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“A tender tale of long-lost sisters.”

—Donna Barba Higuera, Newbery Award winner and Pura Belpré Honor author

Meet Me Halfway

A startling resemblance isn’t the only thing they have in common.

Anika Fajardo
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To my mom






CHAPTER 1 Mattie [image: ]


Brown eyes flecked with amber peer back at me. Above them are my eyebrows, a little bushier than usual. There’s my smallish nose, the one my mom says I inherited from my father. I turn my head, tilt my chin. But the face I’m studying doesn’t move.

“What are you looking at?” the girl demands.

“Nothing,” I mumble, embarrassed for getting caught staring at her. But I can’t stop. Back home, at the Minnesota State Fair, there’s a funhouse with a hall of mirrors, each one distorted to make you taller or fatter, shorter or skinnier. In those mirrors, you can see yourself, only different. Looking at the face across from me, I feel like I’m in that funhouse instead of a seventh-grade classroom.

The girl is wearing jean shorts and a T-shirt that says Throw like a girl. Her hair is the same brown as mine, although hers is smooth and loose around her shoulders, while I always wear my curls in a tight ponytail. She’s looking everywhere but at me.

“Boys and girls,” announces the social studies teacher. The chaos of the first-period classroom quiets. “We have a new student today.”

It’s not the first day of school for Poppy View Middle School, but it’s my first day. I slouch in my seat, wishing I could disappear.

“Would you please introduce yourself,” the teacher says, gesturing for me to join her at the front of the room.

My stomach tightens. I slink out of my chair and avoid making eye contact. I hate being in the spotlight, so I’m relieved that only a few students seem to care who I am. Most are doodling in their notebooks or checking their phones in their laps.

“Um, hi.” I shift from one foot to the other.

And that’s when, one by one, all the kids in my new class—except the girl in the seat across from mine—turn to stare. They switch off their phones. They put down their pencils. They lean toward each other, whispering. They nod and point. At me. My palms get sweaty. My toes curl in embarrassment.

“I’m Mattie,” I croak. What did I do wrong? Did they want my whole story? Was I supposed to give my full name? “Gómez,” I add a little uncertainly. I’m the only Gómez in my family now. When my mom got remarried over Labor Day weekend, she took Bob’s last name—Jasper—dropping Gómez like it didn’t mean anything, like there wasn’t a whole story behind it.

“Welcome, Mattie. Now, I want everyone to—”

The teacher is interrupted by a boy whose hair sticks up in a spike at the back of his head. “Mrs. Ellingham,” he calls out, “why does the new girl look just like Mercedes Miller?”

There are more murmurs. Mrs. Ellingham looks at me. She looks at the girl seated across from my desk. “Mercedes and Mattie do look very similar,” she agrees.

The girl who must be Mercedes Miller is studying her mint-green fingernails like they’re the most interesting thing in the world.

Mrs. Ellingham looks at us like we’re a puzzle. She nods her head of gray hair. She’s tall and looks even taller in the long, billowy dress she’s wearing. “Maybe they’re related,” she suggests.

Related? I’ve never seen this girl before in my life. But there’s a strange twitch in the back of my brain, even as I think this. And, although warm California sun is streaming through the classroom windows, a shiver thrums from my toes to my fingertips. I can’t tell if it’s one of my panic attacks or something else.

Mrs. Ellingham’s bright-pink lipstick creases as she smiles. “Are you two related?”

“No,” we say. Even though we speak in unison, our voices are different. Mine is small and just a little squeaky. Hers is bold, forceful, as if the idea of being related to me is the worst thing in the world.

“Well,” says Mrs. Ellingham, looking from me to Mercedes. “I’m sure you two will end up being great friends.” She smiles again.

She’s the only one smiling.

“In the meantime, let’s get to today’s lesson.”

I scurry back to my seat and resume my spot across from Mercedes. She seems to be pretending that I don’t exist, which is a lot like what everyone has been doing around me lately. My new stepbrothers act like I’m a piece of the furniture, Bob follows my mom around like a lovesick puppy, and my mom juggles the three of them while unpacking and reorganizing our stuff at the new house.

“We’re starting our mythology project today,” Mrs. Ellingham says. She writes the word “mythology” on the whiteboard in swirling letters. “The mythology of a culture reveals that culture’s history and beliefs.” She underlines “mythology” with a flourish. Below it, she writes: “Greek,” “Roman,” “Maya,” “Inca,” “Egyptian.” “Studying the stories of ancient civilizations helps us understand our own lives.”

