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Dedication

To the Spite Sisters in my junior high class, who might not have known that, even if most of a story has been written, a revision is always an option.
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What Happened Before

At 11:43 on May 27, Rylee Swanson thought Jackson McDonald was the worst.

At 11:55 on May 27, Rylee Swanson found out she was totally mistaken.

“Jackson! You’re such a jerk!” Rylee yelled, slamming the sliding glass door behind her. On a beautiful, breezy morning in May, she’d been dangling her feet in the pool at her friend Nevaeh Green’s house, minding her own business, when Jackson did a cannonball into the pool right next to her. One big splash, and Rylee’s classy topknot and sideswept bangs were wrecked.

While Jackson laughed and high-fived the boys around him, Rylee did a fast-walk into the safety of the house, but it was too late. There was nothing to save of her cute updo. It wasn’t even up anymore, but a falling-down mess of sad, saturated kinks.

“Snotheaded jerk,” Rylee muttered. Grumpily, she located her duffel among the messy piles of her classmates’ bags on Nevaeh’s floor and tossed it on the end of the bed. She touched her hair again and sighed. She’d spent so much time making it look cute! And for nothing!

“Ignorant, bigheaded clown,” Rylee fumed, giving up on her hair and struggling to get out of her totally drenched suit. At least the whole class hadn’t been there to witness her humiliation. Not everyone had been invited to the party, and the few girls Rylee knew best had gone off somewhere—probably together—which was why Rylee had been sitting alone by the pool in the first place.

It could have been worse. Though Rylee knew many of her classmates at Segrest, where she attended, she hadn’t known the people around the pool very well. Now that she’d been splashed, she was glad she’d been sitting alone. If the girls she hung out with had been there, they would have noticed Jackson’s cannonball, and they might have laughed at her. As it was, the boys would probably lure Jackson into playing Marco Polo or have another water fight in a few minutes, and they’d forget all about her.

And, if Rylee was already forcing herself to look on the bright side, she should be grateful that she was alone in Nevaeh’s pretty, ruffled bedroom with the built-in dressers, matching princess bed, and framed posters on the wall. Nevaeh, who had transferred to their school midyear in sixth, could be super nice sometimes, but today wasn’t one of those days. Rylee had already seen her exchanging meaningful glances with Aaliyah when she’d arrived, and Rylee had heard Cherise whispering to Rosario to “look at her bathing suit!” Rylee wasn’t sure what was up with everyone that day, but she was just as glad not to have an audience now.

The one-piece with the bike shorts and skirt that the saleslady had called a “swim romper” was mostly baggy, and modest, and all the other things Mom liked, but when wet it somehow still managed to stick to her like a ruffled black suction cup. Getting it off was not graceful. Getting it off a chilly body—it really wasn’t warm enough for a pool party yet—was even worse. After a lot of wriggling and puffing, Rylee rolled the soggy suit into her towel with a defeated sigh. Mom and Rylee had only found an “okay” suit in her size, but her hair had looked amazing. Now, thanks to stupid Jackson, she’d have to spend the next ten minutes in the bathroom blotting the water with a microfiber towel, uncoiling the kinks, and pulling her hair back as tightly as she could into a plain old, everyday ponytail until she could get home to rinse the chlorine out.

Rylee grabbed the zipper of her duffel bag and yanked—and stopped. She sucked in a breath, alarm raising the tiny hairs on her arms.

There was her lotion, her deodorant, and her wide-toothed comb. There was her Coconut Mist body spray, which smelled so good it always made her hungry. There was the little wallet that held five dollars in quarters for the bus, her hair bands, and her super shiny Shimmer Smile lip gloss. The rest of the bag held . . . nothing. No bra, no underwear, no shorts, no long red T-shirt. Nothing.

Baffled, Rylee checked the side of the bag, assuring herself that the familiar pink-and-white stripes and anchor decal were actually hers. She frantically riffled through the piles of towels and jeans on the floor. Maybe someone had opened her bag, thinking it was theirs, and her clothes had fallen out—? No? Eyes wide and agitated, Rylee looked in the bag again.

