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Dedication
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To everyone who’s ever been a good friend to someone else, 

but especially one to me





Chapter One
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Cassie is positive we’ve been spotted, and slows down as though suddenly fascinated by the Hallway Etiquette poster over the water fountain. But this is the longest stretch we’ve ever walked undetected behind her crush, Cory Baxter (and the most conversation we’ve overheard between him and his friends), so I’m not letting her break this streak just because she’s a little nervous. I tug a strand of her long, glossy black hair and make a “keep going” face without worrying whether or not she’ll follow. I know she’ll follow. Because Cassie loves the thrill of this game, too, and because she’s more than a little obsessed with Cory.

She’s back by my side in not even two steps, raising her eyebrows in silent “I can’t believe this” excitement. We’ve been tracking Cory Baxter—code name: Lagoon—since we got back from spring break, when Cassie suddenly went googly-eyed in the cafeteria over him. Just like one of those old cartoons where someone gets hit in the chest by a Cupid arrow, or sniffs a love potion. It even caught her off guard.

But I’d had a similar feeling right before spring break myself, when Tyrick Nevin—code name: Pencil—and I were assigned to the same group for our vocabulary project. Tyrick had been in my English class all year, and was always thoughtful and quiet, but I had never considered him more than a nice classmate. Not until I was sitting across from him and realized that his eyes are a hypnotically golden color: light brown with a dark brown ring around the edge. I had never seen eyes such a color, and I found it hard to look at them and talk at the same time.

So I came up with a plan. Or rather, Cassie and I did, which is the way we always do things, ever since summer before fifth grade when we ended up in the same week of Girls Up camp and discovered the power of our collaborations. (For one: we are great at creating obstacle courses. Two: by harnessing my problem-solving skills and Cassie’s competitive streak, we can get through everyone else’s the fastest too.) There have been several more revelations like this since then, all demonstrating that we are meant to be best friends. She has good ideas—I have good ideas—but somehow when we share them we both get even better ones.

Like this Cory/Tyrick thing. My original thought was that we should learn as much about both of them as we could by observation—likes, dislikes, general interests—so that when we eventually talked to either one of them, we would have something clever and pertinent to say. This was admittedly easier for me, since Tyrick is in my class. All period I would take careful mental notes about the things he said, the way he tapped his pen on the desk when he was trying to come up with a word—whatever details I could grab on to—and then record them all in my diary. But Cassie didn’t have as much luck, since Cory is an eighth grader. He has online accounts in the usual places, which was exciting to discover at first, but then we realized Cassie would have to follow him to see any of his posts, which would obliterate the secret element. Nobody really puts much in the school’s web roster, so that wasn’t any help, either.

Which is when she decided we needed to start spying on them both.

“This is it, this is it,” Cassie whispers beside me, making sure to keep her lips from moving. We’re rounding the corner from the long stretch of the research wing (where Cory and his friends hang out before school) to the high-trafficked main corridor. This is when we change directions and weave our way through the crowd to the seventh grade hall, where, if there’s time, we can catch a glimpse of Tyrick by his locker before the homeroom bell rings.

Now, rather than moving into the backpack-and-braces crowd toward our own hallway, Cassie links her arm through mine, hooking me tight. Her nervousness from a few minutes ago seems to have disappeared, and the determined expression on her face is the only cue I need. We plunge across the hallway traffic and keep following Cory and his friends into the eighth grade wing. As soon as we cross the threshold into the newer, smoother hall, we swap glances, reflecting to each other the same thrill: we’ve never gone this far before.

For the briefest moment, I’m disappointed I won’t get an early peek at Pencil today—I like to know what he’s wearing, in case it’s one of the outfits he looks the best in, so I can prepare my face before I get to English class—but when Cassie gets that mischievous glint in her eye (the one that reminds me so much of her feisty grandmother, Tess), something fun is always going to follow.

Ahead of us, Cory waves bye to his friends—Jeannette (not his girlfriend, we were happy to discover), and Hopper (we don’t know much about him other than he is Cory’s favorite partner for some magic game that involves a lot of trading cards)—as they both enter the first classroom on our left. Now Cory is completely alone, and as far as we can tell, has no idea we’re following him. Our arms are still linked, and Cassie squeezes mine between her jabby elbow and her rib cage. I can feel the vibrations of adrenaline rising in us both. There are still plenty of older kids out in the hall, so if Cory turned around he wouldn’t exactly spot us, but the homeroom bell will be ringing in only a couple more minutes. We also have no idea where he’s going, or how far.

