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For my father, a man among men.
And the best storyteller I know.
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I thought it was funny.

So did a lot of other kids.

Miss Movado, however, did not.

Neither did Principal Mola, the middle school principal. Principal Mola used to be a drill sergeant in the army. With his shaved head and starched shirts, he still looks like one. He glared at me now above his steepled fingers, waiting, I guess, for me to burst into tears and admit that I was responsible. Instead I stared at the mounted fish that hung on the wall behind his head. Its silvery scales had been painted a dark blue on the bottom and a nose, sharp as a needle, stuck out of the front of it. I wondered if deep down, Principal Mola wished he could do the same thing to some of his students that he’d done to that fish.

“Maeve,” Principal Mola said sternly. “Look at me.”

I bristled. “It’s May. Not Maeve.”

“May.” Principal Mola stood up, leaning his whole weight on just the tips of his fingers until they turned white. “Look at me.” I glanced over at him. A tiny bead of sweat was balanced on his upper lip. “We know it was you. Pete saw you in her room with the spray-paint can.”

Pete was the school janitor. I’d seen the top of his bald head go by through the little square hole in Miss Movado’s door just as I was finishing up, and jumped so fast into the coat closet that I almost fell over. It was a tiny, airless space. One of Miss Movado’s hideous cardigan sweaters was hanging behind me. I waited, inhaling the scent of butterscotch and her too-sweet perfume, until I thought I might get sick. Ten minutes went by, but Pete did not return. Finally I slipped back out, grabbed the can of spray paint, and ran. It hadn’t even occurred to me that he might have seen me.

I shifted in my chair. The back of my legs made a peeling sound against the red leather. “Pete couldn’t have seen me,” I said. “Because I wasn’t there.”

Principal Mola studied me for a moment, as if examining a new specimen of fish. How long had that poor fish struggled? I wondered, glancing up at it once more. How hard had Principal Mola pulled and reeled his line until, exhausted, the poor thing had given up? Probably pretty long. Well, he wasn’t going to reel me in, no matter how hard he pulled or how long he tried.

“We have video of you in the hallway too, Maeve. Right outside Miss Movado’s classroom. Just you. No one else.”

My cheeks flushed hot. I’d forgotten about the school cameras. “It must’ve been someone else. Someone who looks like me.”

Principal Mola shook his head as he came around to the front of his desk. Leaning back against the smooth wood, he crossed his arms over his red tie. A gold wedding ring peeked out from the finger on his left hand. “You’re thirteen years old now, May, correct?” I didn’t answer. He knew how old I was. “Where along the line do you think you picked up such a blatant disrespect for authority?”

This was the eighth time this year that I’d been in Principal Mola’s office. The last time was because I was involved in a food fight in the cafeteria. It hadn’t been a big one—just a few Tater Tots hurled across the room at Jeremy Finkster, who’d thrown one at me first. Maybe a chocolate pudding, too. But Principal Mola had gone off on the whole disrespect for authority spiel during that visit too. It was his army thing. His “Give me five minutes, and I’ll crush you like a bug” routine. I stared at the blue swirl pattern in the rug and jiggled my leg up and down.

“Do you have any idea where this attitude of yours is going to take you?” Principal Mola decided to try a different tactic. “Any idea at all? I’ll tell you. Nowhere, young lady. Actually, I stand corrected. It is going to take you somewhere. It’s going to take you to one big dead end. Period.”

The swirls in the rug were actually a whole bunch of large and small paisley shapes, all crammed together. If I turned my head just a little to the right, they almost looked like they were moving. A great big sea of blue paisleys. Kind of cool.

Principal Mola pulled the cuff of his right shirt sleeve down over his wrist, and then the other. He picked a piece of lint off the front of his creased pants and tossed it in the trash can next to him. “Listen, I know you’ve had a tough year, Maeve. With everything that happened to your—”

“It’s May!” It came out louder than I expected, more to drown out the rest of Principal Mola’s sentence than to correct my name. Something tightened in the back of my throat, a pinpoint of pain, and I swallowed over it. “Could you pleasepleaseplease just call me May? Please. I hate the name Maeve.”

Principal Mola rolled his bottom lip over his teeth. “Let’s get to the real point of this meeting, shall we? I’m here to inform you that Miss Movado has agreed not to press charges.”

“Wait, what?” My foot stopped jiggling. A flash of heat spread out along my arms, all the way up to the back of my neck. “Charges? What kind of charges?”

“Defacing school property. Using foul and derogatory language in regard to a teacher.”

“But I didn’t do it!” I got up out of my chair, fists clenched at my side.

“You did do it.” Principal Mola’s voice was so sharp and so final that for a moment, I almost wavered. Almost. “I know you did it, and you know you did it. And we are not going to waste any more time going back and forth about it. You have two options. You can either be expelled—”

“Expelled?” I repeated. “I thought you just said Miss Movado wasn’t going to press charges.”

