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      To Zo Milne, special teacher, treasured friend

   
      Chapter 1

      If they gave out a World’s Worst Whiner Award, Lydia Beals would get it. She was already an official member of the Mickey Mouth
         Club. Totally obnoxious. And a brown-noser to boot. Nobody at Montrose Middle School could stand Lydia Beals. Including me.
      

      Today Lydia was whining about having P.E. for six weeks straight. I had to agree, even though I didn’t say it. Not even Lydia
         could hate gym class more than me. Mrs. Carpezio, our gym teacher, was off on maternity leave—having triplets, she claimed.
         Secretly I suspected she’d been bingeing on basketballs. It was real exciting for her but left us with this substitute, Mr.
         Dietz. Old. Crotchety.
      

      First time I saw him I thought, He’s not going to make it across the court without a walker. As I dragged into the gymnasium
         behind my class, I heard Lydia tell him, “Don’t you know that choosing up teams causes permanent psychological damage in children?
         I should know. My mother’s a child psychologist.”
      

      We heard this about six times a day.

      Mr. Dietz said, “How ’bout if I make you a captain?”

      Lydia’s jaw jammed in the stuck-open position. “Okay.” She beamed.

      I dreaded gym anyway, but when Mr. Dietz announced that our school would be participating in a new fitness program, he almost
         got to scrape my lunch off the freshly lacquered floor. And when he said the first phase was team relay races, I considered
         leaving him breakfast, too. I wasn’t alone. The communal groan could be heard in Pittsburgh. Where is Pittsburgh, anyway?
      

      “Shut the door,” Mr. Dietz told me. “Look alive.”

      I gave him my classic look of the Living Dead. It was a vacant stare perfected after many years of practice.

      As usual, the elite cliques immediately separated themselves from the rest of us pond scum. Mr. Dietz blew his whistle, hoping,
         I guess, to cut through the comas. Good luck.
      

      “Okay, folks, let’s choose up teams.”

      To make myself invisible (which is a laugh if you could see me), I slouched against the tumbling mats in the back. Why delude
         myself? I always have been, and always will be, the last one picked for any team—sports or academic. Lydia Beals may be called
         Bealsqueal behind her back, but they call me Lardo Legs to my face.
      

      “Melanie,” Lydia called out her first choice. Prize pick for a relay race. Melanie had legs from here to Hong Kong. Where
         is Hong Kong?
      

      “You gotta be kidding.” Melanie tossed her thick lemon locks up over her shoulder. Melanie also had an ego that stretched
         to Toledo. Where is—oh, forget it.
      

      “Mr. Dietz, do I have to?” she whined. “Ashley said I could be on her team.”

      Mr. Dietz hemmed. He hawed. Ashley Krupps was the principal’s daughter and Dietz knew it. You didn’t disappoint the principal’s
         daughter. Not if you wanted to work at Montrose tomorrow.
      

      “Okay, forget Melanie.” Lydia saved his scrawny neck. “I’ll take Zach Romero.” As opposed to the new Zach whatever-his-name,
         who was as yet unproven. He’d be picked before me, too. Watch.
      

      “No way, Jose,” Zach said. “I’m on Kevin Rooney’s team.”

      The sound of Kevin’s name perked me up. I’m deeply in love with Kevin Rooney. Like I have a chance.

      “Kevin hasn’t even picked yet!” Lydia screeched. She hoisted her hands onto her hips. Through squinty eyes, she threatened
         the rest of us. Everyone lurched backward a step. Except me, of course.
      

      “I’ll go,” a raspy voice rose from the sidelines. Pushing off from the brick wall with one army boot, Max McFarland strode
         across the basketball court. The sea parted to let Max through.
      

      This is an interesting development, I thought. Max McFarland rarely participated in gym class. Only when we played basketball
         (which was my second most despised sport) or volleyball (a close third). Max was big. Not fat, like me, but solid. Bones of
         bronze. And tall, at least five ten. Mean, to boot. She scared the bejeezus out of us. Boys included.
      

      Maxine McFarland. The only girl I knew who wore a training bra in second grade.

      “Kevin, your pick,” the daring Mr. Dietz called out. Kevin, love of my life, hitched his chin a fraction of an inch. Zach
         Romero responded. He swaggered up to take his predetermined position behind Kevin.
      

      The last six squad captains made their picks. Then it was Lydia’s turn again. “Rachel Cagney,” she said.

      “Mr. Dietz, Ashley promised I could be on her team, too.” Rachel batted her mascara-caked eyelashes at Mr. Dietz. Gag me with
         an ice cream scoop.
      

      “This isn’t fair,” Lydia wailed. “I’m the team cap—” Her words got garbled by the stranglehold Max imposed on her neck. The
         grip and twist caused the top button of Lydia’s white lace blouse to pop off. It skittered across the shiny floor, while Max
         whispered in Lydia’s ear.
      

      “What!” Lydia recoiled. She glared at Max. Only for an instant, though. Lydia wasn’t stupid. Her tight lips drew tighter.
         She folded her arms and humphed. “I pick Prairie,” she muttered.
      

      My eyebrows arched. Two interesting developments in one day. Spare me the excitement. Apparently Max McFarland planned to
         lose the race. Prairie Cactus (what a name, huh?) limped across the floor and teetered into place behind Max. If her head
         was even with Max’s elbow, Prairie had grown an inch since lunch.
      

      Even the physically challenged got picked before me. I tried not to let on what torture this was. From my pocket I withdrew
         a KitKat and unwrapped it.
      

      As teams formed, the throng thinned. The lights dimmed. Finally it was the last round. Oh, the agony. I yearned for a Reese’s
         peanut butter cup. A Snickers. One nub of a soft and chewy super-size Tootsie Roll.
      

      Lydia’s final turn. She opened her mouth, then clamped it shut. Twisting her head around, she queried Max. Max considered
         the crowd, nodded, and handed down her decision in Lydia’s ear.
      

      Lydia balked. Apparently she didn’t value her life. Max balled a fist. Clucking in disgust, Lydia said, “Okay. Jenny Solano.”

      What? I jerked awake. Me? My eyes darted around the gym. It’s a miracle, I thought. As I waddled my way past the remaining
         sixth graders to the opposite end, I counted heads…. Five, six, seven. For the first time in my life, I wasn’t dead last.
         I was seventh to last.
      

      “Thank you, God,” I prayed to the acoustic tile. So this is what it feels like to be among the chosen few.
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Kevense is sweet—or is it?





