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“Emma! You’re going to be late for school!”


The sound of her mom’s bellowing woke Emma Woods out of the most perfect, most amazing dream she’d ever had. In it, Zac Efron was professing his undying love—and posting a selfie with her—on his Instagram feed. It read #relationshipgoals and had over a million likes.


“Emma Elizabeth, do you hear me?” her mom called again. “Breakfast is on the table—and it’s getting cold.”


Emma pulled the covers over her head and willed herself back to sleep. Maybe Zac hadn’t drifted too far away. . . .


“Emmaaaaa,” her mother called again. “It’s seven thirty. The bus will be here in fifteen minutes!”


Emma groaned and crawled out of bed. She knew her mom would never give up. She tossed on a sweatshirt and jeans, brushed her teeth, and swept her blond hair into a messy bun. It was the best she could do given the time limit.


When she finally arrived downstairs at the breakfast table in their kitchen, her older brother, Lucas, had gobbled up most of the pancakes and left her an empty container of OJ.


“You snooze, you lose,” he said, snickering while licking the sticky maple syrup off his fingers. “Dad and I helped ourselves to seconds.”


“Thirds.” Their father looked up briefly from his newspaper. “Your brother is a growing boy.”


“I’m a high school freshman,” Luc agreed. “Ninth graders need brain food.”


“You need a brain,” Emma muttered under her breath. She reached for the only banana left in the fruit basket. “Did you eat the whole bunch? There were six of them yesterday.”


Luc tapped his forehead. “Like I said, brain food.”


Her mom handed her a granola bar. “This is from my hidden stash,” she said, winking. “Luc has no idea where I keep them.”


“In the cabinet with the dog’s food,” he whispered to his sister when their mom’s back was turned. Then he sneaked a piece of bacon under the table to Jagger, the family Labradoodle. “There’s no pullin’ one over on us, is there, boy?”


“You know what your problem is?” Emma huffed. “You think you know everything—but you don’t.”


“I know your problem,” Luc shot back. “You like to stick your nose where it doesn’t belong.”


“Do not!” Emma argued.


“Really? What about Harriet’s extreme makeover?”


Emma bit her lip. Her BFF had clearly needed a new look for the start of seventh grade this year—it just hadn’t gone as well as she’d hoped. “The highlights will fade out . . . eventually,” she said.


“What did you do to Harriet?” her father asked, suddenly interested in the conversation.


“She made Harriet look like a skunk with a big white stripe down her head,” Luc said, cracking up.


“It was supposed to look like sun-kissed highlights,” Emma said, defending her efforts. “I just think we left the dye on too long.”


“Ya think?” Luc chuckled again. “Is she still wearing a baseball cap to school every day?”


“I dunno.” Emma wrinkled her nose. “Maybe.”


“Like I said, you need to mind your own beeswax.”


But it was nearly impossible for Emma not to step in when a situation needed fixing. Harriet had always hated her mousy brown hair—anything, Emma reasoned, would be an improvement. It wasn’t Emma’s fault that her phone battery had died and the timer never went off . . . or was it?


“Five more minutes and she would have been bald,” Luc said with a smirk. “Seriously. Emma fried her friend’s hair.”


“That’s enough, Lucas,” her mom refereed. “I spoke to Harriet’s mom, and they’re going to take her to the salon to fix it next week. They just want to let her learn her lesson for a few days.”


“But what about her?” Luc said, sticking his pointer finger in his sister’s face. “Why doesn’t she get grounded? When is she gonna learn her lesson?”


“That is a good question,” her mom said. “Em, not everything needs fixing. Harriet was just fine the way she was.”


Emma shook her head emphatically. “Uh-uh, she was insecure and miserable. She hated her hair. I was trying to make her feel better about herself.”


“I know you were, honey,” her mom said. “But sometimes people need to figure things out for themselves.”


“Not if I can help it,” Emma insisted. “Do you think Dad just sits back and lets people figure things out for themselves?”


Her father raised an eyebrow. “Emma, I’m a cardiologist. It’s my job to figure out what’s wrong.”


“He has a medical degree,” Luc piped up. “It’s that big plaque on the wall in his office. What’s on your wall besides a Justin Bieber poster?”


