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KAYLAN
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“I KIND OF EXPECTED SOMETHING crazy to happen the minute we turned thirteen. Didn’t you?” I ask Ari. We’re side by side on my bed, watching Freaky Friday for the zillionth time.

“Not really.” She laughs. “You expected aliens touching down on your front lawn? Or what?”

I whack her with a pillow. “No, nothing like that. Forget it. I don’t know.”

All of a sudden it hits me that we really are thirteen. That we’ve been friends since fourth grade, when Ari moved to Brookside. It’s been a long time already.

“I know what you’re saying.” Ari sits up. “We waited so long to be teenagers and now we are and it’s been two months of just, like, regular life.”

“Yup. Regular life. And winter. And blah. I guess my main hope for the next few months is that we have a lot of snow days.” I pause. “Yours?”

“Ummmm.” Ari rubs her eyes. “I kind of just want to relax. The first half of the year was all bat mitzvah stress. And my dad has a new job now so that agita is over, too. Can this half of the year just be chill time? Except for the insane amount of homework I have.”

“Nice use of the word agita, Ar.” I laugh. “And yes, chill time sounds fab. Ohhhh, and can we finally do that beach-themed sleepover we’ve been talking about forever? We can turn the heat super high and wear our bikinis and stuff. I feel like we need that to get us through winter. Like trick our minds that it’s maybe summer?”

Ari claps. “Yes. Def. Next sleepover is totally beach theme. Do you realize we just had our fourth sleepover of winter break?”

I think about it for a second. “I didn’t realize you were counting. But, yeah. Wahhhh! I am so sad we’re going back to school tomorrow.”

Ari frowns. “Break went so fast. Didn’t it?”

“Kaylan!” we hear my mom yell up the stairs before I have a chance to answer. “Mail!”

“Mail?” Ari crinkles her face. “You get mail? Like real letters? From who?”

I shrug. “Sometimes.”

“Are you expecting something?” Ari asks, hopping off the bed and sliding her feet into the fluffy slippers she leaves at my house.

“Um, maybe?” My heart pounds because I kind of am expecting something.

We get downstairs and find my mom at the kitchen table, surrounded by a pile of mail and a steaming mug of tea.

“This came for you,” my mom says, handing me an envelope, her glasses perched at the edge of her nose.

Ari leans over my shoulder, trying to read the envelope.

Return address: Laurel Lake Camp for the Arts.

“What is happening right now?” Ari whispers in my ear as I stand perfectly still with my eyes closed, holding the envelope in my hand. I’ve suddenly become frozen in place. “Are you all right, Kay?”

I nod, and look over at my mom, who appears not to have read the envelope and is clearly not even paying attention to us at all. Maybe it’s better that way.

“Let’s go into the den,” I say quietly.

We sit down on the couch and I’m still holding the envelope in my hands. I wasn’t even expecting a real letter. I figured I’d get the answer by email. And to be perfectly honest, I wasn’t expecting anything right now. I thought I’d hear in February, maybe even early March. I planned to have more time to come up with some kind of reason why I didn’t even ask my parents if I could apply, why I didn’t tell Ari or anyone in the world about this.

“Kaylan,” Ari says in her quiet, concerned tone, putting a hand on my shoulder. “Are you okay? You haven’t said anything in a really long time. Your skin looks kind of gray.”

“It does?”

“Yes.” She raises her eyebrows at me. “Would you like me to, um, open the envelope?”

I nod, slowly. I’m not sure I really want her to, but I don’t think I can do it myself. I already see sweat droplets on the paper; something has to happen soon.

Plus, if there’s anyone I’d want around me when I get bad news, it’s Ari. And if it’s good news—she’s the person I want beside me then, too.

“Hold my hand,” I whisper.

Ari crinkles her face again and then tries to hold my hand and open the envelope at the same time. She’s about to rip it apart with her teeth when I let go. “Okay, that won’t work. Just open it.”

Time creeps by from the second she tears open the envelope to the second we’re reading the letter. But then I see:

Congratulations! We’re happy to welcome you to Laurel Lake Camp for the Arts’ Comedy Intensive!

I stop reading. I fall back on the couch with my eyes closed.

I got in.

I didn’t tell a single person about this because I truthfully didn’t believe I’d get accepted. I had to send a two-minute video of a comedy routine and write an essay about what comedy means to me. But when I realized that they didn’t require any adult signatures, I decided to just go ahead and do this on my own and see what happened.

