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gesundheit

SUMMER GOODMAN NEVER KNEW WHAT hit her. That’s because it was me, and as soon as I collided with her in the hallway—scattering every one of her perfectly indexed index cards—I disappeared into the mob of kids who’d arrived to help realphabetize her life.

I love Summer Goodman but she barely knows I exist, which I’m pretty okay with because when you love someone, they don’t have to do anything—and Summer does nothing, so I think it’s all going to work out great.

One possible problem is, I’ve never actually spoken to Summer, except the time I said “sorry,” which was after I sneezed on the back of her neck the first day in science class.
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It was a really wet one—and she didn’t sneeze back on me or have me suspended, so that’s just another reason I think she’s so great.

What isn’t so great is that I’m the “new kid” again, which isn’t as bad as it sounds unless you think about how awful it is. That’s why I put all my focus on the more important stuff, like Summer Goodman and how my germs have actually bonded directly onto her skin!

The way I see it, surviving this year is all I have to do. Start to finish in one whole piece and then I win. Of course, being me, winning doesn’t come easy, which is why I created an alias, a supercool guy who will step in when I mess up or can’t talk or both.

Dabney St. Claire is mysterious, smart, and popular without even trying. I talk to him out loud sometimes, but mostly he’s just in my head, along for the ride, telling me how he’d do what I’m doing, only without doing it so wrong.

[image: Image]

My sister thinks there’s something the matter with me, which is why she tells her friends I have a metal plate in my head, which would actually be a cool thing because then I would never have to fly on airplanes because my skull would set off alarms. Her friends always look at me with sad puppy-dog eyes, and even though I don’t have a metal plate or even a paper plate in my head, I stare back at them and speak my favorite language: SAPTOGEMIXLIKS.

This is just another reason my sister wants to move again.
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*TRANSLATION: My sister eats her fingernails and sleeps with a teddy bear named Snuggy.
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name game

MOVING IS SOMETHING I AM ACTUALLY good at, and I don’t mean in the “get down and boogie” kind of way. I’m what my mom called an “A-1 Klutz King,” which is why I crash into things (like Summer Goodman) and trip off of curbs a lot. I guess it’s a skill or maybe a defective gene that is slowly mutating inside of me. The only good news is that Dabney St. Claire is smooth on his feet ALL THE TIME, so I know there’s hope.

My latest house is 22 Marco Place and it’s the fifth house I’ve ever lived in.

Seeing how I’m almost thirteen years old, that means I move about once every 2.5 years. I’m sure there are kids who move a lot more than that, and I know some kids still live in the houses they were born in and I bet they get to live in those houses forever and get buried in the backyard with all their cats and dogs and turtles (R.I.P.).

The best part of moving a lot is you get good at the worst part, which is the packing and unpacking. The reason I’m supergood at this is that after the last two moves I figured out all I had to do was pack and unpack one box and leave the other seven in my closet.

My one box is labeled ESSENTIALS and has all my best stuff in it, including but not limited to: books; action figures; signed arm cast from when I fell off the swing and my mom drew a picture of the Hulk on it, which looked more like a huge sick frog, but it was the thought that counted and I still have it.

The other boxes . . . I’ve actually forgotten what’s in them. So I guess whatever’s inside isn’t that important anymore. Lots of stuff isn’t important anymore, but that’s just the way it is.

One thing about a new school is they always mess up your name so that by the end of your first week no one has a clue who you really are. To be honest, getting called the wrong name is one thing that I actually like. Bob. Steve. Rick. Those are the kind of names that put you smack in the middle of the Cool Name Club.

