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To Quinn Rachel DeVillers, number one daughter and niece
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One

MIDDLE SCHOOL AFTER LAST PERIOD

Cell phone! My cell phone was ringing. I tossed my books into my locker and scrounged around in my tote bag to answer it. I felt my cocoa-mocha lip gloss. I felt my little tin of mints. Finally I found it—right at the bottom of my bag.

“Hello?” I said into my phone. “Hello?”

Nobody was there. I looked at my phone and didn’t see the on light. Wait a minute, I hadn’t even turned my phone back on after last period.

But then my ringtone went off again. It was the awesome new ringtone I’d downloaded last night. I looked at my cell phone again, confused.

“Hello?” a voice said next to me.

It was my twin sister, Emma. She was standing at her locker, talking into her own cell phone.

“Hello, Mom,” she was saying. “You can pick Payton and me up today after mathletes and Drama Club? Excellent times two.”

It was her cell phone that was ringing? I crossed my arms and waited until she said good-bye and hung up.

“Emma, are you going to explain this?” I said.

“Oh, that was Mom,” Emma said. “She can pick us up after mathletes and Drama Club.”

“No, I meant explain why you’re copying my ringtone,” I said. “I thought it was my phone that was going off.”

It was bad enough to have a twin with an identical face. Couldn’t I at least have my own ringtone?

Emma and I are seriously identical. Even our own parents can’t tell us apart sometimes. It’s hard to have my own identity.

“My ringtone makes a unique statement about me,” I said. “Who I am. My individuality. That ringtone is totally me.”

“Well, your individuality was the number one download on iTunes,” Emma said, packing up her humongous backpack. “Some unique statement.”

I sighed and pulled out the books I needed to bring home from school.

“Hi, Payton,” a girl from my art class said as she walked by with girl I didn’t know.

“See, you’re a unique individual,” Emma said. “That person knew who you were.”

Okay, that was a good sign.

“Which one is Payton?” I heard the girl I didn’t know say as they walked away.

“I don’t know,” the girl answered. “But one of them has to be, right?”

Sigh. Pretty soon I was just going to wear a name tag. Or a sign over my head that said:

    I’m PAYTON, the twin who

• is one inch taller.

• has slightly greener eyes.

• is dressed quite fashionably in her pink sweater, skinny jeans, and tall boots and is about to head to Drama Club.

Drama Club! Yay! It hadn’t been yay at first. After Emma and I had switched places our first week of school and gotten busted, we were assigned community service. I had to clean the storage room underneath the school’s stage. It wasn’t fun. But community service was over and now I got to be a real part of Drama Club. I had helped out in the play, The Wizard of Oz, this weekend. I had gone to the cast party. I even had new friends in Drama Club. Yes, friends. Tess, Nick . . .

The friends I always dreamed I’d make in middle school! The first weeks of middle school humiliation had been over and forgotten. Emma and I had been known as the identical twins who switched places, fooled everyone until they were busted, and had been filmed on school television making complete idiots of themselves. We had planned to never trade places again. No more mix-up switch-up! No more flip-flop twin-swap! We were done with that.

Okay, but then we had to because Emma had to cover for me onstage. But nobody really knows about that part except us. And Tess and Nick. Oh, and the two identical boys Emma tutored for her community service.

But all of that is in the past!

“Look, it’s those twins who got in a fight on live TV,” someone said as she passed by with a group of people who started giggling.

Or maybe not totally in the past.

“No, we’re not!” Emma yelled down the hall. They turned around and giggled at her.

“Oh my gosh! Shush, Emma!” I said. “And besides, we are those twins.”

“Actually, that’s not accurate,” Emma told me. “Technically, it was a school video podcast through a computer setup. Not TV.”

Augh. It was hopeless to argue with her. I pulled out my relaxing lavender-scented room-mister and spritzed the inside of my locker. Then I stuck my head inside and took deep breaths so I wouldn’t cause another twin scene.

