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For Jamila, who leveled with me:

Anna, I love you, but you know nothing about frizzy hair, and then, like always, was with me every step of the way. 









Hello, my name is Margot Button. I’m almost thirteen and I’m a total social dork. I look wrong, act wrong, and say all thewrong things at all the wrong times. 

No, scratch that. Remember, “Positive thoughts lead to positive feelings.” 

Hello, my name is Margot Button. I’m almost thirteen and I’m a unique and talented individual with strong social skills, exceptionally good manners, and natural good looks. 

I can’t even think that with a straight face. How about this? 

Hello, my name is Margot Button. I’m almost thirteen. I’m mostly a total social dork, but I aspire to greatness. And as for my looks, if I straighten my hair, don’t stand too close to the mirror, and squint a little, I look almost like a younger, uglier version of Salma Hayek. Except she has an amazing figure (and I’m a twig). And she’s Mexican American (and I’m part Indian). And her accent is so cool (and I sound like a regular Canadian). And guys go insane over her (and guysbarely notice me). But you know, other than that, we’re twins. 

That’s better. Or what about this: 

Hello, my name is Margot Button. I’m almost thirteen. And as for the rest, can you come back to me? 
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I Resolve Not to Be Myself Anymore 


DID YOU KNOW THAT there are literally hundreds of ways to start the new year off fresh? When I was in second grade, my teacher gave us an assignment about it. Everyone had to pick a country and show how they celebrated. Since we were seven, this involved a lot of misspelled sentences under lopsided pencil-crayon drawings of people marching in parades, stuffing their faces with food, and lighting off fireworks. 

Because my dad (who I’ve never met) is Indian, I chose India as my country. My drawing is still tucked inside my scrapbook. It shows a bunch of brown-skinned people with satellite-dish-sized heads. They’re holding candles while standing beside a doggish-looking cow that, for some reason, is wearing a Christmas wreath on its neck. It was supposed to symbolize Diwali, the festival of lights. Underneath, I wrote: 

“In India there is Diwali where the lite ends the evil. They wear new cloths.” 

At the time I thought that sounded like the most disappointing party on earth—almost as bad as my grandma Betty’s birthday, where we ate carrot cake and her main present was a cutlery organizer—but that just goes to show what I know. Now that I’m going into seventh grade, I would kill for a New Year celebration that involves a wardrobe makeover, not to mention the banishing of evil. You’ve got to admit, it makes more sense than wearing cardboard hats and watching a giant disco ball drop on TV. 

Still, if you want my personal opinion, the real New Year’s Eve—the one that crosses all races and cultures, uniting us equally in dread and anticipation—is in September. It smells like new sharpened pencils and sounds like the crunching of the first fall leaves. To keep from mixing it up with the hundreds of other New Year’s Eve possibilities, from here on in, I will call it School Year’s Eve (or SYE, because that makes it sound as important as it is). 

On SYE, there aren’t any fireworks, noisemakers, or wreath-wearing cows. And instead of going wild at some crazy midnight party, you stop celebrating altogether. You buy new gym shoes. You write your name very carefully on the front of fresh notebooks, swearing that this year, you’ll keep your handwriting perfect all year long; and this year, you won’t hit yourself in the face with a volleyball while trying to serve; and this year, you’ll finally get higher than a C+ in math, and your crush will learn your name, and you’ll dress so well that you’ll be at the mall one day, minding your own business, when this lady wearing sunglasses will come up to you and say something like: “You! You are exactly what we’ve been looking for! Will you be our new teen model for Abercrombie & Fitch?” And then everyone will be so jealous they’ll want to lick the ground you walk on. 

In summary, you celebrate School Year’s Eve by hoping desperately that this year, you’ll find a way to be completely different from who you were last year. Or maybe that’s just me. 

Of course, this is my life we’re talking about. I can hope and plan all I want, but it doesn’t mean anything will go my way. Take the Friday before SYE, for example. The day it all began. It was supposed to be perfect. The last relaxing, lounge-around-with-your-best-friend time before a long school year. It could not have turned out worse. 

Looking back, I should have known something was up the second I opened my eyes. The suspicious smell of pancakes was in the air, but I ignored it, heading straight to the bathroom, then back to my room, where I had important stuff to do. 

My best friend, Erika-with-a-K, and I had big plans for the afternoon. We were going to watch Charmed and Dazed, our favorite soap opera, at 1:00 while eating lunch: salad (because we’ve both been trying to be more healthy) and nachos (because nachos are so good). After that we were going to go down the street to Java House and order mocha lattes. We hate coffee, but now that we’re almost thirteen, we’ve decided to acquire a taste for it. Then we were planning to have a back-to-school outfit session, where first I’d try on all my outfits and she’d rate them on a scale of one to ten for: 



	Hotness and/or cuteness

	Makes your butt look good-ness

	Looks cool and unique, but casual enough that nobody would guess you’d spent two hours picking it out with your best friend. 





Then I’d do the same for her outfits. But first I needed to prepare. Because of “our current financial situation” (more about that later), my mom had used some of the “future fund” money my dad sends to take me shopping for the bare essentials of back-to-school stuff—two pairs of jeans, socks, underwear, and some Walmart pens and binders. Technically, that money from my dad is for my university education. It comes a few times a year, tucked in a little card filled with barely legible writing about whatever place he’s in at the moment. (Last time he was working on a radish farm in California; next time he could be scaling the Rockies in search of rare peregrine falcons. It’s hard to say.) My mom puts the money in a special bank account and we never touch it, so that tells you how tight things had gotten. It meant I was mostly going to have to create my School Year’s Day outfit by working with the clothes I already had—which wasn’t going to be easy, trust me. 

I sat back on my heels, pulling stuff out of my drawers and scattering it around until I was sitting elbow-deep in a nest of bad fashion decisions. There were last year’s khaki cargo pants (What had I been thinking? That I was some kind of jungle explorer-slash-sixth grader?); a camisole with little flowers on it, which wasn’t too bad except for this one subtle ketchup stain; a hooded sweatshirt with weirdly big pom-pom tassels; a Hello Kitty T-shirt (that would have been really cute…if I was still eight years old); and a hand-me-down argyle vest with the tags still on it from one of my mom’s client’s daughters (she obviously knew it wasn’t cool enough to wear, so why was she inflicting it on me?). 

I was just considering the pros and cons of a blue velour leopard-print hoodie from the same hand-me-down bag (Pro: velour was sort of in this season. Con: blue leopard print!! Really?), when there was a knock at my door. “Margot?” My mom peeked in, not bothering to wait for an invitation. 

