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				1

				IVY

			
			APRIL

			Life is a race but not to the finish line. That would be morbid because everyone ends up dead. No, life is a race to see who can climb the highest, the fastest. At least, that was how Ivy Stewart felt.

			Done!

			Ivy slapped her pencil on the desk, and a few heads turned in her direction with eyes glaring. She was used to judgmental looks, but still, she hadn’t meant to disrupt anyone’s test. She’d never do that on purpose. Tests were too important.

			“Sorry,” she whispered as she slid out of her seat and brought her math test to Ms. McCartney’s desk.

			“That was fast,” the teacher said, which did not come across as a compliment.

			“It was harder than I expected,” Ivy lied. She assumed teachers aimed to create challenging work and would not appreciate being told something was easy. If Ivy made an exam, she’d want the class average to be seventy-five. Now, if she ever got a seventy-five, she’d crawl under her seat and cry—and then beg the teacher for a retest.

			“May I go to the media center?” Ivy asked. “To meet the representatives from West Archer Academy?” Students were encouraged to attend the information sessions during lunch, but if Ms. McCartney didn’t have any other plans for the rest of class, there was no point in waiting.

			Of course, Ivy already knew a lot about West Archer. It was a seventh-through-twelfth-grade boarding school for only the most talented and driven students. Though, assuming she started next fall, she would not be called a seventh grader. She would be a First Year, which sounded much better to Ivy’s ears. At West Archer, Ivy could graduate from high school in as little as two years—by age fourteen. That was something she could not do at a traditional public school. Her current middle school was too rigid. Take sixth-grade science even if you’re ready for honors biology. Take gym (again!), even if you hope never to play volleyball in your entire life. Ivy planned to be enrolled at Duke before getting her driver’s license. By the time she was old enough to vote, she would be at Columbia Law School, where her hero Ruth Bader Ginsburg got her law degree. Ivy would become an attorney, then a federal judge, and finally, a Supreme Court justice. But none of that would happen if she stayed at New London Middle.

			Ms. McCartney sighed and nodded, handing Ivy a hall pass.

			“Can I go too?” Ronan Haywood asked from the front row. Some kids sat in the front row by choice, and some were forced to. Ronan was in the second group. If he didn’t sit up front, he’d nap through every class.

			“Have you completed your test?” their teacher asked.

			“Yep.” He held up his paper. He’d doodled battling robots around the edges, but it also looked like he’d answered the problems.

			Ivy doubted that Ronan had any interest in an elite boarding school. He didn’t have any interest in the school he was in now. Like everyone on their academically gifted team, he was smart, scoring in the top 5 percent on the standardized tests all the kids were forced to take annually. But that didn’t make him a stellar student, because he always seemed to aim to do the minimum amount of work, and he often missed that goal.

			Ms. McCartney pulled the hall pass out of Ivy’s hand and added Ronan’s name. Then the two gathered their things and quietly left the classroom.

			“Why are we going to the media center?” Ronan asked in the hall. He was slightly taller than Ivy and had short black hair, brown eyes with thick eyelashes, and a mouthful of braces.

			“I’m going to learn about West Archer Academy. It’s a boarding school for smart and motivated students.”

			“Cool. See ya.” He suddenly turned down the hallway that led to the gym and locker rooms.

			“Where are you going?” Her voice echoed in the empty corridor.

			He didn’t stop. “This way. Where the unmotivated students hang out.”

			“You’re going to get in trouble.” She jogged to catch up with him.

			“No, I won’t, and I don’t care if I do.”

			“Well, I’m not going to let you get me in trouble.” Because Ronan’s name was clearly on the hall pass, Ivy felt it would be wrong to show up at her destination without him. Like on field trips, when you use the buddy system, losing your buddy is unacceptable.

			“Sorry to repeat myself, but I don’t care.” He paused at the water fountain and took a long drink.

			Ivy imagined pivoting on her heels and storming off to the media center. She wanted to be like Ronan. She wanted not to care.

			Instead, she said, “Please, Ronan. Just come with me.”

			For a moment, she felt ridiculous for begging. But then Ronan surprised her.

			He shrugged and said, “Okay.”

