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CHAPTER 1

THE FIRST DAY


“And where exactly do you think you’re going?” Alice’s mom called out.

Alice tried to suppress a smile, her hand on the latch as she pretended to leave for school.

“The bus stop?” Alice said, all innocence, turning away from the side gate as her mother stood on the back stoop, fists on her hips in pretend sternness.

“Not so fast,” Mrs. Kinney said, and then she and her daughter grinned at each other. Alice’s mom held up a silver camera dangling from her wrist. The two of them had played this little first-day-of-school game since Alice was in kindergarten, when she had begun to march off to the bus stop before learning that a) Kinneys always took photos on the first day of school and b) kindergartners don’t walk to the bus stop. (Although freshly minted middle schoolers—which Alice was today—did!)

“Ready? Say cheese!” Mrs. Kinney said. Alice slumped her shoulders over, crossed her eyes, and stuck out her tongue, first-day-of-school zombie style.

“That pose doesn’t really scream ‘honors student,’” Alice’s dad said, stepping outside with his mug of coffee and his shirt cuffs unbuttoned. Alice smiled, rolled her eyes, stood up straight, and re-posed in a more traditional manner, shaking her long red hair so that it flowed over her shoulders. Her parents could be embarrassing, but sweet—they were so proud of her for getting into honors classes, but really, it wasn’t that big a deal. It’s not like Alice set out to get there. It just . . . happened. Alice heard the fake-shutter sound of the digital camera, but then her mom kept holding the camera up for a few extra moments after taking the picture.

“Everything okay?” Alice asked.

“Oh, yeah,” Mrs. Kinney said, and finally lowered the camera, emitting a tiny sniffle.

“Are you crying?” Alice asked in disbelief. “It’s just school, Mom. I’ve done this before. School bus, pens, notebooks, teachers, remember?”

“I know,” Mrs. Kinney said, laughing and running the side of her thumb below her lower eyelashes to collect any mascara that may have run. “It’s just . . . five seconds ago you were off to kindergarten. Now . . . middle school.”

“Honors middle school,” her dad said proudly, just as Alice heard the side gate latch. Ugh. Couldn’t Cassidy have come at any other moment?

“Yes, honors middle school,” Alice’s best friend repeated teasingly, entering the Kinneys’ backyard with her own mom behind her. Mr. and Mrs. Kinney beamed with pride, not realizing that there was the teensiest bit of tension between the two girls over this particular detail. Alice and Cassidy had been in the same class ever since the Turners had moved in across the street when the girls were five years old, but this year, while Alice had tested into honors, Cassidy . . . didn’t. Alice knew Cassidy was supportive, but the whole thing still felt a little weird.

It wasn’t that Cassidy wasn’t smart: she had good grades and was funnier than Alice could ever hope to be. Alice just seemed to possess a little extra nerdiness when it came to school, and now, being separated from her best friend and being singled out in general for being “gifted” was her “reward.”

Alice would have been just fine sticking with regular classes, especially since the honors thing had been a source of awkwardness between the two of them over the summer. While Alice said things like “I don’t know how I’m going to make it without having you in my class! What if the other kids are mean? Or total dorks? Or worse, totally mean dorks?” Cassidy would say things like “Oh, you’re smart, you’ll figure it out,” followed up by a hasty “I’m just kidding.”

Alice knew, though, that they could move past it with just a bit of time. Being in separate classes just had to become the new normal. Alice needed Cassidy on her side the same way she knew Cassidy needed her, because middle school? Seemed a little scary.

“Cass, get over here,” Alice said, yanking her friend over to pose in a first-day-of-school photo with her.

Cass patted the side of her head with her palm self-consciously. Over the summer she had made the very bold decision to cut off her shoulder-length braids and rock a short natural do. Her mom was thrilled.

“She said, ‘Oh, honey, you look like me from the eighties!’ and I swear she would have started crying a little bit if I didn’t tell her to stop,” Cass reported in her post-haircut debrief earlier that week. Of course, looking like your mom wasn’t exactly at the top of the wish list of any self-respecting middle schooler.

