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In loving and everlasting memory of my mother, Jo Ann Greenwald, who always wanted to know if a new acquaintance was “best friend material.”
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		1

		“SYLVIE REBECCA BANK!”

		I’m outside on the porch picking at a piece of banana bread from my favorite Longport bakery, actually called Banana Bread, when I see Sylvie walking up the path to my house. Her dirty-blond curls bounce against her shoulders. My heart feels like Pop Rocks when I see her, like we’ve been apart for years and years, not just two months. Us being back together—that makes my world feel complete again.

		I put down my plate and run down the steps to meet her. “Eep! I’m so happy to see you.” Pontoon follows behind me; this shih tzu always wants to be included. I wrap my arms around Sylvie’s neck and we stay in an awkward, about-to-get-sweaty hug.

		“Hi, Len,” she says when we pull apart, not cheerful-sounding but not grumpy-sounding either. Somewhere in the middle. “Hi, Tuney Tune-Tunes.”

		She reaches down to pet him and he stands up and licks her knee.

		We walk back to the porch together and sit on the rocking chairs and Sylvie looks at me, sort of seeming suspicious. “Your hair is so curly, did you sleep in braids or something?”

		“Nope.” I hold a few strands in my hand and inspect them. “I think it looks the same wavy brown it always does.” I shrug. “I missed you so much, Sylv!” I have this overwhelming need to tell her everything right away, every single detail about what happened at camp with Maddy and how I felt so alone, but I feel like I need to wait. I don’t want to start our first after-camp hang on such a sad note.

		“I missed you, too,” she answers, sort of flat.

		We’re silent then, like somehow we forgot how to talk to each other. I read somewhere that you actually have more to talk about with someone you talk to all the time. When you don’t talk for a while, there’s less to say, even though you’d think it would be the opposite.

		“What’s with these binders?” she asks, looking at the porch floor. “Ooh, that looks like my handwriting!”

		“It is your handwriting.” I laugh. “I’m doing the thing I always do when I get home from camp. Putting the letters I sent home in one binder and the letters I got in another binder, archived forever.” I roll my eyes. “You know how my mom is.”

		“Right, yeah.” She leans back in the chair. “You didn’t really write me as much this summer, though.”

		My face turns hot for a second. “Well, it was kind of a hard summer. Remember my friend Maddy?” I ask her.

		“Um.” She thinks for a second. “Not really.”

		I feel a little surprised that she doesn’t remember. “Well, she got super obsessed with soccer and pretty much stopped hanging out with me and I was stuck with these other girls who were fine but not my favorite.” I pause. “I’m so grateful to be home with you now, and so excited to hang with everyone and just get ready for middle school together.”

		Sylvie nods and stretches her legs out in front of her. “Yeah, I mean, I hung out with Annie and Paloma all summer pretty much. You may not get all of our jokes and stuff, no offense.” I ignore the all-over body sting I feel when she says that. “I mean, we hung out, like, every single day. It was mostly Annie and Paloma, though, since Zora was at her grandma’s in Maryland for half the summer, but sometimes Zora was there, too.” She pauses. “We called ourselves APS. Like appetizers.”

		“Or applications,” I suggest. “Like on a phone?”

		“That too. Yeah.” Sylvie giggles. “But when Zora was there, we were ZAPS.”

		I nod and force a smile. I wonder if there’s room for my E in their acronym. ZAPES has a catchy ring to it.

		Sylvie goes on. “I hung out with Anjali sometimes, too, after art class, but not that much. She was on this road trip with her parents for a while. They rented an RV!”

		“Wow.” My eyes bulge. “That sounds pretty awesome.”

		“Yeah. Paloma and I became super close, though,” she muses, and I try not to feel that twitchy-heart feeling—the one I got a lot over the summer when Maddy was with Wren and Hattie and the other soccer girls all the time.

		“Oh, fun,” I say, trying to find some enthusiasm. “What’d you guys do together?”

		“Went to the beach mostly. Oh! And we made all these new varieties of s’mores on her firepit—like check this out. One Oreo, one Chips Ahoy!, and then a marshmallow and a piece of chocolate.”

		“Wow,” I say again.

		“And we did soo many combinations like that. With all the different Oreo flavors.” She goes on and on and I start to zone out a little bit.

