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			“Buyea has a knack for making his characters’ voices distinct…. Fans of the Terupt novels will cheer as the Snow Hill crowd enters seventh grade, though this latest volume will also appeal to newcomers to the series.”

			—SCHOOL LIBRARY JOURNAL

			“This third in the series [is] as easy for new readers to pick up as it is for returning fans. A warmly gracious invitation to a convincing middle school world.”

			—KIRKUS REVIEWS

			“The individual personalities and abilities of Buyea’s characters emerge through their narratives as they tell about their interests and feelings…. This is an engaging read with broad appeal.”

			—VOYA

		

	
		
			WHAT REVIEWERS HAVE TO SAY ABOUT THE SERIES

			“The children who tell us about Mr. Terupt…are no less authentic than their magical teacher.”

			—JOHN IRVING, #1 New York Times bestselling author and National Book Award and Oscar winner

			“The student voices are spot-on. Moving and real.”

			—KIRKUS REVIEWS

			“An inspiring…and thoroughly enjoyable portrayal of the difference one teacher makes in the lives of his students.”

			—VOYA
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				“This is one of the best series of books that I have ever read…. I got hooked right away.”

				—Regan, age 11

				“Thank you so much because without your books I would be a much less motivated reader.”

				—Josh, 6th grade

				“When I am older I want to write books like yours so others can experience what I felt reading yours.”

				—Marlo, age 11

				“The Mr. Terupt series is definitely my favorite!”

				—Emma, 8th grade

				“I absolutely love your books about Mr. Terupt and his class. You make the characters come to life for me!”

				—Mackenzie, 5th grade

				“I personally feel like you are the best writer there is. The Mr. Terupt books are my all-time favorite books to read. Because of them, I now want to be an author when I get older.”

				—Cassidy, age 10
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						To my beautiful daughters, Emma, Lily, and Anya,
who tell me stories, give me ideas and sentences—sometimes
without even knowing it—squeeze
me in the best hugs,
and give me a reason to smile every day
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			All good things must come to an end, and when you’re on the receiving side of a really good wedgie, you want the end to show up in a hurry, even if it means having your underwear ripped clean out of your shorts. To say it was just a good wedgie would be a serious understatement, though. My tighty-whities were so far up my back I could feel the Fruit of the Loom tag scratching my neck. My underwear stretched so much that you could’ve put Jeffrey in there with me. No, it wasn’t just a good wedgie. I was the victim of one of the greatest wedgies of all time, one that deserved a place in the Guinness Book of World Records. Not the sort of thing you want to be known for, but, if I’m being honest, I’d asked for it.

			My claim to fame happened at the two-week summer wrestling camp that Jeffrey and I attended together. The camp was definitely the highlight of my vacation. Mr. T had told us that he’d gone to his first camp as a rising seventh grader, and since we were planning to join the school team in the winter, he encouraged us to do the same, and told our parents that it would be a good idea. Mr. T helped us pick the camp and even drove Jeffrey and me there on the day it started. It took place on a college campus I’d never heard of but featured some of the best coaches in the country.

			
			After we were all checked in and settled in our room, Mr. T brought us back to his car and opened the trunk. “I’ve got something for each of you, now that you’re officially wrestlers,” he said. He pulled out a pair of his old wrestling shoes and handed them to me. “These babies aren’t used to losing matches, so you’d best take care of them,” he told me.

			I couldn’t even get a thank-you out of my mouth. I held those shoes like Jessica cradles her books.

			He passed his old headgear on to Jeffrey, who couldn’t manage to say anything, either.

			“If you pay attention, I know you’ll learn plenty,” Mr. T promised us. “I discovered some of my best moves at camp. Have fun, work hard, and stick together. And stay out of trouble,” he added, looking at me. He closed the trunk and climbed into his car. “I’ll see you in ten days.” Then he drove away.

			I did a pretty good job of following his advice. I paid attention, worked hard, and stuck with Jeffrey. But I did manage to get myself in a little bit of trouble—I couldn’t help it.