“Kay?” I feel Ari’s presence super close to me, almost like she’s trying to peer into my brain somehow. “Are you all right?”

I sit up and open my eyes. “Yes. I’m fine. Shocked. But fine.”

Ari drapes an arm over my shoulders. “Um, I’m a little concerned, FYI. Also, please explain what’s going on.”

I turn around to make sure my mom isn’t eavesdropping. I’m going to have to tell her about this sooner or later, but it needs to be finessed in a certain way. It’s not the kind of thing a mom should overhear.

“Well, first of all, this kind of came about because of your Camp Silver obsession. Just so you know.” I eye-bulge at Ari and she nods, encouraging me to keep talking. “And so I did some research on summer comedy programs, and I found this one. But I didn’t tell my parents because I figured they’d try to talk me out of it, and when I found one where you had to, like, apply and maybe not get in, I didn’t want to tell anyone because I didn’t want to jinx it.”

“Wait,” Ari interrupts me. She picks the letter up from the floor and reads it over. “So we’re both going to camp this summer. Apart. Away from home? This says the session is four weeks. I’ll be gone for seven.”

I nod. “I think so. I don’t think anyone stays all summer at Laurel Lake. But, yes. We are both going to be away, at camp, apart. I’m going. Even if my parents say no and I have to run away, I’m going.”

“This is so amazing.” Ari’s smile widens. “Now you’ll know how great camp is. You’ll really and truly get it! You’ll get to live the magic.”

I look at her sideways, remembering when we stayed up all night and I found it so hard to understand the whole camp thing. Maybe she’s right—maybe I really will get it now.

Ari’s quiet for a moment and then she says, “You know what this means, Kay?”

I tilt my head to the side. “Um, that I’m actually super funny?”

Ari cracks up. “Yes, but something else, too. . . .”

I don’t know what she’s talking about and I’m not really into guessing games, especially at a time like this. “Just tell me. I’m not thinking clearly.”

She flicks my forehead. “The list. Our next list. We need to start it right away because we’re both going to be away for the summer for the first time in our lives and we need a list to prepare us, and we won’t really be able to do a summer one . . . and—”

I cut her off. “Ar, relax. You’re right, but also the first thing on the list probably needs to be tell Kaylan’s parents she’s leaving for the summer and they need to pay this camp tuition and she’s sorry she didn’t even tell them she applied.”

“Right.” Ari smiles. “So we’re not ready to make the list yet. But we agree we need to do a list, right? And start soon? Deadline first day of summer break?”

“Yes, definitely. Agree.” I sit back and think for a minute. I’m completely shocked and overwhelmed at the moment. But the thought of a new list feels oddly calming.

I guess that makes sense since it’s how the lists started in the first place.

“I know we said we weren’t going to make the list yet, but I just had a brainstorm and I have to share.” I widen my eyes. “What do you think about the list items sort of coming to us naturally? Like, let’s not overthink it. Let’s just see what comes into our heads.”

I rest my head on her shoulder and breathe in her crisp, cucumber-smelling organic shampoo. I hope she uses this shampoo for the rest of her life and always smells like this. It’s the most comforting smell in the world.

“I like that. An organic list.” Ari ponders this for a second.

“Like your shampoo!” I pick my head up from her shoulder. “But first, list or no list, I need to figure out a way to tell my parents about this.”

“Yes,” she says. “You do.”

My phone buzzes on the table and I pick it up.

“Oh, Cami texted. They’re all going to that indoor water park. You know the one where they have that new spiral twisty slide?”

“Um, maybe?” Ari crinkles her nose.

“She wants to know if we’re coming.”

Ari deep-sighs and exhales. “You know how I feel about indoor water parks. . . .”

“Yeah, but this could be really fun and everyone’s going, and I heard they remodeled it and it’s way cleaner now,” I tell her, sort of lying but also sort of not. I didn’t study the reviews or anything but I heard Ryan tell my mom once that it was pretty cool. So that’s something. “Plus it’ll take our minds off the dreaded school is starting again tomorrow thoughts.”

“I thought we had to work on telling your mom about the comedy camp thing?” she asks me.

“Sssshhh. Not right away! And yes, we do. But I feel like this could be fun and I have to do something with all this nervous energy. Come on, let’s go with them!”