I heard Emma’s ringtone go off again. And again. And again.

“Yeesh. Aren’t you going to answer that already?” I pulled my head out and asked Emma.

“That’s your phone,” Emma said calmly.

“Agh!” I reached into my tote bag on the floor and checked my cell. Yup, I had missed a call from our mother. “Emma, can you please just change your ringtone? My life is confusing enough.”

“I think this ringtone is very me,” Emma said. Then she paused. “All right, it isn’t me at all. But it definitely demonstrates my awareness of the latest music trends.”

“Since when do you know or care about music trends?” I asked Emma. Ever since we switched, Emma had been starting to get interested in fashion trends for the first time in her life. But music?

“Since I got an A minus in choir.” Emma sounded upset. “Choir! It better not ruin my perfect average.”

Emma had been trying to get switched out of choir since the first day of school. Honestly, I’d been surprised they hadn’t yet kicked her out of it. Emma can do tons of things, but singing is so not one of them.

“My choir teacher is inexplicably into pop music,” Emma complained. “Does she care that I know the history of classical and medieval music? Apparently not.”

“Sorry,” I said.

“I told Counselor Case I’d take anything else—advanced math, I’d even tutor the terror twins more days after school,” Emma continued.

Wow. She was really serious. The terror twins were Mason and Jason. Their parents were the school’s guidance counselor and her husband, the mathletes’ coach. The boys were definitely double trouble, but also kind of sweet.

“Counselor Case said no,” Emma grumbled. “She said it was good for me to step out of my comfort zone.”

“What about the comfort zone of the other people in choir?” I asked. “It’s got to be painful for them to hear you sing.”

“You are not helpful,” Emma replied. “Anyway, I plan to impress her with my knowledge of the trends. I’ve studied the iTunes and radio charts from the past eighteen months. I’ve also charted my predictions for what songs will be next and new. I can share with her the statistical probability of . . . blah blah blah.”

I tuned her out. I was glad I was put in art class instead of choir. I could make fun of Emma’s singing voice all I wanted, but I couldn’t sing either. It was something else that was identical about us.

I never, ever sang in public. Like this past weekend the wrap party was held after the play. There was a karaoke machine and people were up there singing. But nope, not me. I’ve had enough embarrassment lately.

“We could switch places for choir,” Emma mused. “It would save me from having to learn those silly pop-music lyrics.”

No! I’m never switching places in school again. Never, ever, ever! Switching places definitely had caused way too much trouble.

I heard footsteps behind me. And another noise, like a footstep clop, footstep clop. I turned around to see what that was. And regretted it.

The reason we had switched in the first place was coming down the hall. Its name was Sydney.

During the first week of middle school, I had thought Sydney would be the “right kind of friend” for me—she was popular and had great clothes and style. Instead it turned out to be the opposite: Sydney was a fake, a mean girl. Especially mean to me.

So when I’d tripped at lunch and my burrito went flying and oozing all over Ox (who I didn’t know yet), I was completely humiliated.

That’s when the very first twin switch took place. Emma became “me” and dealt with Sydney, while I recovered from the embarrassment.

Since the lunchroom incident of embarrassment, a lot had happened. Including Sydney wiping out in her Glinda the Good Witch giant plastic bubble minutes before the Drama Club was about to put on The Wizard of Oz. Which led to Sydney on crutches and another twin switch and then finally me performing awesomely as Glinda. My first time acting onstage.

That part was actually pretty cool. The not-so-cool bit was that Sydney didn’t like me before, and she definitely didn’t like me after I took over her part.

She was walking with someone who did like me, at least. Tess.

“Hi, Payton! Hi, Emma!” Tess said. “Payton, are you ready for Drama Club?”

“One second,” I said, tossing a notebook into my backpack.

“Wheeeew,” Sydney said, leaning dramatically against the locker next to me. “I’m exhausted having to crutch all the way down here to the boonies. But Tess said we had to stop by and pick you up, Payton. Even though the auditorium is the other way.”

