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			The end of everything starts with a buzz. You know the one—the insecty buzz that makes your heart beat faster, that tells you somebody wants your attention.

			So maybe I should say: the end of everything starts with a text.

			But we’ll get to that in a minute. Because right now I’m here, sitting between Tess and Reagan in our school’s chapel, my thighs sweat-slipping against the wooden seat, shirt sticking to my back. The overhead fans are spinning, but they’re not nearly enough for the small-town Florida heat, even in October.

			Reagan fans herself with the concert program and mimes falling asleep. She even lets out a quiet fake snore.

			Tess muffles her laugh, and I make wide eyes at them—eyes that say Pay attention or we’ll get in trouble! but also You are so right. I’m bored out of my mind.

			I can say a lot without saying a word, which comes in handy during these evening orchestra concerts.

			And let’s be honest: Reagan can be a bit dramatic, but she’s not entirely wrong. We come to these concerts because Tess’s sister is in the orchestra, and we can’t make Tess attend alone. But the problem with the Gibbons Academy middle school orchestra is that instead of learning new music, they play the same Christmas carols all year, every year. By the millionth rendition of “Silent Night,” it’s kind of…a lot.

			Secretly, though, I think there’s something comforting about the strings and the familiarity. And today, especially, I welcome the sameness.

			Today I’m locked in a battle with my brain, thinking about the Incident from Friday while also reallynotthinkingaboutit. My mind keeps drifting, floating to that feeling of my whole self coming apart. And then I have to drag my thoughts right back to this very normal, very boring evening. See, “Silent Night.” Just like it always is.

			And that’s when Reagan’s phone buzzes.

			The text that ends everything.

			But I don’t know yet that it’s an end-everything text. The orchestra begins “Hark! the Herald Angels Sing,” and I watch Reagan pull her phone out of her pocket.

			For a split second, she frowns at the name on the screen. Then she rearranges her face, like she realized her reaction was wrong. She smiles and raises her brows until they disappear beneath her dark brown bangs. Her blue eyes spark. These are the kind of eyes that say I have a secret.

			“It’s Pete,” she mouths.

			With a rush of relief, I send a thank-you up to the universe. This is the perfect distraction. Unlike the Incident, Reagan’s drama with Pete is predictable and constant. It’s as familiar as a Christmas carol.

			“Seriously?” Tess whispers too loudly.

			From the pew in front of us, a random dad shushes her, and Reagan rolls her eyes before dropping her gaze to Pete’s text.

			As she reads, her shoulders stiffen. She doesn’t say anything. She doesn’t move. But her eyes flick back and forth over the screen, like she’s reading the text again and again. I try to look over her shoulder, but she tilts the screen away from me.

			Too late, I realize my mistake. That tiny movement, that flick of a hidden screen, signals to Tess that this might be a particularly interesting flavor of gossip—and now she’ll never let it go.

			“What’s it say?” she asks. “Like, you have to tell us?”

			Something to know about Tess: every sentence that leaves her mouth is a question. Even when she’s making a statement, she ends it with a question mark.

			She leans over me to get closer to Reagan, and I try to nudge her away. Tess is all long legs, long arms, tall and thin and sharp. Right now her elbow digs into my stomach, and her red-orange curls stick to my lip gloss. “Tess,” I say. “Stop.”

			I’m distracted, so it takes me a moment to notice Reagan’s reaction. She sucks on her lips, and her skin goes so pale that the freckles sprinkled across her cheeks look like bright, bold specks of paint. This is an expression I’ve seen only once before. Only one time, in over a year of best friendship.

			Reagan is scared.

			My heartbeat leaps into my ears, and I tell it to stop being so dramatic. “Maybe you should put the phone away,” I tell Reagan. I can’t deny that I’m curious, but after last week, I’m not in the mood for anything intense.

			“Um, maybe don’t put your phone away?” Tess says. “Because you have to tell us what’s going on?”

			The dad turns to shush us for a second time, but Reagan ignores everyone.

