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eople! People! Listen up!” Mr. Mooney says. Out of

the corner of my eye I see that he’s waving hand-

outs over his head, but the rest of my eye I'm keep-
ing on Ellie. She is the team leader for her group. I am the
team leader for my group. There are four other team
leaders, too, but I don't care about them. I only care about
me and Ellie, my team and her team—especially about my
team beating her team. Ellie is sitting all quiet, looking up
at Mr. Mooney like she’s a trained dog waiting for her
owner to give the next command. I squinch my eyes at her.
Roll over! I think. Sit! Stay!

“Mary Margaret, what are we supposed to be doing?”
Kyle says. I know it’s Kyle without even looking at him,
because he always talks like he has a cold. “Sit!” I hiss, still
looking at Ellie. “Stay!”

Kyle sits.

“This is a quiz about following instructions and work-
ing as a team,” Mr. Mooney says, handing out the sheets

and a brown paper bag at each table. “Do not open the



bag. Team leaders for the week—you're responsible for
helping your team do the best possible job.” When Mr.
Mooney gets to our table, he puts both his hands on my
desk and leans over me. “This is not a contest. This is not
about who gets done first.” He says it loud like he is telling
the whole class, but he is looking right into my eyes.

Mr. Mooney is pretty smart. He's the one who told us
that it’s better to be last through the lunch line than first,
because the lunch ladies will give the last class leftover
cookies, if you make sad eyes at them and ask very sweetly.
And he knows that when the computer isn’t working right,
it's because it got up on the wrong side of bed, and if you
give it another chance by turning it off and then on again,
lots of times it will get up on the right side of bed. Best of
all, on the first day of school, before I even had a chance
to tell him, he knew that I had just had a birthday. So he's
right about a lot of things. But he’s wrong about the quiz
not being a contest. For a girl like me who has a girl like
Ellie sitting two groups away, everything is a contest.

Mr. Mooney is still looking at me. I smile to show him
that I am listening. He moves on to the next group. Because
Mr. Mooney stopped at Ellie’s group first, my group is
already behind. I snatch up the piece of paper and begin
reading. I am reading so hard that when he says, “Take your
time. The first instruction is to read all the instructions care-
fully,” his voice sounds far away, like my mother’s when
we're at the beach and she calls to me and I almost don't

hear her because of the waves and the wind.



1. Read all the instructions.

Okay, that's easy enough. I look around. Everyone is
still reading.

2. Using a number-two pencil, write out the first names

of everyone in your group in alphabetical order.

By now I can hear Collin’s group arguing about what
number the lead in his mechanical pencil is, so I know
they have already started doing the things on the sheet. I
scoot up to the edge of my seat. Sitting on the edge of my
seat is sort of like a shortcut to working good and fast.

3. Choose one person from your group to be the listener.

Give that person a piece of paper and a pencil and
have her turn her back to the rest of the team. The
other team members may look to see what’s in the
bag. Now, without naming the object, tell the person

how to draw it, step by step.

By now, almost all the groups have begun working,
and we are even further behind. I am too antsy to read
any more. ‘Let’s just start,” I say.

“It says to read all the instructions,” says Brett, look-
ing over at Ellie’s group.

“But everyone is getting ahead of us!” I say.

McKenzie crosses her arms over her chest. “You're
supposed to be the leader, Mary Margaret, remember?
And leaders help people always do the right thing. That's
what Mr. Mooney says.” Brett nods. Kyle just sits. I clamp
my teeth together and decide I'll just have to read faster.
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4. Arrange the people in your group from tallest to short-
est. Go to step 5.

5. Tie your right leg to the left leg of the person stand-
ing next to you, using the yarn in the bag. Use the
yarn colors in the order that they appear in a rainbow

and

“Forget it!” I say, slapping the instructions down and
grabbing a pencil. “Alphabetical order for our group
is...” I look around. “Brett, Kyle . ..”

“But you haven't read all the way through,” says
McKenzie. “And leaders always—"

“Win,” I say.

Brett frowns. “I don't think Mr. Mooney ever said that.”

“Let’s take a vote,” says McKenzie.

This is not going so good. I can hear a paper bag crin-
kle somewhere near where Ellie’s group is sitting, so at
least one group is already on step three. If we don’t start
right now, we'll never catch up. It may already be too late!
“Kyle,” I say, “do you want to be a loser?” Kyle doesn't say
anything. “Speak!” I say.

He points his nose up to the ceiling like a dog howl-
ing at the moon. “I don't want to be a loser,” he says.

I look at Brett. Just then his stomach growls, which
gives me an idea. “I'll give you my bag of chips at lunch,”
I say.

He shrugs. “Okay.”

The vote is three to one. Right away McKenzie slows



us down on step two by arguing that McKenzie comes
before Mary Margaret in the alphabet. She’s doing it on
purpose because she’s mad that she lost the vote. All she
wants is to get her own way. She wouldn’t make a good
leader because leaders are supposed to think about every-
one and not just themselves.

Kyle is good at following directions (he's still sitting),
so we decide he'll be the one to do the drawing on the
third step. He turns his back, and the rest of us jump up
and peek inside the bag. We get lucky this time. It’s just a
square, so telling him how to draw it will be easy.

“Draw four lines,” Brett says. Kyle draws four lines all
different lengths and all bunched together, like he’s draw-
ing the legs of a cat.

“No!” we all shout at the same time.

“Draw two lines the same size a little way apart,” I say.
Kyle does. “Now draw two more lines that connect every-
thing.” Kyle does.

“Oh!” he says, all glad. “We had an M in our bag!”