However, with the haircut, Cass did look more confident, more sophisticated. Alice knew for a fact that the new do was going to be a sensation, just like everything Cassidy did. Everyone wanted to be Cassidy’s friend, boys and girls alike, but only Alice could count her as her best friend.

“I remember the first time you girls met.” Cassidy’s mom started to reminisce for probably the third time that week. Getting misty about old times was one of Mrs. Turner’s quirks that Alice adored, along with the never-ending supply of cinnamon-flavored Jolly Ranchers in her purse and the zoomy little white convertible she drove, with the license plate that read HERS.

Mr. Turner was nice and all, but if Alice was going to get a ride home with Cassidy, she always hoped Mrs. Turner would show up in that convertible.

“Cassidy just toddled right up to Alice, who was playing in the front yard the day we moved in, and demanded, ‘Let’s be best friends,’” Mrs. Turner continued.

“Here she goes again,” said Cassidy, rolling her eyes. Alice pretended to take a nap on her shoulder.

“And Alice said, ‘Okay!’” Mrs. Kinney filled in. “‘Okay!’ Just like that.”

“And you held hands and ran through the sprinkler together. It was the most beautiful thing. And now look at you: best friends through all these years,” added Mrs. Turner.

“Stop, you’re going to get me going again!” Mrs. Kinney said, flapping her hands in front of her face.

“Mom, can you please just take the picture?” Alice asked. She actually didn’t mind the reminiscing, but she sensed an impatient twitch in the golden-brown shoulders she had her arm slung over. It was time to get a move on and take this plunge, together.

Together—but only sort of, a glum voice in Alice’s head said.

She couldn’t help wondering whether Cassidy was, maybe, a little bit mad about her leaving the general track for honors. All summer long, Alice had tried to work up the courage to ask if she was okay about it. The last time she’d attempted to address it, she and Cass were picking their way across the beach near their house one late-summer evening. Lake Michigan was calmly lapping at their brightly painted toenails as the sun went down.

“So, with the honors class thing—” Alice ventured. (Okay, so she was also an honors-level awkward conversationalist.)

Cassidy cut her off. “It’s fine!” she said in the same bright-but-fake voice that Alice’s mom used when she “wasn’t mad” that Alice’s dad hadn’t put the laundry away. “We don’t have to talk about it.”

Alice clammed up, choosing to listen to Cassidy’s words, even if she had a hard time ignoring her tone.

Now Mrs. Kinney snapped the photo and peered at it on the screen. “Another keeper!” she pronounced, and Alice smiled, although she wasn’t surprised. She and Cassidy had plotted their first-day-of-school outfits the week before, making sure that they’d complement each other but not clash (or, heaven forbid, match). Alice wore a summery navy-and-white striped dress with a white jean jacket. It was already almost eighty degrees (North Shore summers lasted almost as long as its winters), but the air-conditioning in the middle school, she had heard, could reach sub-arctic temperatures.

Cassidy, meanwhile, wore a bright red cardigan over a white T-shirt and black shorts with white polka dots on them. Alice would have looked like a little kid in them, but they showed off Cassidy’s long, lean ballet-toned legs.

They agreed it would be okay if they both wore the gold sandals they had bought together earlier that summer, accented with fresh pedicures. Hey, even if they wouldn’t spend every single second of school together, at least when they did, they’d look awesome—best friends ready to take on a new adventure.

“I couldn’t sleep last night,” Alice confessed, once they were on the bus. Cassidy turned towards her, eyes squinting from the sunlight reflecting off the sparkling lake. “But while I was tossing and turning, I came up with a stupendous plan!” Cassidy raised her eyebrows in amusement as Alice rummaged through her new backpack. It was oatmeal colored, with a design on the pocket that looked like a panda’s head, with cute dark brown ears and everything. Alice relished the relative emptiness of the bag, when all she had rolling around in there were her new notebooks and school supplies and lip gloss; she had a feeling by the end of the day it would feel a lot heavier.

