
[image: Image]


Praise for

Halfway Normal

[image: Image] “Readers will feel with her as Norah struggles with how, when, and to whom she should tell her story—if at all. The moment that really sings is when Norah realizes that there are some life experiences that change you forever, and that’s not always a bad thing. Dee, whose acknowledgments hint at family experience with childhood cancer, does an exceptional job accurately depicting Norah’s struggles in a way that is translatable to those with varied understanding of illness. . . . A powerful story not only about illness, but about accepting yourself for who you are—no matter the experiences that shaped you.”

—Kirkus Reviews, starred review

[image: Image] “A powerful story about surviving and thriving after serious illness.”

—School Library Journal, starred review

“The authenticity of Norah’s story can be credited to the author’s own experiences as the mother of a cancer patient. But this is not a book about cancer; rather, it’s about the process of moving forward in its wake. Readers who appreciate well-wrought portrayals of transformative middle-school experiences, such as Rebecca Stead’s Goodbye Stranger (2015), will find a story in a similar spirit here.”

—Booklist

“In writing this remarkable novel, Barbara Dee has performed an amazing feat. She has traveled to places you hope you will never have to go and then drawn a lovely, heartbreaking, warm, funny, and ultimately hopeful map of the way back home.”

—Jordan Sonnenblick, author of DRUMS, GIRLS, AND DANGEROUS PIE

“Barbara Dee has an unfailing sense of the dynamics of middle school social life. Spot-on portrayals of friends and family relationships frame a powerful main character who’s determined to find her way back. Halfway Normal has a brave, kind heart—as tender and triumphant as the main character herself.”

—Karen Romano Young, author of HUNDRED PERCENT

“Dee realistically explores the varied emotions of maturing middle-school students, as well as the way Norah feels singled out and patronized by classmates and adults alike.”

—Publishers Weekly


Praise for

Star-Crossed

“A sweet story of young love amid middle school theatrics . . . Readers cannot but help root for Mattie as she discovers bravery she never gave herself credit for, both onstage and in life.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“A sweet coming-out story for junior high readers. The clever Shakespeare content is a bonus. . . . Verdict: A fine choice for middle school libraries in need of accessible LGBTQ stories, and a great option for students reading or performing Romeo and Juliet.”

—School Library Journal

“In this welcome addition to the middle grade LGBTQ bookshelf . . . Dee (Truth or Dare) thoughtfully dramatizes the intricate social performance of middle school, with its secret crushes and fierce rivalries.”

—Publishers Weekly
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For Lizzy, beautiful inside and out



Boxes

WE GOT TO SCHOOL IN the dark that morning, already fifteen minutes late.

By then, cars were headed in the opposite direction, doggy heads hanging out the passenger windows, horns honking good-bye. Ms. Jordan was standing by the fancy bus, wearing jeans (she owned jeans?), checking her clipboard. She looked up; now I could see she was talking to Ava Seeley and her mom, a blond woman dressed head to toe in beige, like she was about to go on a safari.

Suddenly I had the feeling Ava was glaring at me. I mean, my brain told me she wasn’t; we were maybe thirty feet away from her, in a car, and probably she couldn’t even see me through the windshield. But she was the head clonegirl of our grade, basically my enemy, so I was always on the lookout for her nasty expressions.

“Gug,” I said, my stomach knotting.

“Tally, don’t decide this will be bad before anything happens,” Mom said.

“Yeah, well. Too late.”

“Come on, honey, you got this.” Mom gave me a pep smile, which usually worked. Although not this time. “Just share the goodies Dad baked you; that’ll help with the bus trip. Oh, and here’s a present from me.”

She handed me a small sandwich bag. Inside were two red things that looked like cap erasers.

“Earplugs,” Mom explained. “For the bus. And the room, if Ava’s a snorer.”

“If she is, she couldn’t be louder than Spike.” My dog was a champion loud breather, so I was an expert at ignoring snores. Obviously, Mom meant the earplugs for more than snoring.