“She’s isn’t,” Principal Mola answered coolly. “But I still can.”

I sat back down again.

Principal Mola nodded. “I’m assuming you don’t want to go that route.”

I stared stoically at the rug. Shook my head the merest bit.

“All right, then. These are your options: You can agree to expulsion from this school, or you can retake eighth-grade English with Miss Movado in summer school.”

“Retake English?” I gripped the sides of the chair. “But I don’t need to retake English! I didn’t fail it!”

“That’s not what Miss Movado seems to think.” Principal Mola turned slightly to the right, pressed a button on his phone, and then spoke into it. “All right, Lucille. Send Miss Movado in, please.”

I swiveled around in my chair as the door opened. With her tiny head, wide hips, and stubby legs, it was not hard to imagine where the nickname Movado the Avocado had come from. It didn’t help that her favorite color was green, either. The shirt she had on now was the same shade as celery, and her pants—a polyester blend that made a swiffing sound when she walked—were the color of limes. But Miss Movado’s sad appearance belied her personality. She was the most feared—and hated—teacher in the whole school. She came down on students with a hurricane force. In her classroom, Movado the Avocado made Principal Mola look like Bo Peep. I couldn’t imagine having to spend another period with her—let alone an entire summer. It would be the equivalent of torture.

Miss Movado gave Principal Mola a curt nod and sat down in the chair next to me.

“You failed me?” I stared at Movado the Avocado. “That is not fair! Is this, like, some kind of revenge?”

Movado the Avocado did not answer me. She stared straight ahead at the wall and blinked once.

“What would she need to get revenge for?” Principal Mola asked carefully.

“For …” I stumbled, trying to get my thoughts in order. “For not liking English or something, I guess!” Even I knew it sounded stupid, but it was all I could think of.

“This has nothing to do with not liking English.” Movado the Avocado was still staring at the wall. “My job is not to get you to like English.” Her voice was tight, but strangely soft. I leaned back in my chair a little. It was the first time I’d heard her talk in a normal tone of voice. Usually she was pacing around the classroom, roaring and yelling like some kind of deranged dinosaur.

“Then what’d you fail me for?”

Movado the Avocado turned her head so that she was looking directly at me. Her wide face was damp with perspiration. Small black hairs quivered along her upper lip, and a single curl clung like seaweed against her forehead. “To try again,” she said. “The right way.”

“To try what again?” I asked.

“All of it,” Movado the Avocado said. “Technically, you did pass my class, May. By one point. The effort you put into the work I gave you all year was minimal at best, nonexistent at worst. I want you to do it again—with effort this time—the way you should have done it in the first place.” Her voice was unnervingly quiet. It creeped me out.

“You can’t force people to do things, you know.” I sat back and crossed my arms. “This is America. Land of the free, in case you haven’t noticed.”

“Oh, I’ve noticed,” Movado the Avocado answered. “And you’re perfectly free to choose whatever option Principal Mola just presented to you. Me or expulsion.” She shrugged. “You’ll just have to find another school to go to next year.”

I glared at her. Narrowed my eyes at Principal Mola.

But no matter how hard I looked at both of them, the only thing I could see was the wide white sail of my eighth-grade summer slipping away.
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“What’d he say?” Olive asked as I walked back into the cafeteria. She tapped the empty space where she’d saved a seat for me at the end of the table. Around us, the rest of the student body hummed with excitement. It was the last day of school. In less than an hour, we were going to be dismissed for the last time. Everyone would run for the front doors, screaming with anticipation of the summer that loomed ahead.

Everyone but me.

I sat down, glancing at the table across the room where Brittany Martinson and her crew were huddled over a Victoria’s Secret catalog. For some reason, whenever they turned a page, the sounds of shrieking and laughing burst out from the middle of the group. Ugh. Sometimes I still couldn’t believe that Olive and I used to hang out with them. It was probably just because we’d all shared the same homeroom for two years. Now, though, at the end of our eighth-grade year, I barely recognized them anymore. Especially Brittany. She’d practically turned into an alien with all the makeup she wore, and the weird way she did her hair. I mean, she barely even looked human anymore.

Of course, they probably all thought the same thing about me, which is why none of us talked anymore. I didn’t used to have the temper I had now. And I guess all my outbursts over the last year kind of scared them off. A few months ago, there’d been one final incident between us that ended things for good. It had started out just between Brittany and me, and ended up with all four of them screaming in my face. (Olive had stood off to one side, just watching.) They all hated me now. And my temper. Olive was the only one who’d stuck around.

I crossed my arms and put my head down.

“Was it that bad?” Olive asked.

I held up a finger, which was my “I need a minute” sign.

“Okay.” I could hear Olive’s feet sliding across the floor. “Just tell me when you’re ready.”