When you have a Cool Name Club name, it doesn’t even matter what you look like. You just know you’re destined for GREAT things, like Student Council or the lead in the school play, which hopefully is not a musical because no matter what name you have, you’re still an A-1 Klutz King!
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But Milo Cruikshank is not the name of the guy who plays Macbeth. That’s the name of a kid who maybe gets to help out backstage and just gets in the way and probably doesn’t even get his name in the program. Milo Cruikshank is a loser name, which is obviously why it belongs to me.
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My dad is always trying to get me on the “same page” with the whole “Life Changes” thing, which makes no sense to me. If you’re supposed to accept that life is always changing and be fine that today may be okay but tomorrow might be the worst day in your life—EVER—then how do you do your homework? Why do you brush your teeth? And who’s going to be there in the kitchen to make you pancakes and let you have a tiny sip of coffee (with tons of milk)?

But life does change, which is why I’m so glad that I love Summer because she is part of the “good” changes and not the “bad” ones that follow me around like shadows.

I first saw Summer Goodman even before school started. It was August and we’d just moved into House #5. She was buying gum at the Pit Stop down the street, which is one of those mini-mart places that sells pretty much everything, like bread and milk and car air fresheners shaped like pine trees, which is so stupid because they don’t smell like any tree I’ve ever smelled—they smell like dog pee, so if you need one of those to make your car smell better, I’d hate to know what it smelled like before.
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We needed toilet paper for the new house, and since my sister gets to sleep late just because she’s a “teenager,” my dad made me walk to the Pit Stop for an emergency T.P. run.

Now, if you ever plan to meet the most pretty girl in your whole life, there’s two things you don’t want:

One: You don’t want to have one of those haircuts your dad gives you because he owns the dullest pair of scissors in the world.
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And two: You don’t want to be holding a jumbo twelve-pack of two-ply supersoft toilet paper!

NOTHING could be more embarrassing . . . unless you forget to wear pants, which luckily I did not.

[image: Image]

So there I was, crop-chop haircut and hiding behind a mountain of toilet paper, when Summer Goodman first walked into my life. Seeing her actually made my heart beat faster, which is cliché and stuff, but that’s how pretty she was in her white shorts and tank top. Her hair was the color of lemonade, and I don’t mean the pink kind.

She walked straight to the candy rack, grabbed a pack of Strawberry Squirt bubble gum, and went right past me to the counter to pay. She looked at me just once, which again makes me want to say: Why toilet paper? Why didn’t we need something cool, like laundry soap or a fishing license?

Anyway, Summer Goodman looked right at me and said the six best words I’ve ever heard in my life: “That stuff really is supersoft.”
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And then she was gone, and I knew this was going to be the best move we ever made.



missing

WHAT DO I MISS?

I miss laughing.

I miss orange peels.

I miss staying home from school just because she says it’s okay.

I miss a dinner table that doesn’t feel lopsided and a kitchen that’s full of her.

How do you know that every day is the last chance to fill up on the good stuff; to jam-pack your pockets with a whole life’s worth of everything you’re going to miss forever?

“When you don’t have something anymore, you learn to live without it.” That’s what my dad told me that first night after he found me sleeping inside a closet underneath a pile of my mom’s clothes. All the different smells of her were still there and the memories were alive even if she wasn’t.

I looked up into his face and wondered why would I ever want to learn to live without her? That felt like she really would be gone forever, and I wanted to limp on the broken piece of me so I could feel her there all the time.

But I didn’t say anything to my dad. I just let him lift me up and hold me close to him and I felt him breathe her in too. And we stayed that way for a long time, both frozen in the smells of what life was like before the fog swallowed us whole.


reset button

STARTING OVER IS LIKE HITTING THE reset button on a game that makes you lose all your points and wipes out any of the good stuff you’ve spent hundreds of hours learning, like how to navigate the slime chasm and beat Level 8, where the only way to survive the dragon’s breath is to use the invisible lava rocks and not your lasers.

Being in a new house means I had to go to another new school. There was no way around it. I was starting over all over again.