I stuck the bag in my pants pocket and threw my arms around her. “Thanks, Mom.”

She smooched my cheek. “You’re welcome, Daughter. Text me when you get there, okay? Tell Spider to text his mom too. And let me help with the bakery boxes.”

We stepped out of the car into the sharp, chilly air. It didn’t even feel like September, really—although maybe that was because it still seemed liked night. Maybe once we were on the road, and the sun was up, it would feel like a normal fall morning in Eastview.

But not yet. I shivered.

Mom carried two of the boxes, and I carried one, plus my duffel bag. The bus had this huge underneath storage compartment, but by now it was completely crammed with everyone’s stuff for the next four days. So we had to wedge my duffel in sideways, probably squishing all the extra cookies Dad had packed.

Then we walked over to Ms. Jordan.

“Good morning, Tally!” Ms. Jordan greeted me too energetically, as if she’d had an extra cup of coffee for breakfast. “I was starting to worry you wouldn’t make it. You’re Mrs. Martin?” she asked Mom.

Mom caught my eye. Because I’m so much bigger and taller than the rest of my family, people say stuff like this sometimes. Maybe Ms. Jordan didn’t mean it as an actual question—Are you really Tally’s mom?—but it was hard to tell.

“Yes, I am,” Mom said, smiling at everyone. Even at Ava, who didn’t bother to smile back.

But Ms. Jordan did. “Quite a daughter you have there. Full of character.”

Mom nodded. You could tell she was trying to figure out whether that was a compliment.

Meanwhile, Ava’s mom was reaching out her hand to shake Mom’s, completely ignoring the fact that Mom was holding two bulging bakery boxes. “Good morning. I’m Ellen Seeley,” she announced. “I’m the parent chaperone for this trip.”

The parent chaperone? But there were three other parents going, I was sure of it.

“Oh yes,” Mom said pleasantly. “We’ve already met, Ellen. How nice of you to volunteer! Tally, could I please give you these boxes? The car is in a no-parking zone, so I really can’t stay.” Her eyes were begging; she obviously wanted to escape Ellen Seeley.

“Sure,” I said, stacking Mom’s boxes on top of mine. “You’d better hurry, so you don’t get a ticket.”

Mom tiptoed to kiss my cheek. “Have fun, sweetheart, and remember those earplugs,” she murmured. “Tune out whatever you need to, okay? And don’t forget to text.” Then she raced off.

Mrs. Seeley turned to talk to Ms. Jordan, as Ava narrowed her eyes at me. “So what’s in the boxes?” Ava asked.

“Oh, these?” I said. “Binoculars. Pickaxes. Flashlights. You know, assorted extremely high-tech devices for exploring our nation’s capital.”

“Huh,” Ava said. She never appreciated my sense of humor. “It looks like bakery stuff.”

“We’re allowed to bring snacks,” I informed her. “Not that I am.”

“Whatever.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means bring whatever you want, Tally. However much you want. I really don’t care what you do, all right?”

“That’s so funny, Ava,” I replied. “Because you always act like exactly the opposite.”

Now Ava definitely was glaring, and I glared right back at her. She was teeny, maybe ten inches shorter than me, so I had to stoop a bit to make eye contact. But it’s hard to stoop while balancing three bakery boxes, so I sort of teetered in her direction.

Finally she said, “Well, you’d better get a seat. You’re late, and we’re about to leave.”

And we know you’d hate to leave me behind, wouldn’t you, Ava?

I climbed on board, my heart banging so loudly I was sure you could hear it over the bus engine.

Because here it was. We’d now arrived at the moment I’d been dreading for the past two weeks.

The moment I’d find out if my friends had shown up.

Or if I’d have to do this thing—all three days and four nights—stuck in a room alone with Ava Seeley.



We Hold These Truths

I STOOD AT THE FRONT of the crowded bus, balancing the boxes, scanning the rows. Where were they? Had Sonnet and Spider chickened out, the way I was terrified they would? Especially Spider, who’d texted me at eleven last night: Umm, not so sure about this. . . .

