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For Priscilla Avery, the best neighbor
a first-year teacher ever had.
—A. C.


        CHAPTER ONE

        New Boss

        I’m Jake, Jake Drake. I’m only ten years old, but I already
            have a full-time job. Because that’s sort of how I think about school. It’s
            my job.

        I’m in fourth grade now, so I’ve had the same job for more
            than five years. And if you do something long enough, you get pretty good at it.
            That’s how come I’m starting to be an expert about school.

        I’ve had a bunch of different bosses so far. Because that’s
            what a teacher is: the boss. And one thing I know for sure is that it’s no fun
            when your boss is a sourpuss.

        So far things have been okay for me. A few of my
            teachers have gotten grumpy now and then, and a couple of them have really yelled once
            in a while. And this year my fourth-grade teacher is Mr. Thompson, who can get grouchy
            sometimes. Plus he has brown hair growing out of his ears. So he might be a
            werewolf.

        Still, I’ve never had a real sourpuss for a teacher—at least
            not for a whole school year.

        But not Willie. Willie’s my best friend, and last year his
            third-grade teacher was Mrs. Frule. She’s one of those bosses who walks around
            with this mad look on her face, sort of like a cat when it’s outside in the rain.
            If you go past her room, you feel like you should whisper and walk on tiptoe. Because if
            Mrs. Frule even looks at you, she can always find something to get mad about.

        So third grade was tough for Willie because he’s the kind of kid who
            loves to smile. Putting Mrs. Frule and Willie into the same classroom was a bad
            idea.

        When I met Willie at lunch on our first day of third grade, I could tell
            something was wrong. He looked sort of pale, like maybe he was going to keel over or something. I said, “Hey, are you okay?”

        And he said, “No, I’m not okay. Mrs.
            Frule already hates me. I spent half the morning getting yelled at, and the other half
            trying to figure out what I was doing wrong.”

        I asked, “What happened?”

        Willie shrugged. “That’s what I don’t get. I
            didn’t do anything. I was just sitting there, and all of
            a sudden I saw Mrs. Frule looking at me. So I smiled at her, and she frowned and said,
            ‘Young man, wipe that smile off your face.’ So I did. I wiped my hand across
            my mouth like this, and I stopped smiling. But that made Robbie Kenson start laughing,
            so then Mrs. Frule got real mad and she made me get up and walk out into the hall. And
            then she came out and leaned down, like, right into my face. She got so close I could
            see all the way up her nose. And she shook her finger at me and said, ‘If you ever
            act like a smart aleck in my classroom again, you are going to be very, very
            sorry!’”

        Poor guy. That was only Willie’s first day of third grade, and it
            didn’t get any better. All year long Mrs. Frule yelled at Willie at least three times a week. And he’s one of the good kids! The kids like Jay Karnes and Zack Walton—real
            troublemakers? For those guys, being in Mrs. Frule’s class was sort of like being
            in a prison camp. Maybe worse, because in a prison camp, if you mess up, you don’t
            have to get a note signed by your parents.

        My third-grade teacher was Mrs. Snavin, and she was pretty nice most of
            the time. I wished Willie could have switched to my class. But it doesn’t work
            that way. Once school starts, you’re stuck with your teacher for the whole year,
            and you just have to make the best of it.

        And that’s what Willie did. He didn’t have a lot of fun in
            third grade, but he lived through it. Even Jay and Zack survived. Because that’s
            what you do when your teacher is a grumphead. You learn what you have to do to stay
            alive, and you do it. And you know that once the year is over, you’ll never have
            that boss again. So you just do your best and wait for summer.

        Like I said, most of my teachers have been pretty nice. Actually, the
            grumpiest teacher I’ve had so far wasn’t even a teacher. She was a student
                teacher. And I didn’t have her for that long. Only about
            three weeks. Which was plenty. Her name was Miss Bruce.

        Miss Bruce showed up on a Monday morning in April near the end of second
            grade. Mrs. Brattle was my regular teacher that year, and she said, “This is Miss
            Bruce. She’s in college, and she’s studying to be a teacher. As part of her
            college work, she’s going to be here in our classroom for a while.”

        I looked at Miss Bruce. She was younger than Mrs. Brattle. A lot younger.
            She was so young that she sort of looked like Link Baxter’s big sister. Except
            Link’s sister was only in high school. Plus part of her hair was colored pink. Or
            sometimes purple.

        Miss Bruce’s hair was reddish blond. That first day she had on a
            blue shirt and a green skirt and blue shoes. Her nose was kind of small. Or maybe her
            nose was mostly hidden, because she wore a big pair of glasses with black rims. And her
            nose had freckles, too.

        For her first three days Miss Bruce didn’t do much. Sometimes she
            helped Mrs. Brattle pass out papers. Once she read part of a story out loud. But most of
            the time she just sat in a chair near the back of the room and watched.
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        By Wednesday we’d gotten used
            to her hanging around. No one paid much attention to Miss Bruce. Except me. I kept
            looking at her during those first three days.

        And I noticed something.

        Back in second grade, Willie and I were both in Mrs. Brattle’s
            class, so at lunch on Wednesday I asked Willie a question. I asked, “Have you
            noticed anything funny about Miss Bruce?”
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