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				Me: C U @ 5!!!!

				Laura: K

			

			I held my cell phone high in the air to get the optimal angle and snapped a photo of me sticking my tongue out. Then I sent it to my best friend, Laura, pleased that the picture was cropped so tight I wouldn’t give away my surprise.

			Goofy selfies were kind of our thing.

			So were creating weird popcorn flavors (jalapeño was a current favorite), putting glitter on everything we owned (including sneaker soles), competing on game nights (I dare anyone to stack a Jenga tower higher than me!), sleeping in my tree house (which we also glittered, but I’m hoping my dad doesn’t find out about that renovation), and creating one-of-a-kind birthday surprises for each other (which I was doing right now!). The point is, when you’re best friends with someone for six years, you have lots of things.

			
			I waited for Laura to send me a selfie back like she always did. Text bubbles appeared in our text message chain, then disappeared. Hmm….Maybe she was busy. I certainly was. Planning the best surprise party ever was hard.

			“Okay, I’ve got the sign up.” My older sister, Taryn, was balanced atop a chair barefoot, trying to hang a paper birthday banner for me, but something about it was off.

			“You hung it crooked,” I pointed out. “The left side is lower than the right.”

			“No, it’s not.” Taryn leaned back to admire her handiwork.

			“It is!” I took a step back to be sure. The left side was definitely too low. “We need to fix it or the sign will look crooked in all our pictures.”

			“Zooooeee.” Taryn deep-sighed.

			Whenever my sister exaggerated my name, I knew she’d had enough of me.

			Right then, she’d had enough of me.

			“Take your pictures on an angle, then.” Taryn jumped down from the chair and shot me a withering look as she adjusted the waistband on her favorite jeans. It was the pair that had just the right number of rips in the legs and that she’d never let me borrow. “I’m not rehanging it. It looks fine.”

			
			Fine?

			Tonight couldn’t be fine. Tonight needed to be epic. Unforgettable. The best celebration in history. You only turned twelve once, and I was determined to make sure Laura never forgot her birthday. Her party banner couldn’t be crooked.

			But I couldn’t tell Taryn that. She rarely hung out with me anymore, and the two of us never talked. She was always out with her friends or on her phone and couldn’t be interrupted. The only time I heard from her was when she butted in with a sarcastic comment from two rooms away on whatever conversation I was having. (Only you would think that, Zoe.)

			I kicked off my flip-flops and climbed onto a bench. “I’ll do it myself.”

			Taryn grabbed her phone off the table. “Knock yourself out, shorty.”

			I climbed up and stood on my tippy-toes, praying I wouldn’t fall. The bench was slightly slippery from the bleach scrubdown we’d given it earlier. I always associated the smell of bleach with the cabanas at Nickerson Beach. My family had shared a bungalow with Laura’s family for the past five summers. It wasn’t as fancy as it sounded. It was about as big as a shed, the showers were cold, and the one electrical outlet was used to power the minifridge and the toaster, leaving nowhere to charge your cell phone. But I still loved the place. Growing up fifteen minutes from the ocean was one of the perks of living on Long Island. In the summer months Laura and I spent every waking moment at the bungalow together.

			
			But that summer my parents decided we needed some “quality family time.” For three weeks they took Taryn and me to every Civil War–battle spot in the South while we lived off the fast-food chains along I-95. Meanwhile, Laura had been here, without me.

			Sure, we were still renting the bungalow with Laura’s family, but keeping best friends apart for three weeks was just wrong. Once we left, I kept up the texts and calls, but Laura was too busy most days to FaceTime or text me back. And I knew she was legitimately busy. She’d tried out for the community production of Annie and scored the part of Molly. Every day while my family and I were on the road, I watched her Snapchats and Insta stories, and it looked like she’d had fun going to pool parties and sleepovers. Sometimes her life looked so amazing, I had to wonder if she was putting on a show for her followers (she had triple the amount I did), but I never brought it up.

			Now that I was back, I was determined for us to have real fun, even if it was the first week of August and it felt like summer was basically over. The pool had a weird film on top of it, people started wearing sweatshirts at the beach, and by eight p.m. it was already dark. It was depressing, but I promised to give August a shot. Laura and I still had four weeks, three days, seven hours, and forty-two minutes to make magic happen before seventh grade started. I had so much on my mind and so many questions I’d been storing up to ask her.