She opened the door wider then, but didn’t flinch at the mess. If anything, the new layer of clean clothes made my room look better, since it hid the piles of stuff underneath. “Oh, that’s funky.” She nodded in approval, eyeing the blue leopard-print hoodie. I’m not trying to be mean, but this was coming from a woman who was wearing a purple peasant skirt and a belt covered in small silver bells. I dropped the sweatshirt into my “would not be caught dead in it” pile. 

“Oh look, Margot.” She picked up a rainbow-colored woven Peruvian headband. She’d bought it for me once at a hippie festival where she was reading tarot cards, which is what she does for a living. “I was wondering where this went.” I used to wear that headband practically every day in fourth grade, until this girl Sarah said it smelled like hair grease and asked if I ever washed it. So, while it was pretty in its way, and might have been the kind of thing that a tarot card reader could get away with, I knew it wasn’t going to cut it in seventh grade. I took it from my mom and threw it on top of the hoodie. 

But before you go thinking I’m ashamed of my mom, or her clothes, or her job, let me say that I’m not really. Tarot Card Reader is not one of the more regular mom-type occupations—like accountant, lawyer, or kindergarten teacher—but the whole thing is very sacred and serious to her, and I think it’s pretty cool. The only part I don’t like about it is that she refuses to do readings for anyone under eighteen, no matter how much they beg and plead and give her a million reasons why they must know the future. Which is dumb, because I happen to be very mature for my age. 

I wrinkled my nose as Mom picked up a red silk scarf from the hand-me-down bag and tied it around her neck. Paired with the silver bells on her belt, it made her look like a psychic Christmas elf, but, using my advanced maturity, I managed to keep myself from pointing that out. My mom could be a little sensitive about my constructive criticisms of her fashion choices. And, really, as her hippie wear went, the clothes she had on weren’t so bad. 

Which should have been my second clue that something was terribly wrong. It was barely nine a.m. Shouldn’t she still be wearing the baggy T-shirt and old maternity shorts she slept in? 

“Ma-goooo!” Alice, one of my two-year-old triplet sisters came running down the hall, her arms flailing in random directions like small tree branches caught in the wind. 

She barreled past my mom and launched herself into my lap. I hugged her, then hauled us both up from the depths of the clothes nest and swung her around until she squealed. “Fly me again!” she shouted the second I brought her down for a crash landing in the “possibly passable” pile. 

“Did you make breakfast?” I asked Mom curiously, sniffing the pancakes in the air again as I picked the squealing Alice up off the floor by her wrists. 

Especially since my triplet half sisters had been born, weekday breakfast had been a DIY meal at our house. It was made of three ingredients: cereal, milk, and a bowl. It wasn’t like my mom had time to be whipping up low-fat smoothies seven days a week. Plus, it’s never really been her style. 

“I did. I thought it would be a nice change,” my mom answered as my sister and I spun again. “And, it’s a big day, Margot. I want you to get off to a really good start.” Considering all the stuff she had on her plate, between her job and my sisters and our financial problems, I was more than a little surprised she’d remembered the important back-to-school outfit session, but I wasn’t about to complain. “Come on, both of you. Pancakes are getting cold.” 

In the kitchen, my grandma Betty had already strapped my other two sisters, Aleene and Alex, into their high chairs and had just finished cutting their buckwheat pancakes into tiny, choke-proof bites. She looked up and smiled when she saw me. 

“Good morning, sweetheart,” she said, reaching into the drawer behind her and grabbing three toddler-sized forks without even looking. Technically, my grandma lives down the street in an apartment building, but she’s always at our place taking a triplet to the potty or doing our dishes when she should probably be watching Jeopardy or playing bingo. 

“Hi, Grandma.” I sank down into a kitchen chair. 

“What can I get you? Orange juice? Soy milk?” Grandma Betty lifted Alice into her high chair and turned to me. 

I was just about to ask for orange juice when my mom, who had started scraping burned pancake batter off the bottom of the pan, cut me off. “You sit down, Mom,” she said. “Margot can help herself.” 

Ever since my grandma Betty had gotten a little light-headed while mall walking a month ago, Mom and my stepfather, Bald Boring Bryan, had been on this campaign to get her to take it easy. Still, even though it was true that I didn’t need her to serve me, I couldn’t help feeling jealous. Sometimes I wished I could get a fraction of the attention the triplets did. They didn’t even have to cut their own food, or wipe their own butts. Plus, since the second they were born they’ve been turning heads wherever we go, with their wispy blond hair and blueberry eyes. Even a trip to the grocery store is guaranteed to bring on a chorus of strangers going, “Oooooh, aren’t they precious,” or “Look at the way they’re all waving”—like that’s an especially brilliant skill. I mean, not to state the obvious but, hello, I can do it too. 

It also doesn’t help that they’re the only identical triplets in our city. The day after they were born, there was even a story on the front page of the local paper. “Darling Family Gets Three Times the Joy.” The picture shows my mom, my stepfather, and the triplets crowded onto a hospital bed. But even though the reporter mentioned me in paragraph four, nobody thought to take my picture or interview me. It’s too bad, really, because I think that even then I could have offered a unique perspective on the suckier side of being a sibling of multiple half sisters. For one thing, your entire life gets blown apart and put back together in a way you never asked for. 

“Don’t fuss over me, Catherine,” Grandma Betty scolded my mom. “I like to take care of my Margot. Now, sweetheart, soy milk or orange juice?” 

“Orange juice,” I answered. “Please.” My mom scrubbed at the frying pan a little harder in frustration, but if Grandma noticed, she just ignored it. 

“Good choice. You need your vitamins. It sounds like you’ve got a busy day ahead.” Mom had even told Grandma about my back-to-school outfit-picking session? Now that definitely shocked me. 

“I guess,” I answered. I walked my fingers across Alex’s high chair toward her plate, where I snatched a pancake bite, popping it into my mouth and chewing noisily. “Um-nom-nomnom-nom.” All three of them laughed so hard you’d think I was a professional stand-up off the Comedy Network. 

“Actually,” Mom said, turning toward my grandma, with the spatula still in hand, “I haven’t told Margot why this morning is so important. Margot, I have something planned for you.” 

I swallowed hard. If my best friend Erika-with-a-K’s mother said she’d planned something for her, you’d know it was a manicure at the spa, or tickets to an expensive musical. But my mom’s surprises were usually things like a new twelve-pack of one-hundred-percent cotton granny-style underpants, or a day of art appreciation at the gallery on a free Friday with the screaming triplets. 