Nono, it will be fun!!!! I’d texted back.

But he’d never answered, which meant I hadn’t slept very much, even with Spike’s cuddling.

I looked past all the clonegirls in the front rows, then Mr. Gianelli and the chaperones: Mia Gilroy’s mom, Althea Packer’s mom, Jamal Melton’s dad. Finally I spotted Sonnet waving at me from the second-to-last row.

I breathed.

Then, clutching the boxes with sweaty hands, I made my way down the aisle, past classmates who were either half-asleep or much too perky for five fifteen in the morning.

The way this sort of fancy bus worked was: window, two seats together, aisle, one seat, window. I guess to save the entire row, Sonnet and Spider had split up, with Sonnet sitting by the window in the two-seat part, and Spider across the aisle by himself. So, like usual, my seat was in the middle—next to Sonnet, across the aisle from Spider.

But also right in front of Marco Sarris and Trey Donaldson. Which meant that for the next six and one-quarter hours, there’d be no vacation from Spider’s possibly-former-but-I-wasn’t-sure-about-this enemies.

Oh, bleep.

“Where were you, Tally?” Spider was asking. “Why were you late?” His soft brown eyes were enormous.

“Sorry,” I said, handing him the top box. “Dad insisted on making cinnamon buns this morning. And then of course he had to do the icing. You didn’t think I’d just forget to show, did you?”

I recycled Mom’s pep smile for him, but he didn’t smile back.

“Nah, I knew you’d make it,” Spider admitted. He opened the box. “Whoa, awesome. Your dad rules.”

“He definitely does,” I said, giving the second box to Sonnet. “These are from the bakery. He made them yesterday, but they’re still pretty fresh.”

She squealed when she saw the box had giant chocolate chip cookies. My box had some Cinna-mmm muffins and a few blondies. To be honest, the cookies and blondies kind of made me queasy this hour of the morning, but I figured I’d change my mind about them later.

“We can trade,” I announced as I settled into my seat. “Plus there’s a ton more stuff in my duffel bag. Dad kind of went crazy with the bakery products. I barely had room for my treasure box.”

“Wait,” Sonnet said. “You brought your treasure box, Tally?” She asked this quietly, like it was a secret between the two of us.

“Yeah, of course. I’d never travel without my treasures. Why would I?”

“I don’t know. Ms. Jordan said not to bring precious things on the trip, right?”

“Well, but they’re not ‘precious things.’ Just precious to me.”

“But what if they get lost or something?”

“That’s why I brought the treasure box. So they won’t get lost.”

“I know, but.” Sonnet began chewing on her thumbnail. “Maybe they’re too precious for this trip.”

Sonnet always dressed in such a careful, boring way—all her tops the colors of fall fruit, little gold studs in her ears, nothing in her straight black hair but a red ponytail holder—so probably she didn’t understand why I needed my treasures with me. But I knew she thought they were cool, because she said so all the time. She even used that specific word: “cool.”

Was Sonnet worried that they wouldn’t be safe in a room with Ava? Or was she worried about something else? Either way, it was extremely strange.

I glanced over at Spider. He was fine, just eating a bun and reading one of his space books. I didn’t envy a whole lot about him, but the way he could read wherever—in moving vehicles, the noisy cafeteria, dark movie theaters—seemed kind of like a superpower, really. And he didn’t even need earplugs.

A jab on my shoulder.

“Hey, Math Girl, your dad baked you all of that?” Marco was practically hanging over my seat, salivating like a cartoon wolf.

“Yeah,” I said. “He’s a baker. So you know, he bakes.”

“Cool. You’re so lucky.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“Wish someone in my family baked like that.”

Obviously, he was waiting for me to offer him something. Well, too bad for him. I didn’t forget things so easily. And I didn’t feel the need to bribe him. At least, not yet.

Sonnet’s cheeks were already bulging with cookie. “Eelikeshoo,” she murmured.

“What?” I said.