But Cassie isn’t slowing down, so I’m dying to see what she’s going to do. From the way she’s nibbling the edge of her lower lip, I can tell she is too.

Two doors farther, Cory ducks into his homeroom class: Ms. Cruik, History, the sign outside the door says. To my surprise and shock, Cassie follows him in, slipping her arm out from mine and sweeping her hair in one smooth, confident gesture over her shoulder. Cassie marches straight to Ms. Cruik’s desk at the front of the room, and I have no choice but to follow, mainly because I have to hear what she’s going to say.

It takes Ms. Cruik a moment to look up from her desk computer, but when she does, Cassie lights up her best, most teacher-charming smile.

“Hi, Ms. Cruik.”

“It’s ‘cruck,’ actually,” the teacher says. “Like ‘cluck’ with an r instead of an l.”

“Oh. Well, I’m sorry, Ms. Cruik”—she mimics the teacher’s pronouncement perfectly, including the note of suspicion—“but learning more about upper-grade teachers is actually why we’re here. My name’s Cassie Parker, and my friend Fiona and I are having a hard time deciding which, um”—she glances at the whiteboard, obviously trying to remember what classroom we’re in—“history class would be best for us next year. We know we don’t have much control, but we’d like to know what to hope for.”

Ms. Cruik is still doubtful, but she does straighten up a little.

“We’re just wondering what you intend for students to gain by taking this class,” Cassie continues.

Now Ms. Cruik’s face transforms from distrustful to impressed.

“Well, Cassie, I’m happy to help. I hope that when they leave my class my students have a better understanding of the complex tapestry of American history, and become more intellectually enriched citizens because of it.”

Cassie smiles. “Thank you, Ms. Cruik. Fiona, you’ve got that?”

“Um. Of course.” I slide a notepad out of my book bag and dig for a pen. Over our heads, the homeroom bell chimes its ugly digital tone.

“Oh gosh,” Cassie says, looking at the clock in mock horror. “I didn’t realize we were going to be late. Ms. Cruik, I hate to impose, but do you mind giving us a pass? We have to get back to the seventh grade wing.”

It’s clear Ms. Cruik doesn’t quite think our little poll is worthy of a hall pass. She glances at her still-chattering homeroom, though, and makes the decision that it’s better to get us out of here and begin announcements rather than lecture us on time management.

The second her door shuts behind us, Cassie and I speed-walk down the now-empty eighth grade hallway, hands clamped over our mouths to keep our giggles from bursting out. The moment we’re in the main hall, safely far away from Ms. Cruik’s room or Cory’s ears, we both jump up and down, squealing and talking over each other.

“I can’t believe you did that!”

“I can’t believe I just did that!”

“She had no idea you were faking.”

“Do you think he was watching? I was too nervous to look around. But we were there! In his homeroom class!”

“You were so calm! I had no idea what you were going to say.”

“I know! Me neither!”

We straighten and quiet down when one of the secretaries comes out of the staff bathroom farther down the hall. Both of us make sure to clutch our hall passes in clear sight as we start walking again.

“It’s not a bad idea, though,” I consider.

“What?”

“Polling more eighth grade teachers. I thought her answer was pretty good.”

“Ugh.” Cassie flicks her fingers in the air, dismissing it. “Her class sounds so boring. Besides, we already know whatever teachers Kendra Mack and Izzy Gathing sign up for next year are the ones we really want. And anyway, now we don’t need to poll anybody else because we know Lagoon’s homeroom!”

We’re almost to our own homerooms ourselves, so I decide not to tell Cassie that I’m probably interested in the exact opposite classes that Kendra or her friends will be taking. For now, I don’t want to ruin this fun.

“It still might be useful for future spy tactics,” I say instead.

“True,” she agrees. “Talk about it at lunch?”

I nod. She waves her pass at me with a sneaky wink, and I can’t help grinning back.

Dear Diary:

What an up-and-down roller coaster of a day. I’m eager to slip into bed and get on my way to a new morning, but so much happened that I need to get it all straight in my head. Things started out fun this morning, with stalking Lagoon and getting into his homeroom (!!!). Cassie was brilliant as usual. It almost makes me sad that school’s over soon and there’ll be no more Pencil or Lagoon for a while, but at least we’ll have the super-amazing Disneyland trip with Dad and Leelu to look forward to. (Which reminds me, Cassie and I need to look at the website and see what new rides there are since the last time both our families went.)

But anyway, then in third period—you won’t believe it—Pencil turned right around in his seat to talk to me before English class! In that dreamy, Michael Bublé voice of his (extra low because he was trying not to be too loud, but still had to be heard over everyone getting out their books), he said, “Hey, Fiona. Are you okay?” My first instinct was to check my shirt to see if there were leftover breakfast bits on me, or if my arms had exploded in dripping pustules, but then he said, “I just didn’t see you this morning like usual, so I wondered if you had an appointment.” He wondered! If I had an appointment! Because he didn’t see me before school. Which means he has been noticing me in the morning as much as I am noticing him!!! Diary, it was ten thousand vocabulary words at once: exalting, electrifying, astonishing, breathtaking, wondrous, and addictive. I could hardly concentrate on our out-loud reading in class, but when it got to my turn I read each word aiming my voice at the back of Pencil’s head, hoping it might make him turn around again and look at me with those eyes. 

So, of course I was dying to see Cassie at lunch, and when I told her my news, her mouth dropped open in a satisfyingly shocked smile. We bounced in our chairs about a zillion times—I’m surprised we didn’t knock something over with how hard the table was vibrating.

But then her voice dropped and her expression changed. She said she needed good news, because her morning had been so depressing. I went straight into listening mode, thinking maybe it was about a grade, but instead she narrated this long thing about Neftali (in case you need a reminder: the prettiest one in Kendra’s clan), some eighth grade boy named Carter, and him standing her up. Cassie seemed so serious about it, but by the time she finished, really it just sounded like Neftali misinterpreted some texts. When I asked her why she cared so much about a girl who didn’t even know we existed, Cassie got that haughty, dismissive look on her face and muttered something about how we could be as popular next year and she’s just trying to do research. And get this, Diary—the way she found out the whole Neftali thing? She followed the two of them down the hall just like we do with Pencil and Lagoon! She said since it worked so well this morning, she wanted to try it again.

Which—I have a lot to say about, including how disappointed I was that she used something of ours to get information about them. I knew, though, if I said anything else, she’d give me the snotty silent treatment through science class, and I didn’t want to ruin the good parts of the morning, but I just don’t understand Cassie’s fixation on those girls. Like the thing she said this morning about taking whatever classes they were signing up for. The last thing I want is to be anywhere near those spoiled show-offs. Yes, Cassie’s always been interested in clothes and having a good reputation, but that’s what I like about her—her emphasis on good reputation, not popular reputation. And she’s never been so focused on her looks that she can barely think about anything else. At the end of lunch I swear she checked her lip gloss five times before we got up from the table. I tell you, I would rather listen to my uncles talking about yard work, watch Frozen with Leelu for the 7,321st time, do an entire worksheet of multiplying by fractions, or have to sit through an embarrassing biology video more than talk about Neftali or Kendra. And definitely more than watching Cassie adjust her makeup.

We turned it around like we always do (on the way to science I asked her how our morning discoveries will change our spying, and she had lots to say about that), but it left a sour feeling in my heart.

Which (sorry for the long entry) made it even harder than usual to fake excitement when Jennifer came over again tonight. As if she hadn’t already dominated this weekend, which, as you know, was supposed to be just us and Dad. She’d bought me and Leelu our own copy of Inside Out (the DVD has extra stuff on it you can’t get from a download), and I admit it was super nice of her to remember how much Leelu and I loved it in the theater, but when it got to the part where the first island starts collapsing, instead of grabbing for my hand, Leelu crawled right up into Jennifer’s lap. Jennifer slid her hand along the sofa cushions to try and hold mine as well, but I pretended I was too wrapped up in the movie to notice, mainly because some kind of island was crumbling inside of me at the same time. How could I hold hands with her? During a movie that’s Leelu’s and mine? Especially when we only met her four months ago? And suddenly my sister is all cuddly with her instead of me? I wanted to text Mom about it, but around the subject of Jennifer she stiffly says Dad has every right to be happy. She’s not the one who’s getting this total stranger forced on her all the time, though. She doesn’t have to pretend to be excited about a person she barely knows or likes, just because her dad (and now her sister) is all gaga.