			She taps back and forth and back and forth with Pete, until finally she looks up. “There are police cars outside Jennifer’s house,” she whispers.

			Definitely not normal.

			“No,” I say. At least, I think I say it. Because I hear myself speak, but I don’t actually register saying the word. I grasp for reasonable explanations. “Do you think the police were just…stopping by? Or maybe…do you think—”

			“Jennifer told the police what we did?” Tess interrupts. “Like, are they coming for us?”

			I wish Tess would give this a minute. I wish she would wait one second before jumping to conclusions. I can’t process.

			My right leg starts shaking, and my heart beats so loud I can’t even—

			But no, no. This doesn’t make sense. We can’t go to jail for the Incident. I mean, it wasn’t great. It’s not my favorite thing to think about. But it wasn’t that bad. It wasn’t illegal.

			“Don’t be stupid,” Reagan says, and I can’t help but flinch at the way she says the word, her consonants hard and harsh. Stu-pid. “The police aren’t there for us.”

			“So, what’s—?” Tess starts, but Reagan’s phone buzzes again.

			She stares at the screen as she whispers to us, “Pete’s not supposed to know this, but he heard it from his dad.” Pete’s dad is the county sheriff, so Pete’s always finding out more than he should know.

			Reagan swallows. “Jennifer’s missing.”

			I let the words settle over me, thick and icy. The heat and humidity can’t touch me anymore. “She’s missing,” I repeat.

			I try to make sense of this, but it’s all so weird. Nothing ever happens in this town. Nothing ever happens in Nowhereville.

			Reagan looks at me, and beneath the stone in her expression, there’s a desperation only I can see. Her eyes say, I need you. “Jennifer left a note that said she’s, like, running away.”

			“She ran away.” I’m only capable of repeating Reagan’s words, apparently.

			Leaning over, Tess asks, “Did she say why?”

			Reagan blinks, like she forgot Tess was there, but I have to admit, I’m glad Tess asked the question. I need to know, too.

			Reagan shakes her head. “Not sure. Pete’s dad wouldn’t show him the note.”

			Maybe it’s not fair, but suddenly I am red-hot mad at Pete. I hate him, seriously. Why would he tell Reagan something like this if he didn’t know the whole story? Why would he tell her without that crucial bit of information?

			“Oh my gosh,” Tess says. “Do you think this is, like, Jennifer’s revenge?”

			The thought makes me woozy.

			“Like, do you think Jennifer’s trying to get back at us?” Tess pushes. “Trying to get us in trouble?”

			Her questions bulldoze any last shred of calm, any scrap of normalcy. I feel like my intestines are disintegrating.

			The energy in the chapel shifts, and I notice the whispers. It’s almost like Jennifer’s news is a physical thing. I can see it moving through the chapel: We find out first. Then Kyle—Pete’s best friend—checks his phone and whispers to one of his friends.

			Kyle texts someone, and then his girlfriend-of-two-days gets a ping and gasps, and then all the sports girls are whispering.

			I watch the news ripple through the students. Not all of us are here this evening, but enough. Before the end of the night, nearly everyone will know.

			The news moves in waves of popularity through the pews, with some kids turning back to Reagan and me, almost like they want to know how to act. Under their gaze, I feel itchy, shaky, like I have no control of my body.

			Too quickly, the news reaches the parents, and they murmur among themselves.

			News spreads fast in Nowhereville. That is something to know.

			I hear her name, whispered softly at first, then loudly. Jennifer, Jennifer, Jen-ni-FER. She’s impossible to escape. She’s everywhere.

			She’s not here.

			A parent runs up and says something to the conductor, who cuts the music. Phones ring. People talk.

			The whole world is too loud.

			And I hear it, over and over: “Jennifer Chan ran away. Jennifer Chan is missing.”

			The end of everything starts quietly, with a buzz you can barely hear. But it doesn’t end that way—not even close.
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			The orchestra concert falls apart pretty darn fast after that.