		“Very cool.” I pick off another tiny crumb of banana bread. I want to finish it because it’s so good, but suddenly my stomach is tangled up like computer wires. “Such a fun summer. I feel bummed that mine wasn’t so great. And this Maddy thing was totally out of the blue. I still don’t really understand it.”

		“Yeah. That’s weird.” She pauses. “Um, Anyway.” She folds her hands on her lap, almost like she’s waiting for me to say something, but I’m still tied up from all the Paloma talk and the s’mores varieties. I feel left out of something I was never going to be part of in the first place. “So can we please talk about my birthday party? I know it’s our tradition to start planning as soon as you’re home from camp, but it was really hard for me to wait that long this year.”

		“Yes, but first!” I do a little drum roll on my lap, feeling relieved I can bring something fun into this bummer conversation. “I have the best best best idea for our costume for the sixth-grade overnight.”

		“Oh yeah?” Sylvie asks. “Did you already add it to the list of our costume ideas? I can’t believe we’ve been talking about this since third grade!”

		“I didn’t add it yet, but if you like it, I will.” I turn to face her a little bit. “A bar of soap and a loofah! Two counselors wore it for Masquerade Night at camp and it was so awesome.”

		“Really?” Sylvie asks, her face scrunched. “I don’t know. That feels weird, Len. No offense.”

		I scratch the back of my head. “Well, it was just an idea. Anyway, we still have time.”

		“So now can we please please please brainstorm my party?” Sylvie claps and gets a notebook and a pen out of her Longport Cones (only the best ice cream shop in the history of ice cream) tote bag. She smiles a cheery smile and I push my left-out feelings away. Maybe all the Maddy stuff seeped into my brain and made me overly sensitive to the ZAPS talk.

		Sylvie’s here, like always, and we’re planning her birthday party, like always. Everything’s fine. So what that she wasn’t into my idea? I mean, maybe soap and loofah feels too personal, even in costume form.

		“Yes! Ready to rock!” I raise my hands in the air, mimicking my counselor Natalie from camp this summer. “First tell me all of your ideas, so I know what you’re already thinking.”

		“A backyard thing for sure ’cause my s’mores summer was so magical. And since September is still so warm. I kind of just want to extend summer as much as I can.” She pauses. “So like backyard movie night?”

		“Oooh! Yes! You can order those little containers of popcorn. Maybe even rent a real popcorn machine,” I suggest.

		“Yes! Brilliant!” She claps, all excited.

		“Guest list?” I ask, staring at a squirrel who keeps running up and down the same tree.

		“Obviously Annie and Paloma. Zora. You. Anjali and maybe the other girls I’m friends with from art class.” She pauses. “Maybe Liam and Patrick from across the street? I don’t know. They’re going to Catholic Middle School, so we won’t see them so much anymore. And should I make this a boys-girls thing or no?”

		“Hmmm.” I think for a moment. “All girls.”

		We’re eleven now (almost twelve, in Sylvie’s case) and it doesn’t feel as easy to be friends with boys as it used to.

		“But what about Rumi and Elizabeth?” I ask. “You’re friends with them too even if they’re not your best best best friends, know what I mean? But since they’re best friends with Anjali it kind of overlaps.”

		“I guess.” She pauses, seeming a little annoyed I’m bringing this up. “But I’m not close with them at all, we never hang out outside of school, and I need to invite Callie and the twins from my art class. I saw them once a week, all summer.”

		“Okay.” I want to mention that it may be weird when we’re back at school and Rumi and Elizabeth find out they weren’t invited, but I stop myself.

		Sylvie writes down all the names and it comes to nine, including her, which feels like the right amount for a backyard movie night. Her backyard is big but not that big and we wouldn’t want it to feel crowded or chaotic.

		“Oh!” I yelp. “I just remembered something.”

		“What?”

		“This girl in my bunk at camp—Shir—she was new this summer and kind of an annoying braggy type, but anyway, she did this thing for her birthday last year—and she told us about it and it seemed so awesome at the time that I meant to write to you about it but then I forgot.” I pause to catch my breath. “Anyway, she rented these teeny tiny tents for her birthday! In the backyard! This lady, the owner of the company, comes to set it up and everything and they come with string lights and pillows and little tables and it was seriously the coolest ever.”