It feels a lot better to tell you that, at least. Dad and Mom are so civil all the time, it’s like I’m not allowed to have bad feelings. Luckily, I have Cassie, who’s pretty much the only one who understands me. For now, thanks for being there, Diary. Hope it’s a better report tomorrow.

Yours,

Fiona





Chapter Two
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Cassie does help make things better in the morning. Before I’ve even washed my face, my phone is lit up with a bunch of emojis and Cassie’s new plans for our stalking route. Now that we know Tyrick really is looking for me, she decides we need to start our morning patrol in our own hall, going first to her locker (because she has a mirror we can angle so that we spot Tyrick before he sees us) and then to mine (for which we have to walk past his), even if we don’t need anything out of them.

Then to the library to stare at Lagoon, she messages.

Okay meet you at the bus drop-off, I tell her, hurrying down to get breakfast. Weeks when we stay at Mom’s, she takes both Leelu and me to school, but at Dad’s we have to ride the bus. It isn’t the worst thing on the planet, but I don’t think anyone in the history of middle school has ever enjoyed it.

Did things go okay last night? Cassie messages when I get to my bus stop.

Leelu likes Jennifer a lot more than I do, I admit.

Well she does bring you guys a lot of presents. Brainwashing, you know.

I smile a little at that. Cassie was the greatest friend ever last year when Mom and Dad told us they couldn’t live together anymore. She helped me pack when Mom moved into the condo and we sold our house (Dad and Mom explained it would be better for Leelu and me to live somewhere that wasn’t full of old memories), and helped me decorate my room in Dad’s new place. If it hadn’t been for her, Leelu, and the elaborate Nicholas Sparks–inspired story I wrote in my diary about my parents getting back together (even though they said it would never happen), I don’t think I’d have survived. That Cassie isn’t immediately trying to make me adore Jennifer like everyone else is exactly the kind of comforting that makes her the best friend in the whole world.

When she hops off her bus with a big smile, we hurry to catch a glimpse of Tyrick, and my bad feelings about last night fall to the background even further. Tyrick is in one of my favorite shirts, and gives me a one-handed “Hi” as we walk by. I’m not sure who’s bouncing more on the way to the library, where we’ll spy on Lagoon: me or Cassie.

“You’re so gonna get asked out before the end of the year,” she hisses when we find a table and settle in.

I feel myself flush. 

“I wonder if we could double with—oh. Six o’clock.” She ducks her head and leans close to the desk, having spotted someone interesting behind me—someone other than Cory, who we already know is in the computer lab, thanks to earlier scopes, and the wall of windows between it and the library. Whoever Cassie’s spotted now could have on a great outfit, or be picking their nose—it’s hard to tell from her expression.

Before I can get a glance, though, my chorus friend Evie comes in with her best friend, Aja. They see us and wave, coming over to our table.

“Are you guys studying?” Evie rushes in a loud whisper. “We didn’t know you hung out here. Can we study with you too? We have that math test coming up and—ooh, Fiona, I love your hair that way.”

Automatically, I reach up to feel my head, making sure everything is still lying down flat. For most of the year, my hair’s been a kinked-out curly crown that sproings up all around my face and ears, unlike Evie’s, which she gets done into glossy spirals. I’ve been growing mine out, just to experiment, and now it’s finally long enough to wear in a bun-looking pony if I sleek it all down tight with tons of product, lots of brushing, and what feels like a hundred bobby pins jammed into the sides. I’m constantly expecting it to turn a bit flyaway, though, and sometimes wonder if I shouldn’t just cut it back.

“Huh?” Cassie snorts, her whole face tightening with criticism. “Just because Fee’s got fluffiness doesn’t mean she can’t be sleek, too. I mean, is that such a surprise?”

It stuns me, and Evie too.

“Of course I love it natural,” Evie stammers, “but this is so . . . sophisticated.” She darts her eyes at me in apology.

But before I can say or do anything, Aja leans on the table with one hand, putting her body between Cassie and Evie. A wave of her spicy perfume wafts over us.

“Do you think you’ll keep growing it?” she asks, as if my hair is suddenly the most interesting topic of conversation.

Aja is a tall, Egyptian-queen-looking girl, and while we know each other because of Evie and chorus, we don’t normally hang out. She’s perfectly nice, but somehow her closeness now is intimidating, especially since Cassie was just so horribly rude. I say something clumsy about somewhere between my chin and my shoulders, though with summer just about upon us, I might get hot. 

Cassie hasn’t even noticed. Her focus is back to the glass windows. Behind them in the lab, Cory must be getting ready to make his move to homeroom, because Cassie starts getting her things together so we can follow him. We can’t go in there because without a coding project (only for eighth graders) we’ll look too obvious, but from here we can see perfectly. Right now, I’m just glad to have a way out of this situation.

“I’ll see you in chorus, okay?” I apologize to Evie and Aja with my face.

“Have a good first period,” Evie chirps behind us, like everything is fine.

As we stride out of the library, Cassie super-widens her eyes so that she looks like a silly manga character, mouthing, Have a good first period.

Again, it’s shocking.

“Hey, did something happen with Tom yesterday?” I say, careful.

She looks surprised. “No, why? Did he post something about me?”

“No. I mean, if he did, I wouldn’t know. You just seem on edge today.”

Mean is the word I want to use, but I need to be cautious. Cassie and her brother, Tom, have been fighting more than usual lately—or, more specifically, she’s been fighting with her parents about her brother, who’s older and in their eyes perfect—and sometimes it leaves her pouty and sensitive. If I’m not careful her temper will flare up from nowhere at me, and we’ll end up in a fight.

She rolls her eyes. “Ugh. I know you like her and everything, but sometimes that Evie can be, you know.”

“Can be what?” I like Evie. She’s nice.

Cassie makes another sickeningly sweet face—with the emphasis on sick. “A little too much is all. She should have learned to tone down the sunshine by now. We’re not in sixth grade anymore. She doesn’t have to be everyone’s friend.”

“Well, she’s my friend,” I say. 

She tosses me a humble shrug. “I’m glad she likes you so much, I guess,” she says. “And your hair does look sophisticated that way.”

It’s still not much of a peace offering, but I understand it’s the closest thing to an apology as I’ll get right now.

“We’ll see if it holds up by lunch.” I smooth my hair a bit more, deciding to let the issue go. “And whether Pencil has anything to say about it.”

With that, she squeaks in excitement, and we follow Cory once again into the eighth grade wing. We don’t go all the way to his homeroom this time, because we can’t be late again, but Cassie’s thrilled anyway. I’m just glad she’s happy, though when we separate for homeroom she hollers “Ciao, bella!” at me the way Kendra and all her other friends do. In a way that sounds practiced.

I can’t believe it’s already a mixed-up morning, or that I need my diary so soon, even for just a quick entry.

Ebullient girl

Vivacious and sweet

Interested in everyone

Even if some think it’s too much.

Amazon queen

Just waiting to pounce

And silence you with her kohl-eyed stare. 

Catty without cause

Always

Silently judging

So confident in her opinions

Immune to

Everyone else’s.

It feels like a mean thing to write about my best friend, but also good to get down, because I don’t want to dwell on negative feelings about Cassie. I decide to turn things around when I see her again at lunch.

“We need to make a list,” I tell her when we get to our table.

She grins, sly. “Ways to sabotage your dad’s romance?”

“Ha. Maybe tomorrow. This, you may be surprised to hear, is more important.” I show her the fresh, blank page in my notebook, across the top of which I’ve written PLANS FOR DISNEYLAND.

Cassie fake swoons against her chair. “Finally my dream of freeing Aladdin from my evil twin, Jasmine, is within reach!”

“You might want to explain that little third grade infatuation to Lagoon first.” I nod over at their table. We have a perfect view from here, but they can’t quite see us. 

“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe we need a vintage Disney marathon this weekend, so I can get her moves down. I may have forgotten the best ones.”

“Hopefully Jennifer won’t butt in this time,” I grumble.

But Cassie’s not going to let me go down that path today. She pulls me up to get in line for our drinks, humming “A Whole New World” close to my ear, and doesn’t even acknowledge Kendra’s gang when we pass their table, or seem to care about Cory, either. When we’re through the line, she does a little Wizard of Oz–style skip to our seats, and takes out her best pen to write down all our ideas: the rides we’ll have to do multiple times, the ones Leelu’s finally big enough to go on with us, the food we want to try, plus the shows at night we can’t miss.

“And Haunted Mansion at least five times,” she insists.

I cross my eyes and make my face like a cartoon ghost’s. “Of course!”

As the list builds, we feed off each other’s excitement, both of us getting giddier and sillier. By the time lunch is over and we’re walking to science, we’re positively hyper—Cassie squeaking in a Minnie Mouse voice—neither of us caring who sees or overhears, just like in fifth grade.

It isn’t until we get to class when I stop. “Oh no.”

Cassie sees my face and halts, too. “What is it?”

“My backpack.” 

Her expression immediately becomes serious. “Let’s go look.”

We speed-walk back to the cafeteria, Cassie assuring me the whole way my bag’s surely still under my chair right where I left it. I want to believe her, but I can’t help thinking of the video Dad made me watch when I got my cell phone, about how important it is to keep your eyes on your things, because somebody could snatch them at any time.

But of course Cassie’s right—my backpack’s still in the cafeteria. Only, now it’s shoved under a chair two tables away from where we sit. We trade worried glances.

“Just noticed it myself,” Mr. Olansky, the lunchtime supervisor, says. “Was going to finish locking up, and then look for an ID.”

I thank him and check inside, trying not to panic. In the small front pocket are my house keys, and my money purse—nothing missing from that, including my library card, which may not matter to anyone else, but matters a lot to me. My phone is still in the elastic-edged inner pocket too, and nobody would want my pen case, since it was a gift from Leelu and therefore is covered with pictures of Doc McStuffins. The main section of my backpack—the one with my tablet, my notebooks, my books and other binders—still gapes open. But everything’s there too, except—

“What is it?” Cassie says, seeing my face.

My stomach detaches from my body. “My diary, Cassie. I think it’s gone.”





 Chapter Three
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Mr. Olansky lets Cassie and me search for my diary under all the cafeteria tables, and even offers to look through the trash for it. I want to cry, picturing the cover’s beautiful marbled Italian paper stained with pizza sauce, or its pages soaked with half-drunk milkshake, but if it’s in the trash at least I’d know my secrets were safe, instead of being pored over by whoever might have taken it.

“You have to get back to class,” I tell Cassie, trying to be rational.

“And you should get a pass to keep looking.”

I tell Mr. Olansky I’ll be back, before Cassie and I walk in glum silence together to science. It’s good Cassie knows not to try and make me feel better, because I’m not sure anything can make me feel better right now. My diary is like my best friend—more than my best friend, since I write things in there I would never even say to Cassie. It’s where I’ve poured out absolutely everything, no matter how angry or ugly or embarrassing, including—my body prickles with horrified heat—all those details about Tyrick.

When we get back to science, I tell myself not to freak out, that I’ll surely find it, and ask Ms. Tasker for a pass to go back to the cafeteria. Luckily, she is not only brilliant but also very, very nice, and she writes me one without hesitation. When I return to the lunchroom, Mr. Olansky has already gone through one of the three bulging trash cans with no luck, but he tells me he’s had to do this many, many times, for lost retainers or phones, and hands me a pair of latex gloves.

Picking through people’s half-eaten sandwiches, soggy hot lunches, and discarded pizza crusts is gross, but at least it gives me something to focus on, until we get through the last bag and my desperate hope of finding my diary is dashed and ruined.

“I’m sorry, kiddo.” Mr. Olansky pulls off his gloves and tosses them into the last bag. “Most of the time, we find what we’re looking for.”

I thank him and throw away my own gloves, trying hard as I can to steel my face until I can be alone. So many horrible thoughts are swirling in my brain about who might have my diary now, or what they might do with it, I’m not sure I can breathe. Thank goodness there are bathrooms right outside the lunchroom doors. I slip inside, rush to the last stall in the row, lean against the wall, and cry.

I don’t say anything to Cassie after science, because we both know neither of us can say anything that will make a difference. She lets me slip down the hall without more than a wave, and for my final periods I try to make my mind as blank as possible. At the
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