			
			Maybe Laura would know what kind of haircut looked good on someone with a round face. I once tried shaggy bangs, like Taylor Swift had at one time, but I didn’t wind up looking anything like Taylor. (Maybe part of the problem is that I have thick dark brown hair, not blond.) So I wasn’t doing that again.

			I also wasn’t going to attempt to pick out a first-day-of-school outfit on my own. What did you wear for the first day of seventh grade that looked good, but not like you were trying too hard? True, it was technically the second year of middle school, but sixth grade felt like a dress rehearsal because we only switched classes twice a day. Seventh grade was going to be the real deal, and I was panicked about everything! Like gym. Did people change for gym? Where did you change for gym? Did you have to change for gym? Last year we didn’t have to. We weren’t even allowed to try out for middle school sports. In seventh grade we could try out for any team we wanted and had gym three times a week, which made me wonder if we got lockers to keep deodorant in. I didn’t want to smell if I had gym first period.

			Speaking of lockers, did people decorate them? In sixth grade everyone decorated their lockers, but I wasn’t sure if that was the same for seventh grade. Mom showed me a Pinterest board about lockers, with pictures of ones with wallpaper, mirrors, frames, and even a chandelier! It looked cool, but I couldn’t decide if this was a mom-cool thing or a seventh-grade-cool thing. Plus, if my locker had all this extra stuff inside, where did I put my books and coat?

			
			And finally, now that we were switching classes every period, and leaving the sixth-grade wing, I felt like I needed a map of Fairview Middle School to navigate the place. Were there any shortcuts around school? What happened if I had first period on the first floor near the gym but second period on the opposite side of school on the second floor? Would I make it there in three minutes without having to barrel people down to get through the crowded halls?

			These were some of the fears I hoped Laura and I could figure out together.

			But first, we’d have birthday cake.

			I tightened the string holding up the left side of the banner, then leaned back to check if it was straight. “Now it’s perfect.” I pulled out my phone and snapped a picture of it. I’d post it after the surprise, along with all the other sure-to-be awesome photos we would take. I just needed to come up with the right hashtag.

			Taryn shook her head. “You’re so ridiculous. Mom? I’m meeting Avery at the snack shack. Can I have five dollars for pizza?”

			“Pizza? We’re ordering pizza!” Mom yelled from somewhere inside the cabana. “Your dad is picking up pies on his way down at around six. Can’t you wait to eat?”

			
			Taryn deep-sighed again. “Mooooom, come on.”

			The two of them were off doing their perfected routine of Mom complaining that Taryn never helped out unless she wanted money, and Taryn whining about how Mom and Dad treated her like a baby when she was almost a sophomore. If this was what was going to happen to Mom and me, I wasn’t looking forward to it.

			I tuned them out and stared at my (now) perfectly straight banner. happy 12th birthday, oscar winner laura lancaster! said the red-and-black sign with little gold Oscar statues decorating the border. Even with a 40-percent-off coupon, the banner cost me an entire night’s babysitting haul. It was worth it. Laura would flip for the whole Academy Awards vibe I had going on. Red balloons hung from the awning; plastic Oscar statues held down the red tablecloth on the picnic table; and I’d bought Best Actress plates, napkins, and cups for the food and cake, which was also shaped like an Oscar dude. For the final touch, I tacked a Pin-the-Envelope-to-the-Oscar-Winner game on the wall. It was exactly the kind of stupid game Laura and I loved to play. I hoped the party would be a hit.

			It had to be, because lately something between Laura and me had felt off.

			If I was being completely honest with myself, we’d been off for a while now. I noticed it the last few months of sixth grade, after she joined the sixth-grade play, but it had gotten worse when summer started. We hadn’t been texting twenty-four seven like we always did when we were on vacation, and Laura’s Instagram was suddenly filled with pictures of girls I knew only by name. Meanwhile, my feed was all pictures of palm trees and Civil War memorabilia.