Nothing.

Rylee walked in a tight circle, gaze darting from the bag to the door and back. She clutched her clammy swimsuit. She just couldn’t stand there. What if someone came in while she wasn’t wearing clothes?

Rylee wrapped her arms around herself, aware of just how little of her own body she could cover. Should she put the cold, wet suit back on and find someone who would help her search? Rylee looked at the door. She could stand behind it and lean out, and maybe whisper-shout for Rosario, or Aaliyah, to come and help her? Nevaeh was the hostess, so she was probably busy helping her mom, and Cherise—well, she was sometimes a little salty when you asked her for favors. Could she even get back into the suit when it was wet? Mrs. Green was in the kitchen, but . . . no. This was embarrassing enough.

Rylee looked at her bag again, and then at the haphazard piles of other bags on the bed. All of them were zipped. This was so weird, but . . . it couldn’t be what she was thinking. Nobody would do something like this on purpose. . . .

Rylee dropped to her knees and peered under the bed. From behind her, there came a muffled noise.

Creak.

A chorus of giggles.

No. Oh no.

Rylee’s wet skin pebbled with goose bumps as she wrapped her arms around herself, trying to hold herself together. Her chest burned as she fought for air, coming stiffly to her feet in the middle of the room. Someone was watching. Someone was there, while she crawled around without clothes. And whomever it was, they were laughing at her.

Being laughed at while also being wet, and cold, and worried?

This, Rylee was certain, was the absolute worst.
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 freedom to ask questions, 
                make statements, and express themselves about
                the things that matter to them in a space where it’s safe for a person to speak and
                where others will listen with respect. ¶ While social media provides a lot of places
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            Segrest School, make your voices heard!

        

    

[image: image]

2

Survival Strategy

“Now, that’s what I’m talking about!” Rylee’s grandmother Geema applauded as Rylee finally came out of her bedroom and into the kitchen. “There she is. Twirl, girl!”

“Geemaaa,” Rylee groaned, covering her face with her hands. Her grandmother’s over-the-top energy on the first day of school was something Rylee should have been prepared for but never was. Geema was probably more excited about Rylee’s first-day outfit than all the Teen Vogue editors were about the first day of fashion week.

“Don’t make me get up and help you now.” The tall woman in the velour navy tracksuit settled back into her seat at the table and gestured regally. “You look beautiful. Go back and give me a runway strut.”

With reluctant steps, Rylee turned around to reenter the kitchen, turning first one way and then the other, to let Geema see her outfit. As her grandmother’s applause warmed her, Rylee’s movements got bigger. She made exaggerated poses and blew kisses to imaginary paparazzi. As always happened when Rylee joined Geema’s silliness, Geema went all out, humming upbeat music and drumming on the table next to her coffee cup while Rylee twirled and paraded.

“Go, Rylee! Go, Rylee!” Geema chanted.

Rylee snapped into another pose, pursing her lips and narrowing her eyes.

The world of make-believe fashion shattered abruptly as an amused voice said, “You know, I’m afraid to even ask what you two are supposed to be doing in here.”

Rylee jumped, nearly tripping as she flailed. “Mom!” she squeaked.

“That’s me,” her mother said, a tiny smile tucking in the corners of her mouth. “You have everything you need for today? Or did you decide to drop out of eighth grade this year to strut the catwalk instead?”

“I’m coming. Geema just wanted to see my outfit,” Rylee grumbled, grateful her brother, Axel, was already out front, awaiting his car pool. It was bad enough that Mom was there, in her serious work suit and a blouse in a color she called mauve but Rylee could only think of as purply brown.

“And that outfit looks sharp,” Geema said, unbothered by Mom’s amusement. “Eighth grade looks good on our girl.” Geema reached out and smoothed Rylee’s shirt a little as she turned her granddaughter to face her. “You’re going to have a great day today; I can feel it.”

