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Dedicated to Adam Roy and Jack DeVillers—“sort of” identical twin cousins
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One

FIRST DAY OF SCHOOL, BEFORE HOMEROOM

Lip gloss! Oh, no—did I forget my lip gloss?

I opened my tote bag and scrounged around in a panic. I felt my brush and mirror. My lunch. My lunch money in case buying lunch was cooler than packing. Ouch, sharp pencil. And . . . yeesh! I felt my lip gloss.

Phew, I’d remembered everything. Everything important for the first day of school, that is.

THE FIRST DAY OF SCHOOL! THE FIRST DAY OF SEVENTH GRADE!!!

I was seriously excited. I’d spent the last six years in a small girls’ school. And by small I mean there was only one class in each grade. It was the same people over and over every year. But not this year . . . because I was switching to public school! Heck yeah, I was psyched. Switching classes! Different teachers! After-school activities! My own locker! New people! CUTE GUYS!

“This school is so huge!” I said. It looked like any old big building. Lots of bricks and windows. But it wasn’t just any old building. It was middle school. My middle school.

“Look, Emma!” I pointed to the banner saying WELCOME! that was draped over the main entrance. “How nice and welcomey!”

“ ‘Welcomey’ is not a word,” said my sister. Great. “And I hardly call this factory-like architecture welcoming.”

I ignored my sister. No one was going to bring me down today! Even the earliness of the school day—which meant I’d had to get up at six in the morning—wasn’t as tragic as I’d expected. I’d been too excited to sleep, anyway.

THE FIRST DAY OF SCHOOL! THE FIRST DAY OF SEVENTH GRADE!

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

I let out a squeal of pure excitement.

At the exact same moment I heard a big sigh.

It came from my twin sister, Emma, who was walking next to me. We had gotten off the bus and were now walking up the sidewalk to our NEW SCHOOL!

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Emma asked me.

“You’re thinking how cool it will be to have nine different classes each day?” I asked her. “Different teachers to break up the boredom? Cheerleading tryouts, student council, and our very own lockers to decorate? Hundreds of new people to meet? Millions of cute guys?”

“Well, no,” Emma said. “Actually, not even close.”

Whoever said identical twins can read each other’s minds wasn’t talking about us. I followed Emma as she maneuvered around tons of people. The sidewalk was getting more and more crowded as we got closer to the school. I watched a girl run over to a group of people. They were so happy to see her that they swallowed her up in a group hug.

Maybe soon that would be me: a girl with friends at school who were happy to see her.

“Hello? Earth to Payton?” Emma said to me. “Don’t you want to know what I was thinking?”

“Oh, sure,” I said, turning back toward my sister. “What were you thinking?”

“I was thinking about how many millions of times we’re going to get the question,” Emma said. “You just know we’re going to be getting the question.”

I had to agree with her there. She was right. I knew exactly what she meant by the question:

“Which one are you?”

Whenever we’d meet new people, they couldn’t tell us apart. So they’d double-check: “Which one are you?” And I’d have to answer, “I’m Payton, not Emma.”

Everyone in elementary school was used to us. But even then they mixed us up sometimes. And yeah, it got annoying. Seriously, I thought it was pretty obvious which one I was. I mean, I’m an inch taller than Emma. My eyes are a teeny bit greener. I definitely have shinier hair.

But okay, we’d always looked pretty much exactly the same.

If only we didn’t look so much alike. If we looked even a little different, it would make life a lot easier. I’d tried to talk her into cutting her hair short, but she refused. She’d told me that if I wanted to look different so badly, I could cut my hair.

Psshh. I wasn’t going to cut my hair, that was for sure. It was my best feature. Long, brownish-blond—and like I said, shiny.

“There’s Margaret from the state spelling bee!” Emma said. Then she yelled, “Margaret! Spell ‘corpuscle’!”

Loudly enough for the people nearby to give us a weird look. Could you believe this? This was so not the attention I was looking for.

“Margaret!” she said, a little louder. “Corpuscle!”

I elbowed Emma to stop with the screeching. She couldn’t read my mind, but I was sure she could read my elbow jab.

“Why did you jab me?” Emma asked.

Or not.

“Stop yelling,” I whispered. “People are looking at you.”

“They are not,” Emma said loudly. “Don’t be paranoid.”

I leaned over to see if anyone else was looking at her. I guess not. Everyone was too busy reuniting with their friends. I watched two tan girls hug each other. They were dressed like twins, in matching brown shirts, jeans, and cute flats. I looked around and saw more girls in jeans.