Olive wore very sensible clothes and no makeup. She pinned her long brown hair back on either side with tortoiseshell barrettes, and wore the same pair of red ladybug earrings every day. Some people classified her as a nerd because she was smart and kept mostly to herself, but I didn’t think of her that way. I just thought she was different—which I liked. She had what Momma used to call a “duck temperament.” Everything rolled off her back. It was an attitude I was pretty sure she got from her own mother, who was employed as something called a life coach. People came and talked to Olive’s mom about their lives falling apart, and she helped them get back on track. Sometimes Olive could be full of good advice too.

“May?” Olive’s soft voice drifted over the table. “You okay?”

I lifted my head. “She’s making me go to summer school.”

“Who is?”

“Movado the Avocado.”

“Why? You didn’t fail English.”

“That’s what I said.”

“Then why?” Olive asked.

“Revenge, I guess. For what I did to her room.”

“Did you tell them it was you?” Olive’s gray eyes went wide.

I shook my head. “I didn’t have to. They have me on video in the hallway. Plus Pete saw me.”

Olive pursed her lips. She arched her left eyebrow and gave me one of her “I told you so” looks. She’d been the one who had tried to talk me down after I had gotten the idea in my head and told her what I was going to do. “Revenge is stupid,” she’d said. “Seriously, May. The best revenge is forgiveness.” Every so often, Olive liked to use her mother’s life coach quotes on me. I didn’t mind the advice she gave me sometimes, but the quotes drove me nuts.

“Forgiveness?” I sputtered. “Are you kidding me? I wouldn’t forgive that woman if you paid me a million bucks! She embarrassed me in front of the whole class! She made me feel like a total idiot!” Olive stared at me with the sad little expression she sometimes used when she knew she hadn’t gotten through to me, but I didn’t care. All I knew was that I’d wanted to humiliate Miss Movado the way she had humiliated me.

“So even though you didn’t technically fail her class, Movado’s making you take it over?” Olive asked. “Like, just for punishment?”

I nodded. “It was that or get expelled.”

Olive leaned forward. “They were going to expel you?”

I let my head sink back down against the table again. “All our summer plans,” I groaned. “Down the tube.”

Actually, we hadn’t had much planned. There was the public pool, where we’d go when it got too hot to do anything else. We’d probably rent movies at Olive’s house, which had air-conditioning, or hang out at the Rite Aid on Fridays so we could leaf through all the new celebrity magazines and buy junk food. Olive had been bugging me to go with her to the mall, too, so she could pick out a pair of Doc Martens like the ones I wore every day. Mine were black and stopped at the ankle. Olive wanted a bright blue pair that laced up around her calves. But she didn’t want to go get them by herself. She was nervous about it for some reason, as if once the salesperson took a look at her, he might laugh out loud when she told him what she wanted. I told her I’d go with her.

“Well, it’s only half a day,” Olive pointed out. “Summer school, I mean. We’ll still have time to hang out. Maybe you could even take me up to Hot Topic.” She was talking about the Doc Martens again.

“I guess.”

“What do you think your dad’s going to say?”

The two of us locked eyes for a moment. Olive had seen more sides of my dad than I wished she had. The last time she had come over, Dad and I got into a really loud argument. I mean, really loud. Olive slipped out before I even noticed she was gone. She rarely came over to my place at all anymore. Olive didn’t like noisy people.

“Principal Mola already told him,” I said. “He was supposed to come down for the meeting just now, but he couldn’t make it.”

Olive’s forehead creased. “Work?”

“I guess. What else? Whatever. I’ll deal with it.”

“What about your gram?” Olive asked. “You even gonna tell her?”

I’d been trying not to think about Gram all day. Now her face flooded the inside of my head. Her white hair and soft, papery skin. Big blue eyes that spent more time wet than dry. I knew she missed Momma just as much as I did—maybe even more. In the year and a half that Momma had left, Gram had turned into a whole other person. She’d lost so much weight since Christmas that she was nearly half her size. Her once chubby-cheeked face had become pale and drawn, and she looked too small now inside her bathrobe.

She acted differently too. Gram used to be a real smart aleck. She was funny and sarcastic and no matter how bad of a mood I was in, she could get me laughing in about two minutes flat. Now, when she overcooked the chicken one night for dinner, she cried for so long that I thought she would never stop. And she had stopped interfering whenever Dad and I argued, which these days was an almost daily occurrence. It used to be that no matter what the situation was, she took my side. Now when our voices escalated, she just went into her room and shut the door.

“I don’t think I should tell her,” I said. “I mean, what’s the point?”

Olive nodded. “I agree. Your gram’s got enough on her plate right now.”