Geema was right: Rylee did look good. Reflected in the glass doors by the second-floor drinking fountain, her cropped khaki pants, white platform sneakers, and oversize blue T-shirt were still on point and put together by the time she got to school. Mom had let her get dark blue hair extensions, and Rylee had braided them into two coils smoothly wound on the top of her head. Carrying her new navy backpack printed with orange poppies over one shoulder, Rylee looked fierce. Calm. Ready for her first day as an eighth grader at Segrest School.

So why did fear arc through her body like a zing of electricity when she saw Nevaeh and Aaliyah in the hallway after the Wednesday Forum assembly?

Rylee immediately flung herself around the corner to hide, hardly able to breathe. She hadn’t seen any of her so-called friends since the pool party in May. It had been three months. . . . Had they seen her? Were they going to—Rylee closed her eyes, breathing in noisily to cover the remembered sound of the giggles that had erupted when she’d crouched to look under the bed, that head-shaking, pitying side-eye Nevaeh had given her at the end. . . .

But nothing happened. No one called her name as she stood frozen and tense in the hallway of the eighth-grade wing. Rylee exhaled and straightened shakily, glancing around to see if anyone had noticed her. Even though she had a water bottle in her backpack, Rylee leaned her wrist against the bar for the drinking fountain, filling her mouth with liquid so cold her teeth ached.

Right. Okay. She needed to get moving.

At least it hadn’t been Rosario and Cherise standing around in the hallway, too. The Spite Sisters, as Rylee had started thinking of them, hadn’t texted or called, and Rylee had found herself alone in her room through the long summer days. She had haunted their socials, praying no one had posted any pictures of her, watching to find any mentions. She’d been treated instead to a painful parade of pool parties, amusement parks, sleepovers, and movies in the park as her former friends had enjoyed their vacation. Mom had tried asking, the week after the pool party, if something was wrong, but so far, Rylee couldn’t even talk about it. After so many weeks, the whole swim party thing was over anyway, right? Those girls were trash, the friendship was over, and Rylee didn’t care if they all fell in a hole; she was so done. So, why weren’t these feelings going away, too?

For something to do, Rylee squatted down and opened her backpack, double-checking that her phone was on silent.

Normally, she would have known what she was walking into on the first day. She would have uploaded a snap of the class schedule she’d gotten in the mail and seen everyone’s in return. She would have met the girls at the rose circle on the lawn at the front of the administration building, and they would have all checked out each other’s outfits and done last-minute snack swaps so they could survive until lunch. She would have had people to be with during the one and only Wednesday Forum without assigned seating, and they could have shared quiet giggles while mimicking Principal Loughran-Smith’s catchphrases together. This year, Rylee hadn’t shared anything with anyone . . . and nobody had asked.

Instead, the first day of school that year felt like a giant chasm the size of the Grand Canyon had opened up between Rylee and everyone else, a humongous hole in the world that she would never, ever be able to build a bridge long enough to get over. She felt like she was always going to be the only one at Segrest who had no friends, and no one to talk to, and it was horrible.

Rylee blew out a hard breath and straightened, zipping her bag.

She was fine. No one had ever died of nervousness.

Rylee was still alive after the first day of sixth grade, and that had been a day too terrifying for words at the time.

Even though she was nervous, Rylee would get through the first—extra short—day of eighth grade without dying. The first step: fifteen minutes of homeroom.

Squaring her shoulders, Rylee turned resolutely toward room 6, where today she would have Ms. Johnston three times: for homeroom, journalism for elective period, and advisory at the end of the day. At least she was kind of familiar—Ms. Johnston had given a talk on truth and facts in the news for English Language Arts when they’d done newspaper assignments in sixth grade. Rylee barely remembered her, but she’d had a nice smile.

