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            Chapter 1

         
         “Now it’s actually tomorrow,” Olive says from the lounge chair next to mine. If I didn’t know exactly what she meant, I’d
            have no idea what she was talking about, because that sentence makes absolutely zero sense. But of course I know what she
            means. I always know what she means.
         

         
         Olive Horowitz-Yang, girl of a million nicknames, has been my best friend since before we were even born. Sometimes I call
            her Ol, other times Ollie, occasionally OR-HY since her middle name is Rose, but most of the time just O-HY.
         

         
         My mom, Lindsay Zankel, and her mom, Grace Horo-witz, met in a Brookside pregnant women walking group and they clicked right
            away. My birthday and Olive’s birthday are exactly a month apart (I’m older, which obviously makes me wiser) and we’ve been
            inseparable since the very beginning.
         

         
         “Uhhhh. I know.” I stand up to adjust the umbrella so there’s more sun on my legs but less sun on my face and lie back down.

         
         Olive sighs. “So what do I do? You told me I couldn’t worry until the first day was tomorrow and now we’re here. Now it’s tomorrow. Now I’m really worrying.” She sits up straight against the back of the lounge chair, pulls her knees up to her chin, and looks over at me like I’m actually going to have an answer to her question. I probably should have prepared something. It’s not like this day snuck up on me. I knew it was coming. I knew she’d freak out. 

         
         “Ummm.” I scratch my cheek. I think a mosquito just bit me. On my face! Rude! “Honestly, I think we’re going to be fine. We
            have each other, Ol. It’s not like you’re going into this alone. I mean, think about kids who move, or, like, switch to private
            school or something, and go in not knowing one single person! And back in the day, before the district got so big, it was
            WBES and EBES in one middle school. Now we’re basically just going to a bigger building with mostly kids we already know.”
         

         
         She nods. “Yeah, I guess. But we have to move from class to class all day now. What if we don’t have any classes together?
            That’ll be an injustice! I bet Ms. McKellan told them to split us up. I so feel like that’s something she would do.”
         

         
         “I agree. I think she was jealous of our friendship. Maybe she’s lonely?”

         
         “Sadie, she’s a fifty-seven-year-old woman. I don’t think she was jealous of our friendship.” She laughs at me.

         
         “Whatever, who knows.” I stop talking as soon as I see who’s coming through the pool gate right this minute. I shouldn’t be
            surprised they’re here, but I am, kind of.
         

         
         We made it to 2:17 p.m., after lunch, on the day before school starts, so I figured they wouldn’t be here today and we wouldn’t
            have to see them until school actually started. “Oh my god. Don’t look, don’t look, don’t look.”
         

         
         “Eli?” she whispers.

         
         I very subtly shake my head no.

         
         “Oh. They’re here?” Olive mouths without making a single sound.
         

         
         I try to nod without moving my head. Like moving my head even the tiniest bit will draw attention this way and they’ll see
            us.
         

         
         Thankfully, they all walk in and go straight to the snack bar, which means they have to turn before they get to our row of
            lounge chairs and most likely they won’t see us. Not yet, anyway.
         

         
         It’s only once they’re all the way on the other side of the pool that I’m able to move my head again to look at Olive or even
            talk.
         

         
         “Honestly, as long as another Sadie Z doesn’t join our grade, I’ll be fine,” I tell Olive, who has already heard me gripe
            about this three thousand times, or maybe even more, since kindergarten.
         

         
         Olive turns onto her side to face me. “Yeah, that would be super weird. I’m sorry there’s another Sadie Z. To me you’re the
            main one.”
         

         
         I roll my eyes. “Thanks. To everyone else, I’m the other Sadie Z.”

         
         Olive fully cracks up then. “OMG, that sounds like a memoir we’d read in English, doesn’t it?” She shakes her head. “The Other Sadie Z: A True Story of Life in Brookside.”
         

         
         Normally I’d giggle but I’m still checking to make sure they aren’t close enough to hear us. “Sounds like a pretty boring
            memoir, TBH, but sure, whatever you say.”
         

