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CHAPTER 1

Today Wyeth Brockman became a Croaker.

Well, I mean, almost. Really close.

The way it happened was, he asked my best friend, Maya, if she’d seen this movie called Battlescar III. And when Maya said no (because seriously, why would she), Wyeth replied, “Well, I’m going this weekend.”

His voice croaked on the word “weekend.” Like it went “WEEK” (high pitch) “end” (lower pitch). And then he turned the color of a moldy strawberry.

For Wyeth, this was progress.

Okay, I’ll explain.

A few months ago, Maya and I had divided all the boys we knew into three categories: Tadpole, Croaker, and Frog. We’d even made a chart about it in my science binder: The Amphibian Life Cycle (a.k.a. Finley & Maya’s Super-Perfect Guide to Imperfect Boys).

First we named all the Tadpoles, the squeaky, silly little babies who belonged back in elementary school. Maya and I ignored the Tadpoles as much as possible. But it wasn’t easy, because they were incredibly loud and obnoxious, the kind of boys who made fart jokes on the school bus.

Next were the Croakers, the boys who were starting to mature. Have you ever seen an actual tadpole turn into an actual frog? They go through this weird mutant in-between stage when they have fishy tails, but also reptile arms and legs. Croakers had croaky-sounding voices (hence the name), but that wasn’t the grossest thing about them: They smelled like wet socks, or else like too much deodorant; they chewed with their mouths open; they stepped on your feet. But at least they talked to girls. Or rather, tried to talk to girls. Most of the boys we knew were Croakers; even in the eighth grade, they were definitely the majority.

Frogs were the highest form of middle school boy. What made a boy a Frog wasn’t just that his voice had mostly stopped croaking; it was other stuff, like making eye contact with you in the hallway. Frogs were the boys who shared their homework, who laughed at your jokes, who’d discovered napkins. They weren’t perfect, but they used shampoo. You could have a conversation with Frogs; they were the boys you could crush on. I’m not saying you did; I’m saying you could. But Frogs were rare in the eighth grade, and anyhow, the best ones were usually taken.

Up until today, Wyeth Brockman had been stuck at the Tadpole stage. In fact, considering the squeaky way he giggled, his obsession with LEGOs, the way he blew bubbles with his straw—plus the way he never, ever spoke to girls, even when they asked him a simple question—I thought he’d probably stay a Tadpole forever.

So when he asked Maya if she’d seen that stupid movie, this was definitely the first sign of Croaker behavior. It wasn’t just the voice croaking and the blushing; it was the super awkwardness of the whole conversation. I’m seeing a movie you would probably find excruciating. In case you wanted to know.

Let me put it another way: If Wyeth had still been a Tadpole, he wouldn’t have mentioned this stupid movie to a girl. He probably wouldn’t have mentioned anything to any girl, period.

If he’d become a Frog, he would have added something like, You’re welcome to come to the stupid movie. Or even, Would you like to go to the stupid movie with me?

But a Croaker couldn’t make it to the invitation part. Maybe Wyeth didn’t even realize he wanted to invite Maya. Maybe he just thought he’d share his moviegoing habits out loud, and if a girl such as Maya happened to be listening, well, all righty then.

A.k.a., totally Croaker.

All of this happened in social studies, where our teacher, Mr. Schiavone, had arranged the desks in “work stations” to “facilitate discussion.” This month my “work station” consisted of me, Maya, Wyeth, and Jarret Lynch, who was the world’s reigning Croaker champion, and also, by the way, not a nice person. No one (besides Maya and me) knew about the Amphibian Life Cycle, so I could have just announced Wyeth’s upgrade to Croaker status. But if I had, Jarret would probably have gone, Huh? What are you talking about?

And the thing was, I didn’t want to embarrass Wyeth. Or any boy, really; that wasn’t the point of the Life Cycle, which was just about dealing with boy immaturity. Which was a major issue, as any girl in middle school can tell you.

So instead I passed Maya a note: CROAK???

She smiled. Then she wrote back: Hmm, mayyyybe . . .

You didn’t hear him croak just now? I wrote. On the word “WEEKEND.” Plus he kinda/sorta asked you out!!!

Maya rolled her eyes. No, he didn’t, Finley. He just said he was seeing a dumb movie.

Me: That’s a Croaker invite!

Maya: Please. [image: Images]

Me: I’m putting it on the chart!