I waited for it, hoping against reason that maybe she’d planned something nice to thank me for babysitting all summer. Maybe we were going to a movie, just the two of us. Or shopping for some brand-name back-to-school clothes. Erika-with-a-K had just gotten a new pair of Parasuco jeans with tiny rhinestones on the pockets, and I would have sold my soul to get the same pair. I should have known better, though. My stepfather, Bald Boring Bryan, had been out of work for ages before finally landing a contract for a series of TV commercials the month before. We were still catching up on overdue bills, and Parasuco jeans probably weren’t our first priority. 

“I’ve signed you up for a session through Community Connections,” my mom said. She saw the devastated look on my face and responded with a warning expression I knew well: Margot, don’t argue with me. This will be good for you. 

“What kind of session?” Knowing her, it was bound to be a workshop on finding your inner goddess or jazzing up secondhand clothing with beadwork. 

“It’s an all-girls workshop,” she started carefully. “The write-up said it would be a safe space to talk about your sense of self. Bryan and I thought—” 

I pushed my chair back from the table. My sense of self so did not need talking about, and since when did my stepfather get to help decide what would be good for me? 

“Margot, don’t get upset. You’ll be done by noon, in plenty of time to meet up with Erika. And it’s already paid for. This isn’t up for discussion,” she added, before I could even start to protest. 

“Fine,” I mumbled. I could tell from the serious look on my mother’s face that I wasn’t getting out of this class, but that didn’t mean I had to sit there and listen to her go on about how great for me it was going to be. “But you know what? I’m not hungry. At all.” Grandma shot my mother a worried look. 

I went down the hall to the bathroom, shutting the door much harder than I needed to. Then I splashed water over my face and started my ten-step hair routine, which takes at least half an hour and is sacred. I’d only made it to the spray-on conditioner (step four) when my mom knocked on the door saying it was almost time to go. 

All of which explains how, at 9:15 in the morning on the last real day of summer vacation, with my hair still an incredible frizz ball, I found myself buckled into the front seat of our rusty, million-year-old minivan, staring angrily out the window. As we backed out of the driveway, I bit my lip and tried not to cry. 

“So, Margot,” my mom said, once we’d rounded the corner, “just think. In a few days, you’ll be starting seventh grade.” 

“Yeah,” I answered. “Just think.” I definitely didn’t feel like talking to her, and of all the topics I didn’t feel like talking to her about, school was number one. 

“Are you excited?” 

I shrugged. The truth was, it was complicated. The answer was “yes” and “definitely not.” In just three days, Erika and I would be walking through the doors of Manning Middle School for the first time. (If you didn’t count the orientation tour we took in June.) We would officially be leaving elementary school behind and starting fresh. Sort of. All the people from our old school—Colonel Darling Elementary—would be starting at Manning too. But still, in a new building, with new teachers, I had some reason to hope things might be better. At least, they could be if I managed to stick to my School Year’s resolution for seventh grade: 

Be More Normal. 

My mother drummed her fingers nervously on the steering wheel, obviously trying to work up the courage to say something more. “You know,” she went on finally, “I remember what seventh grade was like, Margot. I used to get teased. There were girls who gave me the cold shoulder because of the music I listened to.” 

“That sucks,” I said. What I was really thinking was that my mom had officially checked out. She had no idea what kids today were capable of. The cold shoulder? Try watching your best friend cry her eyes out because someone wrote “NERD” on her chair in Wite-Out while she was in the bathroom, and she came back and sat in it. And, honestly, as bad as that was, even Erika agreed that I had it worse. And it had started way before seventh grade. 

Try enduring weird looks and whispering when everyone else makes a macaroni Father’s Day card, and yours is for your grandpa. Get called poor because your mom was too busy changing diapers and forgot to read the notice, let alone help you make gourmet triple-chocolate-chunk cookies, and you showed up at the Book-a-thon Bake-off empty-handed. Then get used to being called ape girl because your leg hair is darker than the other girls’. Have the most popular girl in school casually suggest that you might want to “do something” about your clothes. Get picked last for every team in gym class, every time. Have a bunch of popular guys throw pencil shavings into your frizzy hair all through math class. Eat the vegan three-bean chili your mom packed for lunch and listen to those same guys make farting noises behind your back the rest of the day. Understand that you don’t really fit in for about ten different reasons, and that the more you try, the worse it gets…and then tell me about the cold shoulder. 

I shifted in my seat, annoyed that I was being forced to even think about school on this supposed-to-be-blissful last official day of summer vacation. 

“What exactly do I have to do in this class, anyway?” I asked, changing the subject as we got out of the van. The parking lot of the community center was practically deserted. 

“Well,” Mom said, “you’ll probably talk about your self-image. Maybe do some group exercises. It’s really about putting yourself in the best possible frame of mind to start the new school year.” 

I sighed. A new frame of mind wasn’t going to solve my problems. What I needed was a new life. My mom glanced at her watch. “Oh, we’re late,” she said, holding the front door open for me. She hurried down the stairs so quickly I was out of breath by the time we got to the bottom. The sign on the door in front of us read: POWERFUL GIRLS! SELF-ESTEEM FOR PRETEENS. It had a bad clip-art drawing of a girl giving a thumbs-up. 

My mother kissed me quickly on the cheek. “Margot, please give it a chance. This might be just what you need. You know, to help you deal with the pressures of being a girl in today’s world. And to work through what happened last June.” She whispered those words like last June was something too horrible to even mention, which it sort of was. “I’ll pick you up at noon.” She squeezed my arm, then started back up the stairs. 

I was just considering making a run for it when the door opened and a woman dressed in a flowing turquoise top poked her head out. “You must be Margot,” she said, in an extremely soft but high-pitched voice. Imagine if a baby goat in a petting zoo could talk. Her wavy gray hair was sort of goatlike too, and she had huge front teeth. “We’re just about to start.” She stepped back and motioned for me to come in. 

Wonderful, I thought. I was about to spend the entire morning of my last real day of summer vacation learning about self-esteem from a goat. Would I be standing there if I was anywhere close to normal? I honestly doubted it. 
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I Suck at Having Self-Esteem 


THE FIRST THING I NOTICED when I walked into Powerful Girls! Self-Esteem for Preteens was that the preschool room, where it was being held, seemed smaller than it had when I was a kid. Back then, I could ride a trike forever without hitting a wall, and the sand table had been filled with mountains and valleys and castles with moats. Not anymore. 

The toys, which had seen better days, were pushed against the walls. The room was dark and dingy, and instead of happy, laughing kids, a group of eleven-and twelve-year-old girls was balanced awkwardly on kindergarten-sized plastic chairs. 