			They went to the media center and didn’t say another word to each other.
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				RONAN

			
			Ronan Haywood lived in the Haywood House, which wasn’t just a home but also a place of business, and a name everyone in town seemed to know. His mother, Margery Haywood, was a locally famous psychic, and she performed readings in their formal living room. If Ronan walked in the front door (which he never did), it was the large room to the right behind frosted-glass doors. Luckily, they also had a family room with a TV, a couch, and a wall covered in family pictures. He didn’t consider the living room part of his home. It was an area solely for answer-seeking customers.

			When Ronan returned from school on Friday, he could hear his mom with someone. Most of her clients were regulars and had been coming to her for years. Potential new customers sometimes had to wait weeks for an appointment, since she only saw three or four people a day. She claimed psychic readings exhausted her, and she couldn’t handle more.

			Ronan grabbed a bag of Doritos and headed for the safety of the family room. He had science homework, but it wasn’t much. He could do it Saturday, or Sunday, or during breakfast on Monday, or on the bus, or not at all.

			“Hey, Ronan.”

			The voice, which clearly didn’t belong to his parents or older brother, came from the front hallway. For a moment, Ronan debated ignoring the greeting. It was what he wanted to do, but if his mom found out, she’d give him a lecture on manners.

			“Hi,” Ronan replied after he’d swallowed a mouthful of Doritos.

			Will Myers, a former baseball teammate, sat on the bench outside his mom’s office. Since Margery Haywood didn’t give readings for kids or allow them to observe sessions, clients’ children were sentenced to a waiting area consisting of a bench and a table with a few National Geographic magazines.

			“How long does this take?” Will asked.

			“Depends. Like an hour.” But sometimes clients stayed half a day. His mom joked that her job only required her to be a psychic for 10 percent of that time, and the other 90 percent was spent listening.

			Ronan offered Will a chip, and the kid took a handful.

			“Do you believe this stuff?” Will asked. “It ain’t real. Right?”

			Ronan shrugged. Some questions were better left unanswered. He couldn’t say it was fake. That would mean his mom was a con artist. Plus, it wasn’t fake—unfortunately. His life would be simpler if it were. Ronan’s mom was the real deal. Her predictions always came true. Though she’d never done a reading for him or anyone in the family. It was another one of her rules. Like a surgeon operating on her own children, it would be unethical.

			On the other hand, Ronan’s aunt Britney had no issues reading for anyone and everyone. Just last week, she’d told Ronan he’d soon experience disappointment. The next day, he’d learned he didn’t make the under-thirteen travel baseball team, and he got a C on a social studies essay that he’d written during lunch. Actually, it was a pretty average day for Ronan.

			“I mean,” Will continued, “if your mama could see the future, wouldn’t y’all be millionaires? She’d know the lotto numbers and stuff like that.”

			“That’s not how it works.” Ronan didn’t know exactly how it did work. His mom had tried to explain it more than once. But truth be told, Ronan didn’t want to know. He wished she had a normal, boring job like a plumber, or a scientist, or a writer.

			“So your mama’s not a witch.” Will laughed. Ronan didn’t find it funny, but he was used to it. He was always assuring his parents that the jokes didn’t bother him. If he said it enough, maybe he’d even believe it.

			“Just don’t say that to her face. Unless you want a curse on your family.” He gave Will the rest of the Doritos and then went upstairs to his room.

			This wasn’t the first time someone had called his mother a witch. Last Halloween, a half dozen kids from his class showed up at his house uninvited with a Ouija board. He gave them full-size Hershey bars and asked them to leave. Outwardly, he didn’t get upset, ever. What was the point? His older brother, Dean, had gotten into at least three fights in middle school over their mom’s career. He’d won all of them, but the reward was usually suspension—and in one case, a change of school.

			Ronan would never hit anyone. A snarky reply was the most he’d ever conjured up. Still, he wished he could go someplace where not everyone knew about his mom’s paranormal abilities. Someplace where no one would joke about his family. Someplace where it would be easy to ignore his psychic situation. Someplace like West Archer Academy. The thought had been with him for a few days.

			When he’d asked to attend the information session earlier in the week, he did it to get out of class. And once he’d accomplished that, he only went because Ivy Stewart had asked him nicely. He’d worried she might start crying if he didn’t go. He didn’t know her well, but he knew she was intense.