I think about my new life here in California. I’m pretty sure ancient civilizations aren’t going to help me understand any of this.

“Hey!” I hear a hoarse whisper behind me as Mrs. Ellingham continues to talk about myths. “Hey, Mercedes and new girl.”

I turn around to see the boy with the spiky hair leaning back in his chair. He whispers, “You guys are probably doppelgängers.”

“Doppel-what?” I whisper back.

Mercedes glares at me and the boy.

“A doppelgänger. You know, someone who looks just like you. Like twins only not.”

Twins? I examine Mercedes. She has a small brown freckle on her chin, and mine is freckle free. My teeth gap in the front; hers hug each other close. Her skin is a shade darker than mine. My forehead is a little wider. Even so, there’s something eerily familiar about this girl. Despite the fact she’s carefully avoiding eye contact, it feels like an invisible wire connects us.

“Hey,” the boy hisses again, “did you know it’s bad luck to see your doppelgänger?”

My stomach drops like I just ate rocks. I’m not usually superstitious, but I ask, “What kind of bad luck?” I’ve already had enough bad luck.

The boy checks to see if Mrs. Ellingham is watching and then scoots his chair closer to me and Mercedes. “Some people die after seeing their doppelgänger.”

My hands feel tingly and my heart thumps.

“Do you feel okay?” he asks me. “What did it feel like when you first saw Mercedes? Your doppelgänger?”

“Um,” I say. “Weird, I guess.” I don’t say that it doesn’t really feel like a bad-weird. Just weird.

Mercedes leans forward and hisses, “Shut up.”

I’m not sure if she’s talking to him or me.

“It’s only a coincidence,” she adds. I can tell by the squint in her brown eyes that she has decided it’s bad-weird. “It didn’t mean anything.”

“Boys and girls!” Mrs. Ellingham claps her hands. The three of us jump. The boy scurries to his own place as the teacher says, “Look at the person sitting across from you.”

We all look. Except Mercedes. Her eyes avoid mine.

“Say hello to your project partner!” Mrs. Ellingham says cheerfully.

Now Mercedes looks up. And she glares at me. Her cheeks turn bright pink. I feel my own burn. How have I managed to make enemies with a girl I’ve only just met and then end up partnered with her on our first big project? All on my first day in a new school? It must be my doppelgänger bad luck.

“Write both your names on the assignment and exchange phone numbers. You’ll need to do some of this project outside of class. My room will always be open after school, too.”

A few voices cheer, a few groan. Mercedes is one of the people groaning. Then she sighs a loud sigh that says how much she doesn’t want to be my partner.

“What was your name again?” she asks, pencil poised above her paper.

“Mattie.” Does she feel it? Does she feel the bad luck? “Mattie Gómez,” I tell her. For one millisecond after I say my last name for the second time that day, her eyes flick to me and then back to the paper.

“How do you spell Mattie?” She emphasizes the T’s, sharp and jagged. Her eyes bore into me, as if I came to Poppy View Middle School just to make her life miserable. I never asked to be here. If I were still at my old school, I could be doing group projects with people who actually like me. Maybe even with my best friend, Mai. I try to picture life back home in Saint Paul, Minnesota. Soon the leaves will turn red, lopsided pumpkins drawn by first graders will be taped to the school windows, and the air will smell like the first frost.

Mercedes taps her pencil on the paper, waiting.

“Two T ’s,” I tell her. “M-A-T-T-I-E.”

“It’s a…,” she begins. She pauses as if searching for the right word. “It’s a cute name.”

“Thank—”

“My friend had a dog named Mattie,” she adds.

A dog?

I smile the way I do when my mom tells me to clean my room, but I know I probably won’t. “Well, it’s short for Matilde.” And then I spell very, very slowly, “M-A-T-I-L-D-E.”

Mercedes shoots me a look that could freeze a lake in Minnesota. I shrug.

“I’m named after the wife of this famous dead poet Pablo Neruda,” I inform her. “You’ve probably never heard of him. It was my father’s idea.” I’m not sure why I say that. I never talk about my father to anyone.

Mercedes traces the M in her own name over and over until it’s dark and black. “I’m named after a wife, too. The wife of a famous writer.”

We don’t make eye contact, but the wire between us seems to buzz.






CHAPTER 2 Mercedes [image: ]


The moment she walks into Mrs. Ellingham’s room, I get a sinking feeling deep in my bones.

“Whoa,” Gaby whispers, her breath hot in my ear. “That new girl looks just like you.”