I looked down at my skirt. Uh-oh. Maybe I made a mistake not wearing jeans. I elbowed Emma again.

“What now?” she said. “I’m not making any noise!”

“I know,” I whispered. “Um, it’s just . . . do you think my outfit’s okay?”

Emma sighed.

“For the thousandth time, yes,” Emma said. “Your outfit is fine.”

“Everyone’s wearing jeans,” I said. “But Ashlynn said skirts were totally in for the first day of school!”

“Oh, no,” Emma groaned. “I thought after camp was over I’d never have to hear the name Ashlynn again.”

Emma and I had gone to sleepaway camp for the first time this summer. Ashlynn, the girl who slept in the bunk under me, was from New York City. Even though the brochure had said to bring our grossest clothes to camp, Ashlynn had ignored that. We only have one mall in our town, so everyone here dresses pretty much the same. But at camp people came from different cities, and everyone was always gushing over Ashlynn’s cool outfits. So I did Ashlynn’s bunk chores as a trade for her clothes. While Ashlynn worked on her tan, I suffered through cleaning the bathroom, sweeping the bunk, and doing her kitchen-duty.

Emma called them my Summer Slave clothes.

“You know how they say some girls are slaves to fashion? Well, you were really a slave!” she said. She called them my Summer Slave clothes so many times, I couldn’t help thinking of them that way too.

I’d made Ashlynn’s bed for a week for the skirt I was wearing today. I looked down at the outfit I’d carefully picked out. I was wearing:

[image: tick] Denim miniskirt with the logo on the pocket

(Summer Slave clothes)

[image: tick] A pale pink tank with lace and sequins on it

(Summer Slave clothes)

[image: tick] A medium-sleeved gray V-neck hoodie

(Summer Slave too)

[image: tick] A pink and blue beaded necklace

(Summer Slave again)

[image: tick] Pink flip-flops with a little gray in them

(Yes, Summer Slave. A little too big, but too cool not to wear.)

I stood up straight and tried to walk confidently. My skirt, tank, and hoodie were TC Couture. Ashlynn said TC Couture stood for Tragically Cute and promised that if I wore it I’d be a totally trendy fashionista.

Please let me look cute. And not tragic.

“You’re fine,” Emma reassured me. “Stop worrying about your outfit.”

Okay. I was too excited to stay worried long. The first day of school was always so bright and shiny. The walls were still white with fresh paint, and I could feel the bottoms of my flip-flops squeak against the newly waxed floor.

We walked down a hallway. I followed Emma. She’d memorized the map of our school so we’d know where to go. Which was crucial, because I get totally lost really easily.

Ugh. My pink tank top felt weird. I stopped for a second, shrugging my shoulders to subtly adjust the tank-top strap.

“Payton, keep up with me!” Emma looked back at me. “Why are you wiggling around like that?”

“I’m not wiggling!” I said. I hurried to catch up with her. Except that as I walked, my tank top felt like it was sliding down for some reason. I switched my tote bag to my other shoulder and shrugged again.

“Yes, you are!” Emma said, loudly. “You’re wiggling! Synonyms: ‘squirming’ and ‘writhing.’ ”

“Will you shush already?” I hissed. And then all of a sudden I felt something whip me across the face.

“OW!” I yelped. Total whiplash across my face! What the heck was—and then I felt my tank top slide completely down my shoulder and down my front and—

Oh, my gosh! My tank-top strap attacked me! The elastic must have broken and whiplashed me!

“Payton? Are you having a seizure?” Emma asked me.

“Don’t make a scene, but there’s an emergency,” I said in a strangled voice. “My tank-top strap broke.”

“Gotcha,” Emma said, looking around. “Look, there’s a closet. Quick, Payton! Inside!”

I followed Emma quickly as she opened a door.

“It’s empty,” she whispered to me, shoving me inside.

I looked around. It was pretty dark in there with the door shut, but I could barely make out a bucket, a smelly mop—I was in a janitor’s closet. Swell. I took my hoodie off and pulled the tank top back up. I tried to tie it, but I couldn’t get it to stay. I thought about just ripping it off and stuffing the tank in my tote bag, but no—my hoodie was too low in front to wear alone. Help!

“Emma!” I knocked on the closet door. It opened a crack.

“What?” Emma stuck her head in.

“I can’t get my tank-top strap to stay tied!” I told her.

The door closed. What? Was Emma leaving me in my time of need? Then the door opened and Emma’s head reappeared. She tossed something into the closet. I heard it roll across the floor.

