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			Chapter One

			LATE

			Keisha James was late for the bus.

			How late? One minute late, which was a big, big deal.

			Not that she missed the bus. Oh no, she would never do that. But she usually arrived at the bus stop at 7:05 a.m. Today she arrived at 7:06 a.m. And even though the bus wouldn’t pull up until 7:08 a.m., this was clearly disastrous.

			Why? Because it meant she was sixth in line. If she had arrived one minute earlier, she would’ve been third in line, which is clearly better. You see, Keisha’s bus stop was the last one on the route to Hopewell Elementary. By the time the bus pulled up, seats were always hard to come by. If she was at least third in line, she’d get a decent seat, somewhere in the middle, maybe next to Devon Garcia or Kendall Ali.

			But sixth in line? It meant sitting in—avert your eyes if you’re the sensitive type—a hump seat!

			Oh, the dreaded hump seats, the most vile and wretched of all seats on the bus. Located directly above the back wheels, the hump seats were impossibly uncomfortable because anyone who sat in them couldn’t fully extend their legs or put their backpack on the bus floor. So they had to sit with their backpacks in their laps, pushed against their chests by their bent knees.

			In other words, sixth in line was bad. Very bad. And today it was even worse. Today it meant sitting in the hump seat next to Hunter Barnes.

			No one at Hopewell Elementary wanted to sit in any seat next to Hunter Barnes.

			Sadly for Keisha, it was the only option. No students were sick. The bus was as full as it could be. So she reluctantly accepted her fate, trudging to the back and asking Hunter, “May I please sit here?”

			Hunter’s backpack was in the way, and he grumbled under his breath as he moved it to his lap. “Whatever.”
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			This was Hunter being as polite as he could possibly be. Because there’s no other way to put it: Hunter Barnes was a bully.

			Not the kind of bully who would beat kids up. Worse. The kind who would figure out how to make their lives miserable with nothing but words.

			For instance, a kid named Carson Cooper once wore a red shirt to school, and Hunter told him, “People who wear red shirts smell like wet socks filled with dog food and boiled cauliflower. But people who wear blue shirts smell like chocolate chip cookies.”

			Hunter was, of course, wearing a blue shirt when he said this.

			So the next day, Carson was sure to use extra soap in the shower. And he put on his best blue shirt and stood for an hour next to an oven that was baking chocolate chip cookies. Then he set off to school confident in his shirt choice and smell.

			But then Hunter, of course, showed up to school wearing a red shirt.

			“Eww, why are you wearing a blue shirt?” he asked Carson. “Everyone knows people in blue shirts smell like dirty diapers filled with tuna fish sandwiches.”

			Hunter did this sort of thing to almost every kid at Hopewell Elementary. Except, that is, to Keisha.

			Because Keisha was focused. Keisha was fierce. Keisha did not suffer fools. Which means she didn’t tolerate any sort of nonsense, especially from kids like Hunter.

			That morning on the bus, she was ready. If he said anything to insult or tease her, she was armed with a comeback that would absolutely destroy him.

			Obviously, she wasn’t going to use that comeback unless she was provoked. Above all, Keisha believed in honesty and integrity. And even though Hunter didn’t know what Keisha had in store for him, he was smart enough to know that she always came to school prepared. The temptation to tease her was strong, but he resisted. It wasn’t worth the risk of finding out how devastating one of her comebacks could be.

			So the two sat together silently in that godforsaken hump seat, with their knees pushing their backpacks against their chests, and their eyes pointed straight ahead.

			It was a bad way for both of them to start the day.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			HOMEROOM

			The day could get worse.

			And the day would get worse.

			But before it got worse, it wasn’t too bad.

			Keisha hurried off the bus and directly to homeroom.

			As always, she was the first person to arrive. Person is the important word here. Because two goldfish were already in the room. They were always in the room.
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			Finn and Gill were their names, and they lived in a bowl on a table next to the radiator. They were the classroom mascots, and the kids all loved them. But Keisha was the one responsible for feeding them.

			Why? Because everyone else was lazy. Or at least that’s what Keisha thought. She had nominated herself for the job at the beginning of the school year, when she assumed no one else was responsible enough to do it.

			“I don’t know how you two would survive without me,” she said as she sprinkled their flaky food onto the water. “Maybe someday you’ll thank me.”

			“In the meantime, perhaps my gratitude will be enough,” a voice answered.

			It wasn’t the fish talking. It was Keisha’s homeroom teacher, Mrs. Shen. She was setting her bag on her desk in preparation for another day. In many kids’ minds, Mrs. Shen was Hopewell Elementary’s best teacher. She was certainly one of the friendliest. And she always gave Keisha an enthusiastic greeting.

			“So thank you, Keisha,” Mrs. Shen said. “And a good morning to you.”