			Ronan hadn’t expected to like the school’s sales pitch. The representatives talked a lot about classes and the choices offered to students. That was fine, but Ronan really loved the idea of staying in a dorm, eating in a dining hall, going to the gym, and having the freedom that came with leaving home. He liked the idea of living in Determination Hall instead of the Haywood House.

			In his room, Ronan turned on his laptop and opened the enrollment application.

			Why not, he thought. He doubted that his mom would have predicted this move.
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				IVY

			
			MAY

			Ivy and her dad wandered the West Archer Academy campus, just like countless other kids and parents. Competition is good. It makes people try harder. Would an Olympic sprinter run her hardest if no one else was in the neighboring starting blocks? But still, there might be too much competition here.

			Over the past month, Ivy had become a West Archer expert, learning everything she could about the school online. Now she was even more certain that this school held the key to her future. WA alumni had served in the US Senate, become astronauts, won Nobel Prizes, and played professional soccer. WA sent more students to Ivy League colleges than any other school in North Carolina. She also learned they’d had a water main break last year that flooded two dormitories, and a student went missing from campus in the 1940s, but she didn’t tell her dad that. He didn’t seem eager to let go of his little girl. When a family consisted of two people—three if you counted the dog—it was not easy when one member declared her intentions to leave the nest.

			“This place is quite impressive,” her dad said as they walked across the Square—a grassy area with various sculptures and a few large trees.

			“Yeah, nice campus,” Ivy replied without looking up from her phone. She was reviewing vocabulary on digital flash cards. She only had twenty hours to gain an advantage over the other potential students wandering around.

			The school was vague about the entrance exam, and they didn’t use the ISEE, which was the standard test for most boarding schools. But vocabulary seemed to be on every type of exam, including the ones for college, like the SAT and ACT. Ivy had never taken one of those officially, but she’d done them online for fun and had scored very well. (Top 10 percent!)

			Her dad stopped walking, and Ivy bumped into him. He turned and snatched her phone. On the screen was the word incorrigible, meaning “not able to improve or reform.”

			He looked at it and shook his head. “You are incorrigible. You can’t cram for this kind of test.”

			“Cram? You make it sound like I haven’t been preparing for this opportunity my entire life.”

			He laughed.

			“Plus, we have a real tour later. I’ll pay attention during that.”

			He handed her phone back, and she tried not to look at it—at least not constantly.

			They wandered toward the library, which Ivy knew was the newest building on campus. The construction had been completed last summer. The three-story structure was all glass and metal, a modern facility that somehow fit with the older, historic brick structures.

			“I need more coffee,” her dad said. They’d gotten up extra early for the six-hour drive. “Do you want something?” He motioned toward the café on the lower floor of the library.

			“No, thanks. I’ll wait here.” Ivy pointed to a wooden bench. As soon as her dad turned toward the café, she opened her phone again to review vocabulary. Even if she couldn’t cram for this test, Ivy felt better focusing on something academic.

			“Grace!

			“Grace!

			“Grace!”

			The excited shouting made Ivy look up from her screen. On the far side of the Square, a girl was running toward her. Ivy turned around, expecting to see someone—someone named Grace—behind her. But Ivy was alone.

			“Grace?” This time, the name came out as a question.

			The girl stopped a few feet from the bench. She had long brown hair with a natural wave, and her cheeks were pink, probably from running. She wore faded jeans, red Converse, and a Grand Canyon T-shirt under an army-green jacket. Ivy guessed the girl was about her age.

			“You’re not Grace,” she said, shaking her head. “I’m sorry. My mistake.”

			“Um, that’s okay.”

			The girl smiled wide, but it didn’t hide her disappointment. Ivy knew that look because she’d used it when she stood on the stage during an assembly as one of three finalists for the antibullying essay contest and the vice-principal announced Jesse Haas-Kolalewo as the winner.

			“May I join you?” the girl asked.

			Ivy slid over, and the girl took a seat.

			“You look so much like her. It gives me chills.” She rubbed her arms through her coat.

			“Sorry.” Ivy didn’t know what else to say.

			“No need to apologize. They say everyone has a doppelgänger. How lucky am I to have met my best friend’s?” She turned and offered her hand. “I’m Abigail Young.”