Sydney wrinkled her nose at me.

“That is really nice of Tess,” I said. “And also really nice of Tess to carry all of your stuff.”

Tess was the one who looked exhausted. She was carrying Sydney’s backpack along with her own and a large cardboard box. Tess was always nice. Too nice. She didn’t realize that Sydney was trying to lure her into becoming one of the Popular People groupies. Tess was pretty, smart, and had the lead role in our play.

I had been the first recruit because Sydney had liked my designer clothes.

(That didn’t work!)

“Okay, let’s get going, Payton.” Sydney looked right at Emma.

“Oh, that’s Emma,” Tess said, trying to be helpful.

Sydney knew that.

“Silly me.” Sydney fake laughed. “I just can’t tell you two twins apart because you’re exactly alike.”

“Identical twins can’t be exactly alike,” Emma pointed out. “Although our genetic makeup may be the same, environmental factors also play a role.”

Emma started going off on some EmmaEncyclopedia babble.

“What are you talking about?” Sydney and I both said at the same time. We shared a moment of solidarity as we both looked at Emma, totally confused.

“It means we’re different,” Emma said, throwing up her hands. “And, Sydney? It’s possible to tell us apart if you try.”

She looked at Sydney pointedly.

“It’s easy to tell them apart today,” Tess broke in cheerfully. “Just look at Emma’s T-shirt!”

Erg. Tess had to go and point that out. The T-shirt said MATHLETES REGIONAL COMPETITION WINNER! on the front. And it had a cartoon of goofy dancing octagons or pentagons or something-gons.

“Stylish,” Sydney said with a smirk.

“Um.” I needed to change the subject. I held out my hands. “Tess, I can help you carry Sydney’s stuff.”

“Thanks.” Tess smiled and handed me the cardboard box. “My photography teacher asked me to bring these to Mrs. Burkle. He said not to bend them, though, and—”

But as she was telling me that, Sydney put her crutch down right on my foot. And I yelped! And the box fell open and a bunch of pictures came flying out!

“Oh no!” I cried. And then . . . Oh no.

They were pictures of people’s faces from Drama Club.

“Oh, they’re our headshots!” Sydney squealed.

We had gotten headshots taken. That was one of our twin-switch times. Sydney had dumped a bucket of dirty water on my head so Emma had pretended to be me for the photos.

And I was staring at the result. There was a picture that said PAYTON MILLS. And on it was Emma’s face. Emma had her head crooked at a weird angle.

“Hey, it’s me!” Emma said, leaning over.

I elbowed her. Nobody knew about that particular switch.

“I mean, it’s you!” Emma said quickly to correct herself. “Payton.”

“Even they can’t tell each other apart.” Sydney snorted.

“I must say, Payton, you look better than ever in that picture,” Emma said, grinning.

I tried to grab the picture off the floor but Sydney put her crutch on it and stopped me.

“Why is your head crooked?” Sydney laughed.

“It’s at a twenty three-degree angle so that the light would reflect off her shiny hair,” Emma said. “Duh.”

“Then why is her barrette crooked?” Sydney asked. “And oopsie! Your lip gloss is smeared like a mustache. Heh.”

I glared at Emma. I used my twin telepathy to yell at her for not checking in the mirror before she got my headshot taken.

“Well, it’s been swell, but I have to go,” Emma said. “Like we say in mathletes, be there or B squared.”

Augh.

“Bye, Emma!” Tess waved cheerfully.

“Sydney, what are you doing?” I asked her. Sydney was knocking pictures around with her crutch, spreading them out even more.

“Trying to find my headshot,” Sydney said. “Yeesh, who are all these people?”

“You’re making a mess—” I tried to say, but Sydney squealed.

“Squee! There’s my headshot! Payton, pick it up off the floor for me since I’m injured?”