Ari makes a face at me.

“Would you kill me if I don’t go?” she asks. “I just don’t know if I feel like getting into a bathing suit. My period is still kind of here; you know when it’s at the end but still hanging on? And I haven’t shaved my legs in a decade and—”

“Ari! Hello! Remember we regretted not adding saying yes to the last list? The whole you regret the things you don’t do more than the things that you do do.” I crack up. “Do-do.”

“Good to know your maturity level is still not quite at your age level.” Ari rolls her eyes at me. “Kay, I really don’t want to. You can go and have fun, and it’s fine. And I can do something else. For real.”

“You’re lame,” I say. “What are you going to do? Spend all day reading about neuroscience or something? You’ve become such a brainiac now that you’re in the honors block.”

“Have not.” She moves away from me a little bit and lies down on the couch. “I’m pleased with myself, thankyouverymuch.”

“Well, I’m pleased with myself, thankyouverymuch.”

“Good. Have fun.” She air-kisses me. “I’ll spend all day thinking of a game plan on how to tell your mom about comedy camp.”

“That’s a good idea. I still wish you were coming, though, Ari,” I whine. “Pleaaasssssee.”

“Kay, I’ll come next time.” She smiles and pulls a sweatshirt over her head. “Promise, promise. I’m just not feeling it today.”

“Fine.” I text Cami back that I’m coming but Ari’s not.

“But definitely text me pics and stuff so I can see how much fun you’re having,” Ari instructs. “I’m hungry again. Can we have a snack before you go?”

“Totes.” I look up at her. “But, um, one last thing—can I borrow the bathing suit you left here last summer?” I scrunch up my face, feeling a little silly that I never returned it. “That polka-dot bikini. I just love it.”

“Sure,” she replies. “What’s mine is yours, dahling.”
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ARI
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AFTER CAMI’S MOM PICKS KAYLAN up, I walk home. It’s actually mildly warm for January and I can be outside without needing to be dressed for the Arctic. I feel fine in my fleece jacket and scarf. The air smells smoky, like someone’s making a fire really close by.

I sit outside on my front porch before going in, pondering how Kaylan can tell her parents about the comedy thing and contemplating a few potential list items in my head.

I should probably go inside and finish the winter break math packet, but I just can’t muster up the energy.

“Yo,” Jason yells from across the street, holding a basketball.

“Yo,” I yell back.

He stands there with his hands on his hips, holding the ball under his armpit. After staring at each other from across the street for a few minutes, he walks over to my house.

“What’s up, Nod?” he asks.

I laugh. “Is that my new nickname?”

He squints. “I think so. It works, don’t you think?”

“My last name is Nodberg.” I shrug. “So. Sure.”

He pulls over one of the Adirondack chairs close to mine and sits down. Our arms are on both the armrests, so close that they’re sort of touching. I look over at him, suddenly confused, like he doesn’t seem like the Jason he’s always been.

“So talk to me. Did you have a good break? What’s happening?” he asks, not sounding like his usual Jason self. I don’t know what’s different, though. Now I can’t remember how he usually sounds. I just know that something is off.

“Not much,” I reply. “You?”

“This, that, the other.” He smiles and looks at me a minute while bouncing the ball. “All right, good talk. Later, Nod.”

He gets up and dribbles the ball as he crosses the street.

He’s just not as Jason-y as I remember him. But I don’t know what that means exactly.

My phone vibrates in my pocket, and without even picking it up I can see that it’s a selfie of Kaylan and the girls in M.W.’s dad’s sprinter van all cheery, making goofy faces.

I type back a quick: Nice! Have fun!

I close my eyes and try to scrounge up the energy for the day. We stayed up too late last night. All I really want to do is get back into bed and close my eyes and sleep the afternoon away.

My phone buzzes again and I expect another Kaylan group selfie.

But it’s Golfy.

Hey Ari. Just saying hello. Talk later.

He’s pure goodness. Kindness. Friendliness. He should run a class for all the boys our age so they can see how to act. I don’t think anyone would sign up for the class, but it’s still a good idea. Maybe I’ll suggest it to him one day.

But the thing is, lately I haven’t been getting that heart-flip feeling when he calls or texts. Sometimes if we miss a day or two without communicating, I don’t even realize it right away.