			
			When I thought about the way things were with Laura, my stomach felt like it did when my alarm clock didn’t go off and I overslept. I was determined to fix things at the party and get Laura and me back to our old selves again.

			“Mom, have you heard from Dianne?” I asked.

			Dianne is Laura’s mom. Some people might think it’s weird that I call her by her first name, but I’ve always called her that. Our moms met when Laura and I were seated at the same table in Ms. LaPolla’s first-grade class. Laura sat next to Evan Acker, who picked his nose, and I sat next to Jaden Hempler, who ate glue. Thankfully, Laura and I were across from each other. One day Laura’s purple marker ran out in the middle of her drawing a massive rainbow, and I gave her my grape-scented one. The rest is history. We became best friends, and our moms grew close too. They’d only gotten tighter since Laura’s parents divorced last winter.

			“Zoe, for the tenth time, she’s coming after work,” Mom said. “And Dianne said Laura is getting a ride down around the same time from some friend from theater camp.”

			
			Laura hadn’t mentioned who she was getting a ride from, but I guessed that girl would be coming to the party too. At least we had enough food.

			Mom dumped a bag of chips into a plastic bowl and placed it on the picnic table next to the other snacks. “Laura thinks you’re busy getting your braces on today, remember?”

			Yes, and that was a total lie! Dr. Shull, my orthodontist, was putting my braces on the last week of August. Meanwhile, Laura was getting hers off any day now. She’d start seventh grade with straight teeth, and I’d have a mouth full of metal, since my parents wouldn’t let me get Invisalign. (Just because Taryn had lost three sets of expensive trays didn’t mean I would.)

			“Okay. I’m just triple-checking you didn’t slip,” I stressed. “Because you and Dianne tell each other everything.”

			“Like you and Laura?” Mom gave me the same look Taryn had. Now I knew where Taryn got it from. “Your secret is safe—if you catch the other party guests at the gate before Laura arrives and sees them.”

			She had a point. “I’m off!” I zipped up my Montauk sweatshirt (Laura and I had bought matching ones when our families vacationed there last summer), slipped on my floral flip-flops, and headed for the west gate. I was halfway down the row of cabanas when I heard someone shouting.

			“Duck!”

			I did as I was told, just in time to see a fluorescent yellow lacrosse ball fly over my head and bounce off a seas the day sign on the cabana next to me.

			
			A boy scooped the ball up in his lacrosse stick. “Sorry about that,” he said.

			It was Jake Graser. The Jake Graser. The one Laura had been obsessed with ever since he stood up and read some heartfelt poem about sea air in sixth-grade English.

			“Didn’t mean to get your heart pumping, even if a little adrenaline rush is good for the soul.” Jake grinned, showing off braces with blue and orange bands, which were not the kind of colors I’d want in my mouth. Laura thought it was a cute choice since those were his lacrosse team colors.

			“I prefer to get my adrenaline rushes from roller coasters,” I said. It was one thing Laura and I did not have in common. She hated most amusement park rides, while I lived for them.

			“Same.” Jake planted his stick in the sand, ball still in the pocket. “You ever been on Skyrush at Hersheypark? The first drop is killer.”

			“I know, right? I waited for a front car and—” I stopped midsentence. Shouldn’t I somehow have been turning this into a conversation about Laura? What better birthday gift could I give her than Jake Graser coming by the cabana for her party? But was it weird to invite a boy to a birthday party for a girl he didn’t really know? “Listen. It’s Laura Lancaster’s—”

			“Jake! Manhunt starting now!” someone shouted.

			
			“Coming!” he yelled, and picked up his stick. “I have to go. Bye, Zoe!”

			He knew my name? That meant he probably knew Laura’s, too. “Bye!” I yelled. “Hey! If you’re still here later, come by my cabana!” I wasn’t sure he heard me, though. He’d already rounded the corner. My phone buzzed, and I pulled it out of my pocket.

			
				Reagan: Drawbridge is up! Jada and I will be late. Sry!

				Unknown Number: Hey. It’s Clare. Drawbridge up. Will be late!