My chest burns. Gaby and I watch Mrs. Ellingham hand the girl a textbook and point her toward the only empty seat in our classroom. Across from me.

“Not really,” I say, even though anyone can see that the girl and I have hair the same brown color that looks black in some light and reddish in others. We also happen to have it cut in the same style just past our shoulders. Hers is in a ponytail but I can tell it’s the same curly frizz as mine. “I mean, obviously, she’s never heard of a flat iron. Or been to a mall.”

“Other than the hair and the, uh, weird clothes.” The girl is wearing crisp, dark jeans—totally out of style—and a T-shirt that says Lake Superior. “There’s something,” Gaby insists. “I don’t know—something familiar that makes her look just like you.”

I shake my head, but it’s obvious. There’s the slight upward curve of our eyes. There’s her chin—a little pointy like mine. We both have button noses, although mine is definitely cuter.

“Ha,” I say with a short laugh. “I don’t think so.” I try my best to sound offended, like I don’t know what she means. I don’t want her to guess my secret.

Just then the bell rings and she returns to her spot. Gaby is my best friend, but I’m glad she’s at the front of the room and I’m in the back. Mrs. Ellingham shoos people into their seats. Then she makes the new girl introduce herself. Mattie.

She’s got to be who I think she is. Although I usually love being right, this time I wouldn’t mind being wrong. What is she doing here? At Poppy View Middle School? In seventh grade? With me?

All around the classroom, kids whisper and stare at me and the girl, pointing out the obvious: that we look alike. As the girl speaks, her face turns as red as the notebook on her desk. I almost feel sorry for her. There’s a sad quiver in her voice as she tells the class her name.

“Gómez,” the girl says.

Gómez. I’m certain now. Just my luck.

And my luck gets worse when Mrs. Ellingham assigns partners for our next project. Me and the new girl. As I write Mattie’s name on my worksheet, she tells me her father named her after some poet’s wife. A zing goes through me when she says the word “father.”

I know I should keep my mouth shut, but I can’t help blurting out, “I’m named after a wife, too.” I don’t recite my whole story about not knowing my dad. Instead, I repeat, “The wife of a famous writer.” I don’t mention that the writer is this Colombian dude, Gabriel García Márquez, or that his wife’s name was Mercedes Barcha. “I’m not named after a car,” I add, even though she didn’t ask if I was.

“Mercedes is a cool name,” Mattie says.

A cool name. I almost smile. But then I look at her sloppy shirt and frizzy ponytail and think about her saying the word “father.” How uncomfortable it made me feel. I don’t need this girl being friendly or telling me what’s cool.

She rips a piece of paper out of her notebook. “I guess we need to exchange numbers,” she says, writing her name and phone number on the top half. She tears off the bottom and hands me the scrap of paper. “So we can work on our project.” Her voice is low. It sounds like mine when I’m tired or trying to get Mom to buy me something expensive. In other words, it’s annoying.

“Fine.” I write my number on the ripped paper and hand it to her.

At lunch, Gaby and Rebecca won’t leave me alone.

“I still can’t believe that new girl,” Gaby says. The three of us look over at Mattie, who is sitting at the lunch table with the dorkiest kids in seventh grade. I never thought I would meet her, but if I did, I always thought she would probably be a lot like me—you know, pretty cool. I never would’ve guessed she’d actually look like me… but be nothing like me.

Gaby explains to Rebecca, “She’s this un-cool version of our girl. Like, if Mercedes didn’t dress like Mercedes.” Gaby is obsessed with clothes. She used to always ask to borrow mine, but over the summer her chest grew and my clothes don’t fit her anymore. Gaby has always been the flaky one, Rebecca is the serious one, and I’m the perfect one—the one with the wealthy mom, cool shoes, cute little brother, and fun ideas.

“That’s so weird! How is it even possible?” asks Rebecca, staring at Mattie Gómez from across the lunchroom. “For someone to look just like you?”

“It’s called a doppelgänger.” After social studies, I looked up the word on my phone. A ghostly and often negative double of a living person. Standing at my locker, getting jostled by the sixth graders heading to phys ed, I read the definition over and over. Negative? The zing I felt earlier zinged again, right into my stomach.

“A what?”

“A doppelgänger,” I repeat. They both give me a funny look. Weird as it sounds, saying I have a doppelgänger seems like a better alternative than telling them the whole story.

“Doppel-what?” Rebecca says.

“She’s in a gang?” asks Gaby.

Ugh. The three of us have been friends since first grade, but sometimes they can be so annoying. I explain, “A doppelgänger is someone who looks like your twin but isn’t.” I don’t mention the bad luck part. “Like, you know how Cristina looks like Gal Gadot?”