         
         Olive flicks me on the arm after I close my eyes and I’m quiet for a second. “Hey, you’re the one who is supposed to be calming
            me down. Remember? And now you’re all twisted up just because they’re here? Who cares?”
         

         
         “Um, I care.” I swing my legs off the lounge and sit up so I can talk to her more closely and quietly, without the risk of
            anyone overhearing. “It’s just that, they’re, like, always together, having fun, in a group, like life is just ahhh-may-zing
            for them. If we can’t be part of it then I don’t want to be reminded of it here, at our place.”
         

         
         “Sades,” Olive says, in her calm-down tone. “It’s a neighborhood pool. They live here. In our neighborhood. You know this.
            Yes?”
         

         
         “I know, I know.” I exhale, a bit unclear why I’m freaking out just because they’re here. I’ve known them since kindergarten; I’ve seen them together a zillion times over the years. I know they’re the friend
            group of dreams and their lives always look amazing. So when they’re near me, I feel like an old, shriveled cucumber in the
            vegetable drawer of the fridge.
         

         
         I swing my legs over the side of the lounge and turn to face Olive. “But, like, how do they have it all figured out? Like how do they always know exactly what to wear and when to straighten their hair and when to wear it curly and that whole contouring eye concealer thing? What even is that?” 

         
         Olive shrugs. “Sadie. You know I have absolutely zero idea about this and pretty much anything in life.”

         
         I hesitate to say the next thing because I know it’s going to come out mean, but for some reason I decide to say it anyway.
            “But, Ol, you don’t actually care about any of that, so it makes sense that you don’t know. But I’m kind of jealous that you’re
            like that. It seems so much easier that way.”
         

         
         She cracks up. “Oh my god, what? You don’t have to care, you know?”

         
         “I know.”

         
         We’re quiet for a few minutes and then we see the friend group walk by.

         
         “See, even the way they eat lollipops looks cool,” I whisper when they’re out of earshot. “Like why? How?”

         
         Olive shakes her head. “Also, I do care, by the way. And I wish I knew how they know how to just do all the cool things. I
            bet they aren’t worried about the first day, you know? It’s just another day to them. I bet they’re even excited for it!” She pauses. “But, like, do you think they actually are as great as they seem?”
         

         
         “I don’t even know. They honestly do seem that great.” I sigh, realizing how pathetic I sound. But the truth is, it’s not that I am dying to be friends with them. It’s more that I wish I had that confidence and, like, the knowledge of how to do life. “How do they just know how to be human twelve-year-olds in this world? And how are they so good at it? I don’t get it.”
         

         
         “They do seem so good at it,” Olive agrees.

         
         “And did you know after sixth-grade graduation they all went on one of those boat cruises in the city? Like all of them: moms,
            dads, siblings? They all got new dresses and their hair blown out,” I say, all excited as if I’m talking about celebrities,
            which somehow makes me feel even worse.
         

         
         “Really? How do you know this?” Olive is half intrigued, and half a little creeped out, I think.

         
         I say the next part with just the tiniest bit of shame. “Social media,” I explain. “I looked at all the pictures on one of
            my counselor’s phones at camp. Even she was like, ‘Wow, they know how to live.’ ” I laugh.
         

         
         Olive puts her arms behind her head on the lounge. “Ugh, when will our moms let us be on, like, even one social media thing?”

         
         “Probably when we’re forty-five,” I groan. “I’m so hot all of a sudden. Dip in the shallow end?”

         
         Olive looks over there, then turns to glare at me. “You want to eavesdrop. Don’t you?”

         
         “What? No!” I half smile. “I’m so hot! You’re not hot?”

         
         “I am . . . but I think you also have other motives.” She laughs. “But yes. Let’s go.”

         
         On the walk over there, I say, “I think I need to not pay so much attention to them this year. That’s going to be the main difference between elementary school Sadie Zankel and middle school Sadie Zankel. That and one other thing.” 

         
         “What’s the one other thing?” she asks.

         
         I say all matter-of-fact, “I’m finally going to get Eli to fall in love with me.”

         
         “Okay, not surprised by the second one, and both sound great. I’m here for all of it.” Olive slow-nods, processing what I
            just said, probably pondering if I’ll be able to actually do it and keep it up.
         