She shrugged. And as soon as Mr. Schiavone started assigning the homework, I opened my science binder to the back. I glanced around to make sure no one was looking, especially Jarret. Then I flipped to the Amphibian Life Cycle chart, and next to Wyeth’s name I wrote the word “Croaker.”

Wyeth Brockman: Croaker.

But yeah, I had to admit it looked funny.

I thought about Maya’s objection. We’d been doing the Life Cycle for about five months now, and whenever we upgraded any boy, we usually agreed on the change of status. So maybe she was right, maybe it was too soon for Wyeth—a single croak, a one-time blush, and a super-awkward invitation didn’t qualify him for Croaker. And besides, I told myself, just look at him: He was chewing his thumbnail, which was a Tadpole thing to do, especially in public.

Still, Wyeth had made some actual progress today, and it would be wrong to ignore it. When a Tadpole evolved—even a fraction of an iota—it belonged on the chart, even if you couldn’t figure exactly how.

So I erased “Croaker.” I considered the options. Finally, this is what I wrote:

Wyeth Brockman: Tadpole with Croaker tendencies.

I liked this description; it seemed fair to me, and I felt sure Maya would agree with it eventually.

But even so, I wrote it in pencil, in case I needed to change my mind.



CHAPTER 2

At lunch I zoomed in on Maya’s face. “Don’t smile,” I told her.

“Why not?” she asked through her teeth.

“Because it’s so fake. You look like you’re being photographed.”

“I am being photographed.”

“Well, okay, but you want to look normal, don’t you? I thought that was the whole point.”

“It is,” she agreed, still doing this horrible say cheese sort of grin. “But don’t normal people smile?”

“Sure. When there’s a reason.” I took a giant step backward, to get out of the streaky sunlight. Now a mysterious red icon was blinking at me, looking sort of like a spider waving a flag. I had no idea what my camera was telling me (yay for National Spider Day?), and I’d left the manual back in my bedroom. Dang.

I pressed a button, and the spider disappeared.

“Anyway, why should you be so ecstatic?” I asked Maya. “I’m just taking your yearbook picture.”

“I’m ecstatic because you’re taking my yearbook picture. So I don’t have to use the zitty one.”

“The other one wasn’t zitty,” I protested.

“Please, Finley.”

“No, really, Maya. I thought it was nice.”

But that was a lie, and we both knew it. Because for some nightmarish reason, on the morning of school photos, the Zit Gods had decided to zap Maya with a giant red dot on the tip of her nose. As soon as the photographer packed up his equipment and left, the Zit Gods took back their evil nose zit. But the picture was obviously forever, and even if the zit got photoshopped out, Maya’s expression was: Omigod, is that thing still there?

Trust me, there was no way she could let that photo into the yearbook. Especially not in eighth grade, the year we were graduating from middle school, the first time yearbooks would even mean anything.

After the nose-zit incident, I’d offered to take a new shot of Maya with the digital camera my parents had just given me for Christmas. Maya and I had both agreed the photo should be candid, not pose-y. Except now she kept doing this generic fake photo smile, which in my opinion was worse than the nose zit.

“Fin? Can you please hurry?” Maya was begging. “It’s freezing out here, and I think I’m going to sneeze.”

“So sneeze.”

“Yeah, right. That would make a gorgeous yearbook photo, don’t you think? Snot spraying out of my nose . . .”

I zoomed out. No, too far. I zoomed back in. Better. “Listen, Maya, just do whatever you feel like doing. Don’t worry about looking gorgeous.”

“But I want to look gorgeous. If I wanted to look hideous, I’d just use the zit photo.”

“It wasn’t a zit photo.” Mysterious Red Icon suddenly vanished. Good. I think. “Anyway, don’t you want your photo to look a little bit different?”

“Different? You mean weird?”

“I mean unboring. Uncloney. Capturing your essence.”

She raised one eyebrow at me.

“Okay, fine,” I said. “No essence. What about an action shot?”

“Seriously?”

“Yeah, it could be cool. You could do a cartwheel.” Maya was an amazing gymnast. She was only four foot eleven, but incredibly strong and agile. Next to my best friend, I looked like one of those Styrofoam pool noodles.

She ungritted her teeth. Suddenly she sprang into a cartwheel, ending in a bank of snow.

Click.

“How’s that?” she asked, her shiny ponytail swishing.

“Great,” I promised. “Perfect.”

“Let me see.” She grabbed the camera and squinted at the screen. “How do I find it? Oh. Well, it’s kind of all right, but people won’t see my face.”