		Sylvie’s eyes widen like it’s the best thing she’s ever heard. “Really? Can you find out the name of it? Can you ask her? I really want to do this!”

		“Yes, yes, and yes!” I pick up my phone and then realize I don’t have Shir’s number stored in my phone. I’ll need to look it up when I go inside. “I’ll do it right after you leave.”

		I don’t know why it took me so long to remember this, but it’s truly the finishing touch for this party, the cherry on the sundae (even though I hate cherries). I mean—twelve is big. It feels old. Plus, it’s the last birthday before we’re teenagers. And Sylvie’s is always the first party of the school year so that’s also a big deal, too. A kickoff, basically.

		“Len! I am so so so excited.” We stand up and she reaches over and hugs me and it feels like a real true BFF hug, not awkward at all, the way it was before. “I need to go home because my mom promised she’d take me back-to-school shopping today since we’re leaving for Block Island with my cousins tomorrow. Can you let me know ASAP when you hear back from Shir so I can ask my mom?” She gets up and picks a wedgie and straightens out the legs of her cuffed pink shorts.

		“Are ZAP home this week to hang out with me?” I laugh.

		“Um.” Sylvie raises her eyebrows. “Way to jump in our joke.”

		That stings, but I think she’s kidding. This isn’t a big deal.

		“JK. But no, they’re not really. Paloma is doing that camping trip she always does with the families from church and I think Zora’s going back to her grandma’s.”

		I nod. “What about Annie?”

		“Oh, she’s not gonna be able to hang. They’re renovating their whole house because the basement flooded last week and so she has to help her mom pack up and stuff.”

		“Oh, wow. That sounds hectic.” I pick up Pontoon and snuggle him close. I guess he’ll be my buddy for the week.

		“It is sooooo hectic but it’s gonna be amazing when it’s done. You know how Annie’s house has always been kinda tight for them; it’s really small.”

		“I guess?” I’ve never thought that much about Annie’s house before.

		“Well, there’s going to be this awesome finished basement now and they’re getting a Ping-Pong table and a pinball machine and this huge couch where we can hang out and have sleepovers and stuff.” She pauses. “Anyway, gotta go, so excited for middle school!”

		Sylvie starts walking down the path and I yell, “Countdown to the sixth-grade overnight is OFFICIALLY ON!”

		She turns around and looks at me weird, like maybe my excitement is over the top, but then she smiles and gives me a thumbs-up and keeps walking home.

		I swallow hard. I really hope ZAPES can be a thing.

	


		
			[image: image]

			2

			I SPEND THE LAST WEEK of summer vacation doing homework. So sad, but true.

			Sylvie was right that no one was around and I’m trying not to get too bogged down by the fact that everyone’s away or busy and that I haven’t seen Annie or Paloma or Zora or anyone else since I got home.

			Once we have Sylvie’s party this weekend and school gets going, things will be normal and I’ll be back into the groove with everyone.

			Sometimes my brain goes down a worry spiral, though, that what happened at camp with Maddy will happen at school, too. I try to drag that thought to the trash can of my brain, the way I’d do with a document on my laptop.

			I’m on shaky ground now, but once school starts and I get into the swing of middle school, I’ll feel okay again.

			For our summer homework, we had to complete a horrible math packet, and read three books, and we also had to write an essay about our name. Everyone was so annoyed about it, saying it was dumb. But I’ll be honest—I was excited about it. I think it’s because I love my name.

			Everyone calls me Len or Leni but my real name is Eleni.

			Eleni Belle Klarstein to be exact.

			Eleni is for my grandmother Helen, my mom’s mom, who I didn’t know but have heard so much about. She died a few months before I was born, and my mom was super close to her. It was one of those rare tragedies you read about and you feel so terrible after and then you remind yourself over and over again to tell your loved ones that you love them because life is fleeting and unpredictable and all that.

			Eleni is a variation on Helen and they both mean bright, shining light in Greek. We’re not Greek but the meaning is amazing, especially since I was afraid of the dark until I was eight. And my middle name Belle is for my great-grandmother, Helen’s mom, Annabelle.