I picked up Sydney’s model-perfect-of-course headshot and shoved it at her. Then I helped Tess pick up the rest of the pictures while Sydney gazed at her face.

“Oh, I love it,” Sydney cooed at her face.

“Tess, you look amazing in yours,” I said as I picked up her headshot. She did!

“Thanks!” Tess smiled, picking up the last picture. “Okay, I think we’re good.”

We all walked slowly down the hall. Really slowly, as Sydney hobbled along trying to gaze at her headshot and walk on crutches at the same time. I followed Tess and Sydney into the auditorium.

“There’s Nick,” Tess said, and we all went toward the front near the stage, where Nick was.

Nick! Okay. Nick. I took a deep breath in through my nose. Then I breathed out through my mouth. That was a trick Emma used when she was nervous about a spelling bee or math competition. Because, yes, seeing Nick made me a little nervous.

It happened after the play and right before the cast party. I kind of sort of figured out that maybe I might kind of like Nick. And that also he might maybe kind of like me. And so I spent the entire cast party turning purple whenever he came by me. Pretty much we didn’t say one word to each other.

Yes, I am awkward.

Sydney and Tess sat in the row in front of Nick. I sat down next to them. Okay, I just needed to turn around and say hi. A normal hello like friends would.

“Hiyo,” I said.

Nick looked at me funny. I turned back around and faced forward. Hiyo? Did I just say hiyo? I felt my face burning with embarrassment.

“People! Your attention, please!” a loud voice boomed out. It was Mrs. Burkle! Our drama teacher. “All eyes on me, please!”

I turned around and put my eyes on Mrs. Burkle. I tried not to think about Nick sitting right behind me. I wondered if he was looking at the back of my head. I hoped my hair wasn’t messy. I smoothed it down. It was my best feature and I thought it looked especially shiny since I’d gotten new conditioner. (That I had hidden in my closet to keep it away from Emma, who thought her hair was shinier than mine.)

“When I was a young theatrical ingenue, I had grand dreams of being on Broadway,” Mrs. Burkle told us. “However, that was not to be.”

Burkle paused and shook her head sadly. Well, that was kind of a downer.

“Mrs. Burkle!” Sydney raised her hand. “But if you had become a star, we would never have had you for a teacher.”

I rolled my eyes. Sydney was such a suck-up. It was so obvious to everyone (except teachers and parents, who ate it up).

“Ah, yes, Sydney. Blessings in disguise!” Mrs. Burkle said, perking up. “And now you will benefit even more! My college roommate has made it to the Broadway stage. Well, close. She is the director of an off-Broadway show!”

That was pretty cool. New York City was about five hours away from where we lived. Emma and I had been there once when we were five. I loved all the sparkly lights. Emma had loved counting the windows in the skyscrapers out loud (until our dad had paid her to stop doing it).

I was daydreaming about New York City so I almost missed Mrs. Burkle’s major announcement.

“My friend has invited us to see her show. Which means . . . the Dramatic Geckos Club will take a field trip to New York City!”

Tess and I looked at each other. Sydney and I looked at each other. Everyone was silent for a second.

And then there were squeals, screams, and applause! Mrs. Burkle took a bow. And she deserved to!

We were going to New York City!!!!
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Two

AFTER EXTRACURRICULAR ACTIVITIES

Cell phone! My cell phone was ringing with the obnoxious (but #1!) pop song. I reached into pocket number three of my backpack to answer it.

“Hello?” I said.

“Emma, it’s me,” my twin sister, Payton, said.

Uh-oh.

“I’ll call you back! Bye!” I hung up on her.

“Why didn’t you tell her?” Ox asked.

We were walking out of mathletes, where we had just gotten some Exciting News. I looked at Ox. (Ox! The good-looking, popular athlete/mathlete who is—shockingly—my unofficial boyfriend. Unofficial due to our parents saying we’re too young for dating. Which is okay, because we both have academics and activities to concentrate on. . . .)

