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Chapter 1: New Kid on the Block
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The moving truck blocked the entire driveway, its back doors yawning open like a mouth full of cardboard teeth. Jake pressed his nose against the living room window, fingers leaving smudges on the glass as he watched the new neighbors struggle with an oversized lamp.

His mother appeared behind him, wiping her hands on a dish towel. "Go introduce yourself," she said, nudging him toward the door. "They’ve got a little girl your age." Jake hesitated—he’d never been good at talking to strangers—but the girl peeked out from behind her mother’s legs just then, her round glasses slipping down her nose. She looked as unsure as he felt.

By the time Jake made it across the lawn, the adults were already shaking hands. The girl’s father—a tall man with grease under his fingernails—grinned down at him. "You must be Jake," he said, and Jake nodded, suddenly aware of his too-short sleeves and the grass stain on his knee.

The girl stayed half-hidden behind her mom’s skirt, but when their parents weren’t looking, she stuck out her tongue at him. Jake blinked, then grinned back.

That afternoon, they sat cross-legged in the dirt between their yards, poking at a beetle with a stick. Kathryn, but she went by Kate—she’d told him her name after he shared his grape juice box—pushed her glasses up again. "Do you think bugs get scared?" she asked, and Jake frowned, considering it for the first time.

The smell of charcoal and sizzling burgers drifted through Jake's screen door as he watched Kate balance a paper plate on her knees, her nose wrinkling at the pickle she'd meticulously picked off her bun. "You're missing the best part," Jake said, snatching the green slice and popping it into his mouth before she could protest. Kate gasped in mock outrage, then dissolved into giggles when he pretended to gag—a performance cut short by his mother swatting his shoulder with a spatula.

Rick Miles flipped another burger with a flourish, grinning as Chuck Greene handed him a beer. "Rick, you've got that grill hotter than a transmission in July," Chuck said, wiping sweat from his forehead. Jennifer and Marie were already swapping stories about first-day-of-school disasters, their laughter blending with the cicadas' evening song. Neither kid paid much attention to the adults—until Marie mentioned Mrs. Hendricks, the strictest first-grade teacher at Lincoln Elementary.

Jake's fork froze mid-air. "Wait, we got her?" Kate's eyes widened behind her glasses. The beetle incident had cemented their friendship, but facing the legendary teacher who'd made Timmy Carter cry over improper pencil grip last year? That required solidarity. Jake nudged Kate's sneaker with his own under the picnic table. "We'll stick together," he whispered, as if planning a covert operation. She nodded solemnly, then ruined the gravitas by giggling when ketchup dribbled down his chin.

Later, while the adults lingered over peach cobbler, the kids chased fireflies through the backyard. Kate's dress pockets bulged with dandelions she insisted were "emergency wishes," while Jake brandished a stick like a sword against imaginary dragons. They collapsed breathless beneath the old apple tree, its branches heavy with unripe fruit. "When school starts," Kate said, poking a green apple with her toe, "we should sit together at lunch. Always." Jake pretended to think about it. "Only if you share your cookies," he bargained, and she shoved him, sending them both into another fit of laughter.

The moon was high when their parents finally called them inside. Jake hesitated at his back door, watching Kate skip across the lawn toward her house. She turned suddenly, cupping her hands around her mouth. "Don't let Mrs. Hendricks scare you!" she yelled, then disappeared inside with a screen-door slam. Jake grinned at the empty yard. First grade suddenly didn't seem so terrifying.

Over the next weeks, their friendship took root like the sunflowers Marie planted along the fence line. Jake taught Kate how to spit watermelon seeds farther than anyone in the neighborhood (though Marie made them clean the patio afterward). Kate showed Jake the secret to catching tadpoles without startling them—slow hands and whispered counting. By the time school supply lists arrived in the mail, they'd worn a visible path between their backyards.

On the last Saturday before school started, Jake's family arrived at the Greene's' doorstep with a surprise: two superhero backpacks, Man of Steel for him and a fitting Amazon beauty for the tall dark haired Kate. "Now you can't get lost," Rick joked, ruffling both kids' hair as they tore open the packages. Jennifer snapped photos while Chuck grilled hot dogs, the smell mingling with the freshly sharpened pencils and crayons spread across the kitchen table. That evening, as lightning bugs blinked in the gathering dark, Jake and Kate sat shoulder-to-shoulder labeling folders in crooked kindergarten handwriting, their occasional giggles floating through the warm August air like the bubbles from Marie's dish soap.

The first day of school dawned with the kind of sticky heat that made Jake's Superman pajamas cling to his knees. He pressed his nose against the bathroom mirror, fogging it with each nervous breath as Marie tugged a comb through his cowlick for the third time. "Stop fidgeting," she murmured, but her fingers were gentle. Downstairs, Rick was packing two identical lunchboxes—one with the crusts cut off, just how Kate liked them.

Kate arrived at Jake's doorstep fifteen minutes early, her braids so tight they pulled her eyebrows up slightly. She clutched her new backpack like a shield, the plastic still squeaky. "Mom says we have to hold hands crossing the parking lot," she announced, as if this were a dire punishment. Jake made a face but secretly didn't mind; his palm was sweaty where it met hers, but the familiar press of her glasses case digging into his wrist steadied him.

Mrs. Hendricks' classroom smelled like industrial cleaner and the peculiar dust of dried-up paste. Her ruler tapped against the chalkboard as she assigned seats—alphabetical by last name. Jake watched Kate's shoulders slump when she realized Greene and Miles meant opposite sides of the room. But at recess, she came barreling toward him the second the bell rang, her dress pocket tearing slightly as she yanked out a crumpled note: I traded Ann my fruit snacks for the desk beside you!!! Jake's chest swelled with something warmer than the September sun.