“Duct tape!” Emma said. “I always keep some in my backpack in case of emergency. Here are some safety scissors to cut it off the roll. Did you know that duct tape was first invented in World War Two to help the American military—”

“SHUT THE DOOR!” I hissed at her. AGH! “I’m half dressed!”

The door shut. Now where was that duct tape? I felt around on the floor in the semi-darkness. Ew, gross—there was a puddle on the floor. And then I felt the roll of duct tape. I ripped off a piece and wrapped it around the broken strap. I tugged on it. It felt like it would hold. Fortunately it had broken near the bottom, so it wouldn’t show under my hoodie. It wasn’t the most comfortable feeling, but . . . I was back in action.

Alrighty, then. I picked up my tote bag and tried to open the door. It wouldn’t open.

“Emma! Let me out!” I knocked on the door.

“Not yet,” I heard Emma whisper. “People are going by. . . . Okay, you’re clear! Come out now!”

I exited the closet smoothly, as if nothing had happened. La la la . . . Nobody noticed me, right? Nobody saw an identical twin hopping out of the janitor’s closet. And um, nobody witnessed my tank top attacking me, did they?

Right? RIGHT?

“How ironic is it that the outfit you slaved for falls apart the first day of school?” Emma said, starting to walk down the hall again.

“I am proud to suffer for fashion,” I said, scratching at the duct tape. Unlike some other person I knew. I looked at Emma’s T-shirt and track pants. Now it was my turn to sigh. Emma was slightly fashion-challenged. I’d been trying to help her pick a good outfit for weeks now. Last night I had given it one last-ditch effort.

“So what are you wearing tomorrow?” I’d asked Emma.

“Oh, I still don’t know,” Emma said. “You know I don’t care about any of that.”

“Emma, you have to care!” I pleaded. “It’s the first day at our new school!”

“I’ll find something.” Emma had kept waving me off.

I wish she’d at least have let me pick something out for her. Not only because I was concerned about Emma’s image, but for my sake too. People mixed us up all the time. What if people thought she was me?

Anyway, I think we really were starting to look different. This summer at camp, I felt like I’d matured a little bit. Maybe people would at least think I was the older twin!

Everyone always asked us which one was older. The answer was Emma. She is six minutes older than me. Who knows, maybe people wouldn’t even think we were twins. They might think I’m the older sister!

“Whoa.” A guy passed us and turned around to look at us again. He was kind of cute. “Are you two twins?”

“Yes!” I said. I smiled what I hoped was a friendly, slightly flirty smile. Emma just turned purple, like she always does when a guy talks to her.

“Freakish,” he said, shaking his head and continuing down the hallway.

My smile faded. Did he just say ‘freakish’? Weird. I followed Emma, who started walking again.

“And so it begins,” Emma said. “Our first twin question of middle school.”

And not the last, I was sure. I saw a girl turn around and do a double take at us.

Emma and I walked on. Past a case full of trophies, past a boys’ bathroom. Heh. That made me remember something funny.

“Remember that first day of kindergarten, when you got the doors to the boys’ and girls’ bathrooms mixed up?” I asked Emma. “And you walked in on Joseph Jones when he was going to the bathroom?”

“Don’t bring that up!” she said. “I’m trying to block that out of my memory! I was traumatized! What a way to start my school career.”

“Well, I just started my middle-school career in a janitor’s closet being attacked by my tank top,” I whispered. “And now I’ve been forced to embellish my carefully chosen outfit with duct tape.”

“Maybe you got yours over with and I’m still going to have my embarrassing moment,” Emma said. “Payton, I’m kind of worried about today.”

I already knew this. When Emma gets worried, which is like, always, she does this thing with her hair. She chews on the ends until they get all soggy.

“Okay, I’ll give you some important advice.” I leaned over like I was going to tell her a big secret. She looked at me hopefully.

“The boys’ room will say ‘Boys’ on it,” I said. “Use the other one.”

Hee.

“Gee, thanks, Payton,” Emma said. “While we’re on the topic of first days, shall I remind you about the first day of fifth grade, when you burped in class?”

No. That was bad. One minute I was sitting all nicely, making a good first-day impression. And the next minute . . .

WUUUURP.

I’d burped loudly enough for even our teacher to crack up laughing. Augh. Nervous stomach. I reminded myself to avoid that issue and not to drink soda today.

I followed Emma around a corner and up some stairs.