Emma rolled her eyes. “I’m just saying that if someone asks for my help or advice, I should give it.”


“Maybe they should send out an email blast to everyone at Austen Middle School,” Luc said. “Warning! Never ask Emma anything.”


Emma suddenly felt a spark of inspiration. In her case, it was never a lightbulb going off over her head. It was more of a tingling in her fingertips, her own spark of creativity telling her she was onto something.


“Thanks for the great idea, Luc,” she said, slapping her brother on the back. “I’ll take it under serious consideration.”


Emma grabbed her banana and granola bar and headed for the front door. This was one morning she just couldn’t be late.
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Emma raced down the hallway and spotted her two best friends waiting for her at her locker.


Izzy, Harriet, and Emma had met at recess on their first day of kindergarten. They were in line on the school’s playground, waiting their turns for the swing set, when Harriet burst into tears because it was taking so long. Izzy and Emma both stepped back, letting her go before them, and the rest was history: instant besties! They were an unlikely trio with not a lot in common: Izzy was a gymnast, a girl who liked the feeling of tumbling and being upside down. Harriet, on the other hand, always had her nose buried in a book and freaked when anything in her life changed even in the slightest. Emma remembered how she cried for a week the previous June when the orthodontist took off her braces! Most girls couldn’t wait for that day to come, but Harriet “had gotten used to them.” She actually worried that she’d feel like a different person without metal on her teeth.


Then there was Emma. She liked to think of herself as the glue that held them all together. She was the problem solver, the mess fixer, the voice of reason whenever a crisis popped up. When Harriet was horribly homesick at sleepaway camp in fourth grade, Emma wrote her a three-page letter, assuring her that everything would be just fine. And when Izzy was heartbroken over earning a bronze medal at her gymnastics meet, Emma planned a BFF sleepover party complete with DIY manis, pedis, and facials to cheer her up.


Together, the three had weathered all of elementary school and now half of middle school. Emma envisioned them rooming together in college and being bridesmaids at one another’s weddings. Of course, the wedding cakes would have to have three tiers—vanilla, chocolate, and pistachio—since none of them could agree on which was the best flavor. Emma was smiling at the thought when Izzy waved a cell phone in her face.


“We got your text,” she said. “It sounded important.” Somehow, Izzy always managed to look perfectly styled and coiffed—never like she’d fallen out of bed like most seventh graders. Her black bob was swept back into a headband, and her royal blue high-top sneakers matched the color of her T-shirt. “What’s the big emergency?” she asked.


“I’m going to write an advice blog!” Emma replied, excitedly.


Harriet looked puzzled. “You mean like Dear Daphne in Beauty Beat magazine? I always did want to write to her and ask how to tweeze my brows so they look like Karlie Kloss’s.”


“Oh! Did you see what Daphne said about whitening your teeth by chewing on parsley?” Izzy piped up. “I always steal some out of the salad bar in the cafeteria. Works like a charm!”


“Um, I guess those could be potential questions,” Emma said. “But I was thinking more serious questions—like about relationships and love and stuff.”


“Love?” Izzy smirked. “Em, you’ve never even had a boyfriend!” Izzy, on the other hand, had Ben, who she’d met at sleepaway camp last summer. He lived three hours away and had recently lost his phone, which presented a bit of a problem for their relationship. His parents wouldn’t buy him another, so Snapchatting or texting Izzy was out of the question—and the lack of communication put her in a very bad mood.


“I may not have a boyfriend, but that doesn’t mean that I’m not observant and practical,” Emma insisted. “I notice things that other people don’t.”


Harriet nodded. “I think she should write about love.” She took off her baseball cap, and the white streak in her hair was still an eyesore. “Beauty advice is probably not your thing, Em.”


“So you’re going to write this blog,” Izzy continued. “How do you know anyone will read it? Or even ask questions?”


“Oh, they will. Everyone wants great advice. Besides, you guys can start it off.”


“Me? You want me to write about my very personal relationship with my boyfriend?” Izzy gasped in horror. “No way.”


“Why don’t you ask Emma how you can get Ben to get in touch with you?” Harriet suggested. “What’s it been—three weeks now? Are you sure he remembers who you are?”