That afternoon, they discovered Mrs. Hendricks had a tell: her left eye twitched right before she called on someone. By week two, they'd perfected synchronized pencil drops to derail pop quizzes. Their secret communication system involved nose scrunches (three for "help," one for "laughing too hard") and the strategic placement of eraser shavings as distraction tools. When Timmy Carter got caught chewing his shirt collar, it was Kate's perfectly timed sneeze that saved him from the dreaded red behavior card.

Birthdays became joint affairs after Kate's October party, when Jake burst into tears because Chuck hung the pinata two inches higher for the boys. ("That's my girl's rocket arm you're doubting," Jennifer had said, handing Chuck the scissors with a pointed look.) By Thanksgiving, their families shared one crowded table, Marie's green bean casserole balanced precariously near Kate's "experimental" cranberry sauce—which Jake bravely tried first, then dramatically pretended to faint.

The first snowfall of second grade came early that year, burying the swing sets under a thick white blanket before Halloween decorations had even been taken down. Jake woke to find Kate already outside, her mittens leaving smudges on his bedroom window as she waved frantically. He tumbled into his snowsuit with the arms still inside-out, emerging just in time to see Kate’s boots slip out from under her—a slow-motion flail that ended with her glasses askew and a perfect snow angel beneath her. "I meant to do that," she declared, pushing her glasses up with a mitten already caked in ice. Jake’s snort of laughter fogged in the air as he flopped down beside her to make his own lopsided angel.

Their snowman grew lopsided too, its head drooping until Kate stuck two pencils from her backpack behind its ears like antennae. "Now he’s a spaceman," she said, adjusting its carrot nose. Jake packed another handful of snow, his fingers stinging with cold. "Spacemen don’t have carrot noses," he argued, but the protest died when Kate suddenly shoved a snowball down the back of his coat. The yelp he let out brought both mothers to their respective porches—Marie with a camera, Jennifer with two mugs of cocoa.

Winter deepened, and with it came the Great Sledding Hill Dispute. The vacant lot behind Maple Street had one perfect slope, but fourth-graders claimed dominion over it. "Little kids go on the baby hill," sneered a gap-toothed boy twice their size, his sled dangling like a threat. Jake’s fists clenched at his sides, but it was Kate who stepped forward, her voice steady like the advocate she’d one day become. "We’re not little," she said, hoisting their shared sled. "And this is public property." The older kids blinked—then burst out laughing. But when Kate dragged Jake to the hill’s summit anyway and they careened down clinging to each other, even the fourth-graders couldn’t help but cheer at their spectacular crash into the brambles.

Valentine’s Day brought construction-paper hearts and a classroom rule: everyone got cards, no exceptions. Jake painstakingly printed his name 28 times while Marie supervised the licking of envelopes. "Save the sparkly one for Kate," she advised, swiping a stray glue glob from his cheek. At school, Kate’s desk overflowed with cards—but Jake noticed she only tucked one into her lunchbox: his, with its lopsided glitter star. That afternoon, they dissected candy hearts on Jake’s porch, spitting the chalky bits into the snow. "‘Be mine’ tastes like toothpaste," Kate declared, making Jake laugh so hard he snorted pink powder.

Spring arrived with a suddenness that left the neighborhood squelching underfoot. The creek behind their houses swelled with meltwater, carrying twigs and soda cans downstream. Kate balanced on a mossy log, arms outstretched like a tightrope walker. "If I fall in, you have to jump in after me," she said matter-of-factly. Jake eyed the murky water. "Do not," he retorted, but when her foot slipped, he was already grabbing the back of her jacket—pulling her onto the bank with enough force that they toppled into a patch of skunk cabbage. They lay there breathless, Kate’s glasses fogged with humidity, Jake’s elbow deep in mud. Above them, the first dandelions of the season trembled in the breeze, their seeds adrift like tiny parachutes.

The summer before third grade arrived with a vengeance, the kind of heat that turned the asphalt soft underfoot and made popsicles drip faster than you could lick them. Jake and Kate sprawled across the Miles’ porch swing, their legs sticking to the vinyl cushions as Marie handed out lemonade in jelly jars—the ones with the wonky seams that always left a dribble down your chin. Kate’s braids were coming undone, frizzing in the humidity like dandelion fluff, and Jake’s freckles had multiplied overnight.

Across the street, the Miller twins were setting up a makeshift lemonade stand, their sign misspelled (Lemonaid 10¢) in wobbly crayon. Jake nudged Kate with his elbow. "We should start a real stand," he whispered, eyes darting toward the garage where Rick kept the spare lumber. Kate’s glasses slid down her nose as she grinned—the same look she’d worn when they’d convinced Timmy Carter that dandelion stems were edible.

By sundown, they’d constructed a lopsided booth using Rick’s scrap wood and Jennifer’s spare tablecloth, held together with duct tape and sheer determination. Marie donated a pitcher of pink lemonade ("The secret’s maraschino cherries," she winked), while Chuck rigged up a cardboard fan powered by a battery-operated motor. Their grand opening the next morning drew a crowd of neighbors—mostly out of pity, but also because Kate had tacked up a sign promising FREE refills for anyone who beats Jake at arm wrestling.

The stand lasted three days before collapsing during a particularly enthusiastic transaction (old Mrs. Finley insisted on paying with a handful of wheat pennies). As the boards clattered to the ground, Jake and Kate erupted into laughter, their sticky hands clutching each other for balance. "Next time," Kate gasped, wiping lemonade splatter off her glasses, "we’ll build it on the ground."

