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PENCILS? Sharpened and tucked inside their pouch. Folders? Labeled and color coded. I checked and rechecked my list. Everything was in order, just the way I liked. I zipped my backpack shut.

“Gotta go, Mom,” I called. “Can’t be late on the first day of school!”

Mom was in the kitchen, blending her morning licuado, a mix of mango, banana, milk, ice, and just a little honey. Dad had already left for work.
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“Wait just one momentito,” she called back. “I want to see you off.”

But I didn’t want to wait, not even for a moment. I was ready to race out the front door. So ready that I had almost forgotten about the Romero twins. Almost.

I froze with my hand around the doorknob.

If I wasn’t careful, I might crash through a wall of plastic wrap. Or step into a giant bowl of Jell-O. All thanks to Ash and Iris Romero. Also known as my awful next-door neighbors.

Mom walked over with her smoothie—and an umbrella. “Thought you might need this.”

“Good idea!” It wasn’t raining, but rain wasn’t my problem. Last year, on the first day of second grade, the twins had rigged a jumbo-size jar of pickles to pour over my head as I stepped outside. My hair had smelled like vinegar for weeks.
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“¿Estás listo?” Mom asked as I took the umbrella.

“Ready,” I answered.

I opened the umbrella, then opened the door. Unfortunately, this year’s unpleasant surprise came from below.

“Ack!” I jumped backward as red goop spilled out of a bucket and into the entryway.

Mom wrinkled her nose. “What is it?”

Cautiously, I dipped a finger into the ooze. It was stickier than my new school glue.

“Smells like . . . strawberry?”
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Mom shrugged. “At least it’s better than the pickles.” She handed me her licuado and rolled up the rubber mat we had left in the entryway just in case. The floor underneath was sparkling clean.

“See? No hay problema,” Mom said. “Don’t worry, David. You can avoid those Travieso Twins just like you avoided this . . . whatever it is.”

Traviesos, also known as troublemakers, was one of Mom’s favorite nicknames for the twins. And they did everything they could to live up to it.

I had spent all summer ducking the shaving cream–filled balloons they tossed at me whenever I tried to cook in my homemade solar oven.

And scooping suds out of Mom’s rose bushes after they filled our hose with dish soap.

And unwrapping my bike when they covered the whole thing, tires and all, in aluminum foil.

But life was about to get a whole lot easier. Mom and Dad had a meeting with the principal and worked things out so I would never have to be in the same class as Ash and Iris again. It was almost too good to believe: seven magnificent twin-free hours a day, five days a week. Starting now.
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All I had to do was survive the walk to school. No hay problema.
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MOM waved goodbye as I jogged down our front steps. Finally, I was on my way.

We had a tradition on Montecito Lane. All the kids on the block walked to school together on the first day. Emily Tran, from across the street, was already waiting on the sidewalk. Genevieve Sweeney stood next to her, carrying her ballet bag as usual. They were going into second grade.

I waved at Sonny Delgado when I saw him walking up the street. Last year, we were in the geography club together. Sonny’s little brother, Henry, clung to his arm. Henry was just starting kindergarten.

Ash and Iris were still in their front yard, posing for pictures. With their matching outfits and toothpaste-commercial smiles, they almost looked like the perfect angels most grown-ups seemed to think they were. Almost.
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“Last one,” Mrs. Romero chirped. “On the count of three, say, ‘Best year ever!’”

“Best year ever,” I whispered, too quietly for anyone else to hear.
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Free from those Travieso Twins, it really would be. Mom’s mom, my abuela, used to babysit Mrs. Romero back when she was a little girl. Mom said that meant our families were connected, and we should try to get along with the Romeros. But after four years with the twins as neighbors, we all agreed that just putting up with them was enough.

After at least a dozen more pictures, Ash and Iris joined us on the sidewalk with their rolling backpacks. “Well,” Iris demanded, “what are we waiting for?”
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Emily pointed toward the house on the other side of mine. “My mom says we have three new kids this year. Haven’t you met them, David?”

My cheeks went hot as everyone looked at me. “Not yet.” Last weekend, a moving truck had parked next door, where Mr. and Mrs. Charles used to live. I was really going to miss the Charleses. They always let me climb up their avocado tree when I needed a break from the twins.

Mom and Dad and I had watched as the movers carried box after box into the house.
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“Looks like a family,” Mom had said.