			One of my favorite parts of camp was the dorm. I’d never been away from home like this before. It was great. There was no one harping on us to clean our room. Jeffrey and I kept the place as messy as we wanted. It was also really cool having other kids in the dorm with us. There were ten rooms in our hall, twenty boys total, and Jeffrey and I were the youngest. I used to think the bathroom at school was the best place for messing around, but the dorm was heaven. You could get away with murder.

			
			We were at our morning session, sitting along the mats and changing into our wrestling shoes, when Max, one of the kids a few doors down from Jeffrey and me, started freaking out.

			“Eww!” he yelled. “What the heck!” He yanked his shoe off and tipped it over. Shampoo dripped from inside it. Max tossed his sneaker aside, ripped his sock off, and chucked it at Matt, who was cracking up. Matt and his roommate, Josh, were the oldest kids on our floor, which made them the alpha males—or so they thought. I wouldn’t say they were mean, but they definitely liked pulling pranks and picking on the younger kids in the pack. They slapped high five and kept laughing their heads off. Poor Max had no choice but to wrestle that session in his bare feet. By the end of practice, they were covered in so many mat burns he could hardly walk.

			Let the wars begin, I thought. Jeffrey must’ve seen my wheels spinning. “Don’t even think about it, Peter,” he warned me. “Remember what Terupt told you.” I might’ve taken his advice, but later that night, Matt left me with no choice but to get involved.

			I had just finished in the shower and went to grab my towel, but it was gone. Someone had swiped it when I wasn’t looking and had left me a tiny little washcloth in its place. I was soaking wet, but what could I do? I held the washcloth in front of my waist like a matador and booked it down the hall. My front was covered, but my naked butt shone like a full moon. I thought I was going to make it, but when I reached my room I found the door locked. I pounded on it.

			
			“Jeffrey!” I yelled.

			No answer. Then I heard a door at the end of the hall open and close. I didn’t even have to look. I knew it was them.

			“Hey, nice butt!” Josh yelled. “And cute towel. Perfect for a little guy like you.”

			I pulled the washcloth tight to my front. “Some jerk took mine and left me with this,” I said.

			“You don’t say. And now you’re locked out. Boy, that stinks,” he teased.

			“Shut up!” I said.

			“Tough words from a naked boy.”

			“Out of my way, little man,” Matt said, shoving me as the two of them passed by. “The ladies await. It’s time for Matt’s Gun Show.” He flexed his biceps and strutted toward the exit.

			There happened to be a field hockey camp also taking place at the college, so there were girls everywhere. One thing I know about girls is that they always go for the bigger, older-looking guys, and, for once, that was a relief. Thanks to the girls, Matt and Josh didn’t have time to torture me at the moment.

			Jeffrey showed up a few minutes later, carrying a bag of chips from the vending machine. “Whoa! Where’s your towel?” he said.

			“Just let me in.” I’d gone from relieved to annoyed.

			While Mr. Biceps was outside schmoozing with the ladies, I rounded up Max and a few of the other guys on our floor. Even after I told him what they’d done to me, Jeffrey vowed that he was staying out of it. That was fine, but I wasn’t going to sit back and do nothing. It was time to get even. Those two had messed with the wrong kid.

			
			At eleven o’clock, every camper had to be in his room for attendance check and lights-out, including the two big shots. At eleven-fifteen, a group of us snuck out and met in the bathroom. Max and I found the biggest trash barrel in the dorm and stuck it in the shower. It took us more than five minutes to fill that sucker with water. The thing must’ve weighed a gazillion pounds, but we lugged it down the hall and leaned it against Matt and Josh’s door. Then we knocked.

			Matt must’ve been just on the other side because he opened it immediately. I was still standing there when the barrel fell and the wave of water rushed into his room like a tsunami, soaking him and drenching everything they had on the floor.

			“You’re dead meat, little man!”

			I took off down the hall. Matt came flying after me.

			“Jeffrey!” I yelled.

			He opened up just in time. I dove into our room, and Jeffrey slammed and locked the door behind me.