Rylee was counting on that smile as she nervously threaded her way through the denizens of the hallway, ducking and eeling her way through the mass of moving bodies. Students were chatting. Looking at phones. Waving. Laughing. So many big grins, slapped shoulders, hugs. The goofy nudge-and-shove of in-joke giggles. All around, people connecting with their people.

Their people. Rylee shoved down the memory of muffled giggles again. She’d thought she had people, once. She’d thought the friends she’d made at the beginning of junior high would last at least until high school. But here she was, starting all over again—not sure where to sit, or who to talk to, or what to talk about.

Whatever. Teachers always said you weren’t at school to make friends anyway. Rylee swallowed hard again and lifted her chin, hoping the expression she had on her face looked determined and not like she was forcing herself not to run to the bathroom and hide.

“Good morning. Come on in.” Ms. Johnston urged Rylee in from the doorway, the smile Rylee remembered shining from her face like a break in the clouds. “Grab a seat anywhere you find one.”

Rylee dodged the clump of boys aiming for seats in the back row and headed toward the bank of windows on the left side of the room. She looked for an empty seat in the front but hesitated when she encountered a massive gray backpack sitting open in the middle of the aisle, leaking books, pens, and notebooks in an untidy jumble that blocked her path.

“Um . . . hello?” Rylee said.

“Sorry, just a sec,” said a voice from the floor.

Rylee raised her eyebrows as a girl with pretty brown skin and short dark curls scrambled around on hands and knees to return a handful of permanent markers to a pocket in her bag. Rylee counted six colorful notebooks, a laptop, and a pair of socks before the bag was closed and tugged out of the aisle. Did she live in that thing?

“So . . . were socks on the school supply list, and I missed it?” Rylee blurted before she could stop herself.

“Hah,” the girl said, sounding distinctly unamused as she crammed a few more stray pens into a side pocket. “Sorry,” she repeated, finally shoving the giant backpack behind her desk. “My parents are separated. . . . I used this bag to pack for a weekend at my dad’s, and it’s still not quite . . . unpacked.” The girl gave Rylee a quick glance, straightening the beaded headband decorating her short hair.

“Oh. Yeah. Hate that,” Rylee said, even though she had never visited her father, ever. Mom had moved them in with Geema and Daddy Warren before Axel had been big enough to walk, and Rylee barely recalled his face.

“I’m DeNia Alonso. I remember you—Rylee, right? You made mood-ring slime for fifth-grade science fair.”

“Um . . . yeeeah?” Rylee said doubtfully. She’d thought the girl was new—she couldn’t remember seeing her around. And who kept track of science fair projects? “And you made—?”

“I made the naked eggs.” The girl grinned and fiddled with the stack of black rubber bracelets around her wrist. “I soaked raw eggs in different acids to see how long it took the shells to dissolve.”

Rylee straightened, surprised when a vague scent-memory of a fifth-grade science project surfaced in her mind. “Oh, yeah! Those were kind of gross. I remember being completely shocked that orange juice makes brown eggs white.”

DeNia grinned. “Yep. It was the most basic experiment ever, but it was fun.” She gestured at the desk across from her. “There’s no one sitting there,” she invited.

Rylee hesitated. Maybe DeNia would turn out to be awful—Rylee didn’t trust her friend judgment anymore—but she seemed pretty harmless with her talk about science fairs, and she for sure hadn’t been at Nevaeh’s party. Rylee shrugged and dropped into the seat.

“Thanks,” she said. “I’m sure your science projects were no more basic than mine. It’s not like slime was all that exciting. I’m pretty sure I got a participation ribbon for that in fifth.”

“Because everyone made slime,” DeNia nodded knowledgeably. “And then, the next year you did a collaborative project, and unless they’re amazing, those don’t usually get anything but participation ribbons, either.”

Rylee blinked. She barely remembered sixth-grade science at all. “You . . . How do you know what I did for science fair projects?”

