all that fun to be around.”


“Since when?”


Mille’s lips pressed together. When he finally spoke, it wasn’t in his usual outside voice. The words were quieter, almost mumbled. “Since he called me girly at camp for liking to design stuff.”


“He said that?”


That didn’t sound like Thomas. I’d practically grown up with the Martel family, and Thomas felt like an older brother. We didn’t always get along, but he was usually nice. Plus, we watched TV shows and movies together all the time.


“Okay, not exactly,” Mille explained. “He said it was girly to be into fashion. Same thing, though.”


I glanced at him. It wasn’t the same thing. Calling someone girly in a mean way was different from saying certain activities were girly, wasn’t it? I wanted to ask, but the longer the silence stretched between us, the less I knew how to voice my question or what to say.


We both stayed quiet as downtown Minocqua came into view. The main street was mostly empty, the tourists probably still asleep in their rented cabins. We passed a sign welcoming people to Minocqua—the Island City—then a music store called Coastal Notes. Mille still didn’t say anything.


By the time we approached Eye-Land Visions, which sold glasses, I couldn’t take it anymore. The house had been so silent between Mom working on her new business, Thierry gone at the salon all summer, and Mille and Thomas at camp. I missed Mille’s outside voice, basically. So, I filled the silence with some chatter of my own.


“You know, technically, this is a peninsula, because islands are completely surrounded by water and peninsulas connect to the mainland somewhere, just like Minocqua does up past Torpy Park. Calling it an island is inaccurate.”


“Yeah, well, it’s better than calling it a tourist trap, right?” Mille gave me a smile, but it was smaller than usual.


We arrived at the fabric shop. It wasn’t officially open yet, but a faint light shone through the glass door. Mille stepped forward and rang the bell. He hopped back when Mrs. Webb appeared.


“Good morning, you two.” Her silver-streaked hair was pulled up into a tight bun. It didn’t move at all as she waved us in. “It’s been quite some time since I’ve seen either of you around.”


That was because I had no reason to visit without Mille. Maybe I could’ve stopped by to say hi, like how Mom had her weekly tea dates with Helen, but small talk wasn’t my thing. I’d rather spend my free time reading or learning new words in a different language or researching facts about places I want to visit someday.


Mrs. Webb led us to a big wooden table that was used to measure and cut fabric. “How long have you and your brother been back now, Émile?”


“Just a day.”


Mille answered politely, but he made a face behind her back. Everyone had been calling him Mille—which means “one thousand” in French—since he first got into fashion years ago. He was also planning to name his clothing company Mille Points, or “one thousand stitches” in English, so the name was a big part of his identity. But Mrs. Webb didn’t do nicknames. She would always call Mille Émile and me Shailah, which was my full name. But unlike Mille, I was better at hiding when something bothered me.


At least the shop was dark enough that Mrs. Webb probably couldn’t see Mille’s face.


“You want to look at my latest batch of fabric scraps, I assume?” she asked.


“Yes, please.” Mille’s frown softened. “I’ve got to make sure Shai looks amazing before school starts tomorrow.”


“Ah, that’s right. Helen mentioned something about you switching to public school the last time we chatted.” Mrs. Webb crouched down to rummage under the table. “But she didn’t explain why.”


“I just wanted a change,” I said.


Obviously, it was more complicated than that, but if I wasn’t going to share my new-normal plan with Mille or Mom, I definitely wasn’t going to explain it to Mrs. Webb.


“Well, change can be good, especially when you’re young enough to adapt.” Mrs. Webb reappeared with a basket. “I’ve been saving these all summer for you.” She slid it over to us, then headed to the far end of the shop and pressed a wall switch. The overhead lights flickered on. “Take your time,” she said before moving around her shop to straighten bolts of fabric.


Mille turned to me. “What are Shoreline’s school colors?”


“Yellow and green.” I had memorized all the school’s details that I could find online. “Our mascot is the hornet.”