			Everybody starts moving at once, and Tess’s mom hurries over to us. “Oh, what awful news,” she says, placing a hand on Tess’s shoulder. Tess’s mom is the kind of person who seems to have a loud opinion and a big reaction to everything, but tonight her reaction doesn’t seem quite big enough. “Let’s get you and your sister home.”

			“But my friends need me,” Tess protests, eyes lit with fear, confusion, and also, a terrible kind of excitement.

			Honestly, it’s a relief when Tess’s mom tugs her away and they disappear into a mass of people—a jumble of panic, questions, suggestions, hands clasped to mouths, and palms pressed against hearts.

			I turn to Reagan. “What are we going to do?”

			Reagan shakes her head. Checks her phone again. But there’s nothing from Pete—no text that magically explains everything.

			“You’re still sleeping over, right?” I can hear the twinge of desperation in my voice, but for once, I don’t bother to stifle it. Violins scream in my head. The world blurs at the edges.

			Reagan’s brows pinch. “Mal. It’s all right. It’s gonna be okay.”

			Right. It’s gonna be okay. Just a silent night. Just like any other night.

			Mom appears from out of nowhere.

			No. That’s not true. Not out of nowhere.

			Mom appears from her seat in the back of the chapel and wraps her arm around my waist, guiding me away from my friend. “You need fresh air,” she says into my ear.

			“Wait,” I say. “I need Reagan.”

			Because I’m looking around and suddenly: Reagan is missing!

			But no. That’s not right, either. She’s standing right where I left her, frowning at her phone.

			My brain isn’t working very well in this moment.

			Mom leads me through the chaotic crowd and into a quiet corner. Then she kneels in front of me and holds my face in her hands. “How are you doing? Are you feeling faint?”

			I close my eyes until the spots stop dancing behind my lids. “I only fainted that one time,” I tell her. “It’s not, like, a thing.”

			Mom frowns. There’s clearly something she wants to say, but the parent who shushed us earlier walks over and touches Mom’s arm.

			“Some of us are putting together a search party,” he says. “And we need as many people as possible.”

			I see stars.

			“Give us a minute,” Mom responds. When he leaves, she repeats her Worried About Mal mantra: “Deep breaths. Deep breaths, Mallory.”

			“I can’t…,” I start to say. I can’t get my thoughts together. Questions pop into my head and then disappear before I can gather them: Why did Jennifer run away? Where did she go? Did she tell anybody what we did?

			Mom holds my wrist so tightly that I can feel my pulse beating against her thumb. “Oh, honey. I know how scary this is. I know, I know.”

			“Where’s Reagan?” I lost sight of her in the chapel, and she didn’t follow us through the crowd.

			Mom pulls back. “You don’t need to worry about Reagan. She’s fine. Tess’s parents are taking her home. I know—I know you’re worried about Jennifer, but you don’t need to worry about Reagan right now.”

			“They’re taking her home? But she was supposed to sleep over.”

			I know I sound ridiculous, but Reagan has that best-friend way of reaching into my brain and knowing what I’m thinking—even before I do. All I want is to stay up late with her, talking and talking and re-talking about what just happened.

			Mom’s patience slips. “Mallory, Reagan is fine.” She takes a breath. Deep breaths. Deep breaths, Mom. “I know this is scary. I know you’re worried about your friend.”

			At first, I think she means Reagan, but no. Of course she means Jennifer. My friend.

			Those words make the world spin. For a second, I’m back in that bathroom again, the one just beneath my feet, in the basement of this chapel, and I’m reliving the Incident. Reagan’s words echo in my memory: Who do you think you are?

			Then I shake my head, snap back, and I’m in the chapel again.

			Jennifer Chan ran away.

			What kind of person runs away?

			“I’m right here, honey,” Mom says, squeezing my arm. Mom is philosophically opposed to lying to me, so she does not say: Everything is gonna be okay.

			I glance over her shoulder at the group of my neighbors and teachers—the search party. A search party in Nowhereville, where it’s impossible to hide.