At the other end of the table, Nikki Reiser stood up. She was part of Brittany’s crew, and the prettiest girl in the school. “You are so not a B cup, Ashley!” she said, her hand on her hip. “Don’t even try!” Ashley’s face turned a pale fuchsia color. She yanked Nikki back down in her seat. Next to them, Brittany laughed and clapped her hands.

I looked back at Olive. Rolled my eyes.

“You want to do something after school?” Olive asked.

“I gotta go check on Gram.”

“I know.” Olive reached up and turned her ladybug earring. “I meant after.”

“Rite Aid?” I asked. “Three thirty?”

Olive grinned. “I’ll be there.”
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You would have thought someone was giving away free concert tickets the way everyone barreled out the front door when that last bell rang. It was like a stampede or something, with kids shoving and screaming and trying to get past all the teachers without knocking one of them over. Someone even threw a book bag up in the air, which made a whole bunch of girls scream, and then Brian Bunker slid down the black banister along the steps and fell at the bottom of it, which made them scream even louder.

Not me. What did I have to yell or run about? My summer was going to be a disaster. And so after I said good-bye to Olive (who lived in the opposite direction), I just walked home at my regular steady pace, the way I always did. Sometimes, when I walked, I counted all the Volkswagen Bugs, but I was too down in the dumps today to do that, so I just kept my head down and kept going.

I didn’t even have to raise my head to know when I’d turned onto Ransom Street, because there were so many plastic soda bottles and Burger King bags littering the edges of the sidewalk that it looked as if a garbage truck had opened the back of the truck and let everything slide out. The middle of the street was littered with deep, jagged potholes, and the houses had been built so close together that if you stood between them and stretched out your arms, you could touch both sides.

But the worst thing about living on Ransom Street was the noise.

At any given moment, someone was either yelling, or playing basketball, or revving up a car engine. Friday and Saturday nights were the worst, after people came back late from the bars. Then, anything could happen. I actually saw a chair fly out of a second-story window once, after some lady started hollering. There was broken glass everywhere; in the distance, you could hear a baby crying. The police were here for the rest of the night, their lights making red and blue shadows throughout my room while I tried to get back to sleep.

When Momma was still around, we’d lived in an apartment on a really nice street, just a few miles away. It was half of a whole house, and it had an upstairs and a downstairs. We’d even had a backyard—with two trees!—and everyone else in the neighborhood kept their places as nice-looking as Momma kept ours. After she left, though, we’d had to move to Ransom Street. Dad couldn’t afford the nice apartment anymore on his own, and, he said, that was just the way it was. We had to make do.

Now I looked out of the corner of my eye as I made my way down the street toward my building. Two high school guys were sitting on the front steps of a house across from mine, smoking cigarettes. The steps were split at the end; peels of paint curled off the sides. A few houses down, three older men were standing around the hood of a car, peering inside. Two of them were drinking beer. None of them were wearing shirts. Gross.

I opened the metal door on the side of the house that led up to our apartment. Fingers of heat wrapped themselves around me as I went up the steps, squeezing more and more tightly until, as I reached the door, they felt as if they were closing off my throat completely. I pushed open the door and inhaled. “Gram?”

No answer.

But she never answered anymore. I threw my book bag on the tiny kitchen table and walked across the living room. Our old house was so spacious that when I was little, I used to be able to ride my Big Wheel tricycle through the living room, down the hallway, into the kitchen, and back around again. Now, in the span of about ten short steps, I could move from the kitchen, to the living room, and into Gram’s bedroom. We didn’t even have a hallway.

I knocked lightly on her door, but didn’t push it open. “Gram?”

“Hi, honey.” Her voice sounded drowsy, as if I had just wakened her.

“Are you okay?” I lowered my voice a little. “Do you need anything?”

“Just taking a nap,” Gram said. “I don’t need a thing.”

“I’m going out for a little bit with Olive. I’ll be back in an hour or so, all right?”

“Fine, dear.”

I ducked into my room (which was right next to Gram’s) to check on Sherman. Sherman was my hermit crab. I’d had him for three years. Some people thought that hermit crabs weren’t “real” pets, because they couldn’t go on walks or snuggle up with you in bed, but Sherman was one of the best pets I’d ever had. He had a personality like you wouldn’t believe, and last year I taught him how to stand on his head. Now, though, he was asleep. He must’ve been taking cues from Gram.

I stopped in the bathroom before I left, just so I could brush my teeth. I brushed my teeth about six or seven times a day, or whenever I felt that slick, gritty layer starting to accumulate along the edges. I even kept a toothbrush in my backpack so that I could brush after lunch. I glanced in the mirror as I brushed, and then winced, the way I always did whenever I saw my reflection. From far away, I probably just came across as a small, skinny girl with big feet. Up close, though, it looked as if I’d wandered into a freckle factory—and it had exploded. Behind the freckles were a pair of light green eyes, a small nose, and crooked teeth.
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