“Be careful on the steps.” Emma turned around to warn me. “Remember when you missed a step in third grade and knocked down the class like dominoes?”

I shuddered. That was bad. First one of my classmates went down. Then four more. Boom. Boom boom boom boom.

And then our teacher. Crash.

“Okay, okay,” I groaned. “No more school embarrassing moments.”

And I was determined that there would be no more in my future. I stood up straighter and did my best to look confident. I was going to be the new improved middle-school Payton! This time we were going down some stairs, and I gracefully walked down them without tripping even once.

“It was amazing you were as popular as you were,” Emma said thoughtfully.

“Can we stop this conversation now?” I said.

“That just shows how great your personality is, that you overcame such humiliations,” Emma said.

“Thanks,” I said. I think?

I followed Emma down the hall. All seventh-grade students (us!) were supposed to go to the gym and get their class schedules. I couldn’t wait to get my new schedule! Would there be nice people in my classes? Would I get gym last period so I wouldn’t have to walk around sweaty all day? Would I get good teachers?

“I wonder how many classes we’re going to be in together?” Emma asked me.

“Probably all of them. It would be too weird not to be in a class with you,” I said. Since there was only one class in each grade at our old school, we’d always been in the same class. It had worked out great. On our report cards it always said something about how we each had our own strengths and yet we complemented each other. My mom said that meant we were different learners who made a nice team. Team Mills ruled elementary school!

Every year we’d be put in our seats with Emma in front, because she preferred to be as close to the teacher as possible. It was good Emma was there. A lot of the time I was spacing out or doodling, so Emma blocked me from the teacher’s view. That made it easy. It was also hard because Emma was the Mills twin who always knew the answer. But it was also good because Emma never made me feel bad about it and could always help me with my homework. So it was good and bad and—

“Payton! PAYTON!” Emma snapped me out of it. “We’re here!” She pointed to a sign on the gym that said 7TH GRADERS!

We walked into the gym and went to the L-M-N-O line. As I waited, I looked around the gym. I looked at the GO GECKOS pennants hanging on the walls. I pictured myself wearing a green and white cheerleader outfit and jumping around the gym with my new BFF cheerleader friends.

Then Emma poked me in the back. Oh! It was my turn!

“Name?” the woman behind the table asked.

“Payton Mills,” I announced. She handed me a sheet of paper. I looked at it while Emma was getting hers. Yeesh! Last-period PE! Awesome! First-period study hall, second-period Science—

“Let’s get to homeroom,” Emma said. “The lady said Room 224 is down the hall to the left.”

“You mean Room 220, to the right,” I said.

“No, Room 224,” Emma said. She double-checked her card. She took my card. “Wait a minute—we’re in different homerooms? But homeroom is alphabetical!”

I looked at both cards. 220. 224.

Then we both realized. We’d been split up.

“It’ll be okay,” I reassured her. “We’ll be together for . . .”

“For nothing,” Emma said, handing me our schedules. “Look! We don’t have any classes together, Payton. NOT EVEN LUNCH!”

Emma spoke so loudly, people nearby turned around.

I heard the girl standing next to me say, “Did you see those twins? They look exactly alike!”

“Yeah,” another girl answered. “Except that one has a bigger nose.”

I self-consciously covered my nose. Okayyy . . . maybe separate classrooms wasn’t such a bad idea.

And then the homeroom bell went off. Everyone started moving out of the gym to start their day. I was so excited. This was it! I looked at Emma. Time to say good-bye for now and Hellooo, middle school!

I reached out my hand to Emma. “Twins rule!” I said, as we did our twin hand-slap. We high-fived, low-fived, bumped fists . . .

I waved to Emma and headed out the gym door. And turned right. And Emma turned left.
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Two

FIRST DAY OF SCHOOL, BEFORE HOMEROOM

Calculator! Did I forget my calculator? I opened my backpack and searched. I felt my planner, my bag lunch . . . ouch! Sharp compass . . . and there it was. My calculator.

Okay, I was prepared for the first day of school. The first day of seventh grade.

I was so, so nervous.

I wish it were last year. I loved our small school: I knew everybody, and I knew what to expect. Everything was under control. In elementary school I knew who I was. Emma the Brain. Emma the Achiever. Emma with the near-photographic memory. But in middle school there would be kids from all over. Smart, talented students. More competition. The pressure would be ON. This middle school was huge. It had three stories and four wings. I’d looked at the website and found out there were 655 seventh graders and 710 eighth graders.

[image: equation]

1363 total strangers in this school!