			And I realize that I’m afraid of what they might find. I’m afraid for Jennifer, for Reagan, for myself. Afraid up to Jupiter and back.

			I want to bury myself in Mom’s arms, feel her squeeze me tight and hold me. But I’m still at school and I’m surrounded by my classmates, so I just close my eyes and focus on her hand against my arm.

			When I speak, my voice doesn’t sound like my own. It sounds a little like Reagan’s did—halfway between a whisper and a sob. “Is she going to come back?”

			Mom doesn’t lie. She brushes her thumb against my arm and says, “I don’t know.”
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			If a buzz is the end of everything, then a pie is the beginning. Because the morning Jennifer Chan moved to Nowhereville, Mom made a pie.

			Here’s something to know: Mom baking is always a bad sign. When Mom’s holding baked goods, she might as well have a blinking sign over her head that says: Approach with Caution.

			Mom was facing away from me as I walked into the kitchen, and as soon as I saw the pie, I turned right back around—but Dad looked up and caught me.

			“Morning, Mallory,” he said, sitting at the kitchen table and sipping what was probably his third cup of coffee. “How’d you sleep?”

			I stepped into the kitchen with careful, quiet feet, like I was approaching a sugar-dusted wildebeest. “I slept good.”

			Mom brushed flour from her hands and turned to look at me. “Well, Mallory. You slept well.” Then she frowned. “What’s on your face?”

			I shifted. Earlier in the summer, before Reagan left to spend a month in Philadelphia with her twenty-two-year-old sister, Kate, Reagan had started wearing makeup. As a gift, she’d given me her extra eyeliner pencil.

			It’s not like I wore a lot. Just a little bit under my bottom lashes, to make my plain brown eyes look bigger. With Reagan, it made me feel cool, like I could pass for fourteen instead of twelve.

			But Mom made me feel like a kid playing dress-up. Suddenly my eyes stung with almost tears. That was happening a lot with Mom lately.

			Dad said, in his typical Dad-language, “She’s exploring an outward expression of her inner feelings.” Which made me feel worse. It wasn’t an outward expression of anything. It was just makeup.

			Mom shot Dad a look that said We’ll discuss this later, then cleared her throat. “Anyway, I’m glad you’re up. I was just about to welcome our new neighbors to Norwell.”

			“Oh my god,” I said. “You’re gonna meet Jennifer Chan?” Kind of embarrassing, but my voice dropped to a whisper as I said her name. I couldn’t help it. After all the rumors, she was practically a celebrity.

			Mom frowned. “And her mother, yes. You may join me.”

			The news kept getting better and better. “You mean I’d be the first kid in Nowhereville to meet her?”

			Dad took a sip of coffee to hide a smile. “Try not to call our town Nowhereville in public, Mal. It’s a tad dreary.”

			Just like that, the weirdness from the makeup conversation evaporated. Because this was cool. I could confirm the rumors firsthand. I had to text Reagan. She’d be so jealous.

			When my across-the-street neighbor old Ms. Martin died (R.I.P.), we started watching, waiting to see who would fill the house next. Nobody new had moved to town since Reagan and her dad, and all us kids were hoping to meet someone our age, someone to add just the right amount of interest.

			As it turned out, my grade got lucky again, because first came Reagan, and then came Jennifer Chan.

			And, wow, the rumors started fast. Before she’d even moved in, we heard stories:

			Jennifer Chan karate-chopped some kid at her old school, put him in a full-body cast.

			Jennifer Chan moved to Nowhereville to escape juvie.

			Jennifer Chan’s mom is actually a wanted murderer, and they both had to assume secret identities.

			Jennifer Chan isn’t even Jennifer Chan’s real name!

			In Nowhereville, someone’s always saying something, and nobody knows what’s real. But the truth doesn’t always matter. Sometimes the idea of someone, the things people say about them, matters so much more. Because when you think about it, isn’t that who we really are—a collection of the things people think about us?

			“Apparently she karate-chopped someone and put him in a full-body cast,” I told my parents.

