
[image: image]


[image: image]



Dedication

TO EIGHTH-GRADE GIRLS

EVERYWHERE




Contents


Cover

Title Page

Dedication

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Acknowledgments

About the Author

Copyright

About the Publisher




[image: image]


DECEMBER 23

Ms. O’Dell,

I hope that you’re having a good winter break. Enclosed you will find my un-essay for our Social Issues class. I’m sorry it’s late, but I hope you understand. Thanks for giving me an Incomplete on my report card instead of an F, because that would have given my mom a heart attack.

When you first asked us to do an un-essay, I didn’t know what to think. I thought maybe it was because I was new and we didn’t have things like un-essays in Chicago. We only had . . . actual essays. But then I realized it wasn’t because I was new, it was because nobody in all of East Middle’s current eighth grade had done an un-essay before.

I really liked Social Issues, even though some people in this un-essay would disagree and call it a “waste of taxpayer dollars.” No offense—their words, not mine. I liked that you let us choose our own topic, too.

I know other kids worked on topics that seem bigger or more important, like capital punishment or immigration. But you said it just had to be any social question that mattered to us, and that it didn’t have to be trending on Twitter or covered on the news.

So I asked what happened to Rachel Riley.

Enclosed you will find the results of my research. In addition to my notebook, you will also find one pair of swim trunks, an old iPhone with recorded interviews, a gift certificate for Lee’s Dairy Emporium, a purple lighter, a stapled packet of text message transcripts, and a pack of hallway passes. The passes were stolen from Mr. Corey’s desk in the art room—you can return them if you want.

I hope you learn, from everything in this box, how Rachel Riley went from being the most popular girl in school to a Complete Social Outcast of the First Degree. I also hope you learn that when asking a complicated question, you should prepare for that question to shake and quake into a thousand more. Because people, like fires, can surprise you. And lies, like flames, can spread faster than we can put them out.

Sincerely,

Anna Hunt

Eighth Grade Social Issues

East Middle School
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The Un-Essay


MS. O’DELL

ROOM 912

Assignment: This semester in Social Issues, you will be required to complete a semester-long project instead of a final exam. This project will take the form of an “un-essay.” That means you can do anything on a social topic of your choosing, as long as it isn’t an essay.

Past examples from former students:


	Visiting a prison and interviewing an incarcerated person

	Shadowing a law enforcement officer for a day and creating a documentary about your experience

	Creating a podcast about your family’s immigration experience

	Designing a pamphlet about the lack of feminine hygiene products for girls around the globe

	Launching a community garden to make a statement about climate change and urban development



Get creative: You can use sewing, cooking, painting, or any other medium that will help you explore a social issue and translate it for our class.

Remember: Social issues don’t have to be things that are widely covered in the news. In fact, some of the most interesting stories are the ones that aren’t being told. They can be small or large, local or international. Think of something that’s interesting to you—you’ll be working on this project for the entirety of our first semester, so try and make it something you’re passionate about!

Grade: Your un-essay will be worth 85 percent of your final grade. Assignments will be graded on thoroughness, creativity, and presentation.
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VOICE RECORDING

SEPTEMBER 8

HI, MS. O’DELL . . . THIS IS ANNA HUNT. OBVIOUSLY. You said you wanted us to share a little bit more about ourselves to get to know us, so . . . here’s that recording you asked for. It’s cool that you didn’t just want us to, like, write a note or whatever. I kind of feel like I’m making a podcast or something.

Anyway, there’s not that much to tell. I’m new to East this year. I’m twelve years old. I know that’s young for eighth grade, but I started kindergarten early because I was kind of smart for a kid. I mean, I’m still a kid, but whatever. When I was little. I used to live in Chicago, but we moved up here to Madison because my mom’s going to teach at the University of Wisconsin Law School this semester. My dad is a lawyer, too, but he just works from our living room and writes contracts for companies. Oh, and I have a sister named Nik, who is a sophomore at East High. She’s, like, a total tech genius. She already designed her own app that can play different sounds, like crickets or waves, when you sleep. Her real name is Nikola, which is kind of a unique name around here, but my mom is from Poland. We speak Polish, too, which is fun, because there were lots of Polish people in Chicago but there aren’t many here, so it’s like we have a secret language. I don’t have a big extended family or anything, but my grandma does still live in Poland, and I talk to her a lot.