They giggle. Ever since Mom hired a nanny to take care of my little brother, we’ve been arguing with her about this. Cristina insists she doesn’t look anything like the movie star, but we keep telling her she does.

“Gaby, your doppelgänger is that girl in that one show,” Rebecca says.

Gaby laughs harder. “You never know the names of any celebrities, do you, Becca?”

“Your doppelgänger is Zendaya!”

Phew. I’m glad they’ve stopped asking questions about me. About Mattie.

Gaby and Rebecca collapse in giggles. A juice box gets tipped over and we shriek as we escape the sticky mess. All the seventh graders turn and stare at us, which means it’s time to put on a show, remind everyone how popular we are. I start humming our favorite song, and right away Gaby and Rebecca join in. We’ve been rehearsing a bunch of choreography during sleepovers this summer and we’re ready. We stand up and use our bags of chips as microphones. We know all the lyrics and sing in unison. Gaby and Rebecca swing their hips to the right, to the left. I’m in the middle so I do the foot moves, in and out. “Na-na-na-na-na!” we sing. Kids around us look up from their sandwiches and laugh. The three of us coordinate our disco moves and the lunchroom audience stomps the beat. “I’m in the stars tonight!” I wail into my Doritos microphone. I love the feeling of being in the spotlight.

I’m about to take a big, exaggerated bow when Mrs. Leeds comes marching toward us. Uh-oh. Our principal does not like it when we’re loud at lunch.

“Ladies,” Mrs. Leeds says in a warning voice.

“Sorry,” we say. I like being the center of attention, but I also like being a good student.

As I’m sitting down again, I spot Mattie Gómez at the dork table and our eyes catch for a split second. Something seems to connect us, like an invisible spiderweb.






CHAPTER 3 Mattie [image: ]


Mattie!” I hear someone shout as I follow the other seventh graders to lunch. It’s the boy with the spiky hair. The one who said it’s bad luck to see your doppelgänger.

“I’m in your social studies class. I’m November.”

“That’s your name? November?”

“Exactly. Like the month.” He doesn’t seem embarrassed about his name at all. “You can sit with us if you want,” he continues as we enter the lunchroom. He points at a table near the back where two kids are unpacking their lunch bags. A boy with black hair that hangs over one eye and a tiny girl in pigtails. “That’s Ted. That’s Sunny.”

I survey the landscape, looking for the place where a new kid would fit. At one end of the room, four tables are crowded with boys who pop up and down like prairie dogs. At the other end are a couple tables filled with girls—one of which includes my doppelgänger. Near November’s friends are several more tables half-filled with kids. I feel an ache in my chest as I picture Mai eating lunch with our other friend Sonja instead of me. A wave of homesickness washes over me. I plop my lunch bag next to November and his two companions. Better than sitting alone.

“Has anyone told you that you look just like Mercedes Miller?” the boy with black hair says.

“I know, right, Ted?” November says. “They’re both in my social studies class—you can hardly tell them apart.”

The girl in pigtails named Sunny says something I can’t understand. “What?”

“You look like twins,” she says. Her voice is squeaky like she doesn’t use it much. “Are you related?”

Sunny is just one more kid who has asked if I’m related to Mercedes Miller today. Social studies, then English, then science. Ms. Garcia, the science teacher, kept calling me, “Mer—Mattie,” as if that was my new name. Mer-Mattie. Like I’m some kind of sea creature.

“Never seen her before in my life,” I tell my lunchmates, returning to my sandwich. Just as I take a bite, November asks, “Where are you from, Mattie?”

People are always asking me where I’m from, especially when they see me with my mom. She has light-brown hair and blue eyes; I have dark hair and brown eyes. She’s tall and angular; I’m still growing and have a bit of what Mai’s grandma calls “baby fat.” My mom—and her family for five generations—is from Minnesota. My father is from Colombia. The one in South America. I’ve never been there. Or met him.

“I was born in Santa Cruz,” November volunteers while I chew, “and Ted is from Los Angeles. Sunny is from Oklahoma. How about you?”

Oh. “Minnesota.”

Sunny mumbles something.

“What?” I ask.

Sunny squeaks, “I was new last year.”

“And I was new in fifth grade,” Ted tells me.

“I’m the welcoming committee,” November says. “We take in new kids.” He looks from Ted to Sunny. “If you want.”