“I know what everyone did,” DeNia said with a shrug, fiddling with her bracelets again. “I’ve kept a file on all the science fair projects for my grade since fifth.”

“Oh, so that’s . . . interesting,” Rylee said politely. What she really wanted to ask was, Are you serious with this right now? but that seemed rude. “Sounds like a lot of work.”

“It’s not,” DeNia said. “The state keeps track of projects for a lot of schools, and you can look it up online. It’s good to know who the competition is before you get out there. I mean—if you’re serious like I am.”

“Uh-huh.” Okay, that was just too random. Rylee hoped her face didn’t show how she felt. She was embarrassed for DeNia. Science was fine, of course—people did things with science like save sick people from dying or whatever, but nobody Rylee knew was so obviously into things like that—not until they were in high school, at least.

Rylee liked a lot of stuff—riding her bike on the canal trail, trying to fill in crosswords with Daddy Warren, and cooking with Geema, for instance—but none of that really added up to anything she’d say she was serious about. It was just . . . stuff she did.

Rylee made a show of glancing around the room and smiling vaguely at the other students as DeNia dropped to the floor to dig in her giant backpack again. As the stack of notebooks—and was that a cereal bowl!?—rose again, Rylee eyed the mess with distaste. This chaos was a lot. She should have known better than to sit with the first person who talked to her. Rylee imagined her old friends watching DeNia with her. Nevaeh would come up with one of her nicknames and call her Backpack Betty or something, and Aaliyah would widen her eyes and say that DeNia was “a little intense.”

Ugh. She should move. Rylee looked around for another open desk, but Ms. Johnston was closing the classroom door.

“Find a seat, everyone,” she called, as familiar upbeat music came from the flat-screen monitor mounted on the wall. Rylee sighed and turned her attention to the Segrest School Morning Show, pulling out her school-issued laptop to answer the poll question on the screen that would count her present for class. The first-day question was completely silly, of course. If Segrest School were a breed of dog, what breed would it be? Rylee hesitated between German shepherd and the hyper-looking collie before choosing one. With the brief broadcast full of school-wide announcements and the welcome blather finished, Ms. Johnston stood once again at her podium, smiling widely.

“I hope you’re all prepared to get the most out of your first day at Segrest. You’ll notice there are a lot of new faces this year, and you’ll see many of this same group at sixth period for advisory. We’re going to really get to know one another this year . . .”

Rylee stifled a yawn and looked across the aisle and over her shoulder. It seemed like every year, every single teacher had to give their whole five-minute welcome talk, and the whole room was already bored. DeNia was once again bent over, rummaging in her . . . well, it was luggage—there was really no other word for a backpack that big. Rylee rolled her eyes. It was like she was one of those hamsters that stuffed things in their mouths until they got all bulky. Rylee could totally see her like that, some kind of Pack Rat Patty.

Rylee smirked and turned away, her glance tangling with another girl with familiar arched eyebrows, and waist-length braids. She was also watching DeNia, eyes exaggeratedly wide with distaste.

Rylee sucked in a breath, scenes from the pool party flooding her mind.

Her brain felt like cotton stuffing was wrapped around it, but slowly, she was beginning to understand. Her missing friends, the sneak attack from Jackson, who usually didn’t act like he knew Rylee was alive, the suspiciously empty bedroom and the quiet house. This was a prank, a test, maybe. One of Neveah’s little jokes she sometimes played.

Rylee clutched her arms against the front of her body and swallowed hard, peering into the empty room’s corners. “Um, hello?” she asked, her voice small in the suddenly huge space.

Silence.

“I need my clothes,” Rylee said to the listening air, trying to sound fun but firm. They were only joking, and Rylee was totally a good sport. “Please?”

With an effort, Rylee relaxed her fingers, feeling the pain from the half-circle grooves her nails had left in her palms. How could she have missed seeing her? She hadn’t been in the room full of people looking for seats—but, no. The coqueen of the Spite Sisters, Aaliyah Washington, liked to hold court in the hallway until the last second before the bell. She’d slipped into Rylee’s homeroom like a dark shadow, right under Rylee’s nose.