Anyway . . . I’m really not that interesting. I like to read, and I have two dogs named Jesse and Kix. I like cooking with my dad. I don’t play sports or anything like that, so . . . I guess that’s kind of all you need to know.

I’ve been trying to think about my Social Issues project, but I know we have a little more time to decide. I’ll try to pick a topic soon.
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SEPTEMBER 9

To: LIST: Parents of East Eighth Graders

    From: Principal Lila Howe <lhowe@east.middle.edu>

Subj: Today’s lunchroom incident

Parents of East Middle School Eighth Graders,

It is with great disappointment that I must write to you and address the unfortunate incident that took place during today’s eighth-grade lunch period.

First, let me remind you that East Middle School has a culture of peace. But our school motto, “Peace begins with us,” was under attack during today’s altercation in the cafeteria.

It’s been widely reported that the first projectile in the food fight was a carton of milk, which some parents have pointed out may have been in protest of, or social commentary on, the use of dairy factory farm products in our school. Not so, I assure you! The original item that was thrown was not a dairy product at all. The students appreciate the fact that Kincaid Farms has been supplying our school with milk for decades! Even after the terrible situation that unfolded surrounding last year’s awards ceremony, our relationship with Kincaid Farms remains loud and proud.

The student who instigated today’s events has been spoken to, and his parents have been notified. Please continue discussing the idea of peace with your East Knight at home.

We at East Middle School know we will rise stronger than ever—together!

Best,

Lila Howe
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SEPTEMBER 9

Dear Principal Howe,

This is my note of apology for starting the food fight. I’m sorry. I apologized to Riz already, but just so you know, it was only because he made a joke about me having a crush on Rachel Riley, which I don’t, and that was a really bogus thing to say. I would never have a crush on her. But he doesn’t have to write a letter of apology, which is unfair. It’s important for you to have all of the facts.

Sincerely,

Blake Wyatt

Eighth Grade
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SEPTEMBER 10

Dear Principal Howe,

I got your email that said an apology followed by “but” isn’t an apology. Here is my new apology note.

I am sorry that I threw a hamburger at Riz Kapoor.

Sincerely,

Blake Wyatt

Eighth Grade
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VOICE RECORDING

SEPTEMBER 13

HI, MS. O’DELL. SO I KNOW OUR VOICE RECORDINGS of our assignments are due today . . . and I had a really hard time picking what to do. I’m interested in a lot of stuff about the world, but it all just felt so big. People have been trying to solve world hunger and climate change for years and years. Like, our own government can’t even figure out how to solve these issues. How was I going to do a project on one of them?

But then I remembered you said it could be something small, something more . . . local.

And it got me thinking.

At lunch, Principal Howe reads off all of the names of people whose birthday it is. You probably know this because sometimes you’re a lunch supervisor. Anyway, when she reads a name, people cheer. Obviously, the popular kids get the loudest cheers. When Jordan Russell’s name was read last week, I thought the building was going to fall over. She seems pretty popular, and everyone likes her since she’s nice, too. But no matter what, every name that’s called gets at least some cheers, because everyone has some friends—even the nerds cheer for each other. No offense. I’m kind of a nerd myself, if you want me to be honest.

So, what’s funny is that today’s my birthday. Birthdays when you’re a new kid kind of suck. Nobody decorated my locker or anything, because I don’t have any friends yet. And eighth grade is a little old to bring birthday treats or whatever. So I’m just, like, sitting in math class like any other day, even though it’s my thirteenth birthday. And then at lunch, I was sitting by myself, which is just so awkward, and I know I could ask to sit with some other kids, but whatever. I just feel weird. They all have their seats, and what if they said no? Then, what, I’m just standing there?

Sorry. This is a long recording.