			The next morning at session, all the guys kept asking Matt and Josh why their stuff was wet. “Did you get caught in a rainstorm?” Max teased. Jeffrey and I stayed on the far side of the mat, keeping as much distance between ourselves and Matt and Josh as we could. Still, it was only a matter of time.

			It was just after lunch, in the middle of the quad, when Matt grabbed me. He lifted me high above his head by the waistband of my underwear as if he were doing shoulder presses. The field hockey girls were watching.

			“Look!” one yelled.

			
			“Oh my gosh!” cried another.

			Every girl in the quad started laughing and pointing at me.

			“Put me down,” I said, kicking and squirming.

			“Yeah, and who’s gonna make me?” Matt challenged.

			That was what I wanted to know. My underwear was already in my armpits. I could hear it ripping. And believe me, I felt it. My underwear wasn’t the only thing ripping.

			“I’m warning you,” I said.

			“I’d like to see you do something about it,” he said.

			You really should be careful what you wish for. Turns out Jeffrey is even crazier than I am. Mr. T didn’t have any reason to worry. There was no doubt about us sticking together. That’s just how it was when it came to the old gang.
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			I swore I wasn’t going to get involved in Peter’s pranks at wrestling camp. I was there to learn, and I was determined to stay out of trouble. But trouble and Peter are drawn to each other like magnets. And sometimes you’re guilty by association, which is what happened to me.

			Things were fine in the beginning. Coach Terupt dropped us off at camp, and before he left he gave us these incredible gifts. Peter got a pair of his old shoes, and I got his headgear. I spent all of the first day fiddling with the straps, adjusting them so that it fit me perfectly. Just putting it on made me feel like a serious wrestler, which I’d become. I remembered Terupt telling us about wanting to be the best when he was a kid, and that fire had been lit in my belly. I couldn’t wait to wrestle for the school team. My goal was to win every single match this season. I understood camp was important preparation if I truly wanted to make that happen, so I was focused at the sessions and learning a lot, as Terupt had promised we would.

			One day, we spent two hours going over a position called “out the back door.” Imagine being on your hands and knees with your opponent draped across you, facing in the opposite direction and reaching for your ankles. You can easily find yourself like this in a match, especially if you take a shot and your opponent sprawls his legs back and falls on you. From there, if you scoot forward and pick your head up off the mat, you will come out between your opponent’s legs, and this is called coming out the back door. Believe it or not, there are about a million different ways to finish your move, and things that can happen from there, and we studied a bunch of them.

			
			Later that night I was sitting in our dorm room, writing down everything we had learned.

			“If you write it down, then you’ll have a better chance of remembering it when wrestling season rolls around, which is when you want to be able to execute all of those new moves,” Coach Terupt had said.

			I was midsentence when all of a sudden there was this big ruckus out in the hall. I wasn’t going to get involved. But then I heard Matt yelling and Peter calling my name.

			I hurried over to our door and yanked it open. Peter dove inside our room. I saw Matt hot on his tail, charging after him like an angry bull. You could hear the water squishing and sloshing about in his sneakers with every step he took. I slammed our door and locked it just in time. A barrage of fists rattled on the other side.

			“You twerps can run, but you can’t hide,” Matt warned.

			I turned to Peter. “What’d you do?”

			“Dumped a little water in his room.”

			“It must’ve been a lot of water,” I said. “Matt’s soaking wet.”

			Peter grinned from ear to ear. “Really?”

			
			“Yeah, and now you’ve got me involved. I didn’t sign up to be your bodyguard.”

			“I didn’t want you missing out on all the fun, that’s all.”

			Thanks to Peter’s shenanigans, the back-door move we’d learned in practice wasn’t the only one we had to perfect. Matt and Josh were determined to get us, so the next day, we snuck out the back door of the dorm, in and out of the gym, and into the dining hall. Those two dummies hadn’t caught on, and I was beginning to think we would survive the rest of camp without facing them, but then Peter had a brain fart and forgot to use our secret exit after lunch. Matt was there to grab him as soon as he walked out of the building.