“Okay, one, we will not be using those colors. The yellow would clash with your complexion. Two, shouldn’t the colors be yellow and black for a hornet mascot?”


“Maybe you should call and tell them.”


“Maybe I will.”


To my relief, Mille’s mood seemed to improve as he looked at one fabric scrap, then the next. His eyes practically sparkled as he selected one that was a rich shade of red.


“This could work.”


He passed me the scrap, and I rubbed it between my index finger and thumb, enjoying its soft, velvety texture.


“I like it.”


“Hey, Mrs. Webb,” he called. “Do you have more of this?”


“Everything I have is in that bin, my de—” She glanced back over at us, and her eyes snagged on me. “What happened to your hair, Shailah, sweetie?”


When the awkwardness between me and Mille flared up during our walk, I’d completely forgotten about my undercut and my plan to show it off around town.


Now, my insides twisted.


“…Nothing.” The word came out so small, it was practically inaudible. I wasn’t even sure Mille had heard me as he continued to root through the basket.


But he’d definitely heard Mrs. Webb.


“They got a haircut,” Mille called, head still in the basket. “Isn’t it a cool style?”


My eyes met Mrs. Webb’s, but she looked away fast. “It’s certainly different.”


Her tone was light, but something felt off. Plus, she didn’t ask about the they pronoun Mille had used for me.


I knew different could mean a lot of things. Plenty of words had more than one definition. But as Thierry liked to joke, us Midwesterners had a secret language all our own. We would never outright admit that we didn’t like something. Instead, we’d say stuff like “It sure is something,” or “Hmm, interesting.”


Or “It’s certainly different.”


My face got hot. If Mrs. Webb thought my hair looked bad or weird, maybe the kids at Shoreline would, too.


And this made me want to slip my hand under my arm sleeve and pick, pick, pick until I felt calm again.


My hand rose, reaching for my other arm. I slipped a finger under the elastic band at my wrist.


Mille nudged me, and I froze. “I think she meant it’s certainly fabulous.”


His comment made the tight, awful feeling dissolve a little. My hand lowered to my side.


For the rest of our visit, Mille showed me fabric scrap after fabric scrap, asking for my opinion on each of them. I got the feeling he was trying to keep me distracted from what Mrs. Webb had said.


But even after we paid for the fabric and headed back outside, the feeling stubbornly clung to me, worse than any summer humidity.
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CHAPTER THREE



MOM DROVE ME TO Shoreline bright and early the next morning. The sun reflected off the lake in silver-white ripples as we crossed the bridge to the mainland.


“Are you excited to start your first day?” Mom asked.


My stomach sloshed, mimicking the water’s movement. It could’ve been excitement, but I also had a feeling my nerves were part of it.


“Yeah.” The word came out quiet, uncertain. I cleared my throat and tried again. “Yes.”


I didn’t want Mom to think I regretted my decision before we even got there.


“And you remember where the administration office is?”


“It’s across the hall from the front door.” My voice was stronger from the start this time. “I remember from our tour.”


Last month, an administrator had given Mom and me a tour of Shoreline. They showed us places like the lockers, gym, and lunchroom. But first, we met in the admin office.


“You’ve always been a fast learner.” She smiled. “But as your mom, it’s my job to worry about these things. Starting public school is a big change, even without skipping a grade.”


“Do Grandpa and Nan know about that yet?”


“I sent an email, but they’ve been traveling, so they may not have seen it yet.”


Mom’s smile dimmed a little, and I regretted asking. I loved Grandpa and Nan, and Mom did, too, but some topics were touchy among the three of them. Grandpa and Nan always told me there was nothing more important than a good education. “The Stern family always excels.” That’s what they said whenever I shared anything new that I was learning about.


But Mom had never finished college. She’d chosen to have me instead. So sometimes when my grandparents said stuff about excelling and academics, Mom’s shoulders got tense. She would go quiet while I continued to talk to Grandpa and Nan or else change the subject if she was the one speaking when it came up.
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