She chewed and swallowed. Then she leaned over and whispered with chocolate breath: “He likes you.”

“Don’t be preposterous.”

“No, no, I mean it. He asked if you’d be sitting here when he took the seat.”

“Well, that was stupid. Of course I’d be, if you and Spider were here.”

Suddenly Sonnet did a bizarre thing: She passed her box of cookies to Trey and Marco. “You should try these; they’re amazing,” she told them, blushing.

I kicked her in the shin.

She looked at me blankly, so I pulled out my phone and texted her:

Me: Why did you do that?

Her: Why not?

Me: Dad baked for ME to share with MY FRIENDS. They are NOT MY FRIENDS!!!

Her: Well maybe they could be, if we’re nice they could be nice back

Me: ARE YOU SERIOUS

Her: yeah Why not

Me: !!!!they bullied Spider!!!!

Her: Well people change, I dunno they seem nice now

I couldn’t believe this. The cookies weren’t even Sonnet’s; I’d just handed them to her for the trip. So what right did she have to pass them to an Evil Nemesis—or to anyone, really?

Finally Ms. Jordan, Ava’s mom, and Ava climbed onto the bus. Ms. Jordan said something to the driver, Ava took her seat with Nadia Ramirez and the other clonegirls they hung out with, and brrmm, we were off.

We’d barely pulled out of Eastview before these girls started singing Hamilton. Haley Spriggs, of course, was the loudest; she had the best voice, too, so she was Angelica, Ava was Eliza, and Nadia Ramirez was Peggy:

We hold these truths to be self-evident

That all men are created equal

And Sonnet was singing right along with them. Of course, they couldn’t hear her all the way in the back of the bus, but the funny thing was how her singing was a decibel too loud, like she was hoping that somehow her voice would carry to their seats, and they’d come racing down the aisle with their arms outstretched: Ooh, look, our long-lost Schuyler sister!

A weird question popped into my head: Does Sonnet wish she was sitting in the front, with the clonegirls, singing along? Maybe she does. And considering how she’s rooming with that awful Haley Spriggs—

Okay, click on a different thought, I ordered myself.

I peeked at Spider, who turned a page in his book. He’d tuned everything out, it seemed. Including me.

And suddenly Ava’s voice—high and piercing, surprisingly strong for such a teeny person—took over the bus, drowning out everything, including the bus engine.

Look around, look around,

At how lucky we are to be alive right now—

I stuck in the earplugs and shut my eyes.



The Ugly Tee

SOMETIMES WHEN YOUR BRAIN HAS nothing better to do, it focuses on weird things, replaying them over and over in an endless loop. And as I half-dozed on that crazy-long bus trip, what I kept replaying in my head was Seventh Grade Spirit Day from a few weeks ago.

It started off with the Handing Out of the Ugly Tee. Which, first of all, was the color of that greenish jellybean with the weird un-candy-like taste, which you can never remember if it’s kiwi or sour apple and try to avoid but end up eating before you realize it’s lima bean avocado.

Which, second of all, said EASTVIEW MIDDLE SCHOOL ROCKS! And underneath that: SEVENTH GRADE HAS THE SPIRIT! And underneath that: GO BULLDOGS! With a drawing of a slobbering bulldog inside both the Os.

“Okay, I’m not wearing that,” I informed Ava Seeley, who, along with her clonegirl friend Nadia Ramirez, was handing out tees in front of the auditorium.

“Tally, you have to,” Ava told me. She was wearing a doll-sized tee that looked shrunk from the dryer. If I had a tee that size, I’d use it as a hankie or something.

“Or what?” I challenged her.

“Or you can’t attend the Spirit Day assembly,” Nadia said. “And then you won’t know anything about the trip.”

“I fail to see what wearing that vomitocious tee has to do with the trip.”

Nadia rolled her eyes. “Tally, you think the tee is ugly, but you’re wearing a weird bat barrette in your hair—”

I touched the barrette that was keeping my dark, wavy hair out of my eyes. “It’s not weird,” I said huffily. “It’s an actual replica of a baby fruit bat. I got it at a flea market.”