			So basically I have the whole essay written already in my head, but I do need to get it down on paper. We have to type all our assignments, but I always write first drafts in my journal first. My journal is basically an extension of my brain.

			It makes sense because my ultimate dream in life is to own a stationery store when I’m older. The last name I came up with was Len’s Pens (And More) but I’m not one hundred percent in love with it. I think I can do better, and thankfully I have time to think of something amazing.

			I’m on the hammock, listening to the audiobook of One Crazy Summer by Rita Williams-Garcia when it stops abruptly because I have a FaceTime call from Sylvie.

			“Hi! Just wanted to tell you we booked the tent lady! My mom looked it up online and found it right before you texted with the info from Shir.”

			“Oh! Great!”

			“Yes! So excited. Lucky she was free since it was last minute! I can’t believe—” The call cuts out then, probably from bad cell service on the island, and her words are garbled for a few more minutes and then the call drops entirely. I try a few more times to reach her after that but eventually give up and go back to my audiobook.

			“Len, are you doing the summer homework?” my mom calls from inside. “I hate to have to nag you about it.”

			“About to get started,” I shout back.

			Pontoon looks up at me, dubious. If a dog can tell I’m not telling the truth, it must be pretty obvious.

			“Tuney Tune-Tunes,” I whisper. “I’ll get started soon. Don’t worry.”

			He follows behind me as I run inside and up to my room to get my journal and my favorite fine-tip gel pen.

			“You’re still not working?” my mom yaps at me as I run past her to go back outside. “Len, come on, please. I hate nagging.”

			I sigh and try not to get aggravated. My mom kind of nags a lot for someone who says she hates it!

			It’s part of her anxiety, I think, always wanting everything to be just so, a certain way, the best it can be. She likes to control things—not just specific things, pretty much anything, everything, all the things.

			That’s why her job as the executive director at Monterey Springs, Middleport’s finest senior living community, really works for her. She gets to be in charge and everyone loves her for it.

			“I’m going outside to do the summer assignments,” I sing, and grab a mini can of Sprite on my way out the door. “Don’t worry.”

			I sit down at the table on the deck, and Pontoon curls up under my chair.

			I uncap the pen, about to start writing my name essay, but then the Maddy brain spiral comes back and the only way to get rid of it is to jot down my thoughts.

			I can’t stop thinking about this whole Maddy thing; it’s always there, in the back of my brain, lingering like the musty smell in a basement. It won’t go away. And I don’t know what to do or who to talk to.

			I try to retrace the steps a little. Like this happened and then that happened kind of thing.

			We got to camp and things were normal, eating brown sugar from the yogurt bar for breakfast the way we do every summer, and Maddy was on the top bunk and I was on the bottom like always. And then little by little, things were different. She didn’t wait for me to walk down to dinner. She didn’t want to sign up for pottery elective with me. She wasn’t mean, but she felt far away all the time.

			She always wanted to be with Wren and Hattie and the rest of the soccer girls. And I kept thinking—okay, but at least she’s with me when we’re in the bunk, like at rest hour, at least she writes letters on my bed like always, at least we walk back from canteen together. But then little by little those things stopped, too, and everything felt strained and confusing and it was hard to remember a time when she was my camp best friend.

			I ended up hanging out with Lilia and Shir a lot because they were new and didn’t have anyone else and I guess I eventually didn’t either.

			I need to stop writing. Too painful. Bye for now.

			I close my journal and get up from the table, feeling an overwhelming need to close my eyes.

			I walk over to the hammock; just ten more minutes of relaxing and then I’ll get to work. For real.
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			Me: Sooooo excited for your party!

			Me: Deciding between my gingham romper and my overall shorts

			Me: Do you have time for a super quick FaceTime to help me pick?

			Sylvie doesn’t text me back; I guess she’s busy setting up for the party. After Sylvie got back from Block Island, I was waiting for her to bring up a time to do a FaceTime fashion show to plan our outfits for the party, and when she didn’t, I felt weird suggesting it.

			I take selfies to try and get a sense of how I look, then I fall down a rabbit hole rereading journal entries about past years’ parties. I think that’s the best part of keeping a journal—being able to reread and remember stuff I’d probably have forgotten. I guess I shouldn’t eye roll so much about my mom documenting everything, since I kinda do it, too.