“You're not doing it right,” I say. “You have to listen!”
Behind us, I hear some kids fighting about whether the
colors of the rainbow are ROY G. BIV or ROY B. GIV,
which means they are already on step four. The only good
news about that is that it's not Ellie's group.

Kyle stamps his foot. “I did just what you said,” he
says. “You're not telling me right!”

McKenzie elbows me out of the way so she’s next to
Kyle. “T'll do it,” she says.



I don't know why she thinks she can when she didn't
even know that Mary Margaret comes before McKenzie
in the alphabet. “What makes you think you're so smart?”
I ask.

She taps her head. “Because I've been using this, that’s
why,” she says, like she invented thinking. “Kyle, do it again.
This time draw two lines up and down a little ways apart.”
She watches Kyle as he draws and then yells, “The same
length! Make them the same length.” Kyle does. “Now
draw a line that connects the top of those two lines . . .”
She waits for him to catch up. “And a line that connects
the bottom of those two lines.

“There,” McKenzie says, all proud of herself.

“It’s a rectangle,” 1 say. “You didn’t tell him that all
four lines need to be the same length.” Finally, Kyle draws
it right.

“All that for a dumb square?” he asks.

I'm already pulling the yarn out of our bag for step
four. When I look up to see who is taller, McKenzie or
Brett, I see that Ellie’s group is just sitting there, watch-
ing everyone else in the class. It looks to me like they
haven't even started yet, and this fills me up with happi-
ness. “Quick! Line up shortest to tallest,” I say, thinking
Roy G. Biv, Roy G. Biv, and laying the yarn out: Red!
Orange! Yellow! Green! Got it! We do that step fast.

For the sixth thing, we're supposed to march back-

wards to the principal’s office singing, “Heigh-ho, heigh-



ho, it’s off to work we go.” That's a little weird, but that’s
what step six says, and it's a test on following directions,
so we do it. By now, we are way ahead of everyone else,
and there’s only one step left before we win. Ellie is still
just sitting there watching everyone. Eat my dust, I think.
My brother JT says he thinks that every time he pulls
ahead of another runner during a race.

We have to turn the page over to read the last step.
When I read it, my mouth flops open. The last step can't
be right! I read it again. And again, because my dad
always says the third time is the charm. Too bad that this

time it isn't. Because the last direction is

6. Ignore all the other directions before this one. Sit
quietly at your tables until Mr. Mooney says the test

is over.

I stare up at Mr. Mooney, who is raining down his
“good job” smile on Ellie’s table. It is my very favorite Mr.
Mooney smile—except for when he beams it on Ellie, like
he is doing now. Like he did when she passed level 15 in
math, while everyone else was still on level 13. And like he
did last week after the fall spelling bee, when Ellie beat me
on occasionally. Someone must have changed the spelling
of that dumb word since I learned it last year, because sud-
denly it had only one s. So far she is better than me at

math, spelling, reading, and social studies. And now this.



Now she’s even better than me at following directions.
For the bazillionth time since Ellie moved here and
joined our class, it’s me who is eating Ellie’s dust. And it

doesn't taste that good.

“So you don't like the new girl?” Andy asks me on the bus
ride home. I have been trying to tell him how Ellie is ruin-
ing school for me. Andy is my best friend from summer
vacation. I got to know him through his dog, Itzy, who is
named for some famous violin player. We aren’t in the
same class, but we sit together on the bus and compare
the best and worst things that happened at school.

I think about whether or not I like Ellie while I give
Stevie Butts a cookie from my lunch. I always give him
a cookie from my lunch because I feel sorry for him.
Nobody ever calls him Stevie. It's always Stevie Butts. Out
on the playground, kids will yell, “Stevie Butts, you get
back here!” and “It’s Stevie Butts’s turn on the climbing
wall.” I'd like to give him a new last name, but I can’t. So
I give him a cookie.

“A sugar cookie today?” he says. “I love sugar. Thanks,
Mary Margaret!”

“You're welcome, Stevie Butts,” I say, out of habit. I
turn around in my seat and say to Andy, “I don’t like Ellie,
but I don’t not like her, either.”

Andy flaps the end of his tie like it's a wing. He has
this thing about ties, which is that he wears them all the
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time and he plays with them when he’s thinking. The one
he’s wearing today has fat blue stripes and narrow yellow
ones. “Is she mean?”

“No.”

“A snob?” he asks, flapping harder.

“No.”

“Then what?”

“Well,” I say, “she’s smart.”

He stops flapping because he thinks he gets what I'm
saying. “Oh, and she rubs it in?”

“Not exactly.”

“Then what?”

I scrunch down in the seat and put my knees up on
the seat in front of me. Because it's hot out and I'm wear-
ing shorts, it's pretty easy to get my knees to stick there.
If the weather isn't just right, they slide off. “I don’t know.
Yesterday she bumped me in the lunch line. I almost
dropped my milk.”

Andy shrugs. “Everybody gets bumped in the lunch
line.”

“She’s just always in my way, KWIM?” That is code for
“know what I mean.”

“Not really,” Andy says. “It sounds to me like there’s
nothing wrong with her.”

“That’s what’s wrong with her,” I grumble. “She’s
perfect.”

“Why should you care?” Andy asks.
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The only thing about Andy is that sometimes he for-
gets whose side he’s on. “I don'’t,” I say, picking at a scab
on my knee. I bet perfect people don’t even have scabs to
pick, because they never fall down. The truth is that I don’t
care much. And I wouldn’t care at all, if only Mr. Mooney
would stop sunning his smile on Ellie.

In school we learned about the Sahara Desert and how
it gets sunshine all day long, every day. That's about how
much sunshine Ellie gets in our class. It wouldn’t kill her

to share a little.
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