“My point exactly,” Nadia said.

“Tally, the tees are for seventh grade unity,” Ava insisted. “Everyone’s wearing them today. Here.” She reached into the pile and pulled out a shirt. “Size large,” she said, shoving it at me.

It was the shove. Also the way she pronounced the word “large,” leaning extra hard on the r sound: Larrrrge. Also the look in her eyes—a judgment. As if large equaled something bad.

I held the tee in front of me, pretending to inspect it. “Wait, that might not be my size,” I said. “Are these things unisex?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Ava said. “It’ll definitely fit you, Tally.”

For such a teeny girl, she sure had a loud voice. Well, fine, I thought. Possibly it would fit me. I flipped it inside out and pulled it on over my own SAVE THE SQUIDS tee, backward. “Tally, you can’t—” Ava began.

“Sure I can,” I said. “Behold.”

I marched into the auditorium. Spider and Sonnet were sitting in the third row, on the aisle, and they’d saved me the seat between them. Spider never noticed what I was wearing, even when I came to school in one of my treasures like that necklace I’d made out of soda-can tabs, or the sleeves from Grandma Wendy’s fringed suede jacket. So it wasn’t surprising that he barely even looked at me as I took the seat.

Sonnet, on the other hand, appreciated my anti-fashion sense. But she still made a scrunched face at my backward/inside-out tee.

“Um, Tally?” she said. “How come you’re—”

“It’s a protest,” I answered.

“Against what?”

“This T-shirt, obviously. Don’t you think it’s preposterous how they’re making us all wear this thing? The color’s like moldy guacamole.”

“Yeah, Tally,” she replied, smiling. “But it’s the same color backward and inside out. You haven’t solved anything.”

I shrugged. “At least now there’s no stupid logo on my chest. And no dog spit.”

Before Sonnet could respond, the principal, Mr. Barkley, walked up to the microphone and started talking about how the upcoming seventh grade field trip to Washington, DC, was a tradition but also a privilege (which could be taken away, if we misbehaved), how he was sure we were going to have the Best Time Ever, and that we’d never forget the four days and three nights we were soon to spend Maturely and Well-Behavedly in Our Nation’s Capital. When he finally finished, he wiped his bald head with a handkerchief and handed the mic to Ms. Jordan, who I had for social studies and also homeroom.

Ms. Jordan was young, enthusiastic, fresh out of teacher school. Everything about her was shiny. Her light brown hair was shiny; her teeth were shiny; her eyes were shiny. All her outfits practically still had tags.

She grinned at us. “Are you all ready for the seventh grade trip?”

Kids screamed.

Apparently, she hadn’t expected the screaming. She blushed; she laughed; then she made some settle down motions with her hands. When those didn’t work, Mr. Barkley snatched the mic back from her and reminded us One More Time about his Expectations for Our Behavior.

People finally shut up. So Mr. Gianelli, the other social studies teacher, started a PowerPoint of all the places we might be visiting (but only if we behaved!). He added that if there was “sufficient interest,” he and the other adults on the trip would be “open to other possibilities.”

I poked Spider. “We should tell them about the Air and Space Museum.”

Spider’s eyes lit up. “Yeah.” But right away he shook his head. “Nah, they won’t want to go.”

“Don’t say that! It’s a really cool place, right? Why wouldn’t they?”

He shrugged, like What’s the point?

Then Ms. Jordan took back the mic.

“As for the hotel,” she said. “We’ll be staying at the Independence, a place we were extremely lucky to find, because they can accommodate all of us—students, teachers, and chaperones. All of their rooms are doubles, and since one of our goals for this trip is to promote class unity, Mr. Gianelli and I will be assigning roommates. If there’s some important information you want to share, please let us hear from you as soon as possible.”

Immediately, people started buzzing. ASSIGNING roommates? No, wait. We’re supposed to be with our FRIENDS in the hotel! That’s the whole point of this trip, to have FUN! They aren’t doing this right! It ISN’T FAIR.