Do I want a welcoming committee? Do I need one? I think about the two weeks with my new stepfamily before my mom and Bob’s wedding. That was supposed to be our welcoming vacation. The five of us stayed in a rented cabin in the woods in northern Minnesota. There was a lake and a boat with a motor that spat black smoke, and there were loons calling in the evenings. Five-year-old Lucas kept asking if we were in Canada. Even though it was a nice place with a good view and a firepit for s’mores, the vacation didn’t feel very welcoming. My two soon-to-be stepbrothers didn’t have much to say to me. Lucas discovered dock fishing and smelled like dead fish most of the time. And it wasn’t until my mom found an old chess set in a cupboard that Kenny acknowledged my existence. That’s when I found out he belongs to a chess club, just like Mai and I did in fifth grade. He still wasn’t exactly welcoming, but at least he couldn’t completely ignore me while we were playing chess—especially when I checkmated him.

I glance at the other lunch tables, at kids I don’t know who don’t care who I am, at the girl who looks like me but is carefully not paying attention to me. I guess I could use a welcoming committee. “Oh, okay,” I say to November. “Thanks.”

“Where in Minnesota are you from?” Ted asks.

“Saint Paul.”

“That’s the capital city.”

“Ted knows all the capitals,” November explains.

“Montana: Helena; North Dakota: Bismarck; Idaho: Boise; Colorado: Denver,” Ted says in one breath. I’m impressed.

November grins. “He’s a walking Wikipedia.”

Ted taps his head. “Steel trap.”

“Isn’t it super cold in Minnesota?” Sunny squeaks.

“Brrr.” November makes a shivering noise. “Snow, right?”

“Not all the time,” I say. “It can be really nice—”

We’re interrupted by a commotion from across the lunchroom. My doppelgänger and her friends stand and start singing a song I probably should know but don’t. They’re doing some dance that involves a lot of hip shaking and stomping. They belt out the song at the top of their lungs. They look ridiculous—but also kind of cool. Like High School Musical is happening live at Poppy View Middle School.

“Mercedes Miller and her gang love attention,” November says. “Any kind. Watch.”

The moment he says this, a woman in a blue suit appears in the lunchroom. She strides to their table. “Ladies,” she says, tapping each girl on her shoulder, making them each sit. My doppelgänger is the last one. “Lunch period is for eating, not dancing.”

“That’s Mrs. Leeds, the principal,” November explains to me.

Mrs. Leeds looks around the room. “This is middle school, not elementary school. We expect better behavior. Next time you decide to put on a show, you’ll be sorting recycling.”

Mrs. Leeds strolls across the lunchroom. If I were them, I would be so embarrassed. But as soon as she’s gone, the girls stand up one more time. They bow in unison, like they choreographed the whole thing. Kids around us applaud.

I keep my eye on Mercedes Miller. She flips her hair and shakes her wrist so that her bracelets jangle. Her sneakers match her mint-green nails. For one second, she glances at me. The bite of sandwich in my mouth suddenly tastes like cardboard. There’s something about Mercedes Miller that makes me want to hate her. And something else about her that makes me want to get to know her better.



The next morning, when I grab my phone from the living room where my mom makes me charge it overnight, there’s a text waiting for me.

Good luck on your 2nd day!

I smile so big, just like I do every time I hear from Mai. She’s been my best friend since kindergarten. I needed this message with the yellow flower, green heart, unicorn, and shooting star. Mai loves emojis. At least this one thing is the same from my old life.

And I really need something normal this morning. I’m dreading my second day. All night I tossed and turned. My pillow kept falling on the floor and my blanket kept slipping sideways. When I did finally fall asleep, I dreamed I was trying to open my locker in an underwater school. I woke up feeling soggy.

When I go to the kitchen for breakfast, no one in my new family notices me at first, not even my mom. She’s sipping coffee and staring out the window at the gray clouds.

“He’s widowed,” she told me before I met Bob for the first time. “You know what that means?”

I nodded. Did I know what that meant? “Um, but you can explain it,” I said.

“It means his wife died. She died when his youngest was three years old. He has two kids.” At the time, I hadn’t even known if he had girls or boys. I had hoped there were girls, of course. What only child hasn’t wished for a sister?

Instead, I got stepbrothers. Two of them.

Ten-year-old Kenny is dripping Cheerios and milk all over the Batman comic book he’s reading. My stepdad, Bob, is buttering his youngest son’s bread.

“Toast,” Bob says to Lucas.

“Most!” rhymes Lucas. He laughs like it’s the most hilarious thing in the world.

“Jam?”