I recognized one of them—this short, freckled fifth grader from Colonel Darling Elementary. Our moms used to be friends a long time ago. She came to my house to play Monopoly while they did this single women’s group thing in the living room. I could tell she remembered me too, but she looked at the floor quickly while I glanced at a Stay Alert, Stay Safe poster on the wall. It was an unspoken pact. We would pretend not to know each other, then never mention this to anyone we knew. 

As for the other girls, I’d never met them, but, at a glance, they seemed to belong there. One had braces and tons of acne. Another was so overweight her thighs spilled way over the edges of the chair. A third had greasy hair and was wearing a T-shirt with dolphins on it. Almost all of them had slumped shoulders. Really, I thought to myself, I’m the coolest person in the room. At least I’d taken five minutes to put on a new pair of jeans and the flowered ketchup-stain cami. 

“Girls,” said Goat Lady, “I’d like you all to welcome Margot to the group.” Everyone mumbled “Hi” while staring at their feet, except for one girl who had red hair in two thick braids down her back. “Hi, Margot.” She looked at the teacher to make sure she was watching. “On behalf of everyone, welcome to the group.” 

“Thanks,” I said. There were only two itty-bitty chairs left—which were side by side. One was right beside braids girl, the other was next to the fifth grader I knew. I chose braids girl. 

“My name is Mrs. Carlyle,” said the teacher, “but since we’re all friends here, I’d like you to call me Beth. Is that all right?” She glanced around nervously, like she was expecting one of us to jump up and bite her. “Welcome to Powerful Girls! Self-Esteem for Preteens. Today we’re going to work with five basic principles as we journey toward self-acceptance.” She walked over to a whiteboard and wrote with a squeaky marker. Principle 1: Appreciate Yourself. 

I took a deep breath and tried to think of a daydream I could focus on to pass the time. This was something I always did in French class. Nine times out of ten the fantasies were about Gorgeous George, who had been my dream-boyfriend since third grade. 

He was tall. He was cute. He was nice. He was good at sports. He was perfect. The only problem was that he was popular, and I, as you might have guessed, was not-so-much. I wasn’t the nerdiest of the nerds or anything, but I wasn’t part of The Group. They actually called themselves that too—The Group. 

You probably know the type. They wear really expensive (really great) clothes and do cool things like pass notes all through class, have pool parties, and shoplift candy. They make fun of anyone who isn’t like them, and the rest of us hate them but also secretly dream of being them. 

I stared off into a corner over Mrs. Carlyle’s head and let myself drift off. In my fantasy, Gorgeous George (whose real name is just plain George, obviously) was walking past my locker with Sarah J. (the most popular of the popular girls). 

She was bragging about how awesome her summer vacation to Paris was when she spotted Simon, this kid in our grade who has to go to speech therapy twice a week for lisping. She smiled at George in this way that made it clear she was about to do something hilarious and that he should pay attention. “Hi, Th-h-himon,” she said, but saying all those th’s accidentally made her spit right in Gorgeous George’s eye. 

Needless to say, he was grossed out. (Sarah J. might be teen-model perfect, with long blond hair and aqua-blue eyes, but even her spit is disgusting.) He also wasn’t impressed. Simon’s a nice enough guy, after all. It’s not like it’s his fault the letter S is so hard to say. 

But here’s where it got good: just then, I stepped up and offered George a tissue from one of those cute and organized-looking ten-packs of Kleenex, which I happened to have in my bag. He took it from me gently, wiped the spit from his eye, and really noticed me for the first time. 

“Thanks,” he said, and then he took my hand (to further thank me), and he noticed, all of a sudden, that I have really nice brown eyes. And so he said, “Wow. I never noticed how pretty your eyes are, Margot.” And I got kind of shy then, which he thought was cute. 

This is just one of the parts where you could tell it was a fantasy. In real life, I would have been so nervous that I would have started babbling uncontrollably about how I got my brown eyes from my world-traveling radish-farming dad, and that, if I’d had the choice, I would have rather had blue eyes like his. And had he ever heard that brown eyes are dominant? So, if one parent has blue eyes and the other has brown, the children are, like, ninety-nine percent more likely to get brown eyes. So really it’s amazing anyone in the world has deep blue eyes like his anymore.…

But no. In my fantasy I batted my lashes at him like some kind of delicate princess. And like in The Little Mermaid (which the triplets would watch endlessly if my mother let them), using just my pretty brown eyes, I spoke volumes to him about my undying love. He reached out and ran his fingers through my hair (which, in fantasies, is always magically straight and tangle-free). Then he cupped his hand gently around my cheek and leaned in to kiss me while Sarah J. stood watching, her mouth hanging open in outrage.…

“Margot.” The sound of my name snatched me ever-socruelly out of my fantasy. The whole group was looking at me. “Won’t you begin?” Oh great, I thought, but I didn’t panic. My mind is always wandering, so this kind of thing happens to me a lot. I figured out a long time ago that, instead of guessing what’s going on, you’re better off acting like you know, then asking a question that makes it sound like you care. For example: “I’d love to, but first, can you give me a better idea of what you’re looking for?” 

“Certainly, Margot,” the teacher said. “Let me clarify that.” See? Works every time! “What I’d really like to know, when you introduce yourself to the group, is who do you think you are?” 

Who do I think I am? Easy. “Okay,” I said. “Hi. My name is Margot Button.” 

“And?” she said softly, waiting for more. 

“And, I’m almost thirteen years old.” 

“And?” she said. “Start again, Margot.” 

“Hi,” I tried. “My name is Margot Button, and I’m almost thirteen, and I live on Gormon Avenue. I’ll be starting seventh grade next week?” 

“Who are you, Margot?” She leaned forward in her chair. 

This was obviously some kind of a trick question. 

“I’m a person…named Margot Button. I hate goldfish and processed cheese,” I continued, saying whatever popped into my head, even though I knew it probably wasn’t what she was hoping for. “Processed cheese because it barely tastes like cheese.” Nobody said anything, so I just kept talking. “And goldfish because of the way they grow to the size of whatever you put them in. Say, if you put them in a bowl, they stay tiny, and if you put them in a pond, they grow giant and, I’m sorry, that’s not normal.” 

Mrs. Carlyle just smiled politely. “That’s all interesting, Margot, but I wonder if you could tell us anything about who you are inside?” 

Oh. My. God. 

“Inside? Fine.” I smiled back. “My name is Margot Button, and I’m almost thirteen—like I said. Inside, I am very annoyed to be here talking about self-esteem on my last day of summer vacation.” 