			Keisha turned around and replied, “Correction, Mrs. Shen. A great morning. Great.”

			“What makes this morning so great?” Mrs. Shen asked.

			“Potential,” Keisha said. “Every day has the potential to be the best day of my life. And if I work harder than the day before, there’s a good chance it will be.”

			“I like that attitude,” Mrs. Shen said. “Very much.”

			Keisha wasn’t exaggerating. She tried to make every day a better day than the previous one. It didn’t always happen. And sometimes she regretted her decisions.

			Maybe I should’ve talked to Hunter on the bus, she thought as Hunter waltzed into the room. He sat down in a corner in the back, far away from anyone else.

			Bullies only want attention, she thought. What if I gave him good attention? Maybe he wouldn’t be so mean to everyone.

			But the past was in the past, and there was nothing she could do to change it.

			She would have to try harder tomorrow.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			OH NO

			Keisha’s first class of the day was music with Mr. Gregson. Mr. Gregson was a quiet guy with a ponytail and thick-rimmed glasses. He played bass guitar in a band called the Screamin’ Beagles.

			Keisha had seen the Screamin’ Beagles perform at a local restaurant once. Sadly, there were no beagles in the lineup, and there was absolutely no screamin’. Unless you count slightly off-key singing as screamin’.
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			The Screamin’ Beagles performed mostly covers of songs that were around when Keisha’s parents were kids.

			It was hard to say if they were good at it, because Keisha didn’t listen to that type of music. And it always made her a bit uneasy to see a teacher outside of school.

			She preferred to see her teachers standing at the front of a classroom, telling kids what to do. Teaching, in other words, like Mr. Gregson was doing now.

			“Today we will be practicing for the concert,” Mr. Gregson told the class. “So everyone take their places, and we’ll start learning the lyrics to one of my favorite songs, ‘Time After Time.’”

			“I looove this song,” Bryce Dodd whispered to Keisha as they lined up on the room’s makeshift stage.

			Bryce was a weird, but nice, kid. So Keisha assumed this would be a weird, but nice, song.

			“I don’t know if I’ve ever heard of ‘Time After Time,’” Keisha said.

			Bryce replied, “The Screamin’ Beagles do an amazing version. I was actually listening to their recording of it last night when I was doing my science homework and—”

			Keisha didn’t hear anything else, because the words science homework had nearly knocked her unconscious.

			Oh.

			No.

			She remembered Mrs. Shen assigning science homework.

			She remembered slipping science homework into her homework folder.

			But she did not remember doing her science homework.

			Oh.

			No.

			This was not like Keisha at all. She had never forgotten to do her homework. Ever.

			She raised her hand.

			“Yes, Keisha?” Mr. Gregson said.

			“May I please be excused?”

			“May I ask why?”

			“Because I honestly might faint. Right here, right now, face-first into the bongos.”

			It wasn’t a lie. And Mr. Gregson could tell by the queasy look in Keisha’s eyes. He handed her a hall pass and said, “Go.”

			Keisha went. Only she didn’t go to the bathroom or the nurse’s office.

			She went to Locker 37.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			LOCKER 37

			Now let’s get a few things out of the way.

			Hopewell Elementary was an elementary school, obviously.

			It had teachers who taught students from kindergarten to fourth grade, as most elementary schools do.

			On its second floor, there was a faulty drinking fountain that dribbled water, so kids had to put their mouths on the nozzle, which was super gross.

			In the kitchen of its cafetorium sat something called a convection oven, which was basically like a regular oven, only it “convected” food. Or something like that. The only thing you really need to know about it is that it cooked food quickly. It was a very exciting type of oven, at least to people who care about ovens.

			Oh yeah, and Hopewell Elementary was home to Locker 37.

			You know about Locker 37, don’t you?

			The greatest locker that ever was or ever shall be?

			Quite possibly the most amazing, incredible, jaw-droppingly magnificent collection of atoms in the known universe?
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			Ring any bells?

			Don’t worry. Even if you don’t know about Locker 37, Keisha did.

			On the first day of fourth grade, Keisha’s classmate Carson Cooper found a note written by the previous fourth-grade class. It was all about Locker 37. One part of the note said:

			If you or another fourth-grader has a problem (any problem!), open Locker 37 and the locker will provide a solution. It won’t always be the solution you want, or expect, but it is guaranteed to work.

			Word got around that Locker 37 had been casting its magic for years. But only for fourth-graders. Once a kid moved on to fifth grade, they forgot about it. And younger kids weren’t allowed to know about it.

			Which was fine by Keisha. She didn’t want anyone else to figure out what she was up to. All she wanted to do was open Locker 37, pull out some finished homework, and go on with her day.

			But things are never that simple, are they?
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