Anyway, it’s my birthday, and Principal Howe read my name over the loudspeaker. And people actually clapped, because some people clap for everyone. Bee Becker, who sits next to me in French, turned around and looked at me all surprised, and I think she felt kind of bad because she didn’t say anything in class earlier. But I wasn’t mad, because, duh, how would anyone know? She let out a little cheer. So I had some noise, and people barely know me.

Then Principal Howe read the next name: Rachel Riley.

And nobody did anything. Not a single person clapped for her! It was so, so weird—like, total silence. Nobody was even talking . . . I mean, it was so strange. She didn’t have a single person who would even pity clap for her? Even though there were people who would cheer for me? I should have started, probably—but I was so surprised, all I could do was sit there. It was almost eerie. And before I knew it, the next name was being called.

Rachel Riley is in my algebra class. I know who she is. I looked over to where she was sitting, and she was just, like, eating her apple like nothing had happened. Like nobody had said her name. And I felt really bad for her. Nobody should have to eat an apple alone on their birthday and be embarrassed like that.

Principal Howe moved on, but I just—I don’t know. It got me thinking. If people would cheer for a person they don’t even know, but wouldn’t for Rachel Riley, it wasn’t that she didn’t have friends. It was that she had enemies.

Everyone.

Then something even weirder happened.

I was walking to the bathroom after lunch, and I passed the trophy case. I don’t know why I’ve never stopped to look at it before, but today I did. And sitting inside was a photo of the dance team. You know who was front and center?

Rachel Riley.

I guess they won junior state last year. And everyone’s arms were thrown around her, and they were all laughing. They looked so happy. She didn’t look like a girl who wouldn’t get any cheers on her birthday.

So then, I looked her up on Instagram. And you know what I saw?

Photos. Tons of them. Her and Jordan Russell, her and Kaylee Nakamura, her and everyone. It looked like she had a ton of friends! Until May 20, last spring. At the end of seventh grade. That’s the last photo. And it’s just a selfie of her, smiling at the camera.

So here’s the question I’d like to explore:

What happened to Rachel Riley?
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SEPTEMBER 13

To: Alicia O’Dell <aodell@east.middle.edu>

From: Maja Hunt <mhunt@wisc.edu>

Subj: RE: Anna’s Social Issues assignment

Alicia,

Thanks for reaching out about Anna’s proposed project. I understand your concerns—that you don’t wish for the student in question to feel ostracized—and I appreciate your active involvement in my daughter’s education. But after looking closely at the assignment sheet she was provided, I see the exact phrase: a social topic of your choosing.

Thus, your appeal for her to “consider another topic” seem to be contrary to the original assignment, unless you are willing to concede that your original assignment contained a false suggestion.

While Anna recognizes, as do I, the importance of sensitivity surrounding this matter, she believes it could speak to a larger trend of bullying, ostracization, and inclusion among the student body. We are willing to pursue Anna’s right to an un-essay of her choosing through whatever legal avenues necessary. Or you could simply allow her to comply with the original assignment as intended.

Peace begins with us, after all.

Sincerely,

Maja Hunt, Attorney-at-Law

Professor

University of Wisconsin–Madison
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SEPTEMBER 14

To: Maja Hunt <mhunt@wisc.edu>

From: Alicia O’Dell <aodell@east.middle.edu>

Subj: RE: Anna’s Social Issues assignment

Maja,

While I appreciate your passion for your daughter’s education, I simply can’t allow a project to be done on another student’s popularity. Anna seems incredibly bright—I’m sure she’ll think of another topic she’s just as interested in.

I’ve cc’d our principal, Lila Howe. You can direct all future legal inquiries to her.

Sincerely,

Alicia O’Dell

East Middle School





“I CAN’T FIGURE THIS THING OUT,” I MUTTERED, TRYING to plug the cord from my phone to my computer. For some reason, my favorite podcast wasn’t showing its latest episode, so I was trying to download it from my laptop. I just kept getting an error message.