			I wanted to kill Peter for involving me, but I couldn’t leave my friend hanging in that position. And he was hanging—by his underwear! There was a crowd of onlookers pointing and snickering at the sight. I wondered which was hurting Peter more, his pride or his crack. I give him credit, though—he might have been grimacing, but he wasn’t squealing. The squeals came from all the field hockey girls after I hit my best move of the week: I ran over and yanked Matt’s shorts all the way down to his ankles! For such a tough guy, he sure sported girlie boxers—there were hearts all over them. Peter fell to the ground, and we took off. Matt tried chasing after us, but he tripped on his shorts and face-planted. The place erupted in laughter.

			The rest of camp went without incident. Even though Peter and I were the youngest kids there, Matt and Josh knew not to mess with us. We packed a solid one-two punch.

			Camp was definitely the best part of my summer, full of crazy memories (thanks to Peter) and tons of new techniques that I couldn’t wait to try. I was going to score a lot of takedowns with my new back-door finishes. I was ready for seventh grade and a new phase of my life as I entered junior high. Of course, I also wanted to catch up with everyone else. Peter was the only one I’d seen since the end of sixth grade. I wondered how Luke’s summer had gone and how Jessica and Lexie and Danielle were doing—and Anna, especially. I was excited to tell her everything that my baby brother could do now.

			
			Asher was nearing his first birthday. My family decided we’d celebrate it on the day I found him abandoned by the side of the road. Not only was he now pulling himself to his feet more and more, and getting better and better at his wrestling stance, but he was also beginning to say a few words. He could say Dada and Mama, and Jeffrey came out as “Ree.”

			He liked to stand at our sliding door and bang his hands on it. His fingerprints were all over the glass. But there was one afternoon when I was with him that he stopped in the middle of his drumming and pointed outside. “My-my.” I looked to see what he was pointing at. There was nothing out there, but he kept gesturing toward the old oak tree with its tire swing gently swaying in the breeze. “My-my.”

			I had no idea what he was trying to say. Maybe Anna would be able to help me figure it out.
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				Dear Journal,

				Mr. Terupt gave you to me at the end of the year. I’ve never had a better journal. Your cover is made of fine Moroccan leather. Not soft leather—rather, you feel like a hardback book. However, you don’t open and close like a novel. Instead, your cover wraps all the way around, and where you meet, you fall together, one end on top of the other, and click shut. There’s a hidden magnetic element inside your Moroccan leather, and it keeps you closed until I decide to pull you open again. Luke would be able to explain the science behind it, but I’m content thinking of you as simply holding hands when you fall shut.

				While your outside is wonderful, it’s your inside that is important. You’re filled with off-white, delicately lined pages.

				“Instead of giving you another book to read, I thought it was time you were given something to fill with your own words,” Mr. Terupt said when he handed you to me. “You’ll figure out how to use it.”

				I take you with me everywhere. I want to keep you close by always, since I never know when I’m going to be inspired to write. I’m not certain I’ve figured out how to use you yet, so in the meantime, I’ve decided just to keep you in the loop.

				Presently, I’m at theater camp. I’m actually here with Lexie. After seeing how much she liked dressing up and putting on a show last year, I decided to ask her to come with me. I thought she’d really like it. I was right. We’re having a blast, and it’s fun being here with a friend. Tomorrow we’re going to be given a setting and characters and some sort of conflict, and then we’ll have the rest of the week to create a play and costumes and props based on that information. We get to share our production on the last day. I’m quite excited, as is Lexie. I’m sure she’s having visions of herself all done up as the lead actress, stealing the show.

				That’s about it for now. I’ll let you know how camp turns out, and I’ll certainly have plenty to tell you about seventh grade—our year without Mr. Terupt. That sounds incredibly sad, and I like happy endings, so I’ll have to figure something out.

				
					Love,

					Jessica

				

				P.S. I forgot to mention, the students at theater camp who demonstrate the best talent in writing, acting, set design, and costume design will receive a special invitation to attend a weekend retreat in New York City at a time yet to be announced. The retreat is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to work with professionals to create and perform a short production, opening for an off-Broadway show—in an actual theater! I have no doubt Lexie will get in—she’s a natural onstage. I’m desperately hoping for an invitation. I haven’t wanted anything this badly since Mr. Terupt lay in his coma.

				
					Fingers crossed,

					Jessica
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			School isn’t the sort of thing you get excited about, unless you’re in Teach’s class, but like, school shopping—that’s a whole different story. And like, oh my God, this year was even better because I got the girls to go with me—to the mall! Our moms came too, but we convinced them to let us do our thing. We agreed to meet them at the food court after two hours. The other girls were each given some money, and then we were off.

			I’d spent all summer working with Mom at the restaurant, so I had my own money to burn. I’d been saving up just for this occasion. I had some things I needed. The only week of work I’d missed was when I went with Jessica to theater camp, which turned out to be totally awesome, by the way. Like, I rocked the party games, and we killed on our final production, so there was no way we weren’t getting invited to that special weekend retreat-thingy that Jessica was dying to attend. But this shopping trip was the retreat I’d been most looking forward to.

			Being the expert in this arena that I am, I took charge from the start. Our first stop was at a small boutique specializing in accessories. Teach had given me the most charming ankle bracelet as a parting gift at the end of sixth grade. Teach knows how to dress and all, but like, I was still shocked that he could pick out such a stylish piece of jewelry. I had to ask him, “Teach, did your better half help you pick this out?”

			
			“Maybe. Why? Would it surprise you if I said no?”

			“Maybe,” I said.

			We laughed, and then I told him, “Thank you. I love it.”

			I planned to wear it a lot, which was why we had to hit the boutique. I was able to find a set of dazzling charms to put on it. Jessica found a necklace, Danielle got a ring, and Anna a pair of earrings. I also bought some sweet nail polish. Pink, of course—my favorite. I always dazzle in pink. We were off to a good start.

			After the boutique, we went looking for pants and shirts, and let me just say, it’s a good thing I was with the girls. They were picking tops that were so last year. I took over and found us several cute outfits. Then it was time for our most important stop.

			“Lexie, what do we need to go in there for?” Anna asked. Her face was already as red as some of the apparel, and we weren’t even inside the store yet.

			“We’ll just look,” I said. “C’mon. It’ll be fun.”

			“I’m not sure my mother would want me in there, Lexie,” Danielle said.

			“She won’t find out if you don’t tell her. And you can pray for forgiveness later.”

			“I don’t know,” she said.

			“Victoria’s Secret girls are called angels, Danielle. Not devils. Now, c’mon.”

			“Maybe you should go without us,” Anna said.

			
			“Oh my God! Seriously?! Can you guys stop being such babies?”

			“Calm down,” Jessica said, stepping forward. “We’ll go with you, Lex, but we’re going to make it quick.”

			Danielle and Anna looked alarmed, but Jessica only shrugged. I wasn’t waiting for any more objections. I led the way, and my nervous Nellies followed. Seconds later, we were inside Victoria’s Secret and surrounded by the most beautiful lacy nightgowns and lingerie I’d ever seen. I didn’t have enough money for any of it, but it didn’t hurt to look. Tell that to the girls, though. They huddled together, acting as if looking or touching could kill you—Jessica included. In the back of the store, we found the area I was searching for—bras and underwear. I couldn’t believe I’d gone through such trouble to make myself look endowed last year when Victoria’s Secret had done all the work for me. There must’ve been five different mannequins, each wearing a different style push-up bra. They had one that made you look two cups bigger just by putting it on.

			“Can I help you?” a young store worker asked, startling us. She was talking to Danielle. “We have a special one-day sale today,” she said. “Buy one get one free.”