I shuddered. How would I stand out in such a massive group? By studying. Preparing. Competing. And winning.

“Ugh,” I said out loud.

At that exact same moment I heard an excited squeal. I looked at my twin sister, Payton, walking next to me on our way into our new school.

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

Payton started going on and on about how cool and exciting our new school was going to be. Sometimes I can’t believe we’re even related. Of course, everyone else can believe it. It’s totally obvious, since we’re identical twins.

“Don’t you want to know what I was thinking?” I interrupted her. I’d never get a chance to speak otherwise.

“Oh, sure,” Payton said, obviously not really paying attention. “What were you thinking?”

“I was thinking about how many millions of times we’re going to get the question,” I said. “You just know we’re going to be getting the question.”

The question: Which one are you?

The answer: I’m Emma. I’m not Payton. I’m Emma. Emma. Emma. Emma. I am first in alphabetical order. I’m one-half inch shorter. And I have a freckle on my cheek near my left ear. It is my most obvious difference from my twin sister. Although my hair covers it up mostly, so everyone thinks we are 100 percent identical. Payton has been trying to convince me to cut my hair. I am NOT cutting my hair. No way. My hair is my best feature. It’s easy to just brush straight and go. No fuss. No stress.

I wish the rest of my life were so stress-free.

“Stop making that noise,” Payton whispered. “Those girls are looking at you!”

What noise? I was just calling to my friend. Oh, please, like people would really be looking at me. All I saw were girls we didn’t know who were acting all huggy and cutesy. But oh, there was a girl who looked familiar.

“There’s Margaret from the state spelling bee!” I said. “Hey, Margaret! Spell ‘corpuscle’!”

‘Corpuscle’ was a word that Margaret had spelled correctly during the last round of the bee. But Margaret didn’t hear me. There were too many people around.

“Margaret!” I called out. “Corpuscle!”

Ow again. Would Payton stop elbowing me?

“Why did you jab me?” I said.

“People are looking at you,” Payton whispered.

“What people?” Payton could be so paranoid. Rats, Margaret had disappeared into the squish of people. Hopefully I’d see her in one of my advanced classes. Anyone who could spell ‘pyrrhic’ I’d like to get to know better.

The main entrance had led us into the front lobby. Lots of people were walking around. I looked up. The ceiling was two stories high. And bright green. A green ceiling? There were two sets of stairs—one to the left, one to the right. The railings were painted in green and white stripes.

“What’s with all the green?” I said.

“Green and white are our school colors,” Payton told me impatiently. “Don’t you know anything?”

Apparently not. I’d memorized an entire atlas, a dictionary, and the world almanac. But in middle school what you needed to know about was our middle school.

“And our rivals are the Red Raiders,” Payton said. “Boo, Raiders!”

Then she elbowed me . . . again.

“Emma,” Payton whispered. “Um, it’s just . . . do you think my outfit’s okay?”

Not THIS again.

“For the thousandth time, yes,” I told her. “Your outfit is fine.” Payton shifted around, looking uncomfortable in her outfit. She pulled on the neck of her hoodie, which must have been tight. I bet she wishes she wore comfy track pants and her lucky T-shirt like I did.

“Everyone’s wearing jeans,” Payton said. “But Ashlynn said skirts were totally in for the first day of school.”

“Oh, no,” I groaned. “I thought after camp was over I’d never have to hear the name Ashlynn again.”

I called Payton’s clothes Summer Slave clothes. She’d worked like a slave all summer, and for what? So she could look like some girl, Ashlynn. Ridiculous.

Payton hadn’t always been so clothes clothes clothes. But at camp she was put in a cabin with girls who called themselves ‘fash.’ So here we are, out in the forest supposed to be bonding with nature, and Payton becomes obsessed with clothes instead. I was in the Purple Pandas. All the Pandas were into the real camp experience. Hiking, swimming, canoeing. Except one Panda: me.

I really don’t like the outdoors. I couldn’t care less who captured the flag or won camp spirit. So I told my counselor I had a pollengenic allergy. She said she knew I’d made that up. So I offered to write the camp newspaper. Since my counselor was supposed to write the newspaper, she cheerfully agreed that my allergy should keep me inside. I wrote; she spent time with her boyfriend at the boys’ camp. The Purple Pandas (minus me) had their total camp experience. I gained journalism experience.

Anyway, I like to write. And I knew it would look good when I tried out for the school newspaper. I hope I make the school newspaper. I hope I make the mathletics and the Scrabble-lympics teams.