			Being a saver is probably genetic.

			After the party at the arcade, I went back to Sylvie’s for a sleepover. As we were falling asleep that night, Sylvie said my present was her favorite. I knew that rhinestone mini backpack was awesome the moment I saw it!

			I flip all the way back to the beginning of this journal to see how old I was when I started this particular book.

			Eleni & Sylvie’s Mission to get our moms to let us get our ears pierced on the last day of third grade.


				Be as polite as we can

				Never complain about what’s for dinner

				Always compliment our moms on their earrings

				Research best places in Longport for ear piercing

				Ask them super nicely if we can please go together




			I crack up so much about this because we were completely obsessed and we kept bringing it up over and over to our moms, begging them, and nothing was working. I remember the day we came up with this mission. So vividly, too. We were in Sylvie’s backyard on the loungers on her patio, feeling defeated. The mission made us feel better immediately. And our moms were, like, over-the-top impressed. It showed we were taking responsibility for something we really, really wanted.

			I want to text her about this, but it feels weird to text so many times without her writing back, and she’s getting ready for the party anyway.

			After a few more minutes debating my outfit, I decide on denim overall shorts with my faded gray tee and I’ll bring my navy hoodie, since it’s going to get chilly. We’re in that part of the year when the air wants to remind us that the best part of summer is behind us. The sun sets earlier, the air is crisper, fall is about to be here and it wants to make its appearance known.

			Maybe fall feels jealous of summer. I wonder if fall thinks to itself: I’m good too. I have Halloween and cider doughnuts and apple picking. I’m good too! Please love me!

			I run down the stairs and find my mom reading on the couch in the den. “Ready to go?” I ask her. I could walk to Sylvie’s on my own, of course, since it’s only three blocks away, but my mom has to run an errand anyway so she said she’d drive me.

			“Yup.” She smiles.

			My dad is on the back deck grilling salmon and bok choy in his LakeLife apron, the one with the kayaks on it. My mom got it for his birthday a few years ago. He grew up in a little woodsy lake community in Massachusetts and still really misses it. My dad’s dad, my grandfather, had the job of cleaning the lake every morning from May to October, literally driving a big orange boat around, sucking up all the muck from the lake and keeping it clean for the residents. They were among the few who lived there year-round; most of the others were summer people.

			When we get to Sylvie’s house, there’s a huge lawn sign that says HAPPY BIRTHDAY SYLVIE in rainbow letters. I grab the present from the trunk (a denim jacket with patches of many of her favorite things—music notes, a rainbow, a peace sign, hearts, and a giant sun). When we bought it, I loved it so much that I begged my mom to get a similar one for me.

			Sylvie loves to match so I bet we’ll plan to both wear them on the same day sometimes.

			“Bye, Mom.”

			“Bye, Len. I’ll pick you up at nine.”

			“K. Enjoy the salmon.”

			“Have fun, okay?”

			I close the door, a little confused. What does that even mean? Of course I’ll have fun. It’s a party.

			I walk around the back, through the wrought iron gate, and Zora’s the first person I see. She’s tying balloons on all the chairs. Sylvie’s dad is adjusting the huge outdoor movie screen and Taylor Swift is playing, not blasting levels, more like background music.

			No one sees me at first; I hate that feeling. You want to walk into a place and be greeted immediately. Like, “Hey, Eleni!” Of course, you also want a “Yay! You’re here! The party can start now” too, but it’s not necessary. But the feeling when you walk into a place and no one notices you at first—that’s no good. It sets the whole party off on an uneven seesaw kind of thing. Like you’ll have to make up for lost time, reset, push down all the soggy-bread feelings until you feel okay again.

			I walk over to Zora tying the balloons, since Sylvie’s not out here yet. Maybe she’s still getting ready.

			“Hi, Zora,” I say, pulling down one leg of my overall shorts. I gently place the gift bag with Sylvie’s present on the wicker love seat in the corner of her deck.

			“Oh, hi, Len.” She smiles but doesn’t reach out for a hug. But maybe we’re not huggers. Did we used to hug? I can’t even remember now.

			“How was your summer?” I ask.

			“Fine.” She shrugs. “Nothing crazy. I was at my grandma’s a lot. Yours?”