After my bat mitzvah, we talked and texted constantly. He was all I could think about. I replayed the slideshow in my head—how it felt to have his hand on my back when we slow-danced, how he gave me the quickest kiss ever in the temple’s coatroom right before he went home.

I had a check-off calendar on my desk, counting the days until we’d be back at camp together.

And then one day, my parents, Gemma, and I were out late visiting cousins in New Jersey, and Golfy and I missed our nightly call. And I swear, after that, things changed.

Is that how relationships fizzle? Just a scheduling glitch, a routine change?

I mean, I still like him a ton. But that utter, maddeningly obsessive infatuation has kind of faded. I hate to admit that, but it’s true.

I type back: Hello. Bye Bye. Talk later.

I open the screen door and yell “I’m walking over to Bubbie and Zeyda’s” to anyone who’s close by. I don’t really need to ask permission but my parents should know where I am.

“See you later!” my dad yells back.

I tie my gray paisley scarf around my neck and zip up my puffer coat, pulling my hood tight around my head. How did it get so much colder in the last hour? It sort of feels like it may snow all of a sudden.

I start to realize that I’m kind of in this no-man’s-land part of the year. I’m not super excited about going back to school tomorrow. Camp is still really far away, so even though I can look forward to that, it’s not exactly a close looking forward to it kind of thing.

“Hello, my darling girl!” Bubbie greets me at the door, barefoot, despite the fact that it’s winter. The only time she wears shoes and socks is when she’s outside. Never at home. She wraps me in a hug and holds me there and she says, “You really didn’t have to do this, you know. I’m sure you have more exciting things to do than spend an afternoon with two old people.”

“You’re not old.” I smile, pulling back. “Anyway, I wanted to do this. You know how I am with old pictures.”

“Only you.” She laughs her contagious laugh. “You’re amazing.”

That’s such an overused word and I think people only really mean it about a quarter of the time. But when Bubbie says it, she means it.

“So does it look any better in here?” she asks me, hands on her hips, surveying the rooms of stacked boxes.

“Well, you have the lion doorstopper/pillow thing on the couch, so that’s a start.” I shrug. “You really never used it as a doorstop?”

“No. Too nice to be a doorstop. Too heavy to be a pillow. C’est la vie.” She sits down at the table and sips a half-full glass of seltzer. “Relax for a minute and then we’ll get to work.”

“Okay.”

“So talk to me,” she says after another sip.

“Um.” I giggle. “I don’t really know? I’m happy you guys are here, though.”

“It’s a lot of work.” She shakes her head. “I think we see ourselves as younger than we actually are. So we figured we could handle this move while we were strong and fit. But guess what? I don’t think we’re as strong and fit as we think we are.”

I roll my eyes. “Don’t say that. You’re definitely strong and fit. And can I tell you something? In my eyes, you don’t age. I think you’re still, like, in your sixties.”

“Sweetheart, we age. Believe me, we age.”

I look at her crooked for a second, wondering if she’s trying to tell me something. Bubbie has this cryptic way about her. Like she says things without saying them. But then sometimes I think there’s really no deeper meaning and I’m just reading into it. And every time I try to get up the courage to ask her what she’s really saying, I choke back the words and smile instead. Maybe she says what she wants me to know, and that’s it.

“So should we get started on these pictures?” I ask her.

“Yes!” She attempts to hop up from the chair in her usual Bubbie way, but her hop is slower than it used to be. “It’s the top box in the first row of boxes in the den.”

I laugh. “Okay, wow. There are a lot of boxes in the den. Are you sure we can’t get you more help to unpack? When my friend June’s aunt and uncle moved here last year, they hired these two guys to unpack them and they were done in, like, three hours.”

“No, no.” She walks in front of me. “Your father will help us, and we can do it. We’ll let you know if we need to hire extra people.”

“Okay, whatever you say, Bub.” I open the top of the box and see all the framed photos stacked neatly, in bubble wrap. “I think we should try and re-create the order you had in the old house, on the wall leading upstairs. We want this to look as authentic as possible.”

Bubbie laughs. “You’re delicious. Do you know that?”

I wonder if it’s only grandmother types who refer to people as delicious. I never hear young people do it. Maybe it’s something that comes with age.

“Okay, so if I’m remembering correctly, when you first started walking up the staircase, it was the photos of you and Herbie as kids . . . right?”