There was total silence in the room. Mrs. Carlyle bit her lip like she was trying not to cry. I instantly felt really, really bad—even though she’d kind of forced me to lose my patience. Still, I was seriously planning to work on that as part of my School Year’s resolution to Be More Normal. Starting with the first day of seventh grade, I solemnly swore I would install some kind of filter between my brain and my mouth. 

To her credit, Mrs. Carlyle recovered quickly. She gave an uncomfortable, neighing kind of laugh (do goats neigh?) and seemed to put it behind her. 

“That’s very honest, Margot. But I wonder if, instead of defining yourself with momentary characteristics or emotions, you could tell us what it is that makes you you?” 

I took a deep breath. “I’d really like to think about it some more,” I said. “Could you come back to me?” 

She smiled and nodded like it was the best idea ever. “Maybe you could write up your answer,” she suggested. “Share it with us after break.” Then she moved on to the next girl, the Goody Two-shoes with red hair. “Gabriella, would you like to introduce yourself to the group?” 

“Sure,” Gabriella said, smiling this wholesome smile like a kid on a cereal box. “My name is Gabriella, and I’m a bright, assertive, and capable young woman.” 

Mrs. Carlyle practically nodded her head off. She would have probably given Gabriella some kind of self-esteem standing ovation, too, except that just then, we heard loud voices in the hallway. 

“I’m not!” It was a girl who sounded about my age. If anyone answered her, I couldn’t make out what they were saying. “I don’t care! I’m not!” she shouted again. 

“Excuse me a moment, girls.” The teacher stood up, smoothing out her skirt. 

“I don’t have time for this,” answered a woman in an annoyed voice. Then she changed her tone completely, obviously talking on her cell. “Dario? Debbie. I’m so sorry, don’t hang up.” Her tone switched again, and she hissed something I couldn’t make out. 

“You must be Emily,” Mrs. Carlyle said, cautiously sticking her head out the door. “We’ve been waiting for you. Won’t you come join the group?” I craned my neck, trying to get a look at what was going on, but Mrs. Carlyle was blocking my view. 

There was a tense silence followed by the sound of high heels clicking up the stairs. 

Mrs. Carlyle smiled as she opened the door wider and the girl came inside. She was wearing tight jeans with a long sweater. Her hair was short and bleached blond, but growing in with darker roots. She was definitely at least as old as me, maybe older. And she was at least as miserable to be there as I was, maybe miserabler. She didn’t look anyone in the eye. 

“I’d like you all to say hello to Emily,” Goat Lady said as she motioned to the empty seat beside me. The girl dropped her canvas backpack on the floor with a thud and nudged it under her chair with one foot. “Emily, before you arrived, we were going around the circle introducing ourselves—sharing who we are. Would you like to go next?” 

The girl tipped her head back for a few seconds and stared at the ceiling. “Fine. I guess,” she said. “My name is Em.” 

“And? What can you tell us about yourself?” 

Em lowered her gaze. “I’ll be thirteen on November twenty-fourth.” The teacher nodded for her to go on, but Em gave her a puzzled look. “Which makes me a Sagittarius.” 

I could tell Mrs. Carlyle was trying hard not to look heartbroken. I, on the other hand, was feeling much better. At least two of us were so bad at self-esteem that we couldn’t even introduce ourselves right. 

Mrs. Carlyle went around the rest of the circle, forcing the other girls to stumble through their introductions, mumbling embarrassing stuff they knew she wanted to hear—mostly about how bright and creative and special they thought they were. When she was done, she put on a brave face. “All right, girls, let’s move on to some written work. I’d like you all to get out a piece of paper and list three qualities that describe you.” 

As everyone dug through their bags for pens and papers, I leaned over. “I’m a Sagittarius too,” I whispered to Em, but she barely smiled. 

Three qualities that describe me

(Margot Button, age almost-13):



	Not photogenic

	Not very popular

	
Talkative/Sarcastic 





The first one is especially true. I’ve never known anyone who looks worse in pictures than I do. The all-time most terrible one made it into the sixth grade yearbook. It’s of me in family studies class, eating bad soup. Andrew put in two and a half cups instead of two and a half tablespoons of salt, so my lips are all puckered and my eyes are all squinty. 

Which reminds me that I’ve forgotten to mention Andrew. He’s my friend. He’s a boy. But he isn’t my boyfriend. He’s just a boy friend. We’ve known each other since first grade, when Erika and I used to chase him around the school yard pretending we were going to give him cooties. And now he hangs out with us at lunch (if he’s not playing basketball or Nintendo DS with his friends Mike and Amir). Sometimes all five of us go over to Andrew’s house after school to watch movies in his huge rec room. But not often, because guys only ever want to watch movies about outer space, guns, or zombies, and it makes me and Erika practically fall asleep. 

Which brings me to the second quality: not very popular. Andrew is my friend, and we hang out with his friends. And, of course, there’s Erika-with-a-K, who I do everything with. So it’s not like I’m so unpopular that nobody talks to me, but Erika and Andrew aren’t exactly Mr. and Mrs. Popularity either. And at my school, you’re either popular or you’re not. It defines who you are, so that’s why I put it on the list. 

I think I’ve already explained the talkative/sarcastic part. Like I said, I’m working on it. 

“Are we finished?” Mrs. Carlyle looked at us hopefully. I had folded my list into a little accordion and was squeezing it between my fingers for something to do. “I’d like you to swap papers with the person beside you and discuss how you feel about the qualities you’ve listed.” 

Em looked as thrilled about the exercise as I did, but I figured I’d a hundred times rather swap with her than with Little Miss Knows-all-the-answers on my left. “Trade?” I asked. She handed me her list. 

3 Qualities that describe me, Em Warner: 



	
Rebellious 

	Spunky

	
Smart 





“Spunky?” I said. 

“Yeah,” she said, matter-of-factly. 

“That’s…” I was thinking conceited, but I caught myself in time. “Different,” I said, and then, because it hadn’t come out sounding very sincere, I added: “You have really nice handwriting.” She raised her eyebrows and gave me a look like she couldn’t care less. 

Then, desperately trying to fill the silence, I said her jeans were cool and asked which she liked better: Lucky jeans, Mavi, or Parasuco. She told me that mostly she just wore vintage. So we talked about where the best stores in the city were. Or at least, I talked and she listened, because it turned out she’d just moved to Darling and she barely knew where the malls were. 

Thankfully, Mrs. Carlyle only asked a few groups to present their answers, and she skipped over Em and me, since we were obviously total failures at self-esteem. After that, she made us chant mantras, repeating the words “I am powerful. I am unique,” until our self-worth was affirmed. I glanced at Em out of the corner of my eye. She was sitting with her arms folded, not even pretending to mumble along. 