“I’m not going,” Spider blurted.

I turned to him. “Why not? Because of this roommate thing?”

“Yeah.” His face had gone pale, and his eyes were round and staring.

Uh-oh. I knew that look.

I turned to Sonnet. “Spider just said he isn’t going!”

“Really?” Sonnet leaned across me toward Spider. “Why not, Spider?”

“Why not?” I said. “Stuck in a room for four whole days with kids we don’t even like—”

“We won’t be ‘stuck in a room’; we’ll be touring around,” Sonnet reminded me. Then she shrugged. “And, I don’t know, it could be sort of interesting.”

Sonnet had only moved to town last spring, so she didn’t know kids here the way I did. I decided to pretend she hadn’t used the word “interesting.” Because what was “interesting,” anyway? It was one of those fiftieth-percentile, neutral words that drove me crazy. I liked words in the tenth percentile. Words that meant something, in either direction.

“What if I talked to Ms. Jordan,” I said.

Spider shook his head. “It won’t make any difference.”

“Aww, come on. Don’t be so negative, Spider. I’m great at arguing, right? And Ms. Jordan is nice; she’ll understand how we are.”

Was she? Would she? I sounded more confident than I felt. Sonnet and I both had Ms. Jordan for social studies; we’d only been in school for a week, so I didn’t have a whole lot of data to form an impression. All I could say for sure was that our teacher was young, new, and nervous. Spider had Mr. Gianelli, who had a full dark beard, rode a motorcycle to school, and competed in Ping-Pong tournaments. All the kids called him Mr. G, which he seemed to like, and everyone agreed that he was cool (except for Spider, who had his own weird standards for coolness).

So far Ms. Jordan and Mr. Gianelli both seemed decent, the kind of teachers who wouldn’t ruin a field trip with scavenger hunts and journals. But would either of them let Spider share a room with two girls, even if they were his best—and only—friends?

I couldn’t imagine they would, but what choice did we have? Last year, in sixth grade, Spider was bullied so much he had panic attacks. So someone had to try, and of the three of us, I could tell it had to be me.



Open Mind

I WAITED UNTIL ALMOST EVERYONE had left the auditorium to head for second period. For me that was math, which I hated being late for, but getting this room thing settled was more important.

“Ms. Jordan?” I said. “Can I please talk to you?”

“Oh, sure, Tally,” she said brightly, as she gathered her papers. “Are you excited about our trip?”

“Extremely,” I said. “Especially about the Washington Monument. Did you know it’s the tallest freestanding obelisk in the world? Also the world’s tallest stone structure?”

Ms. Jordan beamed at me. “No, actually I didn’t. What a cool fact—”

“Yes, and it’s exactly five hundred and fifty-five feet, five inches tall. I read it online.”

“Wow,” said Ms. Jordan.

Now my heart was skittering. “Five is my absolute favorite number, and obelisks are my favorite shape. Well, aside from pentagons, which are also Washington, DC-related, obviously. And of course there’s also the Capitol dome, which is pretty great too. If you’re into geometry like I am. Um.”

Out of the corner of my eye I could see Ava and Nadia, and a bunch of their clonegirl friends, hanging out by the auditorium doors. Maybe they were waiting to talk to Ms. Jordan about rooming stuff too. Whatever they were doing there, I didn’t want them listening in on my conversation, so I lowered my voice. “Actually, you said we should tell you important information? About rooming?”

“I did,” Ms. Jordan said. “Is there something you wanted to share?”

“Yes! Sonnet, Spider, and I need to be together.” It came out fast, without any spaces between the words: YesSonnetSpiderandIneedtobetogether.

Ms. Jordan blinked at me. “In one room? Oh no, I’m afraid that’s impossible, Tally. First of all, the rooms are all doubles. And second, of course you realize there’s no coed rooming.”

