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  Dedication


For Ms. Petty, my high school English teacher, 
who taught me that i comes before e
except after c,
and made me believe
that the rules of language
were worth knowing
because I was worth teaching.






  
  Author's Note


Some stories start with a question. This one started with a feeling. 
The feeling of sitting in a classroom and knowing the answer but not trusting the words enough to say it out loud. The feeling of handing something in and already dreading it coming back. The feeling that language belonged to everyone else in the room and you were just borrowing it.
This book grew out of that feeling and out of years of watching students who were brilliant, funny, perceptive, and full of things worth saying, sit quietly and let the moment pass because they were not sure they had the right word.
This is a story about one girl’s school year. It is about friendship and small victories and the slow discovery that the thing you are most afraid of is usually the thing that has the most to give you.
The words in these pages are not obstacles. They are the way in.
I hope you find your way in too.
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  The War Before Homeroom

[ they're / their / there ]


The morning starts the same way 
every morning starts
with a battleground
disguised as a notebook.

Ms. Elara writes on the board:
Write about where you feel most at home.

Simple enough, right?

Except my pen hovers
like it's afraid to land,
because I don't know
if I mean
their house,
the one with the yellow door
and the dog that remembers me,
or there
that place past the overpass
where the light goes golden
at 4pm in October

or maybe
they're
the same thing,
and I've been wrong
the whole time.

I cross out my first line.
Then my second.
Then the whole page
goes to war with itself.

Marcus leans over, reads nothing,
still somehow smirks.

I don't explain.
I don't have the words
or maybe I have too many
and none of them
are standing still
long enough
for me to catch them.

Ms. Elara says, Just start
anywhere.

But anywhere
is exactly where the enemy lives.

The bell rings, and I hand in a page with only my name,
which, at least, I'm sure how to spell.






  
  Rolling Away

[ loose / lose ]


It's a small thing. 
A button.
White, plastic,
the size of a thumbnail.

It falls off my shirt
in the middle of the hallway
and bounces three times
before disappearing under the lockers.

I don't go after it.
Kneeling in front of everyone
is worse than the gap in my collar.

But that's the thing about loose threads
nobody tells you:
one unravels, then another,
then the whole seam
gives up.

Later, in English,
I write the word wrong.
I write lose when I mean the button,
loose when I mean the grade,
and Ms. Elara circles both
in red.

Red.
The color of a thing
that has already been lost.

I sit with the two words
the rest of the day,
turning them over
like coins I found
but don't know how to spend.

Maybe that's the problem.
Maybe I hold everything too loosely
or grip so hard
I lose the shape of it.

The button is still under the locker.
I hope someone else finds it.
I hope it's useful to them.






  
  Two of Everything

[ to / too / two ]


There are two of us in this house. 
Me and my mom.
We used to be three.

Dad left to find himself,
which sounds like something
you'd read in a self-help book
someone left on a bench.

Mom says it's okay.
She says it too much
for it to be okay.

I wrote about it once
for a writing prompt
and spelled it wrong three ways in one sentence:
Two people learning to live in a place
that used to belong too all of them.

Ms. Elara wrote: Which to do you mean here?

I wanted to write back:
All of them.
I mean all of them.

Instead I erased the whole thing
and wrote about my dog,
who we don't have.

Two is a strange number.
It's even, which should feel balanced,
but sometimes even feels
like something is missing.

Like a table with one chair pulled away
and the scratch still on the floor
where it used to sit.






  
  The Ripple and the Rock

[ affect / effect ]


Science class. 
Mr. Donovan drops a pebble in a tank of water
and asks us what we observe.

Marcus says, Ripples.
Mr. Donovan smiles like Marcus
just invented something.

I know the word he wants.
Effect.
The effect of the pebble on the water.
But I also know
there's another one,
a verb that sounds almost the same,
and my brain can never decide
which one goes where.

Affect is what the pebble does.
Effect is what you see after.

Or is it the other way?

I write neither in my notes.
I draw the pebble instead.
I draw the rings spreading out
until they hit the glass and stop.

Mr. Donovan says, Good, Marcus.

I think about how everything has both.
The thing that acts.
The thing that happens because of it.

Like how a wrong grade affects how you feel,
and the effect is this:
a girl drawing pebbles in her notebook
instead of raising her hand.

The ripples don't care what you call them.
They just keep going.






  
  Borrowing Without Asking

[ your / you're ]


Jade passes me a note 
folded like a little boat.

I open it under my desk.
It says: your so quiet today.

I know she means well.
Jade always means well.
She's the kind of person
who notices when you've gone gray.

But I get stuck on the word
the way you get stuck on a splinter
you can't quite see.

Your is possessive.
You're is you are.

So the note really says:
Belonging-to-you so quiet today.

Which doesn't make sense,
but also, somehow,
makes perfect sense.

Like my quiet belongs to me.
Like I own it.
Like it's mine to carry around
in both hands.

I fold the note back into a boat
and write on the hull:
you're right.

Because she is.
And because I want her to see
I know the difference,
even when I feel like
I don't know much else.

She smiles across the aisle.
Somehow that's enough.






  
  Before the Test

[ then / than ]


The night before the vocabulary test 
I study for two hours.
I make flashcards.
I quiz myself.
Then I go to sleep
and dream about nothing useful.

Morning.
I sit down with the paper in front of me
and all the words
scatter.

It's worse than forgetting.
Forgetting is clean.
This is like watching something
slide off a shelf
in slow motion
and not being able
to catch it.

Question 7:
Use then or than correctly in a sentence.

I write: I studied harder then ever.
I cross it out.
I write: I studied harder than ever.
I cross that out too.

Then is about time.
Than is about comparison.

I know this.
I know I know this.

So why do my hands
keep writing the wrong one?

I leave question 7 blank
and move to question 8,
which I also leave blank,
then 9,
then 10.

Then I breathe.
Then I go back to the beginning.

Slower than before.
Quieter than I've ever been.

One word at a time.






  
  The Lunch Table Cartography

[ accept / except ]


There is an unspoken map 
of this cafeteria.

The athletes sit by the windows.
The theater kids take the round table.
The seventh graders who don't know yet
where they belong
drift along the edges
like punctuation
nobody wanted.

Jade waves me over.
She's sitting with Priya and Dev
and two kids I don't know.

I almost don't go.

Except.

Except she's waving like she means it.
Except Priya is laughing at something
and it sounds like a place
I want to be near.

I go.

Later, I write in my journal:
I accepted her invitation.
Except I almost didn't.

Then I read it back
and think: both words are right.
To accept is to say yes.
Except is to name the thing
that almost said no.

The map in the cafeteria
is always changing.
I took a seat today.

That's something
I'll accept.