“Ham!” shouts Lucas. I’m already learning that Lucas never speaks, only shouts.

More laughing.

“Thumb,” says Bob, licking jelly off his fingers.

Dumb, I think to myself. I don’t dare say it aloud. I glance at my mom.

“There you are,” she says, noticing her only daughter at last. “Ready for day two?”

“I am!” shouts Lucas, who has decided he loves kindergarten.

“I’m just glad we got two extra weeks of vacation,” says Kenny.

I have to agree with him. Due to my mom’s confusion and Bob’s absentmindedness, all three of us missed the first two weeks of school.

“But school always starts after Labor Day!” my mom said when we were still at the rented cabin and Kenny had said how excited he was to miss school for the wedding.

“Not in California,” Kenny said. “The first day for the elementary school was yesterday. Probably the same for her.” Kenny shrugged his shoulder in my direction. Even though we had been playing chess for ten days by then, he still avoided looking directly at me.

“Did you know about this?” My mom looked at Bob.

“I’m going to miss kindergarten?” Lucas cried.

“Oh, darn,” Kenny said in a sarcastic tone. “Guess I’ll have to miss the first two weeks of fifth grade.”

“Doh!” said Bob. “I’m sorry, guys. I guess I’m just so excited to marry Valerie, I forgot all about school. Should we move the wedding?”

My mom laughed. “We can’t change the wedding, Bob. It’s in less than a week!”

But I didn’t like the idea of starting school late. I knew I was going to stick out. But, of course, I hadn’t realized how much.

And now, here I am, starting my second day of seventh grade during what was the other students’ second week. On top of that, a gray cloud swirls depressingly outside the kitchen window. “Why is it so… gross outside?” I ask.

“It’s just morning fog,” Bob says.

“Bog!” shouts Lucas.

“Nice job, kiddo.” Bob laughs. To me, he adds, “It should clear later today. Or sometimes morning fog lasts a few days.”

“Maze!”

I ignore Lucas. “Then why is it called morning fog?”

“It makes people feel better,” he says with a smile.

“Letter!”

I do not feel better.



And I don’t feel any better when I arrive at Poppy View for day two. Just like yesterday, kids whisper and point as I pass them in the corridors. Mer-mattie, I hear, still feeling like I’m under water.

While I’m taking out my textbooks at my locker and putting my phone away, I hear a piercing shriek. The lockers are lined up along an outdoor corridor that connects the classrooms, which are really just little buildings of their own. Back home in Minnesota, schools are enclosed, often red brick, the gray metal lockers in stuffy hallways with flickering fluorescent lighting. Here the breeze from the ocean smells like salt and cold water, and the lockers are painted the school colors—red and yellow. There’s the shriek again. Across the corridor, Mercedes Miller giggles with her gang of girls. One thing that isn’t different from Minnesota is that there are always popular kids. And Mercedes Miller and her friends are clearly popular. They all have matching bracelets and headbands today. Mercedes’s nails are painted tangerine orange. The girls’ echoey laughter makes me feel even more alone. I miss Mai so much.

By the time I get to gym class in the afternoon, I’m antsy. There was a pop quiz in math, a boring movie in social studies, and a slow read-aloud in English. The whispers and questions continued in between all of the seventh-grade schoolwork. Are you related? Are you her cousin? Are you twins? I’m hoping we’re going to do something easy, like jump rope. I follow the other students to the big field beyond the basketball hoops. At my old school, this class would be held in a big gym with wooden floorboards. I spot November and Sunny from lunch and stand awkwardly next to them while the teacher gets organized.

“Hi,” I say to Sunny. She gives me a smile as small as she is.

“You guys ready?” November asks. The whole welcoming committee is in my phys ed class.

“Ready for what?” I ask, squinting in the bright sun. Bob was right—no sign of fog this afternoon.

Sunny mumbles something.

“What?”

“Mile run,” she squeaks.

The mile run? I’m not that antsy.

“Are you as fast as Mercedes Miller? She’s the fastest girl in our class,” November informs me.

“I’m not fast at all,” I say. In fact, I was the slowest kid in the whole sixth grade last year. I broke a record for the slowest time ever.

“Wait till you see Sunny. She’s second fastest.”

Sunny looks embarrassed. “I like running.”

I hate running. I don’t like the way my lungs burn or my chest constricts—it’s too much like having a panic attack. Just thinking about running makes my jaw clench, my toes curl. My stomach churns. I close my eyes. Relax, I tell myself.

“I thought maybe you were fast, too, Mattie,” November says. I open my eyes. “Since you look so much like Mercedes.”