Honestly, what I really hoped was to make it through the first day of school. I was putting on a brave face, but inside, my stomach was in knots.

Nervous? Yes. Nauseous? Check.

Oh. I’d just twisted and chewed my hair into a soggy knot. I smoothed down my hair and smiled my “confident” smile. The smile I’d practiced and used to intimidate not only Margaret, but also Clark and Dimitri at the spelling bee. Hee hee. The smile had worked. I came in first.

“Emma, why are you baring your teeth like a mad cat?” Payton asked me.

I stopped with the smile. At least I was confident about where we were going. I had memorized the map of our school so we’d know where to go. We walked down the main hallway. There were signs and posters up on the walls. Good. They gave me something to look at besides all these people.

MAKE THIS YEAR THE BEST YEAR!

OUR SCHOOL ROCKS!

GECKOS RULE!

GECKOS ARE #1!

Some of the signs showed our school mascot.

“Our school mascot is a gecko?” I mused aloud. Interesting. Not.

SUPER SCIENTISTS CLUB! WEDNESDAYS AT 3. MEET IN LAB A.

Interesting, yes!

I’d be there! I made a mental note to write down the info in my planner.

Walking . . . bumping . . . jostling. Could there be any more people crushed into the hallway? Wasn’t there a fire code about this? I kept hold of Payton’s bag so I wouldn’t lose her in the crowd. Another poster:

SOCCER TRYOUTS. BOYS: WEDNESDAY AT 3. GIRLS: THURSDAY AT 3.

Emma + any kind of ball = total humiliation. No soccer for moi. I sped past that one.

“Payton, keep up with me!” I turned and looked at her. She had slowed down. She was tugging at her hoodie again. Hurry up! Why was she wiggling and squirming and writhing and holding me up on our first day of school? Was Payton sick?

“Are you having a seizure?” I asked her.

Now I was concerned. My sister wouldn’t risk making a scene in school unless there was an emergency.

“Don’t make a scene, but there’s an emergency,” Payton whispered. “My tank-top strap broke.”

Oh. I spotted a closet.

”Quick, Payton! Inside!”

She went in and pulled the door closed. I stood outside the door, blocking it so no one could try to go in.

No one was trying to go in. They were all going where they were supposed to. Except me, just standing there like a statue.

La la la. I tried to look casual, like I was doing this on purpose. I opened up my backpack and looked inside. Ahhh, the scent of fresh school supplies. I’d alphabetized my folders: English, math, science . . . everything was perfect.

Tap, tap. Tap. Payton was knocking on the closet door. She peeked out.

“What?” I stuck my head in. Whew. Pungent.

“I can’t get my tank-top strap to stay tied!” Payton said.

Hmm . . . I could take care of that. I pushed the door closed and felt around in the “supplies” compartment of my backpack. There it was! Duct tape!

I opened the closet door and tossed it in. I began explaining the wonders of duct tape, but Payton yelled at me to shut the door. I shut the door. Fine. Some people didn’t appreciate good trivia.

“Do you need some help finding your way?” A woman’s voice boomed loudly through the halls.

I looked up into the face of a teacher. Like all the adults in the building, she had a security ID tag dangling from her neck. I quickly scanned it: MRS. BURKLE. FACULTY. ENGLISH DEPARTMENT.

“Um, er, no,” I stammered. “I’m okay.” Please leave, please leave, I thought. I leaned against the closet door so Payton wouldn’t pop out unexpectedly.

“Do you need help with directions?” the teacher asked, so loudly that people turned around to look at us.

Need help with directions? Me? I was the one who’d memorized the map and had every hallway timed to the second. Payton was the one who needed help. Even getting dressed. What was taking her so long?

“No, thank you,” I said. “I’m, uh, just resting.”

“Resting!” Mrs. Burkle said. “You’re already tired on the first day of school? This is why I think daily about retiring! Students today have no motivation! It’s a disgrace! Young lady, I implore you to think about the importance of not being . . . what do you young people call it these days? A slacker!”

A slacker? She thinks I’m a slacker? Me? A teacher thinks Emma Mills, spelling-bee champion/mathlete/science-fair winner/straight-A student/teacher’s pet, could possibly be a slacker?

She peered at me closely.

“If you’re in my class this year, I hope you improve your attitude,” the teacher said.

Emergency! A teacher has a negative first impression of me!

“Hello! It’s nice to meet you!” I said, in a desperate attempt to improve my image. “I’m—”
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