			Dad snorted into his coffee, but Mom thudded the pie on the kitchen counter. I tried to ignore the scent wafting off it—cinnamon apple, my favorite. “That is a ridiculous rumor,” she said, raising a finger at me, “and you know it.”

			“I’m just saying,” I murmured, glancing at Dad for help. He just raised his brows like You brought this on yourself.

			Lately every conversation with Mom turned into a fight or a lecture, like she didn’t trust me to be a decent person on my own.

			Mom continued, her voice getting high and sharp. “I just find it very interesting that the rumor has to do with this poor girl ‘karate-chopping’ someone.” For some reason, Mom never properly learned how to do air quotes, so she always did them with one finger. We used to joke about it as a family, but not anymore.

			“Yeah, Mom. I know. I get it. It’s just that…” But how could I explain the rumors to her? Nobody was trying to be mean. We were just curious.

			“That is a racist stereotype, Mallory, and I hope you take a stand against it.”

			“But, Mom, she really does do karate. Reagan and I Googled her.”

			Mom sniffed, and I knew instantly that I’d said the wrong thing. Mom’s half-Korean, and her life’s dream was to be an Asian American studies professor and activist, but when Dad got hired as a philosophy professor at Florida Southern College, Mom took a job in its admissions office. The college doesn’t have an Asian American studies department.

			“Well, regardless,” Mom said, as if she’d proven her point. She picked up the pie and stood a little straighter. “Let’s meet our new neighbors. I want you to be kind and inviting, Mallory.”

			I tried to say I am, but the words wouldn’t come out. What was the point, anyway, when she’d already made up her mind about me? When somewhere along the way, she’d decided that I wasn’t kind and inviting?

			I swallowed, following her out the door and across the street. It didn’t matter what Mom thought of me. I’d still have a good story to tell at school.

			I would still be the first seventh grader to meet Jennifer Chan.
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			It took Ms. Chan forever to come to the front door. Mom and I stood, smothered by heat and the static hum of cicadas, listening to the crash and clatter of pots and pans and the frantic “Coming! Just a sec!” behind the door.

			When Ms. Chan finally threw the door open, she leaned against the frame, trying to catch her breath as strands of hair fell loose from her bun.

			Either she’d been busy unpacking or she’d been murdering a new victim. The truth was anybody’s guess.

			Mom put on an extra-big smile and said, “Hello! Welcome to the neighborhood!”

			I did a double take, just to make sure my mother hadn’t been body-snatched while I wasn’t looking. This was the same person who’d been judging my makeup, just ten minutes earlier.

			“Oh, hi,” Ms. Chan said, pushing her messy black hair out of her face.

			She was younger than most moms, and everything about her screamed different—she was so…not-Nowhere, with her red-and-yellow-patterned dress, bright orange lipstick (smudged a bit on her cheek), long fake eyelashes, and panicked smile that made her look a little lost.

			“You must be Rebecca Chan! I’m Leah Moss,” Mom said, holding out the pie, “and this is my daughter, Mallory. Mallory is the same age as Jennifer!”

			For a few awkward seconds, Ms. Chan blinked at the dessert, like she thought the pie might be Mom’s twelve-year-old daughter. Then she looked at me and said, “Oh, right.”

			Mom smiled and tilted her head. I knew this expression, all warm and nurturing. She got this way with people she wanted to guide and comfort.

			She didn’t look at me that way anymore.

			“Norwell can be—well, all new places can be a bit intimidating at first,” Mom said. “So I thought it might be nice for Jennifer to meet someone her age. You know, to have a friendly face around here.”

			I smiled, trying to make my face appear as friendly as possible. I was regretting the eyeliner. Did friendly faces outwardly express their emotions through under-eye makeup?

			Ms. Chan looked relieved. “Right, yes. That makes sense. Does Mallory go to Gibbons? I just enrolled Jennifer.”

			I nodded. There were two schools nearby, Norwell Public School and Gibbons Academy. Ours was the smaller one, so I’d been trying not to get my hopes up. But this. This was exciting. A new kid.