I don’t want to run the mile. But I do wish I could run away.






CHAPTER 4 Mercedes [image: ]


Don’t get lost,” Mr. Martin says as he tells us the route for the mile run. As if it were even possible to get off course when we’re just running around the school. “Follow the orange cones around the field, past the parking lot, in front of the office, and back around on the sidewalk to the basketball courts.”

I stretch out my calves, lunging on first one leg, then the other. The more warmed up you are, the better your chances. “Aren’t you going to stretch?” I ask Gaby.

“Nah,” she says, tugging at her shorts. “I run after Lori and Luke enough.” Gaby babysits for her hyperactive brother and sister whenever her mom has to drive her other brothers to work at the mall. “Do you think that girl who looks just like you is as fast as you?”

“Who?” I ask, even though I know exactly who she’s talking about. I saw her leaving gym class just as we arrived. She was red-faced and sweaty. There’s no way she’s as good a runner as I am.

“You know, that weird new girl?” Gaby laughs. I just shrug. The less I talk about her, the better.

“Remember,” Mr. Martin announces to the class, “you’re just trying to improve from your last time.”

“That won’t be hard for me,” says Gaby, giggling. She never takes anything seriously. Schoolwork, sports, nothing. She just goes with the flow—which, in the case of the mile run, isn’t very fast. Sometimes that’s what I love about her (especially when she’s going along with whatever I say), but sometimes it drives me crazy. “I don’t even remember my last score,” she says.

I know exactly how fast I need to go if I want to beat my last time of six minutes, fifty-two seconds. During the mile run last year, I beat the fastest boy, Joaquin, because his shoe came untied and he tripped. My plan is to beat him again.

“This isn’t a competition,” Mr. Martin says. He readjusts his hat and then brings his whistle to his lips.

I crouch down and tighten my shoelaces. Even if it’s not a competition, when you’re known as the fastest runner, you have to beat your time—and everyone else’s.

“Runners, take your marks!”

My body tenses, ready to go. The rush of blood pounds in my ears. From somewhere, like in a dream, I hear the teacher shout, “GO!”

I catapult forward. I pump my arms, move my legs. I forget about Gaby and Joaquin. My mind loosens, concentrates only on the path in front of me. I keep Mr. Martin’s orange cones to my right as I race along the outside of the field, run toward the parking lot. I love the feeling of the turn as my body leans and balances.

“Mercedes!” I hear Gaby shout, but I ignore her.

“Think you’re fast just ’cause you’re named after a car?” someone just inches away from me says. From the corner of my eye, I can see that it’s Joaquin, trying to beat me this time. He thinks he’s so funny. But I won’t let anyone distract me.

Not even Mattie Gómez. Not only do our faces look alike, we’re also about the same height with the same long legs. I wonder if she is as fast as me, if she also likes the feeling of letting go as you run like a wild horse.

To my left, someone is passing me. It’s Dante now. My pace has slowed. This is all Mattie’s fault! Why did she have to appear in my city? At my school? In my grade? At least we don’t have phys ed together.

I want to scream, but instead I take that jolt of energy and transfer it to my running. My legs thrum, propelling me forward. I push thoughts of Mattie away. I gain on Joaquin and Dante. Like I always do, I concentrate on moving forward, on achieving my goal. And I keep running.



“Are you okay?” Cristina asks as she bites into her tofu. We’re at my nanny’s favorite Vietnamese restaurant. We eat here every Tuesday while we wait to pick up my little brother from his dad’s.

I never go to my dad’s house. I mean, maybe if I had ever met him, I would. But I’m not one of those kids with the split custody thing like Tristan—every Tuesday night and every other weekend.

I dip my eggroll in sesame sauce. Should I tell Cristina about Mattie? If I tell her about Matilde Gómez, though, she might tell Mom.

“I’m fine.” Instead, I tell her how I beat my best time in the mile run. “Six minutes, thirty-seven seconds.” I don’t tell her that even though I should be having the best day ever because I beat Joaquin again, I can’t get Mattie Gómez out of my mind. She’s ruining my day. I’m pretty sure she might be ruining my life, too.

After dinner, Cristina drives us back to pick up Tristan at his dad’s apartment. She waits in the driveway while I knock on the door to get my brother.

“Sorry, Mercedes,” Tristan’s dad says when he opens it. “He’s not ready yet. Come on in.”