			“Um, fine, too.” I shove my hands in my pockets.

			“Only fine? But you usually loooove camp,” she says, confused-sounding.

			“Yeah, it was good. I dunno. It was fun.”

			Zora hesitates a second and then says, “Sylvie’s inside. She’s changed outfits like a hundred times. You know how she is.”

			I laugh. “Yeah, of course. It’s kind of a miracle she ever shows up dressed for school.”

			“Huh?” She gives me a weird look.

			“I mean, like, since she can’t decide on outfits. Not like she’d come to school naked.” I giggle.

			“Oh. Um. Yeah.”

			“Can I help tie some balloons?” I ask her, feeling an urgent need for something to do.

			“Sure. Go grab some from over there.” She points to the corner of the deck where there’s a giant black trash bag.

			As I’m walking over, Sylvie comes out of her house, arms linked with Annie and Paloma. They’re wearing matching mint-green tank tops and denim skirts with frayed edges. Paloma’s and Sylvie’s are short but Annie’s is long, of course. She is the queen of long skirts. They all have their hair in pigtail braids.

			Did they plan to match? They must have. But Zora’s not matching. She’s in one of her favorite spaghetti-strap sundresses. And I’m realizing they must have all gotten here early to help set up, but Sylvie didn’t ask me to come early.

			My throat stings like I ate a still-on-fire roasted marshmallow about to be smooshed into a s’more. Suddenly it seems I don’t belong here and I hate these overall shorts. I feel like I’m dressed like a toddler.

			“Happy birthday, Sylvie!” I yell, way too loud and way more cheerful than I actually feel. The words are clumsy and awkward falling out of my mouth.

			“Thank you, Len.” She smiles.

			My heart inflates a little because when people call me Len, I get an overwhelming sense that things are actually fine, normal, happy, like there’s nothing to worry about.

			I keep tying balloons to the chairs and Zora does too, but Paloma, Annie, and Sylvie dance around like the party is really for the three of them, not for Sylvie’s birthday. I want them to stop. I don’t even know what they’re doing exactly but I just want them to stop.

			When Sylvie said she spent all summer with them, I figured it was like it always is when I’m away at camp. They go to the beach and the pool and to Longport Cones, and have family barbecues and movie nights and stuff, but then when I get home, it’s all back to normal: Sylvie and Eleni BFFs like it’s been forever, since the beginning of time.

			We’re part of the rest of the group, of course. But really, it’s the two of us who are the center, the core of it all.

			It doesn’t seem like that now. It feels like something shifted and I wasn’t prepared, or warned, or ready.

			My stomach sinks. No no no. I don’t like this. I want it to stop.

			I had this worry, and it’s almost like I willed it to happen; it’s actually coming true. This is the ugly, opposite upside down of when you wish-wish-wish for something to happen, and then it actually does.

			There are a few balloons left to put up, so I do that and then I try to sort of inch myself closer to Sylvie, Paloma, and Annie. It’s like there’s bubble wrap around them, or an electric fence like some people have for dogs. I get close and then I feel an invisible string pulling me away again.

			They’re dancing around and throwing their heads back, laughing constantly like everything is the funniest.

			“Seriously,” Paloma says in response to everything Annie says.

			Zora and I are with them but not totally with them. We’re off to the side just far enough that we feel like two different groups. The air feels thick all of a sudden, like we’re stuck and can’t move. I scan my brain for something to say but it’s blank. I can’t think of a single thing. I look at Zora to try to figure out how she’s feeling.

			“I’m over them,” Zora whispers to me a few seconds later, as we finish tying the few balloons that are left. “They’re not even fun anymore.”

			“They’re not?” My voice is scratchy.

			“Do they look fun to you?” she asks, her words harsh and cutting.

			I glance in that direction and I want to say that yeah, they do look fun and I’m sad I’m not over there laughing with them, and that I want to be right in the center of it and I don’t know why I’m not. That is where I should be.

			Zora doesn’t really wait for me to respond. “Anyway, I’m just so excited for middle school so I’ll be with different people in all of my classes, and I can really branch out,” she says. “No offense, Len. You’re fine. It just got so annoying after all these years being in the same room with the same exact set of kids all day long.”