			Ivy wasn’t used to shaking hands. She did it anyway. Abigail seemed to take the opportunity to study the back of Ivy’s hand, tilting it left and right before letting go.

			“I’m Ivy Stewart.”

			“Nice to meet you, Ivy Stewart.” Abigail sat back on the bench. “This place is pretty special. You’re going to like it.”

			“I need to get in first.”

			Abigail smiled again. “Think positively. That’s the most important thing. And I’m certain you’ll get in.”

			“No offense, but you can’t really be certain of anything.” Ivy cracked her knuckles—a nervous habit. She didn’t find Abigail’s unfounded confidence in her reassuring. It felt more like Abigail was going to jinx her chances.

			“You’re right. Two minutes ago, I was certain you were my friend Grace. And I was wrong. You’re my new friend, Ivy.” She said this without a hint of sarcasm, which made Ivy uneasy. “Still, thinking positively won’t hurt.”

			“Do you know what the entrance exam is like?” Ivy asked. She’d be less nervous if she knew what to expect.

			“Just do your best and watch the clock. Three hours can go by incredibly fast. Vroom!” Abigail clapped her hands together and threw them in the air, mimicking a rocket blasting off.

			Ivy had hoped for more useful information. Like Make sure you brush up on your algebra or The long-response section is more important than the multiple-choice.

			“You’re a first-year student?” Ivy asked.

			“Not until the fall.” There was more of that confidence.

			Ivy spotted her dad coming out of the café, carrying two cups. He always did that. He couldn’t get something for himself without getting something for her. Even when they’d stop for gas, he’d go inside and buy her a pack of gum.

			“That’s my dad. I should go.”

			“Sure thing. I have to meet my mom. She’s probably looking for me.”

			Mom. Ivy wished her mom were still around and looking for her. Ivy shook her head, trying to clear the thought. It had been four years, but she still felt the ache in her chest when anyone else mentioned their mother.

			Abigail stood up and waved goodbye. “Good luck with the exam. I’ll see you in the fall, Ivy.”

			Jinx!
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				ABIGAIL

			
			Coincidence? Destiny? Abigail didn’t know how to categorize her amazing afternoon. She loved the cosmic power of fate. Two people brought together on purpose for a purpose. That was how life should work. Maybe not daily, but certainly for the more significant moments. Grace would laugh at such a notion. Life is full of perceived coincidences, but often it’s just a game of numbers. Two kids meet, become quick friends, then learn they share a birthday. They might say, What a coincidence! But when you do the math, with eight billion people on Earth, and 365 days in a year, that means about twenty-one million people share the same birthday. “You are always looking for magic in the ordinary,” Grace had once said. “I hope that never changes.” And for the most part, it hadn’t.

			Abigail returned to her hotel, still smiling and more convinced that fate was smiling on her too. She grabbed a free cookie in the lobby and then went to her room and collapsed dramatically onto the made bed, the way characters did in movies when they fell in love or returned from a particularly grueling shopping spree.

			Meeting Ivy Stewart filled Abigail with hope. She’d never stopped believing Grace was out there. Somewhere. And, despite having no proof or even any solid reasoning, Abigail was certain—you can’t be certain—that Ivy Stewart held the key to a reunion with Grace.

			If Abigail were being logical, she’d admit that Ivy could just be a look-alike. Both Grace and Ivy had blond, almost white, curly hair. The kind of tight curls that looked like corkscrews. It was what Abigail had spotted across the Square. When the sunlight cut through the leaves, Ivy’s head practically glowed. As Abigail got closer, she noticed Ivy’s light eyebrows, eyelashes, and freckles across her nose, cheeks, and forehead. Same as Grace.

			Of course, Ivy didn’t have the scar on the back of her right hand like Grace had. Abigail had quickly examined Ivy’s hand just to be sure. The mark was from a kitchen accident that had occurred well before Abigail and Grace had met. And Ivy wore glasses, which Grace never needed. They were not the same person. That, Abigail was certain of.

			Abigail finished her cookie, went to the small desk in the corner of the room, and opened her laptop. The machine took its time to boot up. It was nearly a decade old and probably in need of replacement. But that required money, and it probably meant learning new technology. She spoke four languages fluently, but none was a computer language.