			

			For years Laura and I only hung out with each other. But a party with just two people is lame, which is why I invited Reagan Donahue, Jada Reddy, and Clare Stelton. We met Reagan and Jada in Future City, a STEM club we got involved with in sixth grade when our moms insisted we join something. We whined about it at first, but the truth was, I actually really liked it. Not only did you get to imagine, research, and design new cities, you got to come up with ways to solve real problems, like finding places for urban agriculture. Everyone had different ideas. Reagan, who spent all her time playing volleyball and lacrosse and running track, wanted to make sure there were a lot of green spaces for kids to get outside and move. And Jada, who was on a competition dance team, loved creating areas where people could congregate and come together for concerts. Even though Reagan and Jada seemed like opposites, they were actually best friends who did everything together, kind of like Laura and me.

			
			Clare Stelton wasn’t in Future City, but she played volleyball with our team last fall. I say our team, but Laura quit after two weeks. Still, she seemed to like Clare, and I did, too, even if she was kind of quiet.

			But if all three girls were running late, I had to figure out how to keep Laura away from the cabana so we didn’t ruin the surprise.

			“Zoeeee!” I saw Taryn frantically waving me over to her and her friend Avery, who were headed toward me with their drinks. “What are you doing walking around? Laura is here already!”

			My stomach dropped. “Where? The other girls are stuck at the drawbridge, and you know that takes forever!” I looked around, unsure what to do. “Do I hide? Yell ‘surprise’? I don’t want her to know about her party till everyone arrives.”

			Taryn slurped her slushie. It made that noise it makes when there’s still a ton of ice and you’re sad there is no more syrup. “I think she already knows about it. We just saw her wearing a birthday crown while playing manhunt. Does Mom know how many girls you actually invited? I hope Dad ordered enough pizza.”

			Taryn wasn’t making sense. “Only three people are coming and no one is here yet. You must have seen someone else. Laura’s friend isn’t dropping her off till five.” I looked at my watch. It was only four-thirty. I wish I knew who Laura’s friend was. I could have texted her to coordinate the surprise.

			
			“I’m telling you she’s already here.” Taryn turned me around. “Look! That’s her!”

			A group of girls I didn’t know ran by the row of bungalows we were in, oblivious to us standing there. My stomach lurched. Taryn was right: one of those girls was Laura, and she was wearing a birthday crown I hadn’t bought.

			Turned out Laura was already at the beach celebrating her birthday.

			She just hadn’t invited me to join her.
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			“Are you sure you two are supposed to hang out today?” Taryn asked as we flattened ourselves against a cabana so Laura didn’t see us gawking. “Because if you ask me, it looks like someone else threw her a party.”

			We had plans today. Didn’t we? I tried to think back to the last time we’d actually spoken. It had been a few days. But we had texted yesterday and today, and both times I distinctly remembered reminding her about the cabana.” And both times she’d written back “K.” How could she have forgotten so quickly?

			I watched as Laura ducked behind a pool lifeguard cabana with the other girls to hide. The sound of her uncontrollable laughter felt like a punch to the gut. The truth was clear: Laura was having so much fun with her other friends that she didn’t want to leave them and come hang out with me.

			I knew I should turn away, but I couldn’t. I watched as the dark-haired girl next to Laura reached over and stole her birthday crown. I recognized her from Laura’s latest posts. Her name was Sarah Barden (or @sarahslitlife, as Laura always tagged her). They, and the other girls Laura was with, met during the middle school musical, and they’d also all done Annie together.

			
			Laura had wanted me to try out, too, but the thought of getting on a stage paralyzed me with fear. It didn’t help that Laura was always telling me how competitive everyone was, and the tears that followed if someone’s lines were cut. I didn’t want to deal with that stress. There seemed to be so much drama with the play that I secretly dubbed the girls “drama queens”—not that I’d ever tell Laura that. But now, seeing Sarah and Laura looking so happy together with the other girls made me wonder. Had skipping the musical been a mistake?

			My phone pinged and I looked down.

			
				Laura: Cabana tomorrow instead? Still out w/friends from Annie. Sry!

			

			“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Taryn said, reading over my shoulder. I quickly pulled my phone away and put it in my pocket, but it was too late. “She did ditch you! That’s so cold! Why wouldn’t she just invite you to hang out with her? They obviously threw her a birthday party too. Shouldn’t her so-called best friend be invited to it?”