This is what happens every week. Cristina waits in the car and I wait for Tristan. He’s never ready. This, as Mom always says, is all his dad’s fault. His dad is a nice guy but totally unorganized. His apartment is a disaster. Even if you don’t count Tristan’s stuff, which is scattered around the living room like a toy store exploded. A coloring book, one sock, two racecars, a packet of markers with the green and blue missing (his two favorite colors). While I wait, I study the pictures above the sofa, just like I do every time I’m here. The wall is covered in mismatched frames, each of them with photos of Tristan. There’s Tristan’s newborn baby picture; there’s him with his first tooth. There’s Tristan on a donkey at a petting zoo. There’s Tristan and his dad on a sailboat, and one of them squeezed together on a bus seat. I pretend not to be looking for the small frame at the far end of the wall. In it, a six-year-old Mercedes smiles with a baby Tristan. The hand on my shoulder in the picture belongs to his dad. I remember Mom taking this picture and thinking that Tristan’s dad was my dad.

I look around at the messy apartment. When Tristan’s dad lived with us, our house had family photos on the walls, too. And it was just as cluttered. Maybe it was his messiness that made Mom mad. “It’s just not working,” Mom said three years ago and then he moved out.

“Finally ready,” Tristan’s dad says, handing me Tristan’s backpack at last.

“Bye,” I say awkwardly. I never use his name. He’s always been “Tristan’s dad.” As if he had nothing to do with me. He’s Tristan’s dad, not mine. The sooner I forget about him—like Mom has—the better.

My brother waves and calls out, “Bye, Daddy!”

I help him buckle his booster seat, even though he can totally do it himself now. As I climb in the passenger seat, Tristan’s dad waves to him from the door.

After he moved out, Mom redecorated—not that she’s ever around to see it. “It feels so much more spacious in here, doesn’t it?” she said after decluttering and rearranging the living room. Duh, I thought. What really made it feel more spacious was the fact that there was one less person in our family. She covered the walls in oil paintings and artisan baskets and filled display cases with Chinese pottery and archaeological artifacts. And all our family photos disappeared.

Sometimes I’m not sure she’d even notice if I disappeared.



OEBPS/e9781534495920/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534495920/fonts/JosefinSans-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534495920/xhtml/nav.xhtml


CONTENTS



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Chapter 1: Mattie


		Chapter 2: Mercedes


		Chapter 3: Mattie


		Chapter 4: Mercedes


		Chapter 5: Mattie


		Chapter 6: Mercedes


		Chapter 7: Mattie


		Chapter 8: Mercedes


		Chapter 9: Mattie


		Chapter 10: Mercedes


		Chapter 11: Mattie


		Chapter 12: Mercedes


		Chapter 13: Mattie


		Chapter 14: Mercedes


		Chapter 15: Mattie


		Chapter 16: Mercedes


		Chapter 17: Mattie


		Chapter 18: Mercedes


		Chapter 19: Mattie


		Chapter 20: Mercedes


		Chapter 21: Mattie


		Chapter 22: Mercedes


		Chapter 23: Mattie


		Chapter 24: Mercedes


		Chapter 25: Mattie


		Chapter 26: Mercedes


		Chapter 27: Mattie


		Chapter 28: Mercedes


		Chapter 29: Mattie


		Chapter 30: Mercedes


		Chapter 31: Mattie


		Chapter 32: Mercedes


		Chapter 33: Mattie


		Chapter 34: Mercedes


		Chapter 35: Mattie


		Chapter 36: Mercedes


		Chapter 37: Mattie


		Chapter 38: Mercedes


		Chapter 39: Mattie


		Chapter 40: Mercedes


		Chapter 41: Mattie


		Chapter 42: Mercedes


		Chapter 43: Mattie


		Chapter 44: Mercedes


		Chapter 45: Mattie


		Chapter 46: Mercedes


		Chapter 47: Mattie


		Chapter 48: Mercedes


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright








		III


		V


		VI


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266








OEBPS/e9781534495920/fonts/EBGaramond-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534495920/fonts/JosefinSans-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534495920/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534495920/images/common01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781534495920/images/9781534495920.jpg
“A tender tale of long-lost sisters.”
—DONNA BARBA HIGUERA; Newbery Award winner and Pura Belpre Hon

MEET ME
HALFWAY






OEBPS/e9781534495920/images/title.jpg
MEET ME
HALFWAY

ANIKA FAJARDO

Simon & Schuster Books for Young Readers

NEW YORK LONDON TORONTO SYDNEY NEW DELHI





OEBPS/e9781534495920/fonts/JosefinSans-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534495920/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534495920/fonts/JosefinSans-Regular.ttf