The summer stretched long and lazy after the lemonade stand disaster, filled with bike races down Maple Street and impromptu sprinkler dashes through both yards. Jake’s knees became a roadmap of scabs from failed skateboard tricks, while Kate’s arms turned the color of toasted marshmallows despite Jennifer’s constant sunscreen reminders. They built a fort in the Miles’ backyard using Rick’s old tarp and some stolen patio cushions, declaring it "No Adults Allowed" until Marie showed up with a plate of peanut butter sandwiches and a wink.

One muggy afternoon, Jake discovered Kate sitting cross-legged in her driveway, methodically peeling the wrapper off a Hershey bar with the intensity of a surgeon. "What’re you doing?" he asked, plopping down beside her. She held up the naked chocolate like a trophy. "Science," she announced, placing it on the asphalt. They watched it melt into a shiny puddle, debating whether it would solidify again by nightfall (it didn’t). The next day, they expanded their research to gummy bears, which Kate swore grew bigger in water—until Jake ate the evidence.

When thunderstorms rolled in, they camped out in Jake’s basement, constructing elaborate domino trails that snaked around Marie’s laundry baskets. Kate’s turns always involved precarious arches made of playing cards, which inevitably collapsed and sent them into giggling fits. Rick found them once surrounded by a half-finished "castle" of empty cereal boxes, Jake’s hair sticking up from where Kate had tried to "style" it with glue. "You two are a menace," he chuckled, stepping over their creation to get to the toolbox.

The county fair arrived in August, transforming the vacant lot into a whirl of neon lights and cotton candy fumes. Chuck won Kate a goldfish by shooting water guns at a clown’s mouth, while Rick helped Jake conquer the ring toss after three failed attempts. They shared a funnel cake, Kate insisting on the powdered sugar half while Jake claimed the strawberry glaze, their fingers sticky as they rode the Ferris wheel together. At the top, the whole town spread out beneath them like a glittering game board, and Kate suddenly grabbed Jake’s wrist. "We’ll always be best friends, right?" she asked, her glasses reflecting the kaleidoscope of lights below. Jake didn’t hesitate. "Duh," he said, and her relieved grin was brighter than the fairgrounds.

The summer before fourth grade arrived with a heatwave that turned the Miles' porch swing into a sticky vinyl trap. Jake dangled upside down from it, his hair brushing the wooden planks as Kate balanced a popsicle on his forehead. "Don't move," she ordered, squinting behind her glasses. The red syrup trickled toward his hairline just as Marie stepped outside with the camera—capturing Jake's cross-eyed panic and Kate's triumphant cackle forever.

Their annual back-to-school shopping trip took an unexpected turn when Chuck let them pick out one "wildcard" item each. Jake agonized over glow-in-the-dark shoelaces for fifteen minutes while Kate immediately snatched a notebook covered in holographic dinosaurs. "They change colors when you tilt them," she explained, demonstrating under the fluorescent lights until a store employee asked them to stop. Jake eventually settled on the laces—only for Kate to swap them onto her own sneakers when he wasn't looking, leaving him with plain white strings and her stifling giggles all the way to the checkout.

Mrs. Hendricks had moved up to teach fourth grade too, a fact they discovered when they found their names taped to adjacent desks on the first day. Her classroom now had a proper pencil sharpener instead of the handheld one she'd wielded like a weapon, but the left-eye twitch remained. By October, Jake and Kate had perfected the art of passing notes inside folded textbook pages—until the day Kate's doodle of Mrs. Hendricks as a tyrannosaurus (complete with ruler-tail) fluttered to the floor mid-class. Jake stepped on it with lightning reflexes, earning himself a suspicious stare and Kate's eternal gratitude in the form of his favorite peanut butter cookies at lunch.

Halloween that year brought a rare snowfall—just enough to crunch underfoot but not enough to cancel trick-or-treating. They coordinated as astronauts, their silver spray-painted bike helmets reflecting streetlights as they raced between houses. Kate's oxygen tank (a repurposed juice box) sprung a leak near the Millers' porch, leaving a trail of apple-scented droplets that Jake teased her about for weeks. They pooled their candy on Jake's living room floor that night, trading Milky Ways for Skittles while Rick pretended not to sneak handfuls of the good chocolates. When they went to the hill to sled, Jake remembered the mean fourth graders from three years ago as some smaller kids came up the hill with a sled. He saw Kate go over to them and instead of turning them away, she helped them position the sled, telling them to avoid the brambles. Jake had teased her, telling her one day she’d make a good mom. Kate had smacked him with a snowball for saying that.

The first frost of fifth grade arrived with a vengeance, turning the Miles’ backyard into a glittering minefield of frozen grass blades that crunched underfoot. Jake hunched over the picnic table, his breath fogging the air as he meticulously arranged his army men into battle formations. Kate’s mittens—pink with kitten faces on the palms—hovered near his right flank. “That’s cheating,” he grumbled when she nudged a sniper closer to his general. She just grinned, her glasses fogged with condensation from the steaming mug of cocoa Marie had forced into her hands.

Their snow fort from last week had collapsed into a sad lump by the fence, but the new one was taking shape with military precision. Chuck had shown them how to pack the snow bricks tighter, and now the walls stood nearly waist-high. “If we dig a tunnel to connect them,” Kate said between sips of cocoa, “we can ambush the Millers when they try to raid again.” Jake paused mid-placement, considering. Last year’s snowball fight had ended with the twins pelting them from behind the garage. He was about to agree when Kate suddenly gasped, sloshing cocoa onto her snow pants. “Jake! Your nose is bleeding!”

The metallic tang hit him a second later. Jake tilted his head back instinctively, but Kate was already dragging him toward the house by his sleeve, shouting for Marie. By the time they burst into the warm kitchen, the blood had dripped onto his favorite NASA shirt. Marie swooped in with paper towels and an ice pack, clucking about dry winter air while Jake groaned about ruined battle plans. Kate hovered nearby, her mittens now streaked with red. “It’s not even that bad,” Jake muttered, but when Marie stepped away to grab more tissues, Kate leaned in. “Your general would’ve been toast anyway,” she whispered. “I had a tank hidden in the pine cones.”