         
         “What’s going to be your main difference?” I ask her.

         
         “Do I need to have a main difference? What if I like elementary school Olive Horowitz-Yang and I don’t want to change that
            much about her?”
         

         
         She makes a good point. “No, you don’t have to have a main difference.” I shrug. “Not yet, anyway.”

         
         “Do you think their whole vibe will be different since Minnie moved away?” Olive asks me, lowering her voice so the friend
            group can’t overhear. “She was probably the nicest of all of them. . . .”
         

         
         “Oh yeah,” I say. “I still can’t believe she moved to California.”

         
         “Same.” Olive shakes her head. “Do you remember how much she was crying on the last day of school? It seemed like she’d literally
            never stop crying.”
         

         
         “Yes! See, she’s someone who should worry about starting middle school. . . .”
         

         
         We slip our feet out of our flip-flops and get into the shallow end of the pool at the perfect moment, because right then all of OSZ’s friend group is scrolling on their phones and not paying any attention at all to the world around them. Literally zero attention. They have no idea we’re here. 

         
         “I wanted to do one last pool handstand competition for this summer,” I whisper to Olive. “But now it feels weird.”

         
         “I know. Is it bad that I sort of figured we’d be over handstand competitions by now, but I secretly-not-secretly still really
            love them?”
         

         
         “Not at all. I feel the exact same way,” I whisper back. “Dunk in two?”

         
         Olive nods.

         
         I mouth, “One, two,” and then we dunk. It’s a tradition we started in first grade where we always have to do our first dunk at the exact same time.
            Even though we’re going into seventh grade now, we’re still doing it. I kind of think we’ll do it forever.
         

         
         When we pop up, Olive says, “I guess we’re lucky that our middle school is only seventh and eighth grade. All my camp friends
            started in sixth. At least we got one more year of EBES.”
         

         
         “So true,” I say. “EBES forever.”

         
         “I just don’t feel ready for middle school. I mean, I know you know this, but I don’t feel like a seventh grader,” Olive explains
            to me for what feels like the millionth time. “At all.”
         

         
         “Well, that’s okay. We still have half a day for you to feel like a seventh grader,” I offer as reassurance. “Whatever that means.”
         

         
         “Wait, Sadie, did we decide on fits for tomorrow?” Annabelle asks from the lounge chairs behind us, and my ears perk up even
            though I know she’s definitely not talking to me. She’s talking to the Other Sadie Z. Or as Olive and I refer to her: OSZ. “Jeans or jean skirts?”
         

         
         Olive opens her mouth and starts talking like she didn’t even hear OSZ and the others embarking on a super important conversation.
            “Wait, but do you feel like—”
         

         
         “Shhh,” I interrupt her, and gently nudge my head toward the OSZ Friend Group. We’re in prime eavesdropping space and they’re
            finally talking. We can’t miss this opportunity!
         

         
         “Jeans,” Pella answers.

         
         Our backs are to them, which is good because it doesn’t look like we’re eavesdropping, but bad because I can’t observe facial
            expressions and stuff like that.
         

         
         Cleo adds, “Yeah, jean skirts look like we’re trying too hard.”

         
         It’s a good thing we’ve all been in school together since kindergarten so I know all their voices.

         
         Trying too hard. What does that even really mean?

         
         “I agree,” Sadie finally chimes in. Her voice is the raspiest; it’s unmistakable. “If we all wore jean skirts on the first
            day and all matched, it’d be, like, sooooo obvious that we fully planned it out.”
         

         
         “Totally,” Pella adds. “Wait, did we decide what time we’re doing FTFS?”

         
         “Like eight thirty, after dinner,” Cleo replies.

         
         FTFS?

         
         Olive opens her mouth to say something and I quickly put my finger to my lips. Why isn’t she getting that I’m paying such
            close attention to what’s going on here and I need to listen carefully? She says she cares, but she doesn’t care as much as I do.
         

         
         “Oh, and did your moms all tell you for our EIGHTH Annual First Day of School Treat they decided that we should go to the
            new matcha place that just opened?” Sadie asks the rest of them.
         