“You think I remember?” she cracks up. “I lived in that house for fifty years and I have no idea!”

“Yes, you do! Come on. Let’s ask Zeyda.”

I call out to him; he’s working in the bedroom.

“You think he remembers? You’ve got to be kidding! He doesn’t remember what he had for breakfast and we only got up a few hours ago!”

I fall back on the recliner, laughing.

“Ari, there’s a box in the garage I need you to get,” Zeyda instructs. “It has all sorts of hanging materials. I’m going to try and get some of these pictures up on the wall.”

“Oh, no, you’re not.” Bubbie laughs in a sort of sinister way. “We’re not as young as we think we are.”

“I’ll grab it, so it’ll be all ready when the guy comes to hang stuff up, but Zeyda, I can’t allow you to do it yourself.” I hop up and walk through the living room, taking a piece of biscotti out of the jar on my way to the garage. Clearly their priorities are in order—most of their stuff isn’t even unpacked, but they do manage to have baked goods for the taking.

When I make it out to their garage, I find rows of boxes stacked to the ceiling and random other things like an exercise bike and the sign-in board from their twenty-fifth-anniversary party.

My dad said they were getting rid of all the stuff from their basement in the old house, but so much of it is here. It’s hard to throw things away.

I find the box Zeyda was talking about and I’m about to head inside when my eyes land on something else. Something I never saw in their old house.

A unicycle.

Confused, I walk back inside.

“Um, guys,” I say. “Did you join the circus and not tell me? Why do you have a unicycle?”

“You found it!” Bubbie yelps, clapping. “We discovered it when we were cleaning out. Apparently your dad wanted to learn to unicycle at some point! He never succeeded. We forgot all about it, but we brought it with us to surprise you.”

I nod. “Well, I’m definitely surprised.”

“Someone in the family needs to learn,” Bubbie tells me. “It’s brand-new! I mean, it’s probably thirty years old, but it’s new.”

I laugh.

“Take it!” Zeyda exclaims. “If anyone can learn to unicycle, you can.”

I sit back down on the recliner. “But I’m not sure I want to learn to unicycle.”

“Oh yes, you do, Ari.” Bubbie smiles. “My money’s on you,” she says, using one of her favorite expressions. “Take it; you and Gemma can practice together. It’s good exercise.”

“What?” I crack up, intrigued by this, but also realizing I’m not going to be able to say no.

And then it dawns on me: our first organic list item. I text Kaylan.

Me: K, are you ready for this?

Kaylan: just got off a waterslide. Ready for what?

Me: our 1st list item . . .

Kaylan: ????

Ari: learn to unicycle!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

Kaylan: wowwwwwwwiiiieeeeee

Me: ummm, don’t u want to know how this got on the list????

Kaylan: yes! Tell me later! One more slide to go!

I go back to organizing the pictures. I help Bubbie unpack a box of sweaters and fold them as neatly as I can in her dresser drawer. And then I get another text from Kaylan.

Kaylan: where r u?

Me: @ B&Z’s

Kaylan: oooh! can I come over and say hi? Bub & I totally bonded @ ur bat mitzvah. I miss her!

Me: Ok! Come! They’re in Woodbury Cove, the development across from Fox Hollow Hotel. Unit 703!

Kaylan: K! Be there soon!

I feel a little bubble of happiness that even though Kaylan went to the water park with the lunch table girls, she still wants to come and hang out with me and also see Bubbie and Zeyda. I think if I took a poll of all the BFFs in the world, I wouldn’t find many who would want to hang with the other’s grandparents.

Kaylan shows up pretty soon, her hair wet from the water park. “Hiiii,” Kaylan sings, walking into Bubbie and Zeyda’s house.

“Kaylan,” Bubbie says, pulling her in for a kiss like they’re old friends. “You’ve gotten taller since Ari’s bat mitzvah.”

Kaylan nods. “I have, right? All of my pants are short on me.”

“You’re gorgeous,” Bubbie says. “Two beauties.”

Kaylan looks around the apartment. “Wow, you really love lions,” she says. “You don’t even have a ton unpacked yet, and there are lions everywhere.”

Bubbie replies, “Well, I’m a Leo.”

“She is. And she’s basically a lion,” I tell Kaylan. “Strong and fiery and loyal and powerful and . . .”