“Why do they need to? It’s you being gymnastic.” I took the camera. “And by ‘people’ we’re talking about Dylan, right?”

“Puh-lease,” she said. “I’m so over Dylan.” She scooped up some snow and packed it into a ball. “Actually, didn’t I tell you my New Year’s resolution? I’m giving up on middle school boys.”

“You are?” I said, laughing. “You mean including Wyeth Brockman?”

She didn’t even bother to smile at that. “I mean all of them—Tadpoles, Croakers. Even the Frogs.”

“Really? What’s wrong with the Frogs?”

“Nothing,” she answered. “Except they go to middle school.”

I watched her throw the snowball. It landed way off, in the field between Fulton Middle School and Fulton High School, where the older kids hung out during the school day, cutting class or listening to their iPods or whatever they did when their teachers weren’t looking. I knew Maya couldn’t wait until next fall, when we would both be on that field, but to me it seemed the same as here, only bigger. Scarier.

The warning bell rang, meaning lunch was ending and Spanish was next on our schedule.

I blew on my fingers. “We should go,” I said.

“No, wait, Fin, we still have four minutes.” Maya was squinting down the field; she hated wearing her glasses, even though she was semiblind without them. “Hey, can you see who’s that kid in the hoodie?”

I shaded my eyes from the low sun. I couldn’t make out very much either, just a tall kid with dark hair standing over by the soccer net. Maya and I could name just about all of the ninth graders, and a few of the tenth, but this one didn’t look familiar.

“Maybe he’s a junior,” I guessed.

“He couldn’t be. If he was in my brother’s class, I’d have seen him before this.” She grabbed the camera. “Okay if I use the thingy?”

“You mean the zoom lens? Be careful.”

“I won’t break it; I’ll just spy with it. What do I do?”

I showed her how to zoom in. “Just don’t let him see you, all right?”

“Don’t worry; I’m invisible. One of my many superpowers.” She looked into the viewfinder. “Whoa. He’s cute. I mean really cute. At least from here.”

She took a few quick steps toward him, keeping the camera up to her face. “Although maybe we need a better angle.”

“Are you serious?” I trotted behind her, my feet cracking the top layer of snow. “Stop doing that—he’ll see you!”

“He’s not even looking this way. Huh. Yes, definitely cute. No, definitely don’t know him.” She handed me the camera. “Want a peek?”

“This is so tacky.” But I looked through the zoom lens at the boy, who’d started wandering around the net. His head was down, so I couldn’t make out his face.

Suddenly he stopped walking. And looked up. Right at me.

“Oh, shoot, let’s go,” I muttered, yanking Maya’s arm.

“Why?”

“Because he just saw me!”

“And?”

“And I was basically stalking him. This is a teeny bit awkward, don’t you think?”

“It doesn’t have to be. We could introduce ourselves.”

“You could introduce yourself. Because he didn’t see you following him around with a camera.” I glanced over my shoulder. Now he was heading toward us, waving his arm, walking even faster than we were. Oh, great, great, great.

“Why is he coming this way if he goes to the high school?” I whispered.

“Maybe he dropped out.”

“Don’t joke, Maya, okay?”

“Maybe he’s chasing us. Maybe he thinks we’re paparazzi.”

“Argh, this is excruciating.”

Maya sighed. “All right, Finley, then just tell him the truth.”

“The what?”

“Tell him I made you spy on him. Tell him—”

“Finley?” the tall boy called. He had a deep voice, not at all croaky.

I glanced at Maya in panic. Then I turned around.

The boy was a few yards away now, close enough for me to see that he had longish brown hair, high cheekbones, a narrow nose that pointed sideways at the tip, and blue eyes so dark they could qualify as purple. He was dressed in slouchy jeans, with a long black thermal and a light gray hoodie. Standard boy wear, nothing fascinating, so I took a second peek at his almost-purple eyes.

“Finley?” he repeated. “Finley Davis?”

“Yes?” I squeaked.

He grinned. “It was you. You had that camera covering your face, so I wasn’t sure.”

“No, yes, it’s really me.” I slipped the camera into my jeans pocket, so now it was bulging out of my thigh. Lovely. “Um, I don’t mean to be rude or anything, but do I know you?”

“Well, you did.” He was watching my face. “But maybe you’ve forgotten. Zachary Mattison?”

I blinked.

No, I told myself. It couldn’t be.

Because the last time I’d seen Zachary Mattison, he’d been a Tadpole. Actually, no—even less mature than a Tadpole, more like a Tadpole egg. A skinny, doofy little egg with a chirpy voice, sticking-out ears, and an incredibly obnoxious sense of humor.

And that was when? Not even a year ago? It was like he’d fast-forwarded through the whole Amphibian Life Cycle.

My mouth froze; I couldn’t speak.

But Maya could. “Wait!” she shouted. “Freakazoid?”

“Yeah, exactly,” the boy replied. “Freakazoid.”

His smile changed, but he was still smiling.



CHAPTER 3

“Sorry,” Maya blurted. “It just came out. I didn’t mean—”

Zachary shrugged. “Hey, no problem. I’ve been expecting all that Freakazoid stuff. And I’m fine with it, in fact.”

Maya shot me a look. “You are?”

“Yeah. I think it’s funny.” He blinked at me. “Don’t you think it’s funny, Finley?”

“Not really,” I said, trying to spot his ears underneath the new hair.

The second bell rang, but we didn’t move.

“So anyway. What are you doing here?” Maya asked, probably a little too curiously.

“Waiting for my mom,” he said. “She’s in with Fisher-Greenglass.”

Maya and I exchanged glances. Ms. Sara Fisher-Greenglass was the principal of Fulton Middle. You were “in” with her only if you were “in” big trouble. Or possibly getting out of it.

“Huh,” Maya said. “So that means you’re coming back?”

“Maybe. Don’t know yet.”

“Then you might? Didn’t you get expelled for fighting with Jarret?”

He looked surprised. “They said that? Oh no. Not expelled.”

“So what happened to you, exactly?” She folded her arms across her chest, the way she did when she thought someone was lying. “You basically disappeared in the middle of seventh grade.”

“It’s kind of complicated,” he said flatly. “You know, family stuff.”

“Really? Like what?”

“Maya, we’re late,” I muttered. “Señor Hansen’s going to kill us.”

Zachary looked at me. “Hansen?” he repeated. “You have Hairy Hands for eighth-grade Spanish?”

“Yeah, we do,” I said. “Unfortunately.”

“How did that happen?”

“Who knows. Maybe he liked torturing us so much in seventh grade he wanted a second crack.”

“But that’s not fair,” he argued. And right then he sounded exactly like the old Zachary, the one I remembered.

“Okay, well, we’d better get going, then,” Maya said. “See you around, Zachary.”

“Yeah,” I said. “See you.”

“Bye, Finley,” he said, catching my eye.

Maya and I started running down the hallway. My legs were twice as long as hers, but she was still half a step ahead of me. “Bye, Finley,” she repeated. “What was I, invisible?”

“No, of course not. But you were sort of rude.”

“How was I rude?”

“You called him Freakazoid,” I said.

“Everyone called him Freakazoid.”

“And you were grilling him about getting expelled. Like you didn’t believe him.”

By then we were almost outside Spanish, so we slowed down. “Well, sure,” she murmured. “Don’t you think it’s slightly incredible that he’s back, all of a sudden? In the middle of eighth grade?”

“We don’t know what happened with his family,” I pointed out. “And anyhow, he might not be back. He said maybe.”

“Fisher-Greenglass wouldn’t be meeting his mom just for girl talk, Fin.”

“I guess.”

I didn’t say anything for a bit. Then I blurted out, “He did seem different to you, didn’t he?”

“You mean Froggier?”

I laughed. “Well, yeah.”

“What a shocker, right? Zachary the Frog. It was like he did all his Croaking in private.”

“I know. Or maybe he jumped over the whole Croaker stage.”

“He couldn’t have,” Maya insisted. “Croaker is when Tadpoles get legs. You can’t jump if you don’t go through the getting-legs stage.”

“True.” I glanced over my shoulder, but the hallway was empty. “Or maybe,” I said, “he was just a totally different person.”

By then we’d reached room 302, so we stopped.

“What do you mean?” Maya said, laughing. “Are you saying that cute boy was an imposter?”

“Well, it’s possible, isn’t it? He could be this normal, cute Frog boy only pretending to be Zachary Mattison.”

Maya covered her mouth. “Interesting theory, Nancy Drew. Except for one thing: why would anyone pretend to be Freakazoid?”

She turned the doorknob. As the door screeched open, it was obvious that the class was in quiz mode. Olivia Moss looked up at us in desperation, Chloe DeGenidis grumbled, and Jarret Lynch, well, grunted. I hated to even say that word to myself, “grunted,” because it was such typical Croaker behavior. But he really did grunt, and so loudly that Kyle Parker punched him in the arm.