			In an internet window, Abigail typed Ivy Stewart, and the screen flooded with articles and social media sites. Judging by the accompanying pictures, none of the hits on the first pages were her Ivy Stewart. She added North Carolina to her search, which led to some relevant information. Ivy Stewart was a student at New London Middle School. She’d won numerous academic awards, like science fair, and was the first runner-up in the state spelling bee.

			Grace was a good speller too.

			Then Abigail came across the Facebook page for Martin Stewart, who had a picture of his spelling-bee-champion daughter as his profile. She clicked on his name and was greeted by a message that said private account.

			She sighed. Dom was right. Hacking skills were going to be vital in this century. She could imagine him gloating if he heard her admit that.

			Abigail closed the screen and let her tired old computer take a nap. Then she grabbed her phone to text her “family.” Like most people, she rarely used her phone to make calls. It was the apps that had improved her life. Even at this hotel, Abigail had checked in to her room without talking to anyone. She’d simply clicked a few buttons.

			For a second, she debated what to type. Abigail was confident Ivy was somehow tied to Grace, but the others would need proof. It wasn’t fair to ask them just to believe.

			
				
					ABIGAIL

					
						I’m enrolling in WA this fall

					

				

			

			She stared at her phone for two minutes. It was hard to believe there was a time in history when people sent messages and waited weeks or months for a reply. Of course, they’d send more than one line of text.

			As she waited, there was a knock at the door.

			“Housekeeping,” said the voice on the other side. Abigail’s stomach tightened with stress, and she was confused. The bed was already made, and she’d left the do not disturb door hanger on the knob. She quickly got up from the desk, and that was when she noticed the placard on the floor just inside the door. It must have fallen off when she came in.

			A second knock. A second “Housekeeping.”

			Abigail darted into the bathroom and turned on the shower.

			Click! The sound of the door unlocking.

			Abigail slipped out of the bathroom and met a startled woman in the doorway.

			“Oh, hello,” Abigail said.

			“Sorry, miss,” the woman in the hotel uniform said. “I have towels.”

			“Great. Thank you so much. Perfect timing. My mom just stepped into the shower.” Abigail took the small pile of white towels.

			The woman left, and Abigail cut off the shower. Then she waited a few minutes before cracking open the door to hang the do not disturb sign on the knob. She was usually more careful about these things. She had to be if she didn’t want “concerned adults” calling the authorities about a runaway (or abandoned) child.

			She went back to her phone. The screen glowed with new text messages.

			
				
					ESTE:

					
						It’s too soon. We need to wait two more years.

					

				

				
					TIMOTHY:

					
						Why now?

					

				

				
					DOM:

					
						Sign me up!!! See you in a few months!

					

				

			

			Abigail laughed. She could have predicted each of their responses. That happens when you’ve known people forever. Of course James hadn’t replied. She could have predicted that too. She hadn’t talked to her baby brother one-on-one in over three years. It seemed he was waiting for her to apologize. Well, he could just keep waiting—he could wait decades—because Abigail had nothing to apologize for.
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				IVY

			
			On time is late. Early and prepared is the way to win. That was her gym teacher’s motto, and while physical education was Ivy’s least favorite class, she embraced this philosophy.

			But today, even thirty minutes wasn’t early enough. Ivy and her dad stood in line to check in for the entrance exam, and they were nowhere near the front. It was her dad’s fault. Ivy had wanted to skip the complimentary breakfast at the hotel and get here an hour ago. (Though she’d have to admit, the make-your-own waffle station was pretty good. There were chocolate chips and whipped cream.)

			“Try to relax,” her dad said, and gently squeezed her shoulder.

			“Dad, this is not the time to relax. This is the time to be sharp and intense. Relaxed people sit on beaches and read thick novels while drinking out of pineapples. I need to be focused like a soldier on the most important mission of her life.” Ivy cracked her knuckles and stretched the muscles in her arms.

			He shook his head. “Pretend I didn’t say anything.”

			Finally, after what felt like hours, they got to the front. Ivy received a thick sealed envelope. Her name and birth date were printed in the corner next to the West Archer Academy seal.

			“Take any desk in the gymnasium and get comfortable,” the smiling woman behind the check-in table said. “But do not open the envelope until instructed.”