“Here it is!” Alice pulled out a purple notebook triumphantly. It was the perfect medium size, not so small that you couldn’t write anything real in it, but just a little smaller than a regular school notebook (so a busy girl could find it just by feeling inside her locker or backpack).

“A notebook? Gee, you shouldn’t have.” Cassidy grinned.

“No, see, this is how we’re going to stay in touch,” Alice said. “Since we can’t be in class together, we can keep each other up-to-date on everything that happens. Mean teachers, cute guys, gym embarrassments—everything!”

“I love it!” said Cassidy. “But do you think we’ll have time for it? I mean, I’ll have ballet and you’ll be busy making Albert Einstein look like a chump.”

“No, it’ll be fun!” Alice said. “We don’t have to write, like, everything down. Just fun little stories and jokes we hear and stuff. I’ll give you my locker combination and you can give me yours, and we’ll drop it off to each other between classes. It’ll be like getting mail!”

Cassidy laughed. “Of course I’ll do it. You do love your mail.”

When she was six, Alice had embarked upon a master plan for getting new pen pals. She intended to float helium balloons with her name and address and a request for a postcard attached to the balloons’ strings. She had visions of letters from Russia, Ghana, Indonesia—until her mother gently pointed out that the balloons were more likely to get stuck in the neighborhood trees or fall into the lake and strangle a duck. It turned out the only thing Alice loved more than getting mail was not feeling like a duck killer.

Gradually the bus filled up with kids. Cassidy and Alice excitedly greeted the friends they knew from Comiskey Elementary and subtly eyed the students who came from other schools. Some of the girls looked nice; some of the guys looked especially cute; one girl with long, flowing dark curls and a tiny rosebud mouth glared at the floor and stomped down the bus aisle as if she didn’t want to be there. Like it or not, Cassidy and Alice would be in classes with all these new kids. Time would tell who would prove to be friend or foe.

“I feel like we already have a lot of material for the notebook,” Cassidy whispered with a sly grin once the year’s cast of characters had assembled. Alice beamed and scribbled a quick kickoff note to Cassidy.

Maybe this will all be okay despite the fact that I’m being sent to nerd purgatory. Which should actually be called nerdatory. Portmanteau, right? Ugh, this is why I’m such a nerd in the first place! Happy first day of school . . . gulp!





CHAPTER 2

TROUBLE ALREADY


After a twenty-minute drive up Sheridan Road, past the dazzling array of large houses (each beautiful yet each distinct from the others in terms of style), the bus finally pulled up to Lakeside Middle School.

“Here we go,” Cassidy said to Alice with a deep breath. “We got this!” Alice and Cassidy had discussed their initial middle school entrance several times over the summer. They would exit the bus in slow motion, the wind in Alice’s hair and a wide, confident smile spreading across Cassidy’s face as heads turned. “Who are they?” everyone would wonder, and make it a priority to befriend these two new, self-assured girls.

The reality was different, however. Nobody seemed to notice when Cass and Alice got off the bus, and they realized that slow motion was something that only happened in the movies and definitely not when the bus driver was telling you to get a move on.

The parking lot was a mob scene as it swarmed with students, all of whom seemed to know each other and were shouting to be heard above one another. A teacher with a clipboard stood in the crowd of kids like a rock stuck in a rushing river. She looked like she was imagining herself in another place, far, far away, as bright orange earplugs stuck out on either side of her head.

Alice wondered whether all these kids were really as confident as they seemed or if they were all faking it (well, maybe not the eighth graders: if she were in eighth grade, she’d swagger a bit too). She hoped at least one or two people, like her, were faking.

“Cassidy! Alice!” Alice turned to see Evie Gibson, April Searcy, and Xia Han—part of her and Cassidy’s crew from elementary school—rushing towards them. For a few minutes before the bell rang, they oohed and aahed over each other’s summer upgrades: Cassidy’s haircut, Evie’s cute clear-framed glasses, Xia’s braces, and April’s brand-new lack thereof.

“And what is this?” April asked, fingering Alice’s panda backpack. “I want to adopt him and take him home and make him my best friend and name him George!”