It wasn’t like I didn’t do everything I could to get out of it, like trying really hard to stop time so I could stay in my pajamas forever. But apparently, time doesn’t stop unless you take out the battery from the kitchen clock, which your dad figures out and just replaces.
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My dad’s eyes roll up into his head a lot, and that is what happens when I tell him about my new plan: homeschooling. Apparently, there are millions of kids who get to go to school in their houses, and I am sure this means they sleep until ten and then watch the Discovery Channel until lunch, which I bet is a quick drive to a fast-food place. Homeschool sounds like my kind of place, especially because my bed is so soft, and so that’s what I debate with my dad for two hours and fifteen minutes without a single bathroom break.
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The answer is the same as if I hadn’t argued at all: “Milo, I know it’s tough, but you have to go to school.”

Sigh. So that’s the way it is—I have to start over. Again. Only this time it isn’t just any kind of school, it’s junior high school. Seventh grade. This time hitting that reset button and losing all my points won’t make a difference because junior high school is a whole new game.

My first day at the new school, the one called Forest Grove Junior High, I did everything right, and by “right” I mean the way Dabney St. Claire told me: Keep my eyes straight ahead and stay out of trouble.

Of course, Dabney St. Claire doesn’t have to worry about getting lost looking for the one boys’ bathroom that the kid named Mikey Guzzman says is the “safe” one. And Dabney St. Claire knows nothing about standing in the wrong lunch line because you are paying with real money and not some electronic card that is what the line you’ve been standing in for twenty minutes is for!

The day lasts forever, starting with the formalities of sitting in the office where no one knows where to put me, which is pretty great because I missed two whole periods and one of them was gym.
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Finally, a boy who I swear smelled like a can of cat food had been rubbed all over his body shows up and simply says, “Follow me.” And then he silently leads me down the empty hallway where kids inside classes watch us through their open doors as if I am being escorted to the electric chair.

“You’ll like it here,” Cat Food Boy says as he picks his nose. “Everyone does.”

But what he doesn’t know—what I know too well—is that I’m not like “everyone.” I’m much more of a “no one” kind of guy, so I know right away that the chances of me liking Forest Grove are like a million to zip.

And then—just before we turn the corner to go up to the second floor where my locker is—I see her, the pretty girl from the Pit Stop, sitting perfectly in her front-row chair looking out the door at Cat Food Boy and me. I want to wave but my arms are too full with all the books they’ve given me; so I smile instead, and this is how cool she is: She doesn’t smile back. Awesome!

“Hey,” I say to this boy who really needs a bath or new laundry soap, one made from smells that are not pet food. “That girl back there. Do you know her?”

He tosses a look behind us. “Sure. Summer Goodman. Everyone knows her.”

And that is all the information I need, because up until that moment I had no idea who the girl I saw at the Pit Stop was, but from that moment on I had her name and the knowledge that EVERYONE knows her—and I make up my mind that this school year I will become an “everyone” and leave the “no one” me behind in the dust.

The rest of that first day is a blur of kids moving full speed ahead while I bump along in the breakdown lane. My schedule is pretty full and there aren’t nearly enough slots on my sheet that say Do Nothing. English. Gym. Geography. Math. Art. Science. Spanish. Health. Suddenly the school year looks like a highway that is going to stretch on and on without any exit ramps—just lots of homework.

Another bell rings, and I just shrug because I know I’m late for something . . . but I also know I can use the “new kid” excuse at least for a few days.

“You’re Milo.” This comes from a girl to my left, and since I don’t know her, I decide to play it cool in case she is some sort of spy and wants to steal my locker combination, which luckily for me, I have already forgotten. “You live on my street.” She keeps walking with me even though I am now doing my double-time quick walk. “Next door, actually. Weird, huh?”

Now, lots of things in life are weird:
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But the fact that this girl lives in a house that happens to be next door to mine just doesn’t hold a candle to something totally weird, like a guy who can hammer nails into his nose.

I don’t say any of this to her. I just stop walking and nod and say, “Yeah. Really weird.” And then we both just stand there.

Whole minutes go by, and we’re still just standing in the empty hallway not talking. Of course, if this is some sort of test, there is no hope she can win because if she thinks she can outmute me, she is in for one big surprise. Not saying stuff is one contest where I know I am the king.