         
         They all say “yeah” in unison.

         
         “I can’t believe it’s the eighth one,” Pella says. “How crazy?”

         
         “Seriously crazy,” Cleo adds.

         
         Ugh. I want that. I mean, I have the whole BFF situation with my mom and Olive’s mom, but they’re only two people and we’re
            only two people. And none of us know about matcha. I mean, I didn’t know about matcha until two seconds ago.
         

         
         These girls know all the things and their moms know all the things and they get to do ALL OF THOSE THINGS together. It’s like a built-in plan, built-in security. Like any issues will just get figured out as a group. I bet they didn’t even have to worry about their moms bringing up bra shopping or deodorant or period stuff or anything super awkward, because I bet all their moms came up with a normal, non-weird plan together and then the whole thing was just easy peasy, normal pormal. “I’m gonna make a new GC later,” Pella says. “Like one without Minnie so she doesn’t feel bad she’s missing so much. And also when we’re discussing bar and bat miztvahs and stuff, I don’t want her to feel so left out.” 

         
         “GC?” Olive mouths at me.

         
         I fight the urge to shush her again. They’re talking about a group chat. I would seriously fight someone to be able to peek
            at even one message.
         

         
         “Amazing idea,” Cleo replies. “Obviously we’ll still have our Funky Five GC with Minnie on it. And we’ll still use that one
            to keep in touch with her, of course, but she doesn’t, like, need to know all of our day-to-day and, like, see it all in real
            time. That would be hard for her, I think.”
         

         
         “Definitely,” Annabelle adds. “I agree. I felt bad the other day when we were discussing JJ’s. Although I am honestly so excited
            for it.”
         

         
         “Me too,” Cleo chimes in. “Especially since she still loves him.”

         
         “She definitely still loves him!” Sadie shouts.

         
         “I guess we’re not invited to JJ’s,” Olive mouths.

         
         I scrunch up my face, feeling like this is a bad omen for the year but then tell myself I guess we’re not really that close
            with JJ and force the stinging not-included feeling away.
         

         
         A few minutes later they decide to get up and go to the snack bar for ice cream. I quickly try to get out of the pool at the same time, using the ladder on the other side of the shallow end, so it sort of just seems like a coincidence that we’re walking that way together. And then maybe they’ll see me, and we’ll say hey, and we’ll start talking or something. I nudge my head in Olive’s direction to get her to follow me. She looks half confused, but then she gets it. 

         
         OSZ and the others are still gathering their stuff from the lounges, spraying on more sunscreen, flipping their hair into
            buns. Stuff like that.
         

         
         I’m up the pool ladder in record time. My feet are slid into my flip-flops and I feel like they see me but I sort of try to
            pretend like I’m not focusing on them even though I am. And then right when I lift my hand to wave, I trip over the littlest
            Croc I’ve ever seen. When I’m on the cement, knee scratched up after my fall, I see it. The shoe is for a newborn, I swear.
            Why would a newborn even need Crocs? And why is one baby Croc here and how did I manage to completely trip over it?
         

         
         “Oh my god! Are you okay-aayyyyy?” Pella asks, dragging out the end of the word.

         
         I smile. “Totally fine,” I say, standing up.

         
         “Are you sure?” Cleo asks. “That looked painful!”

         
         “Not painful at all!” I crack up. “It’s like nothing falling on the pavement here . . .” I look down to see my knee blood
            dripping down my leg and quickly cover it with my hand. “Just a little blood. No big deal!”
         

         
         “By the way, Sadie, we never discussed how we got an A+ on that Gilded Age project last year! Go us!” Pella air-high-fives me. 

         
         “One thousand percent go us! Gilded Age girlies foreva!” I crack up even though I’m not sure what I said was funny at all
            and it’s never great to laugh at your own joke.
         

         
         “She is so weird,” I hear OSZ say, probably louder than she realized it would be. “It’s like she gets weirder every year.”

         
         Okay, my knee seriously doesn’t hurt. But ouch. I bite my lip. What’s a normal, not-weird thing to say? Nothing?
         

         
         Pella replies, “Well, she did most of the work on that project, which was lucky for me,” loud enough for me to hear it.