Valentine’s Day brought a classroom rule change: no more store-bought cards. “Handmade only,” Mrs. Hendricks announced, her ruler tapping ominously against the chalkboard. Jake spent the next weekend at Kate’s kitchen table, their fingers sticky with glue and glitter as Jennifer supervised disaster control. Kate’s cards were precise—heart-shaped doilies with calligraphed names—while Jake’s resembled abstract art. “It’s a concept,” he insisted when Kate peered at his lopsided construction-paper heart. She nodded solemnly, then stuck a googly eye on it when he wasn’t looking.

The creek swelled with spring runoff, carrying sticks and soda caps downstream in a muddy rush. Jake balanced on a moss-slick log, arms outstretched like a tightrope walker, while Kate crouched on the bank below, poking at something with a stick. "It's a frog," she announced, her voice hushed with awe. Jake wobbled, nearly losing his footing as he craned to see. The frog—small and green with golden eyes—blinked up at them from a bed of soggy leaves before launching itself into the water with a splash that left Kate's glasses speckled.

"Bet I can catch it," Jake said, already rolling up his sleeves. Kate snorted, pushing her glasses up her nose. "You couldn't catch a cold," she shot back, but she was already toeing off her sneakers. They waded in together, the cold water biting at their ankles, their shadows mingling on the creek bed below. The frog, of course, was long gone—but the hunt led them downstream anyway, where the water widened into a shallow pool littered with smooth stones.

Kate stooped to pick one up, her fingers tracing its edges. "Skip it," Jake dared, already scouring the bank for his own contender. She wound up like a professional pitcher—a habit from Chuck's weekend baseball lessons—and let it fly. The stone bounced once, twice, then sank with a plop. Jake's attempt fared worse, kerplunking straight to the bottom. They dissolved into laughter, their echoes bouncing off the trees, until Kate suddenly froze. "Jake," she whispered, pointing.

Nestled in the roots of a half-submerged tree was a cluster of tadpoles, their tiny tails flicking lazily in the current. Jake held his breath as Kate cupped one in her palms, her face inches from the water's surface. "They're like living commas," she murmured, and Jake didn't tease her for the poetic remark—partly because it was true, but mostly because her smile was brighter than the sun glinting off the creek.

The summer before sixth grade arrived like a heat mirage, shimmering over the pavement of Maple Street. Jake sprawled across his driveway with a popsicle in each hand—one grape, one orange—debating which flavor to sacrifice to the sun. Kate’s shadow fell across him before her voice did. "Double-fisting again?" she teased, plucking the grape one from his left hand without waiting for an answer. Her braid had come undone on one side, frizzing wildly in the humidity.

They’d outgrown the lemonade stand but not their scheming. When Mr. Peterson posted a "Help Wanted" sign at his overgrown orchard—$5 an hour to pick apples—they showed up at dawn with ladder ambitions and a backpack full of bandannas to tie around their noses like old-timey bandits. By noon, they’d filled seven bushel baskets and invented a game called "Worm or Stick?" which involved dramatic reenactments whenever they found something suspicious in the branches. Jake was mid-performance (worm, tragic backstory) when Kate’s ladder wobbled. He caught it just as her foot slipped, the two of them ending up in a heap of half-ripe apples and breathless laughter. Mr. Peterson paid them in wrinkled bills and a jar of honey "for the comedy show."

School started with a new hierarchy: sixth graders ruled the playground. Timmy Carter had shot up six inches over the summer, his voice cracking like a bad radio signal whenever he tried to assert dominance. "You two still attached at the hip?" he sneered during the first-week lunch period, flicking a tater tot at Kate’s milk carton. Jake tensed, but Kate just adjusted her glasses—now with blue frames instead of pink—and said, "Biologically impossible, Timmy. We’d share a digestive system." The table erupted in laughter while Timmy turned the color of Marie’s beet salad.

Their shared desk was now in Mr. Reynolds’ science class, where the first project involved dissecting owl pellets. "It’s just regurgitated fluff and mouse bones," Kate whispered as their classmates groaned. Jake watched her tweezer apart a tiny skull with the same concentration she’d once used on Lego sets. When she handed him the intact jawbone—"Look, the teeth are still in!"—he didn’t even fake gag. Later, they labeled the bones in a diagram, Kate’s neat printing beside Jake’s rushed scrawl: Rodentus awesomus.

The October air smelled of damp leaves and the distant tang of Marie’s apple cider simmering on the stove when Jake spotted the sign taped to the Greene's’ screen door: NO BOYS ALLOWED (Except Jake). He squinted at the parentheses, then at Kate, who was sprawled on her porch steps with a notebook. "What’s this?" he asked, poking the sign with a stick. Kate didn’t look up. "Scientific classification system." Her pencil moved in quick strokes—a dinosaur, judging by the spiky tail.

Jake flopped down beside her, their shoulders brushing. The notebook revealed a labeled diagram: Tyrannosaurus Rex (Boys) vs Triceratops (Girls). "Your research is flawed," he announced, stealing her pencil to add wings to the T-Rex. "Dragons always win." Kate snatched it back, but her glasses hid the way her eyes crinkled at the corners.

At school, the rules were less clear. The sixth-grade girls had started congregating by the tether ball pole, their laughter sharp as winter wind. Once, Jake overheard Ann Powers say, "Kate Greene still plays with boys," like it was a diagnosis. He expected Kate to fire back—her comebacks were usually lethal—but she just adjusted her backpack straps and walked faster. That afternoon, they built a fort in the Miles’ backyard with Rick’s old tarp, the silence between them heavy as the rain threatening overhead.