“Okay then,” she says. “See ya around.”

And then she walks off and I am free, and the sweat on my upper lip and I breathe a sigh of relief until I hear the sound of someone running, and I don’t even dare look around because I am 53 percent sure those footsteps belong to her.

“Sorry. I forgot to tell you my name.”

I don’t have it in me to tell her I really don’t care, so instead I use my mind-control powers to convince her to just leave me alone.

Apparently, my brain is not up to the task because she keeps talking.
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“Hillary Alpert,” she says, thrusting her hand out at me like it’s one of those levers you pull on a slot machine. “Next-door neighbor extraordinaire!”

Stuck in the hallway, with no escape in sight, I give her a real look-over and notice her skinny legs look like tent poles. Her smile is like a curly French fry, and her eyes are brown and wide and seem to stay open all the time. And there’s a smell I pick up that is definitely gum-related. Maybe watermelon.

“Well?” she says with her slot-machine hand just waiting for me to try my luck. “What do you say?”

And though I say nothing, I stick out my hand and we shake two quick times before she zips off to wherever a girl like that goes—which hopefully is not where I am going, which is science.

The good news about that first day is I learned one great thing: Summer Goodman is the name of the prettiest girl I’d ever seen. Also important, but way less exciting, I learned that I will probably never understand Spanish, and that even after asking the janitor for help, I still can’t get my locker open.

The bad news about my first day has to do with the girl with the watermelon smell. By the time I got home, there was a purple note taped to our front door that read Nice to meet ya, Milo!! And it was signed with her name.
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i hate leprechauns

HOUSE #5 ISN’T BAD. IT DOESN’T HAVE the secret stink that House #3 had so already that’s a plus.

I have my own room this time, which means my sister has less to bug me about. Three houses ago (“The Apartment of Endless Stairs”) we had to share a room, and she actually painted a line down the middle and labeled all the things I could touch, which, seeing as I was farther from the door, meant that the trash basket and my own bed were pretty much the only things I could lay a finger on.

Since the light switch was on her side of the room, I was stuck in the dark a lot more than I would’ve liked, but I used a flashlight to read and go to the bathroom and one time used it to whack my sister on the knee because she said I had to hold my breath for the rest of the night because I’d accidentally breathed “her air,” and even I knew you can’t divide air. After that I didn’t have a flashlight anymore, but we moved to House #4 a month later, and then nothing really mattered much and definitely not a stupid flashlight!
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House #4 is the Fog House because when I think back to that house, that’s what I feel like in my brain. Everything gets all gray and cloudy, and even though it was probably the nicest-looking house, it’ll always be a blurry, fog-filled place to me—the house where everything went from one thing . . . to another.

In Life that’s what happens: Things start off as ONE THING, then become SOMETHING ELSE.

 

• TADPOLES become FROGS.
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• MAGGOTS become FLIES.
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• BICYCLES left out in the rain for two months become FOR SALE items (and you get only ten bucks for yours because of all the rust and because someone stole both tires!).
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Before the Fog House, I was one thing. But after the Fog House . . . well, I’m still not sure what I’ve become.

Summer Goodman lives in an awesome house, and I’m sure there isn’t a pinch of fog anywhere even close to it. I don’t know how many times she’s moved because maybe you don’t remember, but I don’t really talk to her that much or actually ever.

Hillary Alpert, I have to talk to mainly because she lives next door, rides the same school bus, and also likes to eat Lucky Charms cereal without the magical marshmallow bits.

When I was little, I really believed the leprechaun on TV when he said that the marshmallow charms were magic. That’s when I stopped eating them and would use my spoon to quickly herd the charms all up and scoop them to safety before my mom dumped on the milk. Then I’d run up to my room and add them to my secret stash of clovers, moons, hearts, and that other shape inside my money box, which looked and smelled like it used to be full of cigars.
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