Alice laughed at April’s signature move, the over-the-top-gush.

A moment later, the girls followed the jet stream of students headed towards the double doors. Each one was being held open by two crabby-looking older teachers with matching sweat marks on their upper lips.

“A fancy backpack for fancy honors homework,” Evie teased, giving her shoulder a friendly squeeze.

“Yeah, you ready to rock this? I heard that in honors you get an exam on the first day,” said Xia as the girls let the big school swallow them up. An exam? Great. Here we go, thought Alice, trying to be brave.

“Hey, Evie, what was horseback-riding camp like?” Cassidy asked, changing the subject. “Did you ride horses the entire time?” She grinned at Alice and winked. Cass knew talking about honors made her embarrassed—and caused her to blush redder than Cassidy’s cardigan—to talk about honors classes and brains in general. Maybe after she’d settled into honors classes, she’d feel okay about talking about it more, but for some reason it just made her bashful, even though she knew Cassidy wanted to cheer her on as much as possible, despite the potential awkwardness.

“Yeah, like, did you eat dinner while you rode a horse?” asked Xia, laughing.

“Did you sleep on a horse?” April asked.

They’re all going to be in class together and I’ll be solo, Alice thought. They’ll keep joking around without me.

As if reading her best friend’s nervous thoughts, though, Cassidy handed the notebook back to Alice.

“I wrote down my locker combo in it,” Cassidy explained with a smile. “So you can put the notebook in there when we can’t meet up. Write down yours so I can give it back to you after you write to me.”

“Thanks,” Alice said, grateful that she already had a little something from Cassidy to get her through her first class.

The second bell rang, but instead of feeling brave with Cassidy’s locker combination in her hand, Alice felt a surge of panic, especially as she saw April, Evie, and Xia start to drift to the classroom across the hall from where she would be.

“I’m nervous,” Alice whispered into Cassidy’s ear, decorated by a gold-pink shiny ball. She caught a whiff of the delicious-smelling coconut oil that Cassidy put in her hair.

“You’ll be great!” Cassidy said. “Awkward mom high five?”

The girls performed the weird stiff-armed high five they’d seen their own moms do a million times. “Yeah!” Cassidy cheered, and gave a double thumbs-up. Alice laughed. Her best friend always knew how to cheer her up on the outside, even if she was still a little uncertain on the inside.

Unlike out in the school yard, the kids in Ms. Garrity’s homeroom looked a lot more like Alice felt—nervous and unsure—which made her feel better. Plus, she spotted a few kids in her class who she knew from elementary school, like Christy Gillespie, with her short blond springy curls. Alice had always admired her for being supersmart but incredibly friendly. “I love your earrings, Christy!” Alice said as she passed by Christy’s desk, complimenting the little panda-shaped studs with tiny pink hearts on their bellies.

“Bears are so in right now!” Christy said, nodding at Alice’s backpack.

Okay, Alice thought. So maybe this won’t be so bad.

Alice didn’t want to look picky, so she grabbed the first empty desk she saw and pulled out a (regular-size) notebook and pen. A dark-haired boy seated next to her smiled uneasily.

“Can I confess something?” he leaned over and asked after a moment.

“Sure,” Alice said.

“I’m totally nervous,” he said. “I kept having dreams all week that they put me in the wrong class and I failed everything. Do you think that’s normal?”

Alice nodded. “None of my good friends from last year are in this class, and I’ve been freaking out about not knowing anyone.”

He smiled. “I’m Aaron Woolsey.”

“Alice,” she said. “Alice the nerd.”

Aaron laughed. “And you can call me Aaron the geek. Tell me something I don’t know—oh, wait, you can’t, because I’m so smart!” he joked.

Alice grinned as the final bell rang and Ms. Garrity stood at the front of the class to read attendance.

Christy’s nice, Aaron is funny, so maybe it’s all going to be okay, Alice thought. She let her eyes wander around the room, relaxing into the idea that in a few weeks she’d know everyone’s names, even the people she’d never seen before. Everyone seems pretty normal, she thought. But then her eyes landed on the mean-looking girl from the bus. She looked up at the same time, making eye contact with Alice. Her frown deepened.