The first snowball hit Jake square between the shoulder blades as they cut through the vacant lot after school. He whirled to see Timmy Carter and his cronies lounging against the jungle gym. "Oops," Timmy said, not sounding sorry at all. Kate stepped forward, her mittens clenched. "Grow up," she muttered, but her voice lacked its usual edge. Jake felt something twist in his chest—not at Timmy’s laughter, but at how Kate’s shoulders hunched, like she was trying to fold herself smaller.

The snowball fight ended before it began—not with a counterattack, but with Kate grabbing Jake's sleeve and tugging him away, their boots crunching through the crust of snow toward Maple Street. Jake wanted to whirl around, pack a perfect icy sphere between his mittens, and peg Timmy right between his stupid eyebrows. But Kate's grip was insistent, her breath coming in short clouds. "They're not worth it," she muttered, though her cheeks were pink for all the wrong reasons.

At the corner, beneath Mrs. Finley's skeletal rose bushes, Kate stopped abruptly. She dug in her coat pocket and produced a crumpled note—the kind they used to pass during Mrs. Hendricks' lectures. Jake smoothed it against his knee. Ann Powers said girls who play with boys are babyish. The pencil marks were dug deep into the paper, like each letter had been stabbed into existence. Jake's throat tightened. He'd seen Kate face down fourth-graders over a sledding hill, watched her arm-wrestle Chuck for the last pancake. This wasn't about snowballs.

"Ignore her," Jake said, but the words felt flimsy as the melting snow dripping from Mrs. Finley's gutter. Kate shoved her glasses up her nose with a mitten. "It's not just Ann." Her voice was small in a way that made Jake's stomach ache. A car passed, its tires hissing on the wet pavement. Somewhere down the block, a dog barked.

The next morning, Jake arrived at the bus stop early, his backpack heavy with contraband: two packs of Pop Rocks, a slingshot Rick had confiscated last summer, and the Guinness Book of World Records from the library. Kate trudged up ten minutes later, her braids messy like she'd slept on them wrong. Without a word, Jake handed her the blue packet of candy. They let the crystals explode on their tongues in synchronized silence until the bus groaned to a stop.

The bus seat vinyl stuck to Jake’s thighs through his jeans as he watched Kate press her forehead to the fogged window. Ann Powers’ laughter carried from three rows back—sharp and performative, like a stage cue. Kate’s fingers tightened around her Pop Rocks packet, the crinkling plastic loud in the space between them. Jake elbowed her gently and nodded toward the slingshot half-poking from his backpack. "Ambush at recess?" he whispered. Kate’s smile was quick and crooked, but it didn’t reach her eyes.

Mr. Reynolds’ science class provided temporary respite. They huddled over a petri dish of pond water, their heads close enough that Jake could smell the strawberry shampoo Kate had used since second grade. "That one’s definitely a cyclops," she murmured, pointing at a darting speck. Jake adjusted the microscope’s focus. "Looks like Timmy Carter," he said, and the snort Kate tried to suppress fogged the lens.

Recess brought no ambush—just Ann and her flock roosting by the monkey bars, their whispers carrying like dandelion fluff on the breeze. Jake watched Kate’s shoulders stiffen as they passed. He was about to suggest the tire swing when Ann called out, "Still playing with your boyfriend, Greene?" The word landed like a grenade. Kate froze. Jake’s fingers curled into fists, but before he could turn, Kate grabbed his wrist. "Come on," she said, her voice low and steady. "I found something better."

She led him to the far edge of the playground where the asphalt cracked into a jagged ravine—their secret spot since third grade, when they’d buried a time capsule (a Hot Wheels car and a friendship bracelet) beneath the twisted roots of an oak. Kate dug in her pocket and produced a crumpled bag of gummy worms. "Emergency rations," she announced, splitting them unevenly—two for her, three for him. They dangled the candies over the ravine, pretending they were explorers rationing supplies. Jake’s worm "accidentally" fell onto Kate’s shoe, and for the first time that day, her laughter was real.

The note appeared in Jake’s locker on a Tuesday—folded into a tight triangle the way Kate had learned from Jennifer’s old nursing school textbooks. He pried it open under the pretense of tying his shoe, the paper crinkling against his knee. Operation Eavesdrop: Lunch period. Bring cheese puffs.

By noon, they were wedged behind the auditorium’s dusty velvet curtains, the orange dust from Jake’s smuggled snack coating their fingertips as Ann’s voice carried from the stage. "—like they’re married or something," she stage-whispered to her audience. "It’s weird."

Kate’s breath hitched beside him. Jake watched her press her glasses up with a knuckle, leaving an orange smudge on the frame. He waited for her to bolt—but instead, she dug into her backpack and pulled out a half-melted candy bar. With deliberate slowness, she unwrapped it and took a bite, her eyes never leaving the gap in the curtains. Jake recognized the move; it was the same stubborn silence she’d used when Mrs. Hendricks accused her of cheating at multiplication bingo.

The bell rang before Ann could elaborate. Kate stood abruptly, scattering cheese puff crumbs like breadcrumbs. "We need data," she announced, shoving the empty bag into Jake’s hands.

The "data collection" began with reconnaissance. Jake perched on the Miles’ porch swing, scribbling in the margins of his math notebook while Kate paced like a general surveying a battlefield. "Hypothesis," she declared, pushing her glasses up with a knuckle. "Ann Powers is just mad because we beat her team at kickball last week." Jake chewed his pencil eraser. "Or because you outscored her on the history test." Kate paused mid-step, her sneaker squeaking against the floorboards. "You think?"

