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CHAPTER ONE

HEY, EVERYONE! JACQUE NIMBLE HERE. PEOPLE think I’m a tough girl, and I am. But if you’ve ever felt like an outsider, had a secret you just couldn’t share, or wished you were smarter/prettier/whatever, I’ve got a story for you. Because the truth is … it wasn’t always so easy for me at my new school, Summer Grove Academy. And even tough girls can get upset every now and then.

A few weeks ago, I was sitting in history class with my best friends, Monica Marriot and Mandy Rain. We’d met when I first arrived at Summer Grove, and we bonded in the detention room. We dormed together, spent weekends lying out on the grassy quad, and even formed a band. We were working on another pip (that means cool) performance with new songs we’d written ourselves.

Mandy passed me a note that read: Rehearsal later? She looked at the blue tips of her hair, searching for split ends. Mandy was a bigger style icon than Madonna. She always wore pink combat boots, pink suspenders, and fingerless gloves.

U bet! I wrote back, more excited than ever. It was a rainy, blustery Monday, the last period of school, and I was ready to get out of my uniform, back to the dorms, and back to practicing my singing, dancing, and freestyling. Those are the things I’ve always been good at. But Mr. Porter, our history teacher, wouldn’t stop talking. He was going on about the Ottoman Empire, or some stuffy topic like that. All twenty girls in the class sat on the edge of their seats, scribbling in their notebooks.

A gust of wind blew in through an open window, and Mr. Porter grabbed the top of his head. Mandy, Mo, and I all covered our mouths to stop from laughing out loud. He had a white toupee, and he hated bad weather because he was always afraid his hair would blow off and expose his shiny bald head. You’d see him walking across campus with his hand pressed on his hat.

I wrinkled my face and hunched over, doing my best Mr. Porter impersonation. Mandy and Mo burst into a fit of giggles, and the entire room turned around. Mr. Porter shot me a Jacque Nimble, that better not have been you look. It didn’t matter, though. Nothing could’ve shaken my good mood.

I’d only been at Summer Grove for a few weeks, but things were crazy perfect. I’d never been so happy. I’d found cool girls to be best friends with, and our band, the School Gyrls, had more potential than an eight-year-old chess prodigy. We’d performed at the Stunt Party (that’s just a pip version of a talent show), and everyone had loved our fresh lyrics, dance moves, and music. We’d even beaten Bambi Lockwood, a blond, cookie-cutter cheer girl, and her friends. People talked about it for days after, whispering as we walked down the hallways, like we were Summer Grove’s very own celebrities.

Life was so different from life at my old school—a reform school. Summer Grove was strict, but at my old school I couldn’t even cough without getting detention. We weren’t allowed to talk in the halls. We weren’t allowed to talk during lunch. We weren’t allowed to do anything fun, ever. Every girl there was there because she’d gotten in trouble, and they treated us like little criminals. I’d been caught beautifying a mall (I’m a graffiti artist, which some people just can’t appreciate) and was placed there for an entire year. But after I showed them my best behavior, following orders and even doing some community service at a local soup kitchen, I’d been able to transfer out. I’d even gotten a full scholarship. Thank the stars.

“Before you’re dismissed, I have your exams to give back to you,” Mr. Porter said. He shuffled through a pile of papers on his desk. He was so old he looked like he belonged in the mummy exhibit at a museum.

The class chatted away as Mr. Porter walked down the aisles, dropping exams on girls’ desks. Mo was sketching in her Summer Grove journal. “What do you think?” she asked, holding up a picture of three new School Gyrls outfits. We usually performed in our uniforms—white oxford shirts and green plaid skirts—but Mo had drawn designs for cute turquoise jumpers.

“Those are fly,” I said. Mandy nodded in agreement. Mo was the most fashionable of the three of us. She loved designing clothes, helping us pick out outfits, or pinning fancy barrettes in her thick black hair. I was no Vera Wang, but even I could tell she was super talented.

Mr. Porter shuffled down our row, setting tests down on each desk. He placed a paper in front of Mandy and smiled. “Good work, Miss Rain. Keep it up.”