“Emma?” Ox’s voice broke into my thought-babble.

“Oh, sorry,” I said. My face was probably bright red from embarrassment. “What did you say?”

“Why did you hang up on Payton without telling her what Coach Babbitt said?” Ox asked again.

“It’s just that I have to phrase it carefully,” I told him. “Payton is going to be really jealous. She’s been wanting to do this for years. I just don’t want her to feel left behind.”

“How sweet,” a voice sneered behind me. “Emma thinks she’s a Siamese twin, attached to her sister.”

I stopped walking and turned around. Jazmine James! My nemesis.

“Miaow,” Hector, her evil henchman, said.

“I don’t think we’re too attached,” I said haughtily. “I just care about her feelings. But you wouldn’t understand that, Jazmine, since you don’t have any feelings.”

“I have a feeling that you’re going to lose the next mathletes contest . . . to me,” Jazmine responded.

“Miaow!” Hector repeated. “Cat fight!”

“Ignore them,” Ox advised. So I turned around and walked down the hallway with him. I could hear Jazmine and Hector following not far behind us. I was so glad Ox was with me. He’s not a big fan of the gruesome twosome, either.

My cell phone went off again. As the obnoxious pop ringtone played, I realized suddenly that the tune was not conveying the image of intellectual champion. I reached into pocket number three and answered the call quickly.

“Hey, it’s me,” said Payton. “I have to tell you . . . I have exciting news!”

Hey. That’s my line.

“So do I!” I said.

“I’m going to New York City!” Payton screamed.

Hey. That’s my line. Although louder than I’d planned to deliver it.

“Wait, what? I’m going to New York City!” I told her. “Are you getting us mixed up?”

“No, you’re mixed up,” Payton said. “I’m the twin in the Drama Club who’s going to see an off-Broadway show in New York City!”

“Well, I’m the twin in the mathletes who is going to a state competition!” I told her. “In New York City!”

“Awesome times two! Woo hoo!” Payton yelled so loud I thought I’d lose my hearing. In fact, so loud I felt like I could hear her outside the phone.

Ox and I turned the corner toward my locker.

“Where are—” I started to ask, when . . . wham!

I crashed smack into Payton. Direct impact.

“Ow!” “Ow!” Our heads banged together. My backpack and Payton’s tote bag tangled. One of us slipped, dragging us both down to the floor. We lay in a dazed, twisted heap.

“Oh, I guess they really are Siamese twins.” Jazmine James looked down on us. “This twin freak show has been entertaining, but let’s go, Hector.”

Jazmine stepped right over us. Tess, who had apparently been with Payton, untangled our bags. She and Ox helped us to our feet.

“Well, that wasn’t too humiliating,” Payton grumbled.

“Payton, Emma, are you okay?” Tess asked.

“Do you need ice packs or something?” Ox said. “I can run down to the infirmary and get them.”

“No,” I said, feeling a little wobbly. “I’m okay.”

Ox put his hand gently on my forehead.

He’s touching me! Aaah!

“All right,” he said. “I’ll text you tonight and check on you. If you’re sure you’re good, I’ve got to go meet my dad.”

“I’ll be fine,” I told him. “Payton and I are getting picked up too. So we’ll be with our mom.”

Ox took his hand off my head (sigh), and we all said bye. Then Ox left.

“Emma?” Tess said. “You look a little dizzy.”

“She’s just swoony with love,” Payton said.

“Swoony? There is no such word as ‘swoony,’ ” I said indignantly. Quick, change the subject.

“Tess, how are you getting home?” I asked.

“The late bus,” Tess said. “Oh! The late bus! I’d better run! You sure you’re okay?”

“Yes!”

“We’re sure,” Payton insisted. “Go! I’ll text you later.”

After Tess was gone, the hallway was quiet. Payton and I were alone.

“Let’s go tell Mom about our trip,” Payton said.

Yay! Our trip!