Then we made magazine collages to show our “secret selves.” For some reason, Em cut out all these pictures of fruit, nail polish, and expensive cars. “What?” she said when she saw me looking at it. “I like fruit.” She was obviously trying to mess with Mrs. Carlyle’s mind. My collage had a lot of pictures of girls with perfect creamy skin and straight hair, along with one photo of a tombstone that Em passed me. I don’t even know where she found it. “Put this in,” she whispered. “She’ll think you’re deranged.” Instead, though, the teacher held up my collage and said how powerful it was. 

“Symbolically speaking, Margot feels like she’s dying a little on the inside,” she explained. She swept her hand around the circle of peach-skinned models, then tapped the tombstone. “She’s struggling to define her beauty in a society that doesn’t value differences.” Em started laughing softly, and I could barely contain a snort. There was nothing symbolic about it. Other people just took all of the good pictures from the magazines in the pile. By the time I got there, there were mostly ads for skin cream left. And none of them had brown-skinned girls because, let’s face it, magazines almost never do. 

Gabriella, the star of self-esteem, had cut out photos of people doing wilderness activities and enjoying family time, and the overweight girl’s entire page was covered with movie stars. 

After we finished discussing our collages and did a closing activity, we finally got to go home. Em was the first to leave, getting into the backseat of a black car. She slammed the door. I waved, but through the tinted windows I couldn’t tell if she saw me. A station wagon stopped off next for the red-haired Gabriella, and she climbed into the front seat, talking excitedly to her dad. Overweight Girl and Acne Girl, to my surprise, got into the backseat of the same car, but didn’t say a word to each other. They must have been sisters. 

Five minutes later, the van pulled in. My mom had the triplets with her. Aleene was crying hysterically, but I didn’t even turn around to make funny faces to get her to stop. 

“Was it a useful class, honey?” my mom yelled over Aleene’s wailing. 

“It was pointless!” I yelled back. “Can we just go home?” 

She turned to hand a juice box to Aleene, who immediately shut up. “Margot,” she said. “I’m sorry you’re angry with me. I really hoped that class might be helpful. The counselor suggested that low self-esteem could be an issue.” 

I stared straight ahead. Obviously, my mom had magically forgotten what it’s like to be almost thirteen. If she remembered, she’d know that sometimes kids my age just screw up (like I admit I did, in a huge way, last June), but even if I did have self-esteem issues, the last thing that was going to make me feel better about myself was a horrible, humiliating class. If she really wanted to make me feel more confident about the new school year, she could give me a fighting chance by taking me to a salon and paying for hair straightening, and maybe getting me some better clothes, or at least doing a tarot reading so I could prepare myself for whatever humiliations I was in for between now and next June. 

But speaking of next June…I guess by now you’re probably wondering what happened last June. It’s kind of a painful story to retell, so promise not to laugh too much. Basically, I shoplifted a glazed ham so people would think I was cool. Because I know you’re probably already laughing at me while shaking your head and marveling at what a loser I am, let me tell you why it isn’t actually funny. 

It’s not funny because:



	It didn’t work. People didn’t start thinking I was cool. Instead, they started to call me “Hamburglar,” which is about as far from a cool nickname as you can get.

	I got caught.

	My mom and Bald Boring Bryan will probably nevertrust me again.

	
Did I mention I got caught? 





I’ll admit it was a stupid thing to do. What was I planning to do with a glazed ham? If I wanted to steal something, I could have at least gone for something useful, like an iPod. 

So why did I do it? Since last June, I’ve been asking myself over and over, and the honest answer is still: I don’t know. I guess I did it because Sarah J. and some of the other popular kids were standing around at lunch near the steps where Erika and I were sitting. One of them dared somebody to sneak out of the yard, go into the grocery store across the street, and steal something. Except that stealing something is no big deal for them. They steal things all the time just to prove that they can: candy bars, gum, lip gloss. Small stuff. That’s why the dare was that the person had to steal something bigger than their head. 

I overheard, and without thinking what I was saying (story of my life), I said I’d do it. It was the first time I’d stolen anything, and I swore it would be the last. My mom is always talking about karma: about how the good energy you put out comes back to you, and the same with the bad, and I’m usually thinking about this and holding doors open for ladies with strollers or offering my seat to cranky, funny-smelling old men on the bus. 

But last June, in one of those moments where my brain had obviously left my body, I felt this surge of energy go through me, and I just knew I could do it. So I walked into the grocery store and picked up the ham. I didn’t even try to hide it under my shirt or in my bag. 

Instead, I held it in my arms, trying to make it look like it was the most normal thing in the world for a twelve-yearold girl to be walking out of the store with a huge chunk of one-hundred-percent grain-fed Canadian meat. I might have actually made it too, if one of the cashiers hadn’t been coming in from her break and if I hadn’t happened to walk right into her. “Sorry,” I mumbled. 

“Hey,” she said, “did you pay for that?” 

And I’m not sure why—I told her I didn’t. 

My mom doesn’t believe in grounding—she says freedom is a basic human right—but she told me that if she did, I’d be grounded for life. She also said that she and Bryan were “very disappointed.” I had to agree to see a counselor a few times. Plus, the next day I had to go back to school and face all of the popular kids, who seemed to think it was hilarious that I got arrested. 

“You knew we were just kidding, right?” Sarah J. had said, giving me a condescending look. “When we made that bet, nobody was actually going to do it.” Then this guy Ken stuffed three ham sandwiches into my backpack when I wasn’t looking, and about ten different people oinked at me. 

And not only did The Group disapprove, the other kids were just as unimpressed. This girl Michelle told me stories about how her cousin couldn’t even get a job at McDonald’s because he’d stolen a stereo when he was eighteen and got a permanent criminal record. Andrew’s friend Amir brought me a lavender-scented note from his mom. She works with troubled youth groups at their mosque and offered to meet with me if I needed guidance. Even Andrew, who’s always nice to me, gave me a worried look and asked why I did it. 

Basically, everybody thought I was a moron, myself included. It had been the worst experience of my life. I’d been trying to block it out of my mind all summer, and so far I’d been doing pretty well. 

Erika had been helping a lot. We met every weekday at 12:30 so we could make nachos before Charmed and Dazed came on. She shredded the cheese and I took care of the rest. Layering nachos is a fine art and—not to brag—I’m an expert. When we lived alone, my mom and I used to make them every Saturday night. 