         
         “Sadie,” Olive says through her teeth as soon as OSZ and the others are far enough away to not hear her. “For real. Are you
            okay?”
         

         
         “Yes. Shhh. Stop.” I straighten out the sides of my tankini top and walk toward our lounges as the OSZ Friend Group turns
            the corner toward the snack bar. Even though Olive starts talking about my knee and cleaning it up with the first aid kit
            her mom makes her carry, I’m wishing my ears could reach all the way across the pool. I need to hear what they’re saying.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         I feel my phone buzzing in my pocket on the walk back from the pool with Olive, but I ignore it because one of my mom’s major
            rules is to never look at the phone when walking, and I’ll be home in a few minutes anyway. She knows not to text me so it
            can’t be her, and Olive is with me, so it’s probably just my camp friends’ group chat updating our GC name with the camp countdown
            or something. Whatever it is can definitely wait.
         

         
         “How are you feeling about tomorrow now, after our final pool day of the season?” I ask Olive when we’re almost at my house
            and about to part ways. “Scale of one to ten in terms of nervousness?” I giggle. “Do I sound like a journalist?”
         

         
         “You do.” Olive bites her lip. “Um. Nine point five,” she says, without even pausing to think about it. “But I was at an eleven
            this morning, so I think this is an improvement.”
         

         
         I laugh. “For sure. But Olive, here’s the deal. We’re in this together. We know most of the kids. It’s not so different from
            last year—just moving from class to class in a new building.” I pause and lift my eyebrows so I can look at her and be the
            most reassuring. “We’re gonna be good.”
         

         
         “If you say so,” Olive replies, clearly not convinced.

         
         “I say so. I’m feeling confident. And I’m the one who tripped over a baby Croc in front of the OSZ friend group. If I can be confident, you definitely can!” I reach out my arms for a hug and gently pat her back like I’m sending my child off to boarding school or the army or something. “Okay, I’ll call you after dinner. We’ll do some last-minute strategizing.” 

         
         “Sounds good!”

         
         I watch Olive walk down the sidewalk for a moment and once I’m inside my house, I run up to my room, not even saying hi to
            anyone. Sweaty and sticky, covered in sunscreen and humiliation from the tripping incident, I need to replace my Band-Aid
            and decompress a bit before I see another human being, and especially one that I am related to—my mom, dad, or either one
            of my nine-year-old twin brothers, Jake and Jordan.
         

         
         Okay, so today was not the best. But it wasn’t the worst. I mean, it’s not like Eli was there when I tripped. He actually
            wasn’t there at all, which was kind of a relief. Olive and I got to have our mozzarella sticks and lemonade combination one
            last time. We swam. The pool was a good temperature. We got lounge chairs in our favorite section of the pool with the perfectly
            adjustable bendy umbrellas.
         

         
         I try to list as many good things in my head as I can so I really feel how many good things there are.

         
         And then my phone starts vibrating nonstop, like a million texts in a row.

         
         And this name above all of them: the core.

         
         What is this? Who made this GC? Why am I on it?

         
         My brain feels like it’s spitting out a million questions, like when you see those little slips for mobile orders coming in one after another behind the counter at the Harvey Deli. 

         
         As I scramble to keep up and read the flurry of texts, I realize I have no idea who these people are or why I was added to
            this group chat.
         

         
         I tap next to the chat name and the arrow to see all the people just in case a few are contacts I have. But nope. All random
            numbers.
         

         
         And then my email: sadieza@brooksideschools.edu

         
         So this has to be school people. Am I on some group text for my advisory or something? I don’t think so. This group chat name
            seems like an actual friend group.
         

         
         
            
               
                  Unknown Number:

                  Okay did everyone pin?

                  Unknown Number:

                  Yes

                  Unknown Number:

                  Yessssssss

                  Unknown Number:

                  Yuppppp

                  Unknown Number:

                  Pinned 4 life

               

            

         
         What is happening? What is happening? What is happening?

         
         Should I write back “who is this?” But no, everyone else seems to know who everyone else is. That would be totally weird,
            right? Plus, they added me, so they know who I am. And it’s my school email, so they must also be in my school.
         