			
			Avery shook her head. “That’s so wrong.”

			“I never liked that girl,” Taryn told Avery. “Laura always had to be in control of everything they did together. If Laura didn’t like the idea, they didn’t do it. Every time.”

			I tried to ignore Taryn, but it was hard to do when everything she said seemed right. Laura and I made these plans days ago. If her plans had changed, why hadn’t she just told me? Or invited me to hang with the others? I mean, sure, the party I spent all week planning would still be ruined, but at least I wouldn’t be standing here watching them with my heart in my throat.

			Why hadn’t I done the stupid school play?

			Why had my parents made me trudge across hot battlefields for three weeks when I could have been here with Laura? She wouldn’t be hanging out with Sarah and the drama queens if I had been here the whole time.

			“Look at her feed!” Taryn said, nudging me to see the images on her phone. “She’s been with these girls all day. Haven’t you looked at your Insta?”

			“No.” I felt foolish as I pulled my phone out of my pocket. “I was busy getting ready for the party.”

			I knew I should swipe Instagram off my screen, but instead my finger hovered over Laura’s stories. Don’t click, Zoe. Don’t click!

			I clicked.

			Laura’s story told me she’d been at the cabanas all day. There she was with the drama queens doing handstands at the beach! Playing volleyball! Having an ice cream taste test at the snack shack!

			
			I heard the girls’ laughter again, and my stomach churned. “Let’s just go, okay? Before she sees us.” I hurried away, hoping my flip-flops didn’t make too much noise.

			“Zoe…,” Taryn started.

			“I want to go,” I said louder than I intended.

			“Zoe?” Mom came around the corner, saw me, and frowned. “I thought I just saw Laura. Did you already surprise her?”

			“Laura ditched her,” Taryn blurted out. “She just texted she can’t hang because she’s already here with other girls who threw her a party. And they didn’t invite Zoe.”

			“Enough, Taryn!” I barked.

			Mom looked at me worriedly. “Oh, honey, don’t get upset.”

			“I’m not upset,” I said, but my voice suddenly sounded shaky, and all their staring made me feel worse.

			“Are you sure Laura knew you were getting together today? Because sometimes you say you tell me something and…”

			I wanted to bury myself in the sand. I will not cry. I am going to cry. I’m crying. I wiped the tears on the back of my arm, getting sunscreen in my eyes. Ouch, ouch, ouch!

			“I’m sure it’s just a misunderstanding.” Mom’s soothing voice only made me want to cry harder. “Let me call Dianne.”

			
			“No! Don’t call her mom!” I didn’t want Laura finding out I’d been here planning a lame party when she was already at one with girls she clearly liked more than me.

			“There you are!”

			As if things couldn’t get any worse, Dianne was walking toward us, with cupcakes and balloons. Laura’s seven-year-old twin sisters, Petra and Paige, trailed behind her. “Where’s Laura? Did we miss the surprise? I tried calling, but no one answered their phones.” She took one look at my face and frowned. “What’s wrong?”

			Mom gave me a quick glance and took the cupcakes from Dianne. “These look great! Walk with me a second?”

			“Mom, please don’t,” I begged, but it was too late.

			They started walking toward our cabana, and I knew Mom was telling her everything. Dianne looked back at me, then at my mom again. She clutched her chest, and my cheeks burned. My best friend’s mom felt sorry for me, and that made me feel worse. I watched Dianne storm off.

			“I just want to go home,” I told Taryn.

			“But aren’t your other friends on their way?” Avery asked.

			“I’ll text them not to come.” I stopped when I heard Laura laughing again. When I looked up, she and Sarah were making faces as Laura snapped a picture. Seconds later I got an alert on my phone. So did Taryn. I clicked on the update, and there was a post.

			
				
				lauraslitlife: Come find us! @sarahslitlife #bestbeachdayEVER #manhunt #nickersoncabanas

			

			“First she breaks plans with you, and then she has the nerve to post about her other plans?” Taryn ranted. “Not cool.”

			“And look.” Avery pointed to the post on Taryn’s phone. “They have the same Insta handles—lit life. ‘Best beach day ever’? It’s not even eighty degrees.”