Saturday morning found them loitering outside the Powers’ split-level, ostensibly "returning" a library book Ann had left on the bus—though Jake was pretty sure Dinosaurs of the Jurassic Period had been moldering in Kate’s backpack since third grade. Ann answered the door in pajama shorts, her glare wilting slightly when she saw the book. "I don’t even like dinosaurs anymore," she sniffed, but her fingers lingered on the glossy T-Rex cover.

The breakthrough came Tuesday during Mrs. Alvarez’s music class. Jake was busy pretending the recorder wasn’t emitting dolphin-like shrieks when Kate elbowed him sharply. Across the room, Ann was hunched over her own instrument, cheeks flushed as she fumbled through Hot Cross Buns—her notes consistently half a beat behind the class. Kate’s eyes widened behind her glasses. "She’s terrible," she mouthed, not unkindly, and something clicked in Jake’s brain.

They cornered Ann at her locker after school, Kate brandishing a crumpled sheet of music like a white flag. "You hold it wrong," Kate said matter-of-factly, demonstrating the proper thumb placement. Ann’s scowl could’ve melted steel. "I don’t need—" she started, but Jake cut in: "We won’t tell anyone about the dinosaur book." Ann’s mouth snapped shut. For a long moment, the only sound was the squeak of sneakers on waxed linoleum.

The recorder lessons became their unlikely truce. Ann met them behind the bleachers every Tuesday, her cheeks pink with humiliation as Kate patiently corrected her finger placement. "It’s physics," Kate explained, tapping the holes. "Cover this one halfway and the sound changes." Jake supplied the snacks—stale animal crackers from his lunchbox—while Ann’s playing gradually lost its dying-seagull quality.

By Halloween, Ann could manage Twinkle Twinkle without causing the classroom gerbil to cower in its bedding. The three of them sat cross-legged on the Miles’ porch steps, carving pumpkins with butter knives as Marie supervised from the kitchen window. Ann’s pumpkin sported lopsided fangs. "Looks like Timmy Carter," Jake observed, flicking a seed at Kate’s knee. Ann’s laugh was sudden and bright, startling them all.

Winter arrived with a vengeance, frosting the playground equipment into alien sculptures. The sixth-grade girls had migrated to the tether ball pole, their mittens clashing against the faded red ball. Kate hesitated at the edge of the blacktop, her breath fogging in the cold air. Jake nudged her forward with an elbow. "Go on," he muttered. "They’ve been stealing glances at you since you aced the spelling bee." Kate was taller than the other girls, which made her feel like she didn’t fit in. Her height gave her an advantage in sports, though.

Ann spotted them first. She paused mid-swing, the tether ball rope coiling around the pole with a soft whir. "Greene," she called, her voice carrying across the frosty pavement. "You’re up next." Kate’s mittens clenched, then relaxed. Jake gave her a gentle shove. "Kick her butt," he whispered.

The tether ball rope hissed through its arc as Kate stepped forward, her boots crunching the frost-crisped grass. Jake watched her adjust her glasses—a nervous tic since kindergarten—before she peeled off her mittens with exaggerated slowness. Ann smirked, twirling the ball with practiced ease. "First to ten," she announced, as if they hadn't played this game every winter since first grade.

The first serve came fast, the ball whipping past Kate's ear before she could blink. Jake winced, but Kate just rubbed her palms together and reset her stance—knees bent, arms up—the way Chuck had taught her for softball. When Ann's next swing came, Kate pivoted and smacked the ball so hard it wrapped the pole twice before Ann could react. The girls gasped. Jake whooped, earning a glare from the tether ball queen herself.

By the eighth point, a crowd had gathered. Kate's braid had come undone, frizzing wildly with each lunge, while Ann's perfect blonde ponytail sagged like a defeated flag. At 9-9, Ann put everything into a brutal overhand swing—only for Kate to duck and counter with a backhand that sent the ball spiraling into Ann's shoulder. The thud echoed across the playground.

Silence. Then Ann burst out laughing, rubbing her arm. "Okay, Greene," she wheezed. "You win." The girls erupted into chatter, closing ranks around Kate like she'd passed some unspoken test. Jake lingered at the edge of the group, hands jammed in his pockets, until Kate twisted free and jogged back to him, her breath puffing in quick clouds. "Told you I'd win," she muttered, but her grin was brighter than the winter sun glinting off the snow.

The Valentine’s Day snowstorm hit Maple Street sideways, burying Jake’s bike under a drift shaped like a sneering face. He was chipping at it with a plastic shovel when Kate’s boots crunched up behind him. “It’s mocking you,” she observed, adjusting the lopsided heart-shaped box under her arm. Jake jabbed the shovel into the snow-mouth. “Like you’re one to talk,” he shot back, nodding at the box’s dangling ribbon. Kate hugged it tighter. “This is strategic damage. Ann cried when I beat her at arm wrestling for it.”

Inside, Marie had transformed the kitchen into a war zone of pink frosting and sprinkles. Heart-shaped cookies cooled on every available surface, some bearing suspiciously familiar scars—Jake recognized the zigzag edge of Rick’s socket wrench in one. “No licking the frosting,” Marie warned as Kate immediately licked a glob off her thumb.

Valentine’s Day meant the annual classroom card exchange, a ritual Jake had dreaded since second grade when Timmy Carter “accidentally” glued his hair to the desk. This year, Mr. Reynolds implemented a no-candy rule after the Great Gummy Bear Incident of fifth grade. Kate distributed her cards with clinical precision—dinosaurs for the boys, spaceships for the girls—while Jake’s pile grew increasingly lopsided as classmates deposited construction paper hearts into his decorated shoebox.

Ann’s card fluttered to his desk last, its edges suspiciously crisp. Inside, in meticulous cursive: Roses are red, violets are blue, your best friend’s a nerd, and so are you. Jake snorted so hard he inhaled a glitter particle.