			Ms. Chan half smiled and called into the house, “Lovebug! Someone wants to meet you!”

			I cringed, partly at the awkwardness of hearing such a cutesy term, but mostly because in Florida, a lovebug wasn’t a cute nickname. It was what we called the bugs that spontaneously descended in May and September to swarm the air and stick to windshields.

			I slid a questioning glance at Mom. Should we tell them?

			Mom grimaced like, Why is our state like this? Then she gave the slightest shake of her head. Probably best not to.

			Jennifer came pounding down the stairs and arrived at the front door, her hair slipping out of a lopsided ponytail. She was basically a younger, rounder version of her mother. And she wasn’t wearing eyeliner.

			“Um…,” Ms. Chan said, looking to Mom for help.

			Mom leaned over to talk to Jennifer, resting her hands on her knees as if she were speaking to a kindergartner. “Hi, Jennifer, I’m Leah Moss, and this is Mallory. Mallory is here to welcome you to Norwell and teach you everything you need to know about Gibbons Academy.”

			Jennifer beamed. “Pleased to meet you!”

			Then she looked me up and down, and the dizzy, unpleasant rush of being watched smacked into me. I wasn’t prepared for that. I’d expected to gain new-kid intel for my friends. I wasn’t ready for her to judge me.

			I wondered what she was thinking, what kind of person she was seeing. My stomach twisted.

			“I’ve gone to Gibbons since kindergarten,” I said, as if that were relevant information.

			Jennifer tilted her head, observing me, and I felt myself holding my breath.

			Then she smiled and said, “Come see my new room.” Not a question. A command.

			I got the intense urge to text Reagan, to tell her what was happening, to ask her what I should do, and I fumbled for my phone in my pocket, feeling the warm, flat surface against my palm. But I didn’t dare take it out. Mom would have thrown a fit.

			“Mallory would love that,” Mom said, placing one hand on my back and guiding me inside. She gestured to the pie and said to Ms. Chan, “Maybe there’s somewhere we can put this down?”

			Mom was moving us around like little dolls, telling us where to go, and when she and Ms. Chan disappeared into the kitchen, Jennifer led me through the house.

			The weird thing about our neighborhood was that all the houses almost looked the same—painted brick facades and big windows, small houses on big lawns filled with oak trees and flower boxes. And from the inside, Jennifer’s house was a mirror version of my own, so it was like I’d already been there a million times, except everything was backward—a parallel-universe version of my home.

			But instead of using the downstairs bedroom like me, Jennifer had claimed the upstairs one—the one Dad used for his office.

			As we climbed the stairs to her room, Jennifer glanced back and gave me a knowing smile, as if we were in some kind of secret club. “So, what kind of Asian are you?”

			“Oh.” I felt my cheeks flush, though I wasn’t sure why. “My mom’s half-Korean.”

			Jennifer crinkled her brow, like I’d said something strange. But she just responded, “I’m Chinese. There aren’t a lot of us here, are there?”

			“I guess not.” We fell back into silence, and I stumbled around, searching for more conversation. “Um, where’d you move from?”

			I already knew from the Googling: Chicago.

			“Chicago,” Jennifer said, taking the stairs two at a time. “Well—Columbus, then Chicago. Now here.”

			“Oh, cool.” When Reagan and I had found out Jennifer was from Chicago, Reagan was annoyed. Reagan had lived in Philadelphia before she moved here—which was way awesome—but Chicago was even more glamorous. “Why did you move here?” I asked.

			Jennifer opened the door to her bedroom and, with a sweep of her hand, revealed a bare mattress, a desk, and some boxes. “Here it is. I’m still moving in, obviously.”

			I wondered if she’d heard my question, or if I should ask again. Sometimes I accidentally spoke too quietly for people to hear. Reagan always pointed that out, gently reminding me to be louder so people would take me more seriously.