Wonderful.

The giant hole between Rylee and everyone else got two feet wider.
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Headline News

Things didn’t get better from there, unfortunately.

As Rylee walked down the hallway between classes, the feeling that she was on her own island grew. Conversations ebbed and flowed around her, excluding her. When she was in the bathroom checking her lip gloss and listening to the girls clustered around the mirrors talking about what they’d done over the summer, she’d felt like they were speaking a language she didn’t know. Then she heard her name.

“Um, Rylee?”

“Yeah?” Rylee turned eagerly to the tall girl behind her—Meryl, who had been in her social studies class last year. Meryl nodded to the sink, holding up her hands.

“Could I—?”

“Oh—sorry. Sure, you can—go ahead. Sorry.” Rylee’s face flushed hot.

Standing around in the bathroom pretending she was part of a conversation was pathetic anyway. Rylee hurried to the next class and took the first empty desk she saw in the third row—far enough from the back row to avoid looking like a slacker, but not right in the front row with the teacher staring into her face.

Journalism was probably going to be an easy A, but all Rylee could think about was how she’d planned to be in Culinary Arts II and STEAM Robotics with her besties. She’d really been looking forward to making sourdough starters and swan-shaped cream puffs and coding movements for the robot dog, Rovr, built by the eighth graders last year.

But, after what happened, Rylee switched her electives to Journalism II and Chorus.

Nevaeh, Aaliyah, Rosario, and Cherise had taken the best of everything and ruined it.

“For those of you who are new,” Ms. Johnston was saying, shrugging out of her lemon-yellow cardigan and quickly waking her laptop, “our journalism elective is where we use our natural curiosity to develop stories. Reporters are observers. They look at the world and find the answers that the public needs to know.

“Those of you who have previously worked on the Sentinel, please raise your hands,” Ms. Johnston continued. “New folks, these students have experience you can use, and I know they’ll be happy to share that with you.”

Rylee took a quick glance around the room and did a double take as she spotted an excitedly waving arm. Seriously? DeNia, the science fair girl, was in journalism, too? Rylee almost laughed, a little relieved to see a familiar face—until she recognized someone else. Meeta Singh.

Rylee turned to face the front, swallowing in a suddenly tightening throat. Meeta had worn an adorable pink plaid tankini to Nevaeh’s pool party. Rylee wondered uneasily if she was only imagining Meeta’s loud laugh when Jackson’s cannonball splashed her.

“So, the rule of three makes sure everyone has an opportunity to contribute, and everyone has equal opportunity to earn an A. As you can see”—Ms. Johnston shined a tiny laser pointer at the slide that appeared on the whiteboard—“every student is responsible for three pieces for the Sentinel per month. That might be an article or a student profile, a review or an interview, a creative piece, or something else. In order to keep our paper afloat, and to make points for your grade, you’ll need to contribute. Each of you can submit more than three pieces, of course, but three pieces is the requirement and is worth ten percent of your grade.

“And don’t forget we also need fact-checkers, copy editors, and proofreaders to make sure our reporting is the best it can be, fair and ethical.” Ms. Johnston changed slides, and Rylee slumped at the long list of terms that appeared.

Snore. She couldn’t believe Ms. Johnston was making them read a vocabulary list. This was supposed to be an elective, and electives were supposed to be fun. In culinary class, Rylee thought glumly, we would have already put something in the oven by now.

Maybe there was still time to switch out of this elective again and find something else to do. Would they let her take another semester of beginning Spanish?

“So, let’s brainstorm a bit and see if we can pull together some news stories,” Ms. Johnston finished. “If you get stuck, try pitching your idea as a title, or a headline.”

Oh. Whoops, people were standing up, pushing desks together and moving into disorganized groups of two or three. Rylee had blanked out, but Ms. Johnston had said something about story
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