Every Tuesday, I went on a long walk just to listen to the latest episode of Stories of Our Lives with Mimi Miller. Mimi interviewed all kinds of people, and not just famous people, even though the episode where she interviewed Kate Middleton about her charity work was my favorite. Mimi also talked to totally everyday men and women. She spoke with janitors and chefs and teachers and stay-at-home parents about who they were and what mattered to them. People who lived in mansions and people experiencing homelessness. People you walked by every day or sat a table over from at Red Robin. The way Mimi really got to the heart of who a person was, and what they were all about? It made everyone seem . . . real. It made you think about people differently. Like that girl who’s being mean at school, or that guy who’s yelling at the grocery store worker, or the woman who lives under the bridge down by campus with her four dogs. You started to understand that they had a whole story behind them, bigger than this one moment you were looking at.

Maybe Rachel Riley was bigger than East Middle School. In fact, I was sure of it. That was why I had wanted to do a podcast about her for my un-essay. Just like Mimi Miller would.

“Do you need help?” My older sister, Nik, glanced up from her laptop and pulled down her headphones. Nikola Hunt: sixteen, genius, can’t name any bands from the last ten years but can rattle off her five favorite pieces of software to use for coding. Me: still googles “East Middle School email login” because I can never remember the URL.

“No,” I said. Whenever Nik helped me with a tech thing, I ended up feeling like an idiot.

“Did you try unplugging it and replugging it in?”

“I said I don’t need help,” I grumbled as I did what she told me to do. With a ba-doop, Apple Podcasts popped up on my computer. She grinned smugly, and I stuck my tongue out at her.

“How old are you, five?” she responded. “What are you doing, anyway?”

“Trying to get Mimi Miller to download. Aren’t you supposed to be, like, a younger Mark Zuckerberg? Telling someone to unplug and replug—I could have thought of that.”

“Yeah, but you didn’t. And almost anything works better when you unplug it for a second.”

“Girls,” Mom yelled from the kitchen, “butts in chairs, please. Dinner.” Maja Hunt: intense lawyer lady, crushes bad guys in her sleep, secretly loves any and all Pixar movies. I bounded out of the living room and was hit with the smell of spaghetti sauce. Dad was whistling to himself, ladling sauce on huge plates of pasta. Jamie Hunt: part-time lawyer, full-time Dad/chef/laundry folder. My parents were the kind of parents who thought if we didn’t eat family dinners together we’d wind up criminal masterminds or something.

That was my family, or rodzina, as Babcia would say.

“Ooh, fancy. Sauce that’s not from a jar,” I said.

Dad flicked me in my temple. “You’re welcome.”

“Nik, can you feed the dogs quick?” Mom asked, grabbing a piece of garlic bread and doing the ouch, ouch, too hot dance before dropping it onto her plate. “And Anna . . . did you think of a new topic for Social Issues yet?”

“What project?” asked Nik.

“It’s, like . . . It’s called an un-essay. My teacher’s kind of weird. But nice.”

“She has the kids doing these voice recordings for assignments on their phones, and then they upload them to a class RSS feed. It’s actually pretty cool,” Mom told Nik.

“Anyway, I have to do a creative project on a social topic of my choosing—”

“Key phrase,” Mom said smugly.

“. . . and I wanted to do it on a girl at school.”

“English!” Dad called from the counter. Oops. Mom, Nik, and I were speaking Polish to each other—it was kind of like our secret language, since Dad didn’t know much more than the basics. He said you have to learn languages like that when you’re a kid, or else your vocal cords fully develop and it’s hard to be able to make the right sounds. Mom says he just doesn’t want to have to practice every day. Half the time, we didn’t even realize when we slipped into Polish around him.

“Sorry, Dad,” Nik said—in English. “You’re doing a project on a girl at school?”

“No. I mean—kind of. It’s about . . . I don’t know, bullying. Social classes.”

“A middle school caste system,” said Mom, pointing a fork at me.

“Yes. Exactly.” I nodded, grabbing some bread for myself.

“The haves and the have-nots,” Dad said, getting the Parmesan cheese from the fridge and bringing it to the table. The real stuff, not the kind in the plastic cylinder from the store. Yum.

“Rachel Riley is definitely a have-not,” I said. “Everyone hates her. But they didn’t used to. And I wanted to find out why.”