“Hola,” Señor Hansen boomed from the back of the room. “You girls are now seven minutes late for my class, which I find extremely disrespectful. But instead of reporting you both to the principal, I’ll allow you to wrestle with a little pop exercise.”

“Fabutastic,” Maya murmured.

Señor Hansen flashed a fiendish smile. This gave him a unibrow, one dark werewolfish fringe above his eyes. “Excuse me, Señorita Lopez, what did you say?”

“I said sorry we’re late, Mr. Hansen,” Maya answered calmly. She always called him that, “Mister” instead of “Señor”; if he noticed, he never said anything.

He hulked over and with his scary-hairy fingers gave us each a double-sided paper titled Quiz #15—Irregular Verbs in the Preterit.

Help, I thought.

I hadn’t studied for this quiz, and even if I had, this was exactly the sort of thing I was horrible at. For me to memorize something it needed to make sense—I couldn’t just mindlessly recite a list of meaningless verb variations. Whenever I was stuck studying history or science, Mom suggested memory tricks (“mnemonic devices,” she called them)—silly rhymes and acronyms, mostly, but they made the facts stay in my head like friendly ad jingles. Except you couldn’t use Mom’s tricks for cramming irregular verbs in the preterit—you just had to drill them, over and over.

Plus the whole “preterit” business was ridiculously complicated. Why did the Spanish language need two past tenses—one for completed actions (the preterit) and another for past actions done over time (the imperfect)? It all seemed random and unfair, if you asked me.

I peeked at Maya, whose table was in the back of the classroom over by the windows. Totally apart from the fact that she spoke Spanish at home, my best friend was a superstudent, so of course she was already busy conjugating.

All right, Finley, get to work, I scolded myself. I took my chewed-up pencil out of the other pocket, the one without the camera. Somehow I made it through the first three conjugations, but by numero quatro, all I could think about was Zachary Mattison.

Not the one I’d just seen. I mean the Tadpole-egg version, the skinny, doofy little kid with the chirpy voice and the sticking-out ears, who wore rugby shirts in primary colors, and who was always telling the world’s stupidest jokes. Jokes about boogers. Also about smelly armpits, fat butts, farts, burps, and other assorted body functions. Not to mention his specialty: jokes about people’s names.

I remembered how crazed he made Chloe DeGenidis, insisting her name sounded like a disease. One time in the middle of the cafeteria, she yelled, “Zachary, I’ve had it, you are such a total loser!” Then she threw her cell at his head, and when it hit his forehead, he actually laughed.

Oh, and when he laughed, he usually fell on the floor, so a lot of the time he was dusty. Or smeary or full of crumbs. Which didn’t do much for his Total Loser status, especially with the girls.

And of course neither did his obsession with gummies. Zachary had this thing for the grossest ones: worms, squid, octopi, slugs. (Did they even make gummy slugs? Whatever, you get the idea.) He’d chew them a little, get them soft and semiliquidy, then dangle them out of his mouth until people (specifically, female people) screamed, “Eww, Zachary, stop!”

Obnoxious, right?

And beyond-Tadpole immature.

One time he almost kissed me like that.

Well, okay, it wasn’t intentional; he had leftover gummy spit on his face and he kind of bumped into me at the lockers. And when I turned my head to see who was stepping on my heel, Zachary’s sticky lips were right there.

“Oh,” he said. “Sorry.”

“Wash your face,” I snapped. “And watch where you’re going!”

Which probably sounded like his mom or something, because he turned bright red.

“Zachary’s kissing Finley,” Jarret sang. “Zachary’s kissing—”

“Your butt,” Kyle announced, and everybody started laughing.

In seventh grade, our third year at Fulton Middle, Zachary finally stopped the dangling-gummy routine, but not the obnoxious jokes. Or the general social cluelessness. Chloe started having these huge-ormous parties in her basement (which is like half the size of the Fulton Middle School gym) and Zachary would just show up. Uninvited. People ignored him the first few times, but by the fourth party Chloe was furious. She waited until he was standing by the pizza; then she came over and said loudly, in front of like a dozen people, “Um, Zachary? Did someone ask you here? Because you know, I didn’t.”

“But I did,” Maya lied. Not because she felt sorry for him, she told me afterward, but because she hated how all of a sudden Chloe was acting like Miss Seventh Grade.