The spring of sixth grade arrived with a rebellion—not against teachers or parents, but against the tyranny of bicycle helmets. "We're twelve," Jake argued, dangling his by one frayed strap as they loitered at the end of Kate's driveway. Kate considered her own pink helmet, its kitten decals peeling at the edges. A year ago, she'd picked it specifically to annoy Ann, who called anything cute "babyish." Now it just looked... small.

They stashed the helmets in the Greene's forsythia bush with the solemnity of criminals hiding evidence. The first ride without them was a heady rush of wind through Jake's cowlick, Kate's braids whipping behind her like pennants. They took the hill behind Maple Street at reckless speed, Kate standing on her pedals and whooping as Jake's front wheel wobbled. The crash sent them skidding across the gravel, knees scraping raw, but they were still laughing when Marie found them picking asphalt out of their palms on the porch steps.

"You," Marie said, pressing a bandage to Jake's elbow with more force than necessary, "are a menace." Kate grinned through the sting of hydrogen peroxide, her glasses reflecting the blossoming cherry tree overhead. The scabs they'd earn would outlast the forsythia's yellow flowers.

By May, the entire sixth grade had adopted their helmet-free rebellion—though only Jake and Kate knew the origin. Ann even let her own lavender helmet dangle unused from her handlebars, though she still insisted on matching streamers. "Progress," Kate muttered as they passed her on the way to school, and Jake nudged her with a grass-stained elbow.

The last week of sixth grade smelled like sunscreen and overdue library books. Jake balanced on the curb outside Maple Elementary, arms outstretched like a trapeze artist, while Kate trailed behind him with her shoelaces untied. "We should mark our height," she said abruptly, pointing at the peeling paint of the bike rack where generations of students had recorded their growth in pencil scratches and pocketknife notches. Jake squinted at the sea of names—some faded, some fresh. Kate was already digging in her backpack for a pen. "Bet I’ve grown more than you this year," she said, pressing her back against the metal bar. Jake scoffed but lined up beside her, their shoulders brushing as Kate stretched the pen awkwardly over her head. The mark she left was crooked, but unmistakable: K + J 6th Grade, with a lopsided heart that made Jake’s ears burn.

At the farewell picnic, the sixth graders clustered under the oak tree like a flock of molting birds—awkward limbs and nervous laughter everywhere. Ann Powers had reapplied her lip gloss three times in ten minutes, while Timmy Carter attempted to impress everyone by swallowing an entire juice box without breathing. Jake and Kate claimed their usual spot near the roots, where the grass was worn bare from years of their lunchtime retreats. Kate unpacked her sandwiches with surgical precision—crusts removed, exactly four pickles per half—while Jake gnawed on whatever Marie had thrown into his lunchbox that morning. "Your mom packed you sardines?" Kate whispered, recoiling as Jake popped the tin open with a metallic snick. He grinned, brandishing a fish like a trophy. "Protein," he declared, just as the first raindrop hit Kate’s glasses.

The downpour sent everyone scrambling for cover. Jake grabbed Kate’s wrist and bolted for the music portable, its metal stairs slick underfoot. They crashed inside, colliding with a stack of chairs that toppled with a clatter loud enough to drown out the thunder. Catching their breath in the dim light, they realized they weren’t alone—Ann and two other girls huddled by the xylophones, their makeup running in artistic streaks. For a heartbeat, no one moved. Then Ann wiped her nose on her sleeve and muttered, "Your hair’s frizzing, Greene." Kate touched her braid instinctively, the damp strands already escaping their elastic. The silence stretched until Jake, still clutching his sardine tin, offered it forward like a peace treaty. Ann gagged. Kate laughed. The rain drummed on the roof like applause.

Graduation morning dawned sticky-hot, the kind of humidity that made dress shirts cling and curls collapse. Jake wrestled with his tie in the Miles’ hallway mirror, twisting the knot for the fifteenth time while Rick chuckled from the doorway. "Here," he said, stepping in to redo it with mechanic’s hands. The finished product was lopsided but passable. Outside, Kate waited on the porch swing in a blue dress that matched her glasses frames, her knees skinned from yesterday’s bike crash. She inspected Jake’s tie with a critical eye. "You look like a bank robber," she announced, but adjusted it anyway, her fingers brushing his collar in a way that made him hold his breath.

The graduation ceremony smelled like crayons and cafeteria pizza, the scent clinging to the crepe paper decorations fluttering under the gymnasium's buzzing fluorescent lights. Jake tugged at his collar, sweat trickling down his neck as Principal droned through his speech. Kate sat rigid beside him, her braid coiled neatly over one shoulder—until she abruptly elbowed him. "Look," she hissed, pointing discreetly to the back row where Timmy Carter was fast asleep, his mortarboard sliding down his forehead like a failing visor. Jake muffled a snort into his program just as Mrs. Hendricks glared in their direction, her signature left-eye twitch betraying her stern expression.

After diplomas were handed out—Ann’s crumpled immediately when she teared up during her solo—they spilled onto the sun-baked parking lot where families clustered with cameras. Rick aimed his lens at them, shouting "Act natural!" which instantly made Jake stiffen like a mannequin. Kate solved the problem by abruptly hooking her elbow around Jake’s neck in a mock headlock, their mortarboards colliding with a cardboard thunk. The resulting photo caught Jake’s startled squawk and Kate’s triumphant grin, her glasses flashing sunlight into the lens.

Their final summer before junior high stretched before them like the forbidden hill behind the water tower—steep, unfamiliar, and irresistible. They christened it by sneaking onto the roof of Kate’s garage with a stolen bag of Oreos, lying on their backs to watch the stars emerge between the maple branches. "Remember when we thought skunks were just stripey cats?" Kate mused, twisting a cookie apart with surgical precision. Jake lobbed a crumb at her forehead. "You cried for a week after the Great Incident." She kicked his ankle but didn’t deny it.

The creek had dwindled to a lazy trickle, exposing mudflats where they discovered fossilized bottle caps embedded like artifacts. Kate cataloged them in her notebook while Jake skipped stones across the stagnant pools, his record stuck at two bounces. "It’s the humidity," he insisted as his fifth attempt plopped into the muck. Kate didn’t look up from her sketches. "Or your terrible wrist flick." A mud-smeared wrestling match ensued, ending only when they both slid into the shallows, gasping with laughter under a cloud of startled dragonflies.

The first day of junior high smelled like industrial cleaner and nervous sweat. Jake tugged at the straps of his overloaded backpack—suddenly too small, suddenly uncool—as they merged into the river of students flooding the main hallway. Kate’s elbow jabbed his ribs. "Stop fidgeting," she muttered, though her own fingernails were digging half-moons into her notebook. Their homeroom assignments had arrived by mail last week: 7B for Jake, 7G for Kate. The separation felt like a prank.

Ann intercepted them at the water fountain, her braces glinting as she smirked. "Greene. Miles." She nodded toward a cluster of girls loitering by the lockers. "We’re sitting together at lunch. Try not to embarrass me." Kate’s eyebrows shot up, but Jake saw the pleased flush creeping up her neck.

The morning crawled. Jake’s desk was two rows behind Timmy Carter, who’d already earned a detention for attempting to swallow a whole banana in the cafeteria. When the bell finally rang, Jake bolted for the door—only to collide with Kate, who’d apparently sprinted the length of the building. "Science wing bathroom," she panted, dragging him by the wrist. "Third stall. Now."

The stall was barely wide enough for both of them. Kate balanced her notebook on the toilet paper dispenser as Jake wedged himself against the door. "Mrs. Langford’s making us dissect frogs next week," she whispered, flipping open to a meticulously labeled diagram. "But look—I found a loophole." Jake squinted at her tiny handwriting: Formaldehyde exposure may cause allergic reactions. Kate’s grin turned wicked. She had read through the entire document, something she’d do regularly as an adult reading legislation. "Dad still has those allergy pills from when the Millers got that Persian cat."

The frog loophole required precision. Jake hovered outside the CVS with his hood pulled up—not suspicious at all—while Kate "casually" browsed the allergy relief aisle. She emerged clutching a box of generic pink pills, her glasses reflecting the fluorescent lights like a getaway driver’s shades. "For dad’s severe pollen allergies," she announced too loudly to the security camera.

The pills tasted like chalk and regret. Jake dry-swallowed his in the science wing bathroom, grimacing as it stuck halfway down. Kate chewed hers with theatrical suffering, then promptly spat it into the sink. "This is worse than the Great Gummy Bear Incident," she groaned, scrubbing her tongue with paper towels. Jake’s watch beeped. "Showtime."

Mrs. Langford’s froggy smile evaporated when Jake clutched his throat dramatically during the dissection demo. Kate played her part flawlessly—wide-eyed panic, frantic desk-knocking—until Mrs. Langford herded them both to the nurse’s office like skittish lambs. The nurse took one look at Jake’s intentionally splotchy neck and thrust a permission slip at them. "No more amphibians," she said sternly, as if they’d personally offended the entire frog kingdom.

Their victory celebration involved smuggled candy bars from the vending machine and a clandestine meeting in the band room storage closet. Ann found them there, her arms crossed over her Barbie tee. "You’re terrible," she said, but snatched the partial chocolate bar Kate offered. The three of them clinked soda cans over a pyramid of trombone cases.

The first snowfall of seventh grade arrived overnight, transforming Maple Street into a frosted cake. Jake pressed his nose against the cold windowpane, watching his breath fog the glass as Kate’s boots crunched up the driveway—early, as usual. She carried two sleds under her arm, the red plastic gleaming against the snow. "Miller twins already claimed Dead Man’s Hill," she announced by way of greeting, stamping slush off her boots onto the Miles’ welcome mat. Jake barely had time to grab his gloves before she tossed him a sled. "We’re taking the back route."

Their secret path wound through the Peterson’s orchard, where snow-laden apple branches arched into a tunnel. Kate led with the confidence of a general, her braid collecting flakes like a breadcrumb trail. Halfway up the hill, Jake’s sled snagged on a hidden bramble, sending him face-first into a drift. Kate doubled over laughing—until the snowbank beneath her collapsed, depositing her neatly beside him in an eruption of powder. They lay there for a beat, shoulders shaking, before simultaneously packing snowballs to pelt the Miller twins’ backs as they sledded past.

Valentine’s Day brought a new kind of battlefield: the junior high dance. Jake hovered near the punch bowl like a hostage negotiator, his too-tight tie strangling him. Kate materialized beside him, her dress the exact blue of her glasses frames. "Ann dared me to ask Mr. Langford to dance," she whispered, nodding toward their science teacher’s infamous corduroy blazer. Jake choked on his fruit punch. "Do it," he wheezed, "I’ll video it for your funeral." Kate adjusted her glasses with dignity—then promptly executed the worst rendition of the Macarena ever witnessed in school history, directly in front of the horrified teacher. The video lived on Ann’s phone for approximately six hours before a teacher confiscated it during study hall. Ann had danced with not one but two boys.

Spring arrived with a creek in flood, the rushing water erasing their childhood tadpole ponds. They balanced on the shaky footbridge Chuck had built last summer, dropping sticks into the current to race. Jake’s snapped maple twig rounded the bend first, but Kate’s oak branch overtook it near the Miller’s drainage pipe. "Cheating," Jake grumbled. Kate smirked. "Superior aerodynamics." Her victory dance nearly toppled them both into the churning
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