			Ivy nodded.

			Her dad gave her one last hug and told her he was proud of her. Then she went into the gym alone. It was at least double the size of the one at New London Middle. Rows and rows of desks—hundreds of them—covered the three basketball courts.

			Ivy found a seat in the front row, her usual spot if given a choice. She hung her jean jacket on the back of her chair and then adjusted her polka-dot headband, pushing her curls out of her face. The light-blue sweater she wore had belonged to her mom. It brought her comfort, and she hoped it would bring her luck.

			“Good morning. Good morning!” A woman in a West Archer polo shirt spoke into a microphone. “Find a seat. The sooner we start, the sooner we’ll be done and able to enjoy this beautiful day around campus.”

			Another person took the mic and started going over the instructions. “Feel free to write in the test booklet or on the blue scratch paper, but only answers on this bubble sheet will be scored. Please use the pencils provided.”

			Ivy was anxious for the test to start. She hadn’t studied vocabulary or reviewed formulas in over an hour. She could feel knowledge slipping from her brain.

			Finally, the woman said, “You may begin.”

			The sound of envelopes ripping filled the gym. Ivy pulled out her test booklet and her answer sheet. Her name was printed on both. She turned the first page, pressed the center to make the booklet lie flat, and read the first math question.

			Huh?

			The question wasn’t hard. It involved a line on a graph and selecting the correct equation. That wasn’t the problem. The issue was that someone had already circled the right answer with the faintest pencil mark. Ivy glanced at the next question, and the next, and all five on the first page. They all had answers circled.

			Ivy turned the page. Same thing.

			She looked at her answer sheet. It was blank and unmarked. No answers bubbled in.

			Maybe they’re not the right answers.

			Quickly and randomly, Ivy read several questions in the exam book. The first few were right, but then she found a wrong answer on page five, which was a relief. Until she reread the problem and it turned out to be her mistake.

			Were other students given answers too? She tried to spy on her neighbor’s paper as she stretched. It was useless. She could barely make out the faint marks in her own booklet.

			Wait! Maybe the test is the test?

			The school could be trying to determine if Ivy was a moral and ethical student. Maybe if she reported the marked-up test booklet to a proctor, she’d be accepted on the spot. Admittedly, that was a very self-centered thought. The school wouldn’t give just Ivy this moral dilemma. Hundreds of students were in the room, and no one was waving for help or even looking around.

			She wasted fifteen minutes contemplating how to handle the situation. The giant clock above the folded bleachers did not have a second hand, but she could still hear tick-tick-tick in her brain. Then she remembered what Abigail Young had said. Watch the clock. Three hours can go by incredibly fast. Her oncoming panic made breathing hard.

			Finally, she settled on a solution. She would simply ignore the answers. She wouldn’t cheat. Just because help was provided didn’t mean she had to accept it.

			She turned back to the first page and got to work, but not looking at the answers proved impossible. Even erasing the marks didn’t work. She couldn’t avoid something right in front of her eyes. Still, she tackled every problem independently, writing calculations and underlining passages throughout the booklet to prove her knowledge and abilities. She didn’t need to cheat; it wasn’t her fault if someone thought otherwise.

			Two and a half hours later, Ivy handed in all her papers. She already knew her score. Three of her answers didn’t match those provided. She’d corrected one of them because she’d made a simple calculation mistake. She left the other two incorrect. As she walked out, she kept telling herself she hadn’t cheated. Not really. But her stomach didn’t believe her and threatened to vomit make-your-own waffle all over the shiny gym floor.
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				RONAN

			
			Life would make more sense if people got to choose their natural talents. An angel or a fairy godfather should show up at the door and ask, “What do you want to be good at?” Ronan would pick baseball or the drums, or maybe he’d just ask for massive muscles. That would be helpful for a lot of different things. Instead, Ronan was blessed (or cursed) to be a good test taker. But that didn’t mean he enjoyed tests. He hated them.

			Ronan walked out of the West Archer gymnasium, suppressing his urges to run, jump, climb, and scream. He was brimming with excess energy. Three hours was too long to spend in a gym unless you were playing basketball.