In the afternoons, if I didn’t have to babysit, we’d either go swimming in Erika’s giant pool, go to the mall and not buy anything, try to make the perfect playlist, practice juggling different kinds of fruit (oranges were easiest, peaches were a disaster), go to the coffee shop, or do whatever else we could think of. 

Erika had even been trying to convince me that having been arrested would make me seem dangerous, and that when we got to high school, guys would think that was hot. I wasn’t so sure. Maybe if I’d been caught recklessly driving a really cool motorcycle…But shoplifting meat just didn’t have the same edge to it. 

Still. I appreciated her trying to make me feel better. She was the best best friend on earth. I couldn’t imagine my life without her. 









3 

I Am Devastated Beyond Belief, and Then Some 


THEN, THE WORST IMAGINABLE thing happened. I became a miserable, weeping disaster. A sad shadow of my former self. A pathetic, shriveled, liquefied pumpkin that had been rotting on a doorstep since last Halloween. And that doesn’t even begin to describe how devastated I was. 

After spending the morning confirming my lack of self-esteem, I had never been more ready to spend an afternoon with my best friend. I couldn’t wait to tell her the entire shameful story, right down to the final activity where Mrs. Carlyle switched off the fluorescents and made us each hold a candle to symbolize shining our light. 

And, of course, once that was out of the way, Erika and I already had our whole afternoon planned. After we were done picking my School Year’s Day outfit, we were going to head to Erika’s so she could try on her clothes, which is all Mexx and Lucky Brand stuff that her mom buys when it’s not even on sale. Because all her mom does is shop. (How perfect is her mom?) And when that was over, we were going to take the bus to the mall so we could try on this magical Miss Sixty shirt that looks good on both of us. It’s black and loose with a stretchy bottom, so it hides Erika’s stomach (which isn’t flabby at all, but she says it is) and disguises my twiggishness. Even if I couldn’t afford to buy it, at least I could be in its presence. 

But none of that ever happened, because Erika didn’t show up. 

For a while I figured her mom was probably just making her vacuum the stairs or something, but when Charmed and Dazed finished, and she was nowhere in sight, I started to worry. 

I thought maybe there’d been a mix-up and she’d gone straight to Java House, so I put on my shoes and yelled to Grandma Betty that I was going to the coffee shop. But when I got there, the place was empty, except for the way-older semi-cute coffee guy who Erika had a mini crush on (the other reason we’d been learning to like coffee all summer). So then I walked to her place. But when I got there, her mom said, “Oh, Margot. I don’t know where Erika is. She stormed out. She probably went to your house.” 

So I ran back to my house. By this time I was sweaty and sort of mad, but the minute I saw Erika, I forgot about that. She was slumped over, resting her arms on our kitchen table, crying so hard her shoulders were shaking. 

My mom was making her a cup of tea with honey, which is her cure for everything. “This is organic alfalfa honey made by free-range bees, Erika,” she was explaining, as if Erika, in the state she was in, should be worried about the welfare of bees—except that, knowing her, she probably was. “Oh, Margot,” Mom said when she saw me, “I’m glad you’re back. I’ll leave you girls to talk.” She put the tea on the table and left, closing the sliding door behind her. 

All I could do was look at Erika and wait for her to say something. Anything. She kept trying to catch her breath long enough to get words out between sobs. Finally she managed: “It’s…s-so crappy.” 

“What?” I reached out and put my hand on top of hers. 

“I’m not g-going to Manning.” 

“What do you mean you’re not going to Manning? School starts on Tuesday.” 

“I’m going to S-Sacred Heart,” she answered, her voice cracking halfway through. 

“The private school?” I said. “The religious one for girls? You can’t! You aren’t even religious.” None of it was making sense. I started to get hysterical. “You HAVE to go to Manning. Sacred Heart? That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.” I was almost yelling at her. 

“My mom is making me go,” Erika sniffed. Her nose was running, so I grabbed a paper towel and shoved it across the table. 

“I can’t believe this. Why would she do that?” 

Erika got really quiet. Tears were streaming down her cheeks, and she seemed almost afraid of me as she whispered the next part. “She thinks there won’t be as many bad influences at Sacred Heart.” 

The words hit me like a soccer ball to the stomach. I knew instantly that it was my fault. Me and my stupid glazed ham. 

“It isn’t because of you,” Erika tried to reassure me. “My mom says it’s because of Sarah J. and the other kids who pressured you. She put me on the waiting list in June, and a space opened up today. She just told me. It’s so dumb.” 

Now I was about to burst into tears. Of all the bad things that had happened because of (said in a whisper) last June, from the police showing up, to the look of disappointment on my grandma’s face, to the mind-numbingly boring self-esteem workshop that morning…this was the worst punishment I could ever receive. I was going to lose my best friend. And not only was I going to lose her, she was being sentenced to private school, complete with ugly plaid uniforms, religion classes, and no boys, and it was my fault. I was officially the worst best friend on earth. 

“Margot, I’m sorry.” I could hardly believe she was trying to comfort me at a time like this. “Margot, don’t cry.” 

How was I going to face a single day of seventh grade without Erika? Who was going to help me divide fractions and figure out what was going on in French class? Who was going to sit with me, secretly drawing pictures of Sarah J. as a vampire bat after she suggested I should “really comb my hair before leaving for school”? Or listen to my endless gushing about Gorgeous George? Who was I going to eat lunch with? Walk home with? I would be utterly best-friendless. An outcast. A miserable, hallway-roaming loser. This just wasn’t okay. 

“I know!” I said, suddenly coming up with a brilliant plan. “I’ll go to Sacred Heart too. I just have to convince my mom that public school is an evil influence. That shouldn’t be hard.” 

Erika blinked. “Really? You’d do that for me?” 

“Of course!” 

“But you’d have to wear a uniform.” 

“Uniforms can be hot.” 

“And you’d have to go to church.” 

“Notta problem!” I practically sang. “Bring on the church.” 

“And there aren’t any guys.” 

I admit that last one made me hesitate, but only for a second. “What does it matter?” I sighed. “Gorgeous George is the only guy for me and he barely knows I exist.” 

Plus, I thought, it could be a fresh start. None of the Catholic school girls would have seen the yearbook picture of me eating soup. They wouldn’t remember the time when (while trying to answer a question about how insulation conserves heat energy) I accidentally called our science teacher fat. Best of all, I’d lose the nickname Hamburglar. Really, me and Erika going to Sacred Heart was the ideal solution. 

Unfortunately, my mom didn’t see it that way. 

“Oh Margot. I know you want to be with Erika, but the answer is no,” she said when I cornered her in the kitchen later that day. She was trying to clean crushed blackberries out of Alice’s hair with a Kleenex. 