We both started walking to parent pickup. I swung my backpack over my shoulder, but that knocked me off balance and I nudged into my sister.

“Watch out for me! Do you have a vestibular disorder or something?” Payton asked me.

She was joking about the first day of school, when my backpack had hooked onto the door as I was going into science class. And slammed back into the door. Making a scene. Then later in the same class, I’d accidentally tipped my chair back while looking at a poster of Albert Einstein and . . . well, crashing to the floor made another scene. Which caused Jazmine James (nemesis-to-be) to spread a rumor that I had a vestibular (balance) problem. So people erroneously thought I was “dizzy.”

“That wasn’t funny,” I said. “And, uh-oh, neither is that.”

I looked at Payton’s face.

“Ugh.” I winced. “You have a black-and-blue mark on the right side of your forehead.”

“Emma,” Payton frowned. “You do too.”

We both whipped out our minimirrors and groaned.

“We’re still identical.” Payton sighed.

“Identically injured,” I agreed. “But don’t worry, I’m sure they will fade by the time we go to . . .”

“New York City!” we both yelled, and headed outside.

When I spotted my mother sitting in our car in the parking lot, I began running ahead. I wanted to beat Payton and be the first one to tell our mom the news.

“Guess what?” I said, breathlessly, jumping into the backseat. “We’re going to—”

“New York City!” Payton screamed, flinging herself into the seat next to me.

We buckled ourselves in, talking over each other.

“Off-Broadway!”

“State mathletes!”

“Maybe we’ll go see the Fashion District!”

“Or the Financial District!”

Payton did a little dance move in her seat.

“The Empire State Building! The Ferris wheel in Times Square!” she said, shaking her head and pumping her fists.

I was so excited, I started seat dancing too.

I did a (seated) moonwalk on the floor mats.

“Whatever we get to do, it will be awesome, because it’s in New York City!” Payton said. “Well, except for your dancing. That’s not so awesome anywhere.”

I was formulating an appropriately scathing remark when our mother interrupted our NYC fantasizing.

“Girls!” She turned around to look at us. “This all sounds interesting, but first tell me—why are your faces all banged up?”

“Oh yeah,” I said, remembering. “Minor collision.”

“Totally accidental,” Payton said. “Can we have some ice when we get home?”

“And a pain reliever?” I added. “I prefer ibuprofen, but acetaminophen will suffice. Payton, when we get home I want to do a search for the school where they’re holding the competition. And find out the previous winners. And—”

“Maybe one of us will be discovered and become a Broadway sensation! As long as it’s not Sydney. Gag.” Payton gagged.

“I’ll have to prepare extra hard if I’m going to destroy Jazmine James and the rest of the mathletes of New York State! I wonder what that T-shirt and trophy will look like? Obviously, totally impressive,” I mused out loud.

“Excuse me?” our mother said. “Girls?”

“What?” we both said, still half in our NYC fantasy worlds.

“You’ve forgotten one little thing,” Mom said.

“What?” I repeated, looking at Payton. She shrugged.

“Your parents’ permission,” our mother stated. “Your father and I will need to have all the information about this trip before we can make a decision.”

A decision? Did she mean they might say no?

I received a text. It read We ARE going. Mills twins in NYC!

I texted back, You and me! NYC!

It wasn’t grammatically correct, but I was pretty certain Payton wouldn’t notice.

“Emma? Payton?” Mom said, pulling the car into our driveway. “Stop texting behind my back.”

Ulp.

We quickly stuffed our cell phones into our bags and tried to look innocent. Innocent and mature and responsible enough to go to . . .

New York City!!!

E + P = NYC.

Now that’s a formula even Payton would like.

Finally we were sitting down at the dinner table. Finally our parents were ready to discuss the trip to New York City.

“I checked my e-mail,” Dad said, “and I received information from your school along with permission slips. The school will provide transportation. We are responsible for paying for the hotel.”
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