         
         I put my phone face down on my bed, inhale and exhale, inhale and exhale, completely overwhelmed.

         
         Okay, so maybe having a phone was a bad idea. Maybe Olive’s and my parents were right that we weren’t old enough and we should wait until eighth grade and
            get smartwatches instead.
         

         
         Could this be our moms pranking us? No. Definitely not.

         
         
            
               
                  Unknown Number:

                  K so did we all decide on fits? I know we said jeans but now I kind of want to wear jean shorts.

               

               How did everyone get this secret memo about wearing jeans on the first day?

               
               
                  Unknown Number:

                  IDK

                  Unknown Number:

                  Agree. I def don’t want to wear jeans. It’s going to be so hot

                  Unknown Number:

                  Same

                  Unknown Number:

                  And I just got the cutest ripped jean shorts

                  Unknown Number:

                  Okay so let’s just all do ripped jean shorts and a black, gray, or white tank?

                  Unknown Number:

                  Kk

                  Unknown Number:

                  Everyone try and wear a slightly different color

                  Unknown Number:

                  The Brandy ones?

                  Unknown Number:

                  Ya

                  Unknown Number:

                  Hoodie in case it’s cold?

                  Unknown Number:

                  YESSS but just put the hoodie in your bag. Don’t like wear it to school lol

                  Unknown Number:

                  Kk

                  Unknown Number:

                  Sambas?

                  Unknown Number:

                  Obvs

                  Unknown Number:

                  Backpack or no on first day?

                  Unknown Number:

                  Yes bc they hand stuff out sometimes

                  Unknown Number:

                  True

                  Unknown Number:

                  Kk

                  Unknown Number:

                  FTFS though

                  Unknown Number:

                  After dinner

                  Unknown Number:

                  Yes

                  Unknown Number:

                  Anyone else going for sushi?

                  Unknown Number:

                  Nah my mom is making baked ziti. She always does the night before school starts

                  Unknown Number:

                  Random but ok

                  Unknown Number:

                  I might go for sushi but idk bc my dad may be home late

                  Unknown Number:

                  Omg I smell so bad rn from the pool

                  Unknown Number:

                  Same

                  Unknown Number:

                  I still can’t believe Sadie tripped like that

                  Unknown Number:

                  OMG SAME

                  Unknown Number:

                  Weird they didn’t come over and say hi before that though

                  Unknown Number:

                  We weren’t that close to them

                  Unknown Number:

                  True but still

                  Unknown Number:

                  We also didn’t say hi to them though

                  Unknown Number:

                  Also true

                  Unknown Number:

                  Was anyone else from school there today

                  Unknown Number:

                  Idk

                  Unknown Number:

                  I thought I saw Reed Walkenson

                  Unknown Number:

                  No that was his brother

                  Unknown Number:

                  The one who is a grade older than us but they look like twins

                  Unknown Number:

                  Oh ya

                  Unknown Number:

                  His name is Bryce I think

                  Unknown Number:

                  Ya

                  Unknown Number:

                  When I saw Eli playing basketball in the morning he said he was gonna come with Ahmed but I don’t think he did.

                  Unknown Number:

                  Did anyone see him?

                  Unknown Number:

                  No.

                  Unknown Number:

                  SADIE YOU ARE OBSESSED.

                  Unknown Number:

                  OMG ANNABELLE CALM DOWN RN

               

            

         
         OH. MY. GOD.

         
         It’s all becoming clear to me now.

         
         I’m on the chat.

         
         THEIR CHAT.

         
         OSZ’s friend group.

         
         The friend group that everyone idolizes and wants to be a part of, even if they don’t admit it. And of course they don’t admit
            it, but it’s just one of those facts of life. The friend group I would do pretty much anything to be a part of, as sad as
            that is to think or realize or admit.
         

         
         The Other Sadie Z.

         
         Sadie Zicholtz.

         
         Someone added me with my email, which is literally one letter away from Sadie Zicholtz’s: sadiezi@brooksideschools.edu. But
            who? And do they not know they added me? I don’t think so. I didn’t know OSZ had a crush on Eli, too, and it makes my stomach
            twist. But my finger hovers over the GC, ready to leave. They’re talking about things they wouldn’t talk about in front of
            me and I’m eavesdropping like a total creep.
         