			“Yeah.” I shrug.

			We’re done with the balloons and I wish there were more because now I don’t know what to do with my hands. “Was it weird with them all summer?” I ask.

			“I wasn’t around that much,” Zora answers like I should obviously know this. “We were at my grandma’s in Maryland most of the summer. And when I was around, it always felt like they were okay with me being there, but not totally excited.”

			I put my hands in my pockets and try not to look over at them even though it seems like that’s exactly where my eyes want to go.

			I didn’t expect this—maybe I should have, but I didn’t. “What do you think happened?”

			“No clue. But I’m over it.”

			When people say that, it seems like they’re actually not but they wish they were.

			I walk to the snack table and grab some Tostitos and guacamole, and then I take my plate over to where Sylvie, Annie, and Paloma are standing near the hammock. It feels like there’s gum stuck to the bottoms of my sneakers, making it hard to walk. But I have to do it. I have to be over there with them.

			“Hey, guys,” I say. “Sylv, this guac is sooo good.”

			“It is, right?” She smiles. “New recipe my mom found online.”

			Paloma scoffs. “Um, not so new. She shared it with my mom a few weeks ago and she made it for us. We had like eight bowls of guacamole at our sleepover, not even kidding!”

			I’m not sure if she’s talking to me, or Annie, or both of us.

			“I was there.” Annie eye-bulges. “Remember? The Avocado Pits. Our band.”

			They’re in a band? None of them even play instruments.

			They all start laughing and saying avocado pits over and over again and I’m just standing there, trying not to drop my plate. I want to ask Annie and Paloma about their summers. I want them to ask me about mine.

			It’s like I’m here with them and also a million miles away at the same time.

			A few minutes later, Anjali and the art-class girls arrive and I’m over-the-top grateful there are more people at this party, finally. Anjali’s the only one of them who goes to school with us. The others went to Hardwick Elementary and will go to Hardwick Middle. Hardwick is the next town over, but it’s so close. There’s a spot in town where you can literally stand with one foot in Longport and one foot in Hardwick.

			“Sorry we’re a little late! Also sorry I had to come in my sari!” Anjali laughs at herself. “Honestly not sorry because that’s my favorite joke of all.”

			“Good one, Anj.” I smile and suddenly feel an overwhelming need to be close to her. She was never one of my best friends but she was always nice, and sort of side-friends with us. She’s goofy and silly and friendly to everyone and honestly, that’s the kind of person I need in my life right now, the kind of person I need to be around at this party.

			At this party that I HELPED PLAN! I scream in my head.

			“How was Indian dance class?” I ask her after a sip of fizzy lemonade. We’re on the deck near the table where Sylvie’s mom is putting out more food: bowls of chips and Cheetos, a fancy cheese board that you’d see at a fundraiser, more tortilla chips and a few more mini clay pots of guacamole.

			“Amazing as always.” She smiles and plops herself down on one of the loungers. “Are you going to come to my recital this year? I really hope so.”

			“Yes, of course.” I smile. I think I’d go anywhere anyone asked me to go right now.

			“Lomes, come help me bring out the tray of movie theater popcorn, K?” Sylvie calls to Paloma.

			Lomes?

			“So glad we’re in some of the same classes this year, especially homeroom,” Anjali says after dipping a chip into a lump of guacamole on her plate. “Also, yay for honors! We’re so smart.” She says the last part under her breath. “I did a little dance when the schedules and rosters came in the mail.”

			“Me too!” I giggle. “Well, not the dance, but I’m so glad, too, I mean.”

			“It’s genius that they just include the rosters with the schedule so no one has to freak out comparing with everyone and seeing who is in what class with them, ya know?” She takes a handful of M&M’s out of the bowl and pops a few into her mouth.

			“Yeah, for sure.” I fill my plate with chips and another scoop of guacamole, and then Anjali and I go to sit on one of the love seats in the corner of the deck.

			Even though it feels so nice to talk to her and she’s so cheerful and peppy, my eyes keep turning toward Sylvie, Annie, and Paloma, like there’s a rope pulling them in that direction. I need to be over there, I need to be with them.

			“I am just soooo excited for the sixth-grade overnight,” I say when I can’t think of anything else. “Sylvie and I have been obsessed with it since we were in third grade, when her sister Ruby went.”