Mandy held up the giant red A and let out a sigh. “And I thought I had totally failed.” She was the class clown at school, always cracking jokes or roller-skating around campus, bumping into people. Most students didn’t know that she was the Einstein of the freshman class.

Mr. Porter dropped a paper in front of Brittany Wallace, a redhead with an annoying, squeaky voice. Then he handed Mo hers. “Me too,” Mo added, smiling at her A-. “Guess I knew more about the French Revolution than I thought.”

“There are only two more tests this semester,” Mr. Porter said, his eyes meeting mine. “So some of you have a lot of catching up to do.” My stomach did a somersault as he put an exam, facedown, on my desk. I stared at it for a good minute.

So, here’s the thing: I had kind of studied for the test. I had read over the chapters we were supposed to, just like Mandy and Mo. But I kept getting distracted. My favorite TV show always seemed to be on in the common room, or I ended up doodling in the margins of my notebook, creating new tags out of different designs. Suddenly an hour would pass, and I would only have memorized one or two sentences.

I took a deep breath and folded over the top of the paper. A big fat F stared back at me, in Mr. Porter’s mean red pen scrawl. I closed my eyes, wishing I could magically disappear. This was the second F I’d gotten this semester. Unless I aced the next two exams, I’d be getting a D for the whole course.

“What’d you get?” Mo asked, turning around. Her dark brown eyes stared innocently at me.

“Just a B … ,” I muttered, quietly enough so Mr. Porter didn’t hear. I tried hard to smile, but my face felt like stone.

Mandy tucked her test into her pink folder. “Don’t worry about it, Jacque,” she said. “I got a B on the last test. That won’t kill your average.”

Yeah, I thought, putting my test in my notebook. But an F will. It wasn’t that I wanted to lie to my best friends. It just felt impossible sometimes to tell them the truth about my grades. Mandy and Mo were such brainiacs. They never had problems studying, and they always did well on tests. I mean, what was I supposed to say? Hey, FYI: I’m not as smart as you guys. FYI: My average is falling harder than that rain outside. FYI: Mr. Porter is about to make me repeat this semester. Any way you sliced it, it wasn’t something I was proud of.

As the rest of the class packed up their belongings, Headmaster Jones’s voice boomed over the loudspeaker. “Good afternoon, students of Summer Grove,” she bellowed. “I have several announcements for you.” She started in with the usual stuff: The JV soccer team had won their game yesterday; there was an upcoming bake sale for the Spanish Honor Society; and a reminder that there was absolutely no chewing gum allowed in school (apparently a piece had been found stuck to the statue of Summer Grove’s founder, Mildred Burns—right on the tip of her nose). I shoved my book in my bag, wishing the day would just end already. I felt like the entire period had passed in slow motion, with each second longer than the last. “And most importantly,” Headmaster Jones added, “new, state-mandated testing will happen a week from today. This is to ensure that all students are placed in the correct classes and school programs.”

The room erupted in groans. “Another test?” Partridge Paxton, a girl with fashionable red glasses, said. She slapped her hand on her desk. “Don’t we have enough already?”

Headmaster Jones cleared her throat, as if she could hear the grunts and whines all the way from her office down the hall. “Despite your school duties, we expect you to take this exam very seriously. All Summer Grove girls are required to pass to stay for the next semester. The test will cover the statewide curriculum up until now, from grades one through eight. There will be a review session this Thursday. This concludes the afternoon’s announcements. Have a nice day, ladies.”

For a good minute, hardly anyone moved. It took awhile for the class to get up from their seats and make their way to the door. “This is crazy,” Brittany Wallace hissed to her redheaded friend. “They haven’t done this since my sister was here, like, five years ago!”

Lilly Plicks, a blonde who was so short she looked like a fifth grader, shook her head. “This is what they do to weed out the weaker students,” she whispered to the girl next to her. “They give the statewide exam every few years to make sure everyone who’s here actually deserves to be. You need at least a seventy on this to stay at Summer Grove.” The friend nodded in understanding as the two of them strolled out.
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