“Ostracization by society. Important stuff,” Dad said.

“It doesn’t matter. Ms. O’Dell won’t let me do it,” I said.

“Sorry, bud. I tried. I can’t flex my legal muscles too many times or I’ll be the ostracized one at parent-teacher conferences,” Mom said. “And do you really want to tick kids off, anyway? It’s a new school. Maybe make a friend or two before you start harassing everyone.”

Mom was always on my case about making friends, like I was some kind of social leper. I had friends back in Chicago. I had Kateri, from youth group, and Sabrina, my lab partner. I wasn’t, like, class president or head cheerleader or anything. I just—didn’t care about a lot of the stuff other kids cared about, like the latest TikTok trend or whose mom had bought her a Kate Spade purse. I was known as That Weird Girl Who Reads a Lot, the way you can be known as That Girl Who’s Super Tall or That Girl Who Wears a Ton of Lip Gloss or That Quiet Girl.

That’s how I knew: people thought I was just a little . . . different. I didn’t want to talk about which girl was invited to another girl’s birthday party. I spent a lot of lunch hours in the library, reading, because who wouldn’t rather be in the Kingdom of Norta from the Red Queen series than middle school? I liked books. Was that so different?

So, no, I wasn’t Miss Popular with a long list of friends I could call at any moment. I wasn’t a mega-genius, like Nik, or super outgoing, like Mom, or a great listener, like Dad.

But I had people to clap for me on my birthday, unlike Rachel Riley.

“Why do you even care?” Nik asked, sprinkling extra salt on her spaghetti.

“Because I’m a human being, not a computer chip,” I snapped at her.

Nik could be obnoxious. It was pretty much a Big Sister Requirement. But she sort of had a point, I thought, as I twirled my spaghetti around my fork. Why did I even care about Rachel Riley?

I don’t know.

But here’s what I did know: My very first day of school? It was hard. Being the new kid felt like walking around all day with pants that were four sizes too tight. I couldn’t breathe easily or stop feeling uncomfortable, and I just couldn’t wait to get home. I couldn’t even find my homeroom, and none of the wings of the school made sense. Where was upper A wing, and why wasn’t it above lower A wing? That would make sense, right? And I started blinking—fast, really fast. That almost-gonna-cry fast, but being the new kid had enough problems. I didn’t need to start crying in the middle of the hallway.

“Upper A wing is above the commons,” a voice said. I looked over at the girl who was speaking. Looked down, really, because she was pretty short. Blonde hair that just touched her shoulders, and a really cool jacket. Like a detective’s trench coat, but purple. Sparkly shoes. Kind eyes.

“What?”

She nodded toward a staircase. “You look confused. I just figured—upper B is on top of lower A, and it makes no sense. Are you looking for your homeroom?”

“Um . . . yeah.”

She glanced at my schedule. “A3. Upper A. Those stairs, on the left. Mrs. Orcason has her door decorated like an ocean floor . . . Orcason, get it?”

I just nodded.

And then she was gone, the scent of apple shampoo lingering behind her.

Not every eighth-grade girl stops and helps a new kid about to burst into tears find their homeroom.

And if they do, they deserve some applause on their freaking birthday.

After I helped Dad pack up the leftover pasta sauce and wash the dishes, I did a deep-dive audit of other kids’ Instagrams and TikToks. It wasn’t hard—I just looked at who Rachel was following. She had only eleven followers—and about half of them looked to be bots. The other half had the last name Riley, so I guessed they were cousins or something.

But she still followed a ton of kids from school. Jordan Russell, Kaylee Nakamura, Riz Kapoor. I couldn’t believe how many of them had public profiles. Mom and Dad made me keep everything private. If I scrolled back far enough, I saw her—Rachel. Smiling, laughing, dancing in TikTok videos she had uploaded to Reels. Buried in sand next to Kaylee and Jordan on the beach, with just their blonde, brown, and black buns poking out.