I suspected she’d say this, so I was ready. “But Spider isn’t like that. I mean, obviously he’s a boy, but we’ve been best friends forever, and—”

“No,” she cut in. “That’s not something we can accommodate. I’m sorry, Tally.”

“Okay, so what if you put Sonnet and me in a double right next to Spider’s room? That way we could be there for him.”

“In case what?”

“In case anything.”

She looked straight into my eyes. “Is Spider being bullied?”

“No, but.” I chewed my lip. “It could happen.”

Ms. Jordan paused, not taking her eyes off my face. “And is Sonnet?”

“Not at the moment.” When Sonnet had moved to Eastview last year, in the middle of sixth grade, she’d tried out for the spring musical. Only, at the audition, instead of singing Somewhere over the rainbow / bluebirds fly, what she sang was bluebirds die. As soon as Sonnet realized it, she froze and started panic-giggling. And then Haley Spriggs, who always got the lead, sent her a card that said RIP, Bluebirds, which made Sonnet feel more humiliated, as if that were possible. But I kept telling her how great her voice sounded, which was how we became friends.

Now Ms. Jordan was frowning at me. “Tally, is there anything else you’d like to tell me? Because I’m not really following.”

I swallowed. “The thing is, Spider doesn’t want me talking behind his back.”

“Okay, so would he like to share something himself? He can speak to me, or to Mr. Gianelli. Or perhaps to a guidance counselor—”

“He won’t,” I said. For the last few months Spider had been seeing an out-of-school therapist named Dr. Spielvogel—a nice woman he liked, and who’d been helping him stay calm lately. But I knew he couldn’t handle any more talking, because sometimes he complained about going to weekly sessions. “And now he says he isn’t going on the trip,” I added.

“Oh. Well, I’m very sorry to hear that, Tally. But you know the trip isn’t mandatory. If he’d prefer to stay home—”

“But that’s not fair!” I exploded. “Spider shouldn’t be forced to stay behind! And if you want my opinion, this whole ‘assigning roommates’ thing is a terrible idea. Really terrible,” I repeated, just in case she hadn’t heard it the first time.

By then Ms. Jordan’s smile looked a lot less shiny. And her makeup looked sweaty, a bit like melted crayons, I thought.

“Well, I’m very sorry you feel that way, Tally,” she said. “But this trip is about bonding as a grade, not just about US history. So if you approach it with an open mind—”

But my mind was open. Sometimes too open, according to some people.

“My mind isn’t the problem,” I informed her.

She grabbed her tote bag. “Oops, the bell’s about to ring for second period. We can talk more later, if you want. And Tally? This is a day about unity, so please fix that tee.”

My tee? For a second, I didn’t get what she was talking about. By the time I processed it, she was hurrying out of the auditorium, as if she wanted to escape.



Math Girl

AVA SEELEY WAS IN MY accelerated math class, even though she wasn’t a math person, just the sort of person who was good at taking tests. All sorts of tests, not just math. Everything written in her perfectly even, squarish handwriting. Work all shown, extra credit all done, directions all followed. She even erased without leaving smudges or little eraser droppings.

To me she was the scariest clonegirl in our entire school. Not only because she was all rah-rah, school spirit, but also because she was Miss Perfection: straight As in everything. Straight golden-brown hair, parted in the middle. Skin with zero freckles, warts, bruises, or zits. Straight fingernails all the same length, polished cotton-candy pink. Every outfit super coordinated and trendy, all hugging her skinny, symmetrical body.

I mean, geometric shapes were supposed to be perfectly symmetrical, not people. But it was like Ava thought she was a rectangle: no wiggly lines or incongruent angles. And she had to prove it to everyone, all the time. On graph paper.

Plus, she was mean. Not in a playground-bully sort of way, like Trey Donaldson and Marco Sarris, who’d terrorized Spider until I made them stop. More in a quiet, sneaky sort of way, which you didn’t notice until it was too late. Even if she didn’t say actual mean sentences, I knew she was always judging. Sizing you up with her hazel eyes. In my case, literally sizing.
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