“Okay, okay.” Bubbie shakes her head. “Enough flattery for one day!”

Kaylan laughs and suggests, “You should call this The Lion’s Den. . . . What do you think? Get a sign for the door or something. . . .”

Bubbie and Zeyda look at each other, smiling a little.

“Do you feel like since you love lions, people always buy you lion stuff, though, and it’s kinda too much after a while?” Kaylan talks like she’s a stand-up comic. “Because I went through this phase a few years ago where I was obsessed with rainbows and it was like, that was all anyone bought me for every occasion and it became wayyyyy too much. Rainbow pins, rainbow sweatshirts, rainbow stationery, even rainbow underwear.” She pauses. “I mean, where does it stop? Rainbow toilets? Come on, people . . . ya know? Maybe that’s where the whole too much of a good thing comes from. . . .”

Bubbie laughs so hard she starts coughing a little bit and I rub her back.

We spend another hour in the den, talking and organizing.

When it starts to get dark, Bubbie says, “You guys should go home now. Really. I’ll worry otherwise.”

“Someone could pick us up in a few hours. Really,” I mimic. “And then we could take the unicycle.”

“You’ll take it another day. I’m glad you want it.” She pauses. “Please listen to me. Thank you for coming and thank you for going.”

We all start laughing, and Bubbie and Zeyda hug and kiss Kaylan and me, and we start the walk home. It’s not even that dark yet, and today is one of the warmer winter days, but you can’t say no to Bubbie. When she tells you it’s time to go, it’s time to go.

“That was so great,” Kaylan says. “I really had no idea about the lion thing.”

“Yeah,” I reply. “It’s intense.”

“I like it. Also, she kind of looks like a lion in a way, with her red hair.”

“You think?” I ask.

“Totally. So what do you think about the comedy routine I tried out on Bubbie? It just sorta came to me. I want to be the kind of comic who talks about everyday stuff. . . .”

“The thing about the rainbows?” I ask. “Did you plan that ahead of time?”

“Not really, sort of . . . I think it’s a good bit.”

“It was funny, Kay! Bubbie certainly cracked up.”

She nods, all proud. “Do you think I could be an honorary Nodberg granddaughter now that they live here?”

“I don’t see why not,” I answer. “You’ve known them as long as you’ve known me. Welcome aboard.”

“Should I call them Bubbie and Zeyda, though? Even though I’m not Jewish?” she asks.

I scoff. “Yes, of course. Those are basically their names. It’s Yiddish for Grandma and Grandpa, but anyone can use the terms.”

“I kinda figured that. But wanted to check.” She links arms with me. “Did you think of any ideas for how to tell my mom about comedy camp?”

I look over at her. “I guess just be honest? It’s really the only way.”

We mull it over the rest of the way home, and when I’m inside I realize I never even asked Kaylan how the water park was. But then I realize I don’t actually care all that much.

I don’t have that terrible left-out feeling like I did over the summer when I didn’t get invited to the ice cream place.

I’m okay with doing my own thing, and I’m feeling pretty good about that.
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KAYLAN
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THE NEXT DAY, WE’RE ALL at lunch, telling the other girls we’re about to embark on a new list as soon as we come up with the items, or the items come to us.

“Oooh, can we help come up with some?” Cami asks, popping a sweet potato fry into her mouth.

Ari looks at me, and I look at her, but we don’t say anything.

“What about if you two do most of the stuff, and we help finish it out?” June suggests. “Because, like, you need thirteen things this time, right? That’s kind of a lot.”

I nod. Ari is only half paying attention. She’s more focused on buttering her bagel.

Marie jumps in. “Yeah, we’ll do the polishing items. Stuff you haven’t thought of, and give you an outside perspective.” She nods like she’s trying to get us to agree with her. “Please.”

I say, “Ari? Thoughts?”

“Oh, um.” Ari looks up from her bagel. “Sure, okay. But Kay and I have the final say.”

“Okay, then.” Cami rolls her eyes. “We didn’t think we’d, like, be in charge of the list or anything!” She laughs, but more in an annoyed sort of way.

“Calm down, guys,” I tell everyone. “I like this plan. We’ll keep you posted on our progress.”

“You guys, what’s the deal with that active shooter drill thing they talked about in homeroom today?” June asks, picking the lettuce out of her tuna wrap. