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To the memory of my mother, who read an early draft and said, “So, nu? What’s my Bubbie/Blatt ratio?” 90/10, Mom.

—J. R.

To Mum and Dad, and especially Dyl

—N. M.
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This is Blueberry Hill School, home of the Ladybugs. Look at the ordinary trees. Look at the ordinary buses.

Look at the ordinary kids.
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Well, not that one.

Look at the ordinary clouds and crowds and flagpole.

Now zoom in.
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My name is Alex Katz and I don’t make good choices.

At least, that’s what my parents and teachers say… if they catch me.

After I slide down the flagpole, I blend into a crowd of fourth graders heading for the front doors. I’m a sixth-grade shape-shifter, blending into the background.

Stealthy.

Hidden.

Invisible.

I’m home free!

Then I hear a laugh. A mean, mocking laugh.

It’s Cameron Sykes! He’s in the seventh grade. When he became a hall monitor, he turned into the King of the Snitches. These days, he spends all his time:


	1) patrolling the hallways wearing a homemade #security badge.

	2) marching around grunting, “Hut, hut, hut…”


	3) ratting on anyone who brings a phone to school.

	
4) posting embarrassing pictures of late kids to the school website.



Also, he once threw a grapefruit at me for running in the hallway. On cold days, I can still feel the juice stinging my eye.

And now he’s picking on a little kid in a bunny suit. That’s not a huge surprise. Cameron is a bully, and everyone knows you can’t wear an adorable rabbit onesie to school unless it’s Wear an Adorable Rabbit Onesie to School Day.

Which, if you check the calendar, it never is.

So I pause for a second to explain that we shouldn’t pick on littler kids…
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… and from across the yard, Principal Kugelmeyer yells, “Alley!”

Which is me, because nobody calls me Alex. How I got the nickname “Alley” Katz is a long story, though. You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.

“It’s only the third day of school,” Principal Kugelmeyer says, after dragging me into her office. “Why were you climbing the flagpole?”

“It’s a tradition,” I tell her. “Like the Hill Build.”

My school goes from kindergarten through eighth grade. Every year, the new third graders make a model of Blueberry Hill for the Hill Build Contest. For example, when I was a little kid, I convinced my class to slather blueberry jam onto a mound of helium balloons. It was awesome. Well, it didn’t look anything like the school… but three years later, you can still see the stains on the ceiling. I call that a win.

“Nobody ever climbed the flagpole before,” Principal Kugelmeyer tells me.

“That’s because it’s a new tradition,” I inform her.

“And I don’t want them to start now,” she continues, bulldozing over my excellent point. “You know the other kids copy you. Especially when you do something reckless like climbing the flagpole—which is not a tradition.”

“It could be. All traditions have to start somewhere.”

Think about it. A hundred years ago, some kids dressed in costumes FOR ABSOLUTELY NO REASON and pounded on a neighbor’s door, demanding candy.

The neighbor must’ve been like, “What art thou doing?” which is how they talked back then.

Then the kids said, “We art making a brande-new tradition called Halloween! Now hand over some Thrice Musketeers Bars, thou dorkfish, or with our TP shall we festoon thy house.”

I explain that to Principal Kugelmeyer, but she’s not interested in history. Honestly, I don’t know how these people keep their jobs.

“This is your one free pass,” she tells me, drumming her fingers on her desk. “In honor of the new school year.”

“Oh! Well, um, I hope you’re sitting down—”

“I am sitting down, Alley,” she says.

“—because I just thought of a way to honor the school year ten times more!”

“By giving you ten free passes?”

I gape at her. How did she guess?

“Alley,” she says.

“Here,” I report. “Present!”

“This is your only chance. After last year…” She shudders. “You’ve been warned.”

“I didn’t know the crickets would do that.”

She exhales. “Just remember what we said about making better choices.”

“I will,” I promise.

And I’ll keep that vow, because I have a…
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Last year, I made a few bad choices (also, I learned that you can order thousands of live crickets online) and almost got expelled.

So this year, I’ll make lots of choices. Dozens and dozens of choices. That way, I’m sure to make some good ones, which will balance things out.

See? Foolproof!

Except Principal Kugelmeyer says, “I’m glad to hear that, Alley. And I’m calling your parents in for a talk, to make sure you don’t forget.”