			“Um, that’s cool,” I repeated. “So, why—”

			“I’ll give you the tour,” Jennifer interrupted, walking through the maze of her room and pointing at the cardboard boxes. “Clothes: boring. Shoes: meh. Books, coats—ah, here we go!” She stopped in front of a box labeled INVESTIGATION and waved me over.

			I stepped toward her, careful to avoid the piles of clothes she’d started to unpack.

			“So, this box is…” She looked at me and did that up-and-down judging again. “Have you ever had something strange happen to you? Something you can’t explain?”

			My palms went clammy. The thing about rumors is that nobody ever believes them. That is, nobody ever believes them completely until the person says or does something unusual. Or creepy. Or just plain weird, and then you think, Well, who knows? Maybe.

			And so in that room, with Jennifer acting all weird, I thought, She really could karate-chop me. I don’t know.

			“I’m not talking about experiencing anything, you know, wild,” she continued. “I wouldn’t expect that from an everyday citizen.”

			“Right.” I took a step back because, um, was she not an everyday citizen? Maybe she really was a trained assassin.

			“Wait, no, stop,” she blurted, holding up her hands. She squeezed her eyes shut and took a deep breath before opening them again. “Ugh, Rebecca told me not to bring this up. Not everyone gets it.”

			Was calling your mom by her first name something a trained assassin might do? Maybe.

			“Sometimes people experience the big things,” Jennifer went on, “like lights in the sky—a red flashing three times—or strange messages on the radio. But a lot of times the signs are smaller. Like when you feel a chill in the air, or you get déjà vu, or you wake up from a dream but your body’s still asleep and you can’t move for a few seconds.”

			She waved her arms in big circles, gesturing fast, speaking faster. “Or sometimes it’s just this feeling you get. Like you want to do or say something, but your body won’t let you. Or you feel so lost, like you don’t belong, like everyone around you knew there’d be a test, but you didn’t, so you didn’t study. You didn’t even read the book.”

			“Oh.”

			“And have you ever wondered what those feelings mean?”

			My parents were always going on about intellectual curiosity (mostly how they wished I had more of it). But, seriously, Jennifer had some major intellectual curiosity.

			The truth was, I’d never wondered about any of that. Yes, I got those feelings, but that was just the way things were. There was no use questioning it.

			“You probably think I’m a walnut,” she said, looking down and nudging the box with her toe.

			I could tell she wanted me to like her. She wanted me to like her so badly that it practically radiated off her. You weren’t supposed to try so hard. You weren’t supposed to want things so badly.

			And that was when I knew the rumors were false. Because this girl could never survive the world of trained assassins. She’d barely survive Gibbons Academy.

			“I don’t think you’re a…walnut,” I said.

			She let out a big whoosh of air, not even bothering to hide her relief, and to my surprise, I realized I wanted her to like me, too.

			“But, uh, what do those things mean?” I asked.

			She looked at me with hope in her eyes, and her smile grew, almost like she couldn’t stop it, or didn’t want to. She whispered, “Aliens.”

			I blinked, waiting for her to say KIDDING. But she just stood there, and with every second of silence, every second I stared without saying a word, a tiny bit of that hope slid off her face.

			“Oh,” I made myself say. It was officially, 100 percent confirmed: the kids at Gibbons would eat her alive.

			And in that awful, hope-slipping silence, I knew my friends wouldn’t like her. Which meant being friends with Jennifer would be…messy. Being friends would be hard for both of us, and sometimes the difficulty wasn’t worth it. Even though that thought made me sadder than I wanted to admit, sometimes it was better not to try.

			“Actually, I think I have to g—” I began, but she sucked her lips together, like she was swallowing back her disappointment, and something pinched in my chest. I knew I should escape her orbit, but I couldn’t get the words out.

			In my head, I said, I have to go.

			But what came out was “What do you mean, aliens?”

			Her face lit with relief. “Really? You really want to know? Oh my god, that’s awesome. Because there’s actually tons of evidence of extraterrestrial life.”

			From Reagan, I knew confidence was contagious. But with Jennifer, I realized that relief was, too. A tiny knot released in my chest, and
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