Well. At least I knew where to start: with Kaylee and Jordan. I reached over to shut off my lamp and drifted off to sleep.
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SEPTEMBER 15

Jordan—

What’s up? If Mr. Krall-Ryan gives us more homework tonight I’m gonna totally freak out! Nutcracker tryouts are in two weeks, and I need extra rehearsal time every night for ballet. I don’t have time for pre-algebra, lol. OMG that new girl Hannah is kind of weird. Outside after lunch she just came up to me and started talking to me like we were best friends. And then she was asking me about Rachel and I was like, um, I am NOT friends with her lol. Like why does she even care about some random loser?! Get a life.

Xoxo

Kaylee

Kaylee—

Lol I know. His favorite hobby is grading our homework. Like, play a sport or something!!! Or get a GF. Maybe we should make him a dating app profile haha. Does he seem more the Bumble or Farmers Only type?

You think she’s weird?? I kind of like her. I’m pretty sure it’s Anna, not Hannah. I have English with her, and we sit next to each other. I wonder why she wants to know about Rachel. You didn’t say anything to her, did you?

OxOx

Jordan

Jordan—

Duh! No!!!!!

I mean she was nice or whatever. Just kind of nosy. Like, she started by inviting me to her house this weekend, and I was like, oh cool! Yeah! She probably needs friends and I was trying to be nice. But then she’s all like, yeah, I thought maybe you me and Rachel? Like she was trying to see how I reacted. So I said, um, no, I don’t hang out with her. But that’s all I would say.

I should have told her to ask you . . . you are the one who has the MOST right to be mad!

Xoxo

Kaylee

Kaylee—

Do NOT bring me up to her! Please! I just don’t ever want to think about Rachel Riley again.

OxOx

Jordan
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Mr. Krall-Ryan,

I am sorry that I was writing notes in class. I will not do it again. Thank you for not reading the note in front of the class.

Sincerely,

Jordan Russell





    
        Northwestern University Campus for Kids Announces

        SUMMER REPORTING CAMP

        Are you . . .


	Between the ages of thirteen and sixteen?

	The kind of kid who spends all day listening to Serial, This American Life, and Story of Our Lives?

	Interested in exploring the world of digital media production?
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If so, you’re invited to apply to the Northwestern’s Campus for Kids Podcasting Summit!

For two weeks, you can spend your mornings on the beautiful NU campus, craft a podcast on a topic of your choice, and be mentored by award-winning journalist Mimi Miller. Campers will leave the summit with a fully produced miniseries, a working knowledge of the ever-changing digital media frontier, and the experience of a lifetime. Each miniseries will then be released on Blink, an exciting new podcasting network exclusively for teens created by Miller.

The summit will only accept ten participants to allow each podcaster enough assistance and access.

To apply, teens must fill out the application and have it signed by a parent or legal guardian. Applications must also include a forty-minute-long podcasting sample. This does not need to be professionally produced—that’s what the summit is for! But it should demonstrate a passion for people, a willingness to ask tough questions, and a gift for storytelling.

        Applications are due December 31. Good luck!
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SEPTEMBER 15

To: Katarzyna Kowalski <babciakat@gmail.com>

From: Anna Hunt <ahunt@east.middle.edu>

Subj: New email

Babcia,

Here’s my new email address! New everything: school, house, city, email . . . it’s a lot.

I’m glad we got to FaceTime last night. I know you don’t know how to work your new phone so well, but it was really nice to actually see your face! And thanks for your support about my Rachel Riley project. But Ms. O’Dell won’t budge.

You know what, though? I still wanted to find out what happened to her. This is probably where Mom would tell me to drop it—and she kind of did, actually. So I told Ms. O’Dell I was going to do a project on recycling. I’ll do a collage or something. But I’m still going to investigate. Like on Serial. I can’t just let this girl walk around with everyone hating her. What if we all just let the bad things around us keep going and going and going? Besides, it’ll be good practice if I want to be the next Sarah Koenig. I’m even going to use this podcast to apply to a summer program in Chicago where I’d get to make a real show with Mimi Miller—you know she’s my hero. But please-please-please don’t tell my parents . . . I’ll cross that bridge when I get accepted. If I get accepted—I bet tons of
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