         
         Before I can do anything, though, more bubbles pop up.

         
         
            
               
                  Unknown Number:

                  Guys you are the only ones I’m telling this to . . .

                  Unknown Number:

                  What?

                  Unknown Number:

                  I hate to say it before the first day of school but I can’t keep it to myself anymore . . .

                  Unknown Number:

                  WHAT is it Bellz?

                  Unknown Number:

                  I seriously think my parents are gonna get divorced this year.

                  Unknown Number:

                  WHAT

                  Unknown Number:

                  I am so scared

                  Unknown Number:

                  Annabelle, why do you think that?

                  Unknown Number:

                  I just feel like they’re so annoyed at each other all the time and with my brother and sister at college, it’s like they just
                     don’t want to do this anymore
                  

                  Unknown Number:

                  OMG

                  Unknown Number:

                  Please don’t tell your moms or anyone, k?

                  Unknown Number:

                  Promise

                  Unknown Number:

                  Promise promise promise

                  Unknown Number:

                  We are here for you

               

            

         
         My palms are sweating. Is she serious? That feels like a real secret. I need to leave the chat, right now.

         
         Except.

         
         Except they’ll see that I left, right? And then they’ll know that I know. So I can’t leave the chat now, or she’ll see that
            someone left and worry that the divorce secret will be leaked and everyone will find out soon and then she’ll feel even worse
            and it’ll be all my fault.
         

         
         I like Annabelle and it seems like this is such a hard time for her and her family.

         
         I can’t make it worse.

         
         I guess I stay in the chat?

         
         For now, at least.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         “You said you were going to call me after dinner,” Olive says as soon as I answer the FaceTime.

         
         “Uh, sorry, Ol, we just finished.” Okay, so that’s a tiny lie, but I can’t exactly tell her the truth. I can’t exactly say
            Oh, I got caught up in this GC I’m not supposed to be on and they keep texting and I’m obsessed with reading it and I can’t
               leave the GC because they’ll all see that I left and Annabelle just told them this huge secret that I’m definitely not supposed
               to know so I obviously can’t tell you what it is. And I think I got added because of my project with Pella on the Gilded Age
               at the end of sixth grade and we had to work on it over FaceTime but I didn’t have a phone then so she called me on my iPad
               using my school email and I guess she accidentally added my email thinking it was OSZ’s and then maybe thought she deleted
               and added OSZ’s number? I DON’T KNOW WHAT IS GOING ON!

         
         I mean, I can’t say any of that or she’ll think I’m hallucinating or making it all up or something. And of course, I still
            don’t even know if that’s how I got added and when and if they’ll notice.
         

         
         “Oh, that’s kind of late for you guys,” Olive says. “Night before first day of school chaos over there?”

         
         I scroll up the FaceTime so it’s in a little box at the top of my screen and I can read the THE CORE texts at the same time. I’m not proud of this but I also can’t seem to stop. Ever since I figured out who was who, it’s even better than eavesdropping—something I had never thought was possible before today. 

         
         
            
               
                  Unknown Number:

                  Ready for our third annual FaceTime Fashion Show?

               

            

         
         So that’s what FTFS means!

         
         “Sadie?” Olive asks. “Hello? Did I freeze?”

         
         “Oh, um, no. Sorry!”

         
         Okay, I need to stop. Olive can tell I’m not focusing here. “O-HY, we need a FTFS,” I say, giggling to myself, excited to
            adopt this very cool-sounding acronym.
         

         
         “Huh?”

         
         “FaceTime Fashion Show, obviously!” I smile. “Show me your first day of school fit!”

         
         “Right now?” she asks me. “I hadn’t actually thought about it yet. I mean, I have, but I didn’t make an official, final decision.”

         
         I adjust my pillow shams behind my head. “Okay, try on what you think you’re wearing,” I say, forcing myself to sound patient.
         

         
         Olive agrees and puts down the phone, and then a few moments later she’s back with it propped up on one of the shelves above
            her desk so I have a full view of her outfit.
         