			Anjali looks at me sideways. “I don’t know about this. Tell me more. None of my friends have older siblings—well, except Sylvie, obviously, but we never talked about it.”

			“So it’s this thing where there’s like a bonding overnight at this nature-y retreat center for the sixth grade with trust fall exercises and hikes and guided meditation and stuff and it’s kind of like a Welcome to Middle School thing but they always do it around Halloween, so you get to wear costumes, and it’s basically a Halloween party at night.” I get so excited that I start talking really fast. “And they have this partner costume contest with kind of amazing prizes, like fifty dollars to Longport Cones and stuff like that. And literally every year since Ruby went, Sylvie and I have been talking about it and planning our partner costume, like constantly coming up with different ideas. I have a three-page list in my journal.”

			“Really?” Anjali asks, still chomping on M&M’s. “Wow.”

			“Yeah! I really want to do this soap and loofah costume with her,” I explain. “It sounds silly but honestly it looks so cute.”

			Anjali nods and then looks around the yard, kind of in a wondering-where-everyone-is sort of way. I get a sense that my over-the-topness about the overnight sort of freaked her out.

			It starts getting dark, and we all move into the little tents to start the movie. Each one can fit about two to three people so there’s a little bit of awkward shuffling.

			That’s when I regret that I ever suggested this idea.

			Sylvie plops herself down in one, and I hustle over but Paloma and Annie squeeze in before I get there. And that’s that. No more room. If you had asked me before this party who would have been in Sylvie’s tent, I would have said me. Of course, me. No doubt about it.

			Callie and the twins from art class stick together like a preschool Popsicle stick creation, so of course they’re in a tent together.

			I’m with Anjali and Zora and even though I’m friends with them and everything, I still end up feeling like a leftover.

			This is not where I’m supposed to be.

			My shaky-ground feeling is starting to get shakier, like there’s nothing I can grab on to to feel steady again.

			I push this all out of my head and try to focus on the movie we’re watching—The Parent Trap, the one from the 90s, not the original. If I concentrate super hard on every detail and every scene, my worry spiral and soggy-bread feelings won’t be able to find their way into my thoughts.

			Soon Sylvie’s mom and dad hand out the little containers of movie theater popcorn and we munch on them and watch the movie. Annie’s giving a running commentary on Lindsay Lohan, but I can’t hear exactly what she’s saying, and then every few minutes Paloma cracks up, cackling so loud, it’s hard to hear the movie.

			I should be having an awesome time at this party. I’m in a beautifully decorated miniature tent in a beautifully decorated backyard and it’s not too hot and it’s not too cold and I’m eating popcorn and drinking fizzy lemonade. Also, there’s cake in my future.

			But none of that really matters because my stomach is a smoldering pit of molten lava, reminding me again and again that I’m not where I’m supposed to be.

			I should be in that tent with Sylvie right now.

			And I don’t know what it means that I’m not.

		

	
		
			[image: image]
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			WHEN SYLVIE WAS LITTLE, SHE was obsessed with opening presents at her parties. Then between like second and fourth grades, her mom decided it was kind of mean, and people could tell which ones got all the oohs and aahs and which didn’t, and so the opening-gifts-at-a-birthday-party thing ended abruptly.

			But apparently it’s back now.

			The movie is over, and we’ve had pizza and cake and cupcakes and even chocolate-covered pretzels (Sylvie’s favorite). It’s only eight thirty and pickup isn’t until nine, so there’s a half hour to open presents.

			Anjali and the other art-class girls got her a group gift, so that really speeds up the process. It’s a whole set of art supplies—paints and sketch pads and pencils and even a few giant canvases. Her parents got her a fancy easel. Plus her grandma got her a membership to the Met in New York City. She really has all the tools in place to become an amazing artist. Not that she isn’t already, but I mean, she’s only twelve.

			Sylvie opens mine next and my heart pitter-patters with that Oh, I hope she likes it prayer circling around and around in my head.

			The lady at the store wrapped it so pretty in a shimmery gift bag with rainbow-striped tissue paper; the card is at the top.

			“It’s a long card, so.” I pause and laugh. “You can read it later.”

			She smiles and nods and
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