“But Mom,” I reasoned, “can’t you see that public school is corrupting me? I need to be in an environment more conducive to learning and less conducive to criminal behavior.” 

She smiled, which I thought was insensitive. “Hold still, please, Alice,” she said, then sighed and gave up. “I guess it’s bath night anyway.” She threw away the Kleenex before opening the freezer and taking out a package of tofu burgers. 

“Why? Why won’t you let me go? At least explain.” 

“It’s just not practical, Margot. And it’s not who we are.” She tried to separate the frozen burgers with a knife, but they wouldn’t come loose. “First of all, we aren’t Catholic. But more important, public school is giving you opportunities to grow as an individual. It exposes you to people from different backgrounds and socioeconomic classes—unlike private school, where most students come from the upper class. Which brings me to my last point.” She stuck the knife in farther and the burgers finally came apart, flying in opposite directions. One landed on the floor. She picked it up and washed it under the tap. “Do you have any idea how much tuition for private school is?” I didn’t. “It can be upward of fifteen thousand dollars a year,” she said, turning on the frying pan. 

I wanted to scream, but I knew I couldn’t argue with that last point. If we had to eat floor burgers, we definitely couldn’t afford fifteen thousand dollars. 

“What if I get a job?” I tried. 

“Margot.” She sounded sad. “I really am sorry. I know how hard this is on both of you. Personally, I think Erika’s parents are being shortsighted, but the decision is theirs. You’ll still see each other on weekends and after school. We need to be reasonable, here, okay?” 

I didn’t want to be reasonable. I wanted to throw tofu burgers at her head, and at Erika’s mom’s head while I was at it.…But since that wasn’t really an option, I did the only thing I could: I stomped to my room and slammed the door. Then I pressed myself against the wall in the corner and slid down until I was crumpled into a ball. I cried forever, making a big wet spot on the pink carpet. I didn’t care if I was being dramatic. 

Eventually I dragged myself up, blew my nose, and turned on my computer so I could IM the bad news to Erika. 


Margot12: She said no. 

EriKa: That Sucks. I h8 both our moms.



I stared at the screen. I’m going to miss you so much that I don’t even know how I’ll survive, I typed, but then I thought it sounded desperate and corny (even if it was true), so I erased it and wrote: 


Margot12: We should run away and be circus freaks together and never come back. Then they’d be sorry for ruining our lives. 

EriKa: We should. We already know how to juggle oranges. ;) You be the bearded lady. I’ll be the midget. 

EriKa: Because I’m shorter.

Margot12: How come you get to be the midget? 

Margot12: Well, how come I have to be the bearded lady? 

EriKa: Because you’d look better with a beard. 

Margot12: What’s that supposed to mean? 



I was starting to get insulted about my best friend thinking I’d look good with a beard—I mean, it’s bad enough that I kind of have a tiny bit of a mustache that I have to bleach with this disgusting-smelling Sally Hansen stuff every couple of weeks—but then I remembered that life as we knew it was over. It hardly mattered who got to be the midget and who had to be the bearded lady. 


Margot12: This sucks. What are we going to do?

EriKa: We’ll hang out every day after school. Promise? Since I have to wear a uniform, you can have my new jeans for the 1st day of school. 

Margot12: Promise to hang out. EVERY DAY. Thks 4 jeans. 



Honestly though, I didn’t feel very excited about the jeans, and I didn’t even ask which top she thought I should wear with them, because that was how depressed I was. I was going to have to face the first day of seventh grade, and every school day after that, best-friendless. Not even Parasuco jeans could make that not suck. 
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Bald Boring Bryan Has a Moral Objection 


MY TRIPLET SISTERS are only two, so it’s not surprising they’ve got a few things left to learn about the way the world works. For example, they still don’t get how mostly unfair life can be. 

That Friday night, Aleene screamed like a maniac when my mom washed Alex’s hair first at tub time. “Nonefair!” she wailed. And she hates hair washes (they all do), but that wasn’t her point. Her point was she didn’t get to go first. 

“Here, Aleene. You’re next. Look at this,” Mom said, distracting her with a rubber duck, which Aleene accepted, still whimpering. 

It sucks, but soon she’ll realize that being denied the first hair wash is nothing. The older you get, the more unfair life becomes, and the worst part is, no one even thinks about handing you a squeaky duck to console you anymore—even if your weekend, like mine, was nonefair in about ten different ways. 

Every Labor Day weekend Erika’s parents take her to Toronto to visit her rich aunt and uncle. And when I say rich, 

I mean mansions and sports cars rich. Even Erika thinks they’re rich (and her pool is bigger than my house). Her aunt takes her to the mall and lets her pick out whatever back-to-school clothes she wants. And even though Erika was going to be wearing a uniform this year, they still went. I couldn’t pretend I wasn’t insanely jealous, but at least Erika made her parents stop on their way out of town to drop off the jeans. 

“Hi,” she said, holding out a Holt Renfrew bag. 

“Hi.” I took it. The jeans were folded perfectly inside. I think her mom had even ironed them. 

We looked at each other miserably for a while, not knowing what to say, which—trust me—never happens. 

“It’s going to be all right,” she said finally, but there were tears in her eyes. 

“Yeah, sure,” I said, but I was crying too. 

We hugged and stood at my front door, sniffling into each other’s shoulders until her mom started honking. Clearly, she was in a hurry to get to Toronto so she could browse for a new Gucci bag before drinking martinis at some fancy restaurant. 

Erika gave me one last hug. Then she got in the car and pressed her palm against the glass. I stood on the lawn, watching them drive away until they disappeared around a bend. Then I moped back into the house to start my exciting long weekend at home with my mom, Bryan, and the triplets. 

That afternoon I spent hours in the backyard drawing my sisters a city out of sidewalk chalk on the patio stones. It even had tiny roads for riding trikes down, an ice cream parlor, a railroad, and (by special request) a dog zoo. The next day I went shopping at the dollar store for a few last-minute school things—a new pencil sharpener and a few erasers shaped like Japanimation hamsters. 

Finally, on Labor Day, I helped my mom bake zucchini loaf and prune her hibiscus—then I plonked down on the sofa, ready to spend my last afternoon of freedom doing something I wanted to do—watching decorating show reruns. It wasn’t easy, either, considering that I had to try to block out the deafening sounds of the triplets playing on their battery-powered TinyTikes electric guitars in the next room. Their grandma Dotty (Bald Boring Bryan’s mother) bought them for their birthday, and I swear I’ll never forgive her. 
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