That’s why my dad meets me after school, in the principal’s office. He’s holding his phone in front of him to show my mother what’s going on.
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“What were you thinking?” Dad says.

“You could’ve fallen and broken your head!” Mom tells me.

“Worse,” Dad grumbles, “he could’ve broken the head of a kid who uses their head.”

Mom sighs. “Alley just isn’t a good fit with traditional education.”

“On the other hand,” I say, to make her feel better, “I’m great at Extreme Schooling.”

Weirdly, this does not cheer her up.

The principal and my dad take turns scolding me. My parents are too nice to punish me, though. I’ve given them tips, but they never learn.
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So when they’re really mad, they threaten me with Grannie Blatt.
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Maybe your grandmother is a sweet old lady who spoils you with all-you-can-eat pizza and Daily Cash Prizes. My other grandmother is like that, but Grannie Blatt is more of the “busted headphones” type: she pinches my ears and makes scary noises.
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I’m pretty sure my parents are as scared of her as I am. That’s why she’s such a good threat.

“If you don’t shape up,” Mom tells me on Dad’s phone, “we’ll let Grannie Blatt enroll you at Steggles Academy.”

I clutch my chest in horror. “Noooo!”

Before she retired, Grannie Blatt worked as a lunch lady. I usually like lunch ladies: they hand out food, not tests. What’s not to like?

But my grandmother is single-handedly responsible for banning soda from every school in town. That’s some pure, unsweetened evil. Also, she didn’t lady her lunches in a normal human cafeteria. No, she scooped the tuna at the other school in town: Steggles Academy.
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Steggles isn’t a school so much as a factory that assembles pod-robots for the Alien Overlords. To the untrained eye, the kids there look 92 percent human… but they wear uniforms. I’m talking neckties and shiny black shoes. Let’s just say that everyone at Steggles would laugh at Bunny Boy, while Cameron Sykes would become class president.

“Your grandmother will pull some strings to get you in,” Dad tells me.

“Those aren’t strings,” I tell him. “They’re daggers. And she’s not pulling them, she’s stabbing them in my back!”

“And,” he continues, “you’ll have to stay at her apartment.”

I re-clutch my chest. “What? How? Why?”

“Our house isn’t in the right district for Steggles, Alley.”

“Because we’re not warp-droids from Nebula Six!”

“In order to transfer, you’ll need to officially live across town,” Principal Kugelmeyer tells me.

“With Grannie Blatt.” Dad gives a little shudder. “But only for a few days a week.”

“Your grandmother is eager to spend more time with you,” Mom says, and glances nervously at Dad from the phone.

“She thinks you’d thrive in a more structured environment,” Dad says, and glances back nervously at Mom on the phone.

See? They’re as scared of her as I am. Still, I’ll get in trouble if I mention that she’s a swamp creature, so I just moan, “Not Steggles.”

“It’s an excellent school,” the principal says.

“Yeah, they make the best androids in town.”

“If you shape up,” Mom tells me, “you can stay at Blueberry Hill. And if not… well, you take this school rivalry too seriously.”

“We’re not rivals. We’re enemies.”



Facts about Steggles Academy:


	1) It’s built on a squirrel cemetery.

	2) The school color is “robotic evil.”

	3) The hallways smell like pickled boogers.

	4) The baseball team is powered by android targeting systems.

	5) The students are all artificial life-forms wearing pleated pants.



Those are the facts. And here is the proof:


	1) The Steggles Stallions crush the Blueberry Hill Ladybugs every single game.

	2) I have personally smelled the hallways.

	3) I spotted an UNDEAD SQUIRREL on their lawn while biking past.



Speaking of which, there’s a rumor that some Absolute Legend from our school biked past last year, yelling, “Saint Eggles!” while hurling eggs.

That’s only a rumor, though.
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For the next few days, my behavior is perfect. I don’t sprinkle glitter in the lockers. I don’t climb onto the roof. I don’t steal the earthworms from eighth-grade science class.

I’m an angel.

I’m a dream.

I’m so bored that pencil sharpening is my new favorite activity.

I need to do something fun… but not so fun that I get in trouble. Luckily, I remember my Foolproof Plan: make lots of choices, so some of them turn out to be good.

Which is why on Tuesday, when I’m choosing between belly-surfing the fan room stairs and balancing cafeteria trays on my head, I compromise by doing both.
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