			“Ridiculous,” Taryn agreed.

			“They’re in there! Get them!” I heard Jake shout and remembered he was part of the manhunt too. There were more loud shrieks and laughter as the drama queens came tumbling out of the lifeguard shack and ran in different directions. Sarah grabbed Laura’s hand, and they started running. Unfortunately, they were headed straight right for us.

			There was nowhere to hide. Laura saw me at the same time her mom saw her.

			“Zoe!” Laura said in surprise, stopping short.

			“Laura!” Dianne marched across the sand, kicking it up as she walked. “I need to talk to you immediately.”

			Laura dropped Sarah’s hand. “Mom? Zoe?” She blinked hard. “I— Zoe, I didn’t know you were already here.” She talked fast.

			
			“It’s okay.” I twisted my rope bracelet around absentmindedly. Laura and I always got new ones every Memorial Day weekend and wore them all summer till the white turned gray and the rope fit to our wrists. I noticed Laura no longer had hers on.

			“No, it’s not,” Taryn mumbled.

			Laura pushed her blond hair behind her ears like she did when she was nervous. “You see, my friends from Annie threw me a party. I would have invited you, but…”

			“You didn’t,” Taryn chirped.

			“Zoe has a surprise for you too,” Dianne said before I could even reply. She was smiling, but I could tell from her eerily calm voice she was mad. This was exactly how she sounded when we drank her last seltzer and she claimed she wasn’t upset, but Laura and I both knew she was. “That’s why I texted you twice—twice—today, reminding you to be here at five to meet Zoe. I asked your father to bring you, but he had plans, so you said you’d get a ride. You promised you’d meet me here. Promised.”

			I winced. Dianne was only making things more awkward. The drama queens were all crowding around to listen.

			Laura rushed forward. “Mom, I am here. Okay? I’m sorry.” She looked at me, her cheeks flushing. “I didn’t know you had a surprise for me, Zo-Zo. If I had, I wouldn’t have canceled plans.”

			
			“You canceled on her?” Her mom sounded shrill.

			My face grew hotter. I glanced quickly at her friends, feeling embarrassed. “It’s okay. I can show you later,” I said at the same time Dianne said, “All of you come with me to the cabana right now.”

			None of us was about to argue. We followed Dianne down the concrete walkway in a single file. My heart was pounding hard. I couldn’t help thinking they’d all find my Oscar decorations babyish.

			“Who is she?” I heard one of the drama queens whisper.

			“I think it’s her friend Zelena.”

			It’s Zoe. I wondered if I could still cut and run.

			“It might be Zara. Or is it Zoe?” asked Ava Sinclair, who I knew from school was their group’s unofficial leader. Ava had to know who I was. It wasn’t like my best friend wouldn’t mention me at least once all summer. Right?

			“Surprise!” Mom shouted as we arrived.

			“Surprise!” yelled Laura’s little sisters.

			“Happy birthday to YOUUUU!” sang my dad off-key as he came around the corner carrying a stack of pizzas. I definitely wanted to bail now.

			Someone read my banner out loud: “ ‘Happy twelfth birthday, Oscar winner Laura Lancaster!’ ”

			I cringed. My whole party felt silly now that the drama queens were standing here. “Reagan, Jada, and Clare are on their way, but the drawbridge is up….” I closed my eyes and wished harder than I’ve ever wished for anything to just disappear.

			
			“Oh.” Laura shifted uncomfortably and looked at Sarah. Dianne cleared her throat. “This is really nice, Zoe. I—”

			But what could she say? This party is lame? I’ve found new friends? We don’t even hang out anymore? I didn’t want to hear it. I just wanted to leave as much as she did.

			“Let’s get a picture of all of you together!” Dianne suggested.

			She grabbed my hand and Laura’s and stood us side by side. The others crowded around awkwardly. Laura and I didn’t look at each other. This was not the picture I had envisioned posting on Instagram.

			Dianne held up her phone. “Say happy birthday!”

			“Happy birthday,” everyone said, but there was no heart in it.

			Taryn and Avery looked at me as the flash went off and I had a feeling they were thinking the same thing I was.

			Laura’s summer wasn’t
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