Maybe she was just nervous, like everybody else! Alice smiled, newly full of confidence after cute and nice Aaron’s friendly conversation, but the curly-haired girl just narrowed her eyes and pointedly looked ahead at Ms. Garrity. It was if her eyeballs had said, “Don’t even think about it.”

Oh no.

“You guys probably know all this stuff already, but we’re going to go over it, just for fun,” said Ms. Garrity sarcastically as she flipped open a manila envelope and began to run down the school policies. Alice gave herself permission to zone out, pulling out the purple notebook and opening to its first promising blank page, feeling reassured by the ♥ you! note Cass had written beneath her locker combination on the inside of the front cover.

She glanced up at Ms. Garrity, who was wearing an unflattering khaki skirt cut to a weird place on her legs, above the ankles and below the knee. Even Alice’s mom, who wore yoga pants like it was her job, would call the skirt “unfortunate.” Ms. Garrity continued to read the announcements almost comically loudly and slowly, as if she were just killing time and couldn’t stand to have to actually look at or speak with the students.

That gave Alice a brilliant idea: if she could paint a clear picture of what her homeroom was like for Cassidy, and Cass did the same for her, they wouldn’t feel that far apart after all. And if they ever exchanged funny stories about what happened in class, they could each perfectly picture what happened.

Alice drew a grid on the page and started diagramming a funny seating chart of the kids in the class. She illustrated Christy Gillespie’s seat with flowing curlicues, then noted “Cute! Nice!” next to Aaron Woolsey and described the kids she hadn’t met yet with words like Hawaiian-shirt kid, too-strong-perfume girl, and shoes I want to steal.

Alice wrote Me! inside the square that indicated her desk, and doodled a little panda on the edge to indicate her backpack. When she got to the mean-looking girl’s seat, Alice scribbled a frowny face with a dark V between her eyes to indicate her furrowed brow. The effect was funny. Alice had to suppress a giggle.

“I said, did you hear me, Alice Kinney?”

Alice was jolted out of her illustration. It felt like her armpits went from dry to nervous and sweaty in one second.

“Excuse me?”

“I appreciate that you’re taking notes so studiously, but it’s really not necessary in homeroom,” said Ms. Garrity, who really seemed like she was in a really bad mood for so early in the year. She leaned against her desk and crossed her clog-clad ankles as if she were already exhausted. “What I was asking is whether you knew if your parents were going to be providing us the permission slip for you to participate in biology labs.”

“Oh. Yes,” Alice said in a tiny voice. Her face was burning up so much she was tempted to touch it to see if it was as hot as it felt. The other students stared at their desks, probably thinking, I’m glad that wasn’t me.

“Great, thanks for letting me know,” said Ms. Garrity, diving back into her announcements.

Out of habit, Alice glanced to the seat on her right, which was where Cassidy used to sit when they were in homeroom together last year, when everything was easy and made sense. Whenever anything funny used to happen in class, Alice would glance over so she and her best friend could laugh together, like the time before Christmas break when they secretly added a tiny cap and beard to the stuffed duck Mr. Shears kept in his science lab and everyone in the class noticed, one by one, except for Mr. Shears. Or whenever she or Cassidy got in trouble (like the time they got chided for disrupting Mr. Shears’s class, even though they could totally tell he thought it was funny too), they’d perfected the art of sneaking a quick look to each other for reassurance.

However, this time Alice found the opposite of reassurance: with Cassidy being in the other room, her glance fell again on the dark curly-haired girl from the bus, who stared at Alice and rolled her eyes before fixing her gaze pointedly to the front of her room, as if to say, “It’s not that hard to pay attention, is it?”

Alice looked back miserably at her desk, yearning to write about this already to Cassidy, but obviously, she couldn’t. She was stuck, both in her seat and in this dumb smart-kid class. Why did things have to change? Was it too late for her to move back down to regular classes? What did that girl have against her, anyway?
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