			In the hallway, he found a buffet of snacks. Four long tables were set with fruit, granola bars, bagels, water, and juices. Ronan noticed a lack of chips and soda. He worried that if he got into West Archer, he’d be forced to improve his nutrition. It was a sacrifice he was willing to make to attend a school where he wasn’t known as the psychic’s son.

			Ronan snatched a granola bar and went to find some fresh air. He stepped outside into a gray day that felt more like fall than spring.

			A couple of guys stood near a twisty-metal sculpture that the tour guide yesterday had called “the giraffe.” (It looked nothing like a giraffe. It resembled a broken lawn chair—a short broken lawn chair.) Ronan moved to join them, but once he was close enough to hear them comparing answers, he turned and went in the opposite direction. They’d just survived a three-hour torture session; why give it any more of their consciousness? He’d rather debate the artistic merits of the giraffe statue.

			Ronan was wandering back toward the food tables when he saw a face he recognized. He knew she’d be here, but judging by her bulging eyes and open mouth, she hadn’t expected him.

			“Hey, Ivy.”

			“Ronan? What are you doing here?” Not a kind greeting but one he totally expected.

			“There’s no better way to spend a Saturday than taking an agonizingly long test and eating healthy snacks.” He popped the rest of his granola bar in his mouth.

			She tilted her head and narrowed her gaze. “You want to go to West Archer?”

			At New London Middle, Ronan didn’t have a reputation as the honor roll type. If other kids heard snoring in class, they’d assume it was Ronan. If students were told to pick partners for projects, Ronan often was forced to be the third wheel. (They assumed he wouldn’t contribute much and were generally correct.) But that didn’t mean his classmates actually knew him at all. Ronan had learned to read when he was three and knew his multiplication facts by five. He had a genius-level IQ. Yet he found most classes boring.

			“Well, from what I understand of state law, I have to go to school somewhere. So why not West Archer?” He pushed his hands into his pockets. “This place sounds cool.” And no one will care or know that I have psychics in the family.

			Ivy nodded and played nervously with a blond curl that had escaped her headband.

			“What did you think of the test?” she asked.

			He shrugged. He wanted to say it was easy because it mostly was. He’d had to make a few educated guesses, but nothing was impossibly hard. But if Ivy thought it was difficult, he didn’t want to upset her. He’d once seen her hyperventilate over an A-minus on a science report.

			“Long.”

			“Was there anything…you know…weird about it?” She shifted her weight from foot to foot, and he didn’t know if she was cold or nervous.

			“What do you mean?”

			“Um. Spelling mistakes. Typos. Missing pages.” She crossed her arms and then uncrossed them. “Weird marks.”

			“Weird marks?” He imagined something like an alien language etched into the margins of the paper. Deciphering intergalactic code would have been a better way to spend the morning.

			“My test had…um…a coffee stain,” she said, and then quickly added, “Never mind.” She pulled off her red-framed glasses and nervously began cleaning the lenses.

			“You okay?”

			“Yeah. I just stress out over tests. Sometimes.” She slid her glasses back into place.

			“I wouldn’t worry. You’re the smartest girl at school, and probably the smartest girl I’ve ever met.” When teachers gave out best-of awards at the end of the school year, Ivy always took home a stack of photocopied certificates.

			“Girl?” She raised her eyebrows and seemed to decide his comment was intended as an insult.

			If she didn’t want the compliment, he wouldn’t give her any more.

			“Well, Kwame Oxbow did get a one hundred on our last social studies test, and you got two wrong.”

			Her face scrunched up like he’d forgotten to put on deodorant. “How do you know that?”

			“Miss five homework assignments and get a free trip to detention with Mr. Roberts.” Ronan shrugged. “After I caught up on work, he had me alphabetize test papers.”

			“I had a bad day, that’s all. I did some extra credit last weekend to make up for it.”

			Ronan felt rotten for teasing her. “I was just messing with you. You’re the smartest student. Period. Everyone knows it.”

			“Yeah…I mean…it doesn’t matter what you think.”

			Ouch.

			“I didn’t mean it that way…I gotta meet my dad in the dining hall,” she said. “Bye, Ronan.” Ivy walked away in the wrong direction to get to the cafeteria.

			Ronan stood alone on the sidewalk. At that moment, he realized that taking a long, boring standardized test was more relaxing than having a conversation with Ivy Stewart.
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