Except Zachary didn’t even get that he was being saved. He didn’t look at Maya, or thank her, he just took a huge gulp of Fanta, burped loudly, and commented, “Nice party for someone with deginitis.” Then he stood there guffawing like it was the most hilarious joke in the world.

So naturally everyone kept thinking: Total Loser.

Because let’s face it, he was. I mean, even by seventh-grade Tadpole standards.

But the exact way he went from Total Loser to Freakazoid was something I never really knew, mainly because I’d stopped paying attention. That was because for some warped reason I still can’t figure out, I was suddenly madly, hopelessly in crush with Kyle Parker. (It didn’t even bother me that he was a Croaker with skin issues, or that he talked about nothing except boring football.) The crush was absolutely over by spring break last year, but it kept me from noticing other boys there for a while.

Anyway, my point is, for most of last year pretty much all that registered about Zachary was the Official Gossip. Namely, that he’d “freaked out” during some kind of fight with Jarret (as in, throwing things, throwing punches, generally “acting freaky”). During that fight, Jarret started calling him Freakazoid, and everyone else immediately followed. And according to the Official Gossip, Jarret’s parents showed up at school the next day, demanding that Fisher-Greenglass kick Zachary out.

So she did.

At least, that’s what everybody said.

After that no one saw him. Somebody’s mom (I think maybe Kyle’s) talked to Zachary’s mom in the A&P and found out there were “family difficulties,” which sounded like a polite way of saying “divorce.” Somebody mean (I’m pretty sure Jarret) said that maybe when Zachary’s parents split up, they flipped a coin to see who’d get stuck with Zachary. And Zachary’s dad lost, so Zachary went off to live with him somewhere. Or maybe they’d shipped him off to Loser School, Chloe said. Like on another planet.

But whatever happened, here he was again now, back at Fulton Middle, as if he thought all would be forgiven. Or forgotten. Which, I’m sorry, was just insane.

I mean, if he wasn’t crazy before, and he really thought he could just show up a few months before graduation, and everyone would be all, Hey there, Zachary, long time no see, he had to be crazy now. Because the thing about this school was, people remembered everything.

For example: Those dorky I [image: images] Our Planet valentines I e-mailed to the whole class in fifth grade? Just a week ago Micayla Hoffman asked to borrow some loose-leaf paper, “or you could e-mail me some to heart our planet, ha ha.”

Or the time in sixth grade when I trimmed my own bangs and ended up with a crooked fringe two inches above my eyebrows? Ben Santino still does this snipping-scissors motion when he passes me in the hall. I’m totally not exaggerating.

And if you compare those stupid things to what Zachary did, or anyway to the Official Gossip version of what he did—

“Time,” Señor Hansen called. “Pencils down.”

Olivia looked up. She was teeny, with beautiful cocoa-colored skin and almond-shaped eyes. Everything about her was adorable—she wore lots of pink, had a thing for Hello Kitty, and her voice chirped. “Oh, pleeeeease, Mr. Hansen, can’t we have a little longer? The period’s not even over yet.”

“Tests are full period; quizzes aren’t,” he replied, as if he were reciting a rule from the Official Teacher’s Handbook. “You just need to pace yourself better next time.”

“I did pace myself. There were just too many conjugations!”

“Oh, come on, Señor Hansen,” Chloe called out in this fake-sweet voice. “Why can’t you give us five more minutes? We won’t tell.”

Jarret started laughing. Uncontrollably. In an embarrassing way that was almost Tadpole, actually.

Señor Hansen didn’t answer. He snatched Chloe’s quiz, then Jarret’s, and then hulked up and down the rows, snatching everybody else’s. When he got to mine, he flipped it over to the mostly blank side.

“Was there a problem, Finley?” he asked, much too loudly for it to be private.

“Not really,” I said. “I guess it’s kind of a pacing thing.”

“So if you knew time management was an issue, why were you late for class?”

“Um,” I answered. Instead of: Well, you see, we were kind of stalking Zachary Mattison. Who’s a Frog but possibly also an imposter, because how else could he have skipped over Croaker? It doesn’t make sense.

Señor Hansen was staring at me. Waiting for my brain to click on.

Still waiting.

Still waiting.

“Mr. Hansen, it’s all my fault,” Maya announced. “I asked Finley to take my yearbook photo, and we lost track of the time.”

“Finley’s taking yearbook photos?” Olivia asked excitedly.

“Retakes,” Maya answered. “Why? You want her to do yours?”
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