			That was all I needed to hear. Jessica and Anna slunk away as fast as they could and went and stood over by the lotions and perfumes, but I started shopping. These bras were pricey, but with the sale we could pool our money and it wouldn’t be that bad. While Danielle was getting fitted, I browsed through the selection and picked out two different styles. I held one against my body and spun around to look in the mirror. I found Jessica and Anna right behind me, staring at my reflection.

			
			“What do you think?” I asked them.

			“It’s perfect,” Jessica said. “Listen, Lex.” She was talking in a hushed voice now. “Do you think you could help us find one, too?”

			“Yeah!” I squealed. I couldn’t contain my excitement. We were going to be bra buddies. All eyes in the store turned to us. I still had the one in my hand pressed against my body.

			“That’s a nice pick,” the girl who’d been helping Danielle said to me, “but you should try one size smaller. Let the bra do the work for you.”

			Jessica and Anna started giggling. “Shut up,” I said, and swatted them with the too-big bra.

			When all was said and done, the four of us walked out of Victoria’s Secret with brand-new bras. I thought Danielle was going to die. It was such a wonderful moment. I was reminded of that day in Teach’s hospital room when the four of us left together. We’d been that way ever since. I had the best friends in the whole wide world.

			Little did I know how much I was going to need them this year.
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			I felt like I was passing through the gates of hell when I stepped into that store of red and pink, but in Lexie’s mind, it was clear we’d found heaven. She loved everything in that place.

			“Oh, look at that. It’s so pretty.” She must’ve said that ten times in the first two minutes. She floated from one side of the store to the other while the rest of us stood frozen in the middle. I stared at the floor, afraid that if I looked up my eyes would catch on fire or God would send his eleventh plague my way. I was surrounded by sinful clothing, and I was standing in plain sight. Anyone walking by the storefront and glancing in could’ve spotted me. If my mother saw me in there, she’d never allow me to shop on my own for the rest of my life.

			Lexie pulled us deeper into the store, where we were hidden from the outside, and I was finally able to breathe. The initial shock was wearing off. Most of the items in that store were things I could and would never wear. And the tinier the whatever, the higher the price.

			“Can I help you?” The voice belonged to a young store worker, and she was talking to me! She said something about a sale and then asked, “Do you know what size you are?”

			
			I shook my head. That was all I could do. The rest of my body was paralyzed with fear.

			“No problem. I can measure you.” She took the tape measure from around her neck and wrapped it around me. “Okay,” she said. “Let me show you a few different options.” She picked up three different bras and led me to the dressing room. “Try them on. You want to make sure you like how it fits and feels. Let me know if you need any help.”

			I nodded and went into the dressing room. I still hadn’t said anything. I stood there not moving, staring at the bras I was supposed to try on. I liked two of them. The other one was meant more for Lexie than me.

			“Psst. Danielle. Where are you?”

			It was Jessica. She and Anna had come to rescue me. I opened my door a sliver, and they rushed in.

			“Did you try them on yet?” Anna asked.

			“No. I can’t.”

			“You should,” Jessica said. “They’re not bad. And you need one, Danielle. That’s why the girl approached you and not us.” She picked the top one off the pile and handed it to me. “Try them on. We’ll be out here waiting.”

			It felt different when Jessica and Anna encouraged me to do this than when Lexie did. I tried the bras on—and I wasn’t struck by lightning.

			“Well?” Anna said when I came out of the dressing room.

			“I like the first one,” I said.

			“So get it,” said Jessica.

			“I can’t.”

			“Why not?”

			“I can’t go to the register to buy it.”

			
			“Then we’ll get one, too,” Jessica said. “You heard the girl, it’s buy one get one. C’mon, Anna. Friends stick together.”

			I couldn’t help but smile. Anna looked a bit shocked, but Jessica grabbed her hand and took her away.

			I found the girl who’d helped me and gave her the two bras I didn’t want. “That’s a lovely pick,” she said about the one I had in my hand.

			“Thank you,” I said. My mouth was working now.

			The four of us made our purchases and then went back out into the mall.

			“I can’t believe I just did that,” I said.

			“If any of us need one, it’s you,” Lexie said.

			“I can’t let my mother know.”

			“Will you stop being such a worrywart? Gimme your pink bag and bury your bra underneath your other stuff.”

			Lexie was so good when it came to these things. Sometimes it scared me, and sometimes it made me feel lucky to have her as a friend. I should’ve known she wouldn’t stay quiet about this, though. She was too excited.

			“How did things go?” Jessica’s mother asked back at the food court.

			“Great!” Jessica said.

			“What’s with all the pink?” my mother asked, noticing Lexie’s bag.

			“It’s from where the angels shop, Mrs. Roberts,” Lexie said.

			“Oh,” my mother said, sounding surprised. “Sounds like my kind of store.”

			I almost choked. My mother looked at me, and I just smiled and shrugged.

			
			“Did you find a bra, Lex?” Lexie’s mother asked her. She just came right out and asked. No wonder Lexie was so open about these things. I wished I could talk to my mother that easily, but I wasn’t very comfortable talking about myself, never had been.

			“Yeah, we all did!” Lexie cheered. The news came spilling out of her the same way she had blurted to Mr. Terupt last year that I got my period.

			That was it. I was dead.

			“That’s good,” my mother whispered to me. “I was thinking it was time for you to get one.”

			I stared at her. My mom thought it was good that I got a bra? I couldn’t believe it.

			“You’ll have to show your grandmother and me later,” Mom said.

			Gulp. I had a lot of praying to do.

			—

			Before dinner that night, I sat down with the sketchbook Mr. Terupt had given me at the end of last year. I drew a picture of the four of us from behind, walking by storefronts in the mall, bags in our hands and our heads tilted at all different angles so that you knew we were laughing and talking and having a wonderful time. That’s what I remembered most from our shopping trip—how happy I felt to have such close friends.

			I didn’t get to finish my sketch because I ended up feeling exhausted, so I set it aside and took a nap before heading downstairs to eat. It was a long day, but a good one. And soon, we’d all be together again.
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			Now that Mom and Charlie were together all the time, most of my summer was spent on the farm with Danielle. The two of us were as close as sisters, though I wasn’t sure we could be called that. If you thought about it too much, it could get confusing. Someday Danielle would actually be my aunt, and I would be her niece. That just sounded too weird and complicated, so we decided not to worry about it. We settled on being called half sisters. But if her brother was my dad, and she was my sister, then was my dad also my brother? That wasn’t just confusing, it was creepy.

			No matter. Danielle and I decided Charlie would move into my house so he and Mom could have a place of their own, even though he had to drive to the farm each morning for his chores. Then I could make Charlie’s old room my room at the farm. If we were half sisters, then I’d need to spend half my time there. Danielle and I had it all figured out. I planned to record every bit of this special new chapter in our lives in the scrapbook Mr. Terupt had given me at the end of the year, using the camera Mom had passed down to me. Together, the scrapbook and camera were the perfect gift. I’d discovered a passion for photography. It was perfect for me because I liked being out of the frame, and I loved doing cool things with my pictures. The only problem remaining was that Charlie still hadn’t officially asked Mom to marry him. What was he waiting for?

			
			As the summer passed by, my patience with Charlie started to wear thin. Being a farmer, Danielle seemed to have more of that than me, but I still convinced her to help out. Like those twins in the movie The Parent Trap, Danielle and I started scheming to help Charlie and Mom make it happen since they weren’t getting it done on their own. Danielle worked on Mom while I spent time with Charlie, which usually meant hanging out with the cows. Last summer I was more of an observer around the farm, but this year Charlie put me to work. He actually taught me how to milk a cow.

			“You want to be careful you don’t get kicked when putting the machine on,” he told me, “so you should talk to the cow, gently touch her, let her know it’s okay. And then everything else between the two of you ought to be smooth as clockwork.” Charlie was good at talking to the animals, just not to Mom.

			My favorite cow was Bessie. I named her. I felt like she understood me and even smiled at me when I came around. She was small—like me—but feisty when she wanted to be.

			The farm was a big place, so if I ever felt like I wanted to be alone, I could do it. But after all those days with it being just Mom and me, it was nice to have so many other people around, especially at dinner. We often gathered as one big happy and complicated family. The food was always delicious, and the conversation was never slow. There was only one instant all summer when it got quiet around the table.

			
			It was after we went school shopping. I was scooping some mashed potatoes when Danielle’s mother burst right out and told everybody at the table, “The girls went shopping today and bought everything from pants and shirts to their own bras.”

			Silence. I felt my face growing redder than the beets we were eating. I couldn’t believe Mrs. Roberts felt the need to make an announcement like that. This was one of those times when I was thankful for my younger mother, who still knew enough to understand how awkward that was for Danielle and me.

			“I was figurin’ I’d take the girls shopping,” Grandma Evelyn said.

			Danielle and I shot each other mortified looks. Imagine Grandma Evelyn in Victoria’s Secret! I didn’t think so. Shopping with her would’ve been more embarrassing than going with Lexie. If Lexie thought we were picking out things that were so last year, then I bet Grandma Evelyn would’ve had us outfitted in clothes that were so last century.

			“Maybe next time, Grandma,” Danielle said.

			“Oh, stop being so nice, Danielle,” Grandpa Alfred said before turning to face his wife. “She doesn’t want to go old-lady shopping, Evelyn.”

			“You hush up,” Grandma said.

			“Maybe the girls can take you shopping,” Grandpa said. “I bet they could teach you a thing or two.”

			“Now, that’s enough, Alfred!” Grandma snapped.

			
			We burst out laughing at the two of them going back and forth, and that awkward moment was quickly forgotten. Grandpa Alfred certainly knew how to test Grandma’s patience, same as Charlie was testing mine. Were all men the same? When school started, I planned on asking Luke if he had the statistic on how many women who caught the bridal bouquet, like Mom did at Mr. Terupt’s wedding last summer, actually got married within the next year.
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			I had a good summer again this year. It was a busy one, but I wanted it that way. I needed to keep myself from going nuts thinking about my schedule for seventh grade. I was dying to find out when I’d have each subject, which teachers I’d have, and who’d be in my classes. Unfortunately, that information wasn’t expected to be delivered until four or five days before the start of school. That meant I had a lot of time for thinking.

			My summer started with a two-week Boy Scout camp that was situated in the middle of the woods. I earned several more badges and sharpened my survival skills. I also saw firsthand how annoying and stubborn pine sap can be. I don’t know how he managed it, but one of the other scouts got that stuff all over his hands and clothes and in his hair during a game of capture the flag. The kid was still sticky four days later when it was time for us to go home—the poor sap!

			Camp was fun, but the best part was when I figured out how to use the pocket compass Mr. Terupt gave me as a graduation present. It wasn’t one of those cheesy plastic compasses, but a good one with a silver cover on the top that latched closed. My favorite thing about the compass was what was on the inside of that cover. Mr. Terupt had a message engraved for me. It said: Luke, may you always find your way.

			
			After the Boy Scout camp, I attended a science camp at the same place I went to last year. It was another great experience. This time instead of leaving with a bog and two lizards, I came home with my very own snake! This was something I’d always wanted. For some reason, Mom wasn’t thrilled, but in the end she allowed it. Stanley was a very handsome ball python. I placed his tank right on top of my dresser.

			After science camp, we took a family vacation, a weeklong trip to our nation’s capital. This came as a surprise. It was my parents’ idea. They considered it a reward for my great job all through grade school, and also a perfect opportunity for me to expand my knowledge of America’s rich history before studying it in school.

			The trip was absolutely amazing! Usually it’s math and science that captivate me, but I couldn’t soak up enough information about our country’s past and its great leaders. I felt inspired by their many accomplishments and famous words, even though I didn’t see myself ever joining their ranks.

			Above all else, I’ll always remember our stop at Arlington National Cemetery. The immaculate state of the place, coupled with the precision and organization, was like nothing I’d ever seen. The ceremonial Changing of the Guard that occurs every half hour at the
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