Izzy gritted her teeth. “That’s not nice to say about Ben. You take it back.”


“I will not,” Harriet said, insulted. “You’ve said it yourself a million times.”


“He’s my boyfriend! I can say it. You can’t.”


“Well, I’m your best friend since kindergarten—so I can,” Harriet insisted.


Emma stepped between them. “All right, there’s no need to fight. If you’ve got a disagreement, just ask Emma—that’s what I’m going to call my blog!”


“Fine,” Harriet huffed. “I’ll write a question to Ask Emma about how to give my best friend a reality check.”


“And I’ll ask about how to deal with a friend who’s obnoxious and disloyal,” Izzy shot back.


Emma hated to see her friends bickering—but this was so great for her blog! Besides, the three always fought like sisters—and over the silliest things. Usually, the disagreements lasted an hour or two—at the very most a day—then they would all make up over an enormous ice cream sundae.


“As soon as I get my blog up and running, you can send in your questions,” she instructed them both. “Don’t forget the part about Izzy needing a reality check or Harriet being obnoxious. Love it!”


“Fine!” Harriet and Izzy shouted in unison before storming off in separate directions.
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Emma couldn’t wait till her free period to get to the school computer lab. She found her computer science teacher, Mr. Goddard, staring at a screen.


“I’m starting a blog,” she said, bursting into the room.


Mr. Goddard looked up, startled. “You don’t say? Is this your computer science project for midterms? I haven’t even assigned it yet. . . .”


Emma thought for a moment. “Um, sure. Can you help me set it up?”


Mr. Goddard seemed pleased that one of his students was taking such a strong interest in his class. “You’ll need a template for starters,” he explained, “and a site that hosts it. Then you’ll need a title and a picture or two so people can instantly see what it’s about. Who do you want to be able to read it?”


Emma smiled. “Let’s start with the entire seventh grade.”


“Oh,” Mr. Goddard said. “Then I suggest your blog should be a tab on the Austen Middle School website. I’m the administrator for the site, so I can help you with that.”


He scrolled through the site till he reached the seventh-grade page. “Okay then. What do you want to call this blog?”


“Ask Emma,” she said proudly. “And the subtitle should be ‘Any problem you have, I’m here to help!’” She thought about what image she wanted. “And how about a picture of a laptop screen with the words Ask Emma on it?”


With a few more keystrokes, the tab suddenly appeared in the right-hand corner of the screen, next to the lunch menu button—and Mr. Goddard had even created a graphic that was exactly what she had envisioned. “Your fellow seventh graders can enter their student passwords to gain access,” he explained. “Do you want them to be able to send you questions?”


“Oh yes!” Emma said. “The more questions, the better. I want everyone to know they can reach out to me with any issues and I’ll solve them.”


“That’s a lot of responsibility,” Mr. Goddard considered. “Why don’t we meet once a week and go over the questions you’d like to tackle. I’ll create a mailbox so students can send you their questions, and you can choose which ones you want to post.”


“Okay,” Emma agreed. “Now, how do I get the word out that my blog is open for business?”


“You write your first post, telling everyone what it’s about and inviting them to send you questions,” Mr. Goddard said. “I’ll create a link that we can blast to the seventh grade.”


“Awesome!” Emma said, beaming. She couldn’t wait to start typing. But Mr. Goddard put his hand over the keyboard.


“Just understand that when you post your opinions on a blog, not everyone will like what you have to say,” he warned her. “You should go home and think before you blog.”


Emma shrugged. “I can handle it,” she told him. “And trust me—everyone is going to love it.”
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That night, Emma sat on her bed, her legs crisscrossed, with her laptop perched on her knees. She opened a blank document and let the words flow through her fingertips:


HELLO, AUSTEN MIDDLE SCHOOL SEVENTH GRADERS!


Welcome to my first post on Ask Emma. I know so many of you find middle school a really tough place to navigate. (I sure do!) Every day, we’re faced with complicated questions and issues, and it can be hard or embarrassing to talk to an adult about them. I mean, who wants to tell your mom that you’re crushing on someone or confide in a teacher that you and your bestie had a humongous fight and now aren’t speaking? Being this age isn’t easy, but we all have to go through it, right?
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