“Maybe there will be kids your age,” Dad added, squeezing my shoulders.

They both sounded hopeful. But I wasn’t so sure. After all, Ash and Iris were my age too. Look how well that had turned out.

Iris cleared her throat. Ahem. “It’s time to go.”

“Yeah,” Ash said. He glanced at his watch. It was the kind that could send messages and even play music. “Says here it’ll take us exactly eleven minutes and forty seconds to get to school. Definitely time to go.”
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Just then, a crash came from what used to be the Charleses’ garage.

Emily shuddered. “Shouldn’t we wait for the new kids? What if they don’t know the way?”

Iris gritted her teeth. “I said it’s time to go. And now we’ll have to hurry.”
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WE all knew better than to argue with Iris. Everyone stepped forward to line up behind her and Ash. Everyone except me, that is. I stepped back. I knew from experience that the best place to be was as far away from the twins as possible. If I was lucky, they would forget I was even there.

I unsnapped the front pocket of my backpack and pulled out my geography flash cards to review on the walk to school. I needed all the practice I could get if I wanted to be captain of our club, the Globetrotters.

But just as I was about to start studying the rivers of South America, Iris stopped. So suddenly that I almost crashed into Henry.
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She turned to Ash. “How long did you say it would take to get to school?”

“Exactly eleven minutes and forty seconds.”

Iris put a hand on her hip and tilted her head. “That’s funny, because I’m pretty sure you said eight minutes.”

Ash’s forehead wrinkled. He looked as confused as I was.

Iris tilted her head even farther and stared hard at Ash. Then, slowly, he began to nod.

Uh-oh. The twins were doing that talking-without-talking thing again.

“Now I remember,” Ash said. “And, actually, it was six minutes.”
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Then, with a flick of their wrists, the twins transformed their rolling backpacks into mini scooters and zipped away. The rest of us watched, stunned, until Iris yelled over her shoulder, “You better keep up if you don’t want to wake up with a moldy old baloney sandwich on your pillow!”

Emily frowned. “Can they even do that?”

These were the twins. Anything was possible. I jammed my flash cards back into my backpack. “I don’t want to find out!”
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We all scrambled to catch up.

We splashed through a puddle. We leaped over a pile of lawn clippings. We tore through a spiderweb. Blegh! Wispy threads stuck to my mouth.

Ahead of me, Sonny pulled Henry along by the wrist. Emily’s braid came loose. Genevieve’s ballet bag flew out behind her.

By the time we got to school, my shirt was half-untucked, and my socks were soaked from running through that puddle. No hay problema. I always traveled with an extra pair.

Ash and Iris, meanwhile, looked as perfectly put together as they always did. At the press of a button their scooters turned into backpacks again, the handlebars lowering and the kickboards folding into hidden compartments.
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Iris put both hands on her hips. “Next time,” she said as we all caught our breath, “when I say it’s time to go, that means it’s time to go.” She and Ash started to walk away. Then Iris stopped. “And tomorrow? We’re going to get here in five minutes.”

I hardly minded, though. I was starting third grade—without the Travieso Twins.
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I already knew my teacher, Mr. Kim. That’s because he also coached the Globetrotters.

“David!” He held out his fist, and I bumped it with mine. “I hope you’ve been studying?”

“Only all summer.”

“Don’t forget, our first meeting is Thursday. For now, go ahead and find your seat.”

Mr. Kim had taped name tags to every desk. Mine was in the second row—right behind Edith DeCastro’s. This really was the best year ever! Edith was my biggest competition for geography club captain. Luckily, she was also my best friend.
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“Over here!” I waved as she walked through the door.

“Just the person I was looking for,” she said. She sat and turned to face me. “Bet you don’t know where the Great Plains are.”
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I cracked my knuckles. “Too easy. North Dakota, South Dakota, Montana, Nebras—”

“Nope.”

“What do you mean, nope?”

A smile spread over Edith’s face. “The great planes,” she said, “are in the great airports. Get it? Planes?”

I rolled my eyes. I’d never admit it, but I had actually missed Edith’s terrible geography puns.

The bell rang, and the classroom got quiet.

I should have known it wouldn’t last.

Seconds later, the windows clattered as two boys and a girl smashed through the door all at once. They looked almost exactly alike, with round glasses and black hair.

Triplets?
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Principal Espinoza followed them in. “Mr. Kim, allow me to introduce our newest students, Bennie, Beckett
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