         
         “Oh, I love that pocket tee,” I tell her. “It’s awesome how it looks the perfect level of faded, but not, like, old. You know what I mean?” 

         
         “Exactly. And the jeans?” she asks, her voice a little shaky like she’s worried about my answer.

         
         I think about the GC. They just changed their minds and decided on jean shorts.

         
         “Um, aren’t you going to be, like, so hot in jeans? You could wear those jean shorts you like, the ripped ones with the eyelet
            pockets . . . ?” I wait for her to chime in, but she just stares at me, looking sort of terrified.
         

         
         “You know my mom doesn’t let me wear anything ripped to school,” Olive says finally, rubbing her eyes like this simple statement
            may make her cry. Obviously she’s stressed and it’s about more than just her mom’s rules, but still. “You’re so lucky that’s
            one area where your mom disagrees with my mom.”
         

         
         “It’s okay, O-HY,” I say, medium lying. I don’t know how to tell her that everyone else is going to be wearing shorts. “Your
            jeans are cute.” I don’t want to make her feel worse about it. “The whole barrel jeans vibe is totally on point this year.”
         

         
         She sniffles a little. “Okay, go try on your outfit.”

         
         Of course my outfit is already laid out like I’ve spent my life working on this. I put down the phone and scurry over to my dresser and put on my frayed jean shorts with the little hole right below the pocket and my navy Brandy Melville tank with the little button in the middle. My mom always says, “I don’t understand that store,” but then when we go, she admits that a lot of it is very cute and the one-size-fits-all thing makes shopping very easy. 

         
         “Tank top on the first day?” Olive asks me, sounding shocked, and to be honest, way more critical than I’d like.

         
         “Yeah, it’s going to be in the nineties tomorrow. September is always a very hot month,” I report like a meteorologist. “Plus,
            I love tank tops. You know that.”
         

         
         “You do?” She crinkles up her nose. “I don’t think I totally realized that. Sorry. You really don’t wear tank tops that much.”
         

         
         I shrug, even though my heart is pounding because I can’t tell her why I suddenly need to wear a tank top tomorrow. “Well, whatever, I love them. So . . . do you like my fit?”
         

         
         “It’s funny how you keep saying fit. I’ve never heard you abbreviate outfit before; it’s not really a very long word.” Olive shrugs. “But, yeah, you look super
            cute.” Her voice is shaky again, the almost crying sound. “I’m gonna go and shower so I can sleep as late as possible tomorrow.”
         

         
         “Smart,” I reply. “I’m switching to a morning shower this year. It’s one of my goals.”

         
         “Let’s see how long that lasts,” Olive scoffs. “JK. Good luck with that, though!”

         
         “Ugh, thanks.” I laugh. “Well, sleep well, and see you outside tomorrow morning for OUR FIRST DAY OF MIDDLE SCHOOL,” I yell to somehow force some enthusiasm upon her. 

         
         “Don’t remind me.” Olive rubs her eyes again. “Couldn’t we just stay EBES students forever?”

         
         “No,” I answer. “No, we could not.”

         
         Olive’s about to hang up when I say, “Wait, one more thing.”

         
         “Yeah?”

         
         “What should I do about Eli? Like, do I go up to him first? Wait for him to say hi to me?” I ask, really expecting Olive to
            have an answer. “Like, what’s the strategy?”
         

         
         “Sadie. I don’t know. How would I know?” She pauses. “But here’s my question: Would you say you think about Eli twenty-two hours of the day, twenty-three, or the full twenty-four?”
         

         
         “Depends on the day,” I answer, all matter-of-fact. “Anyway, okay, I actually do have one more question for you.” I laugh.

         
         “Of course you do.”

         
         I ask Olive for the billionth time, “How are you feeling now? About tomorrow, I mean?”

         
         “I think okay.” She pauses. “But, you know how last year, you were all, like, we need to be more than a duo for middle school,
            we need a friend group, and who can we recruit and all of that?”
         

         
         I nod.

         
         “Do you still feel that way?” she asks.

         
         Olive stares at me and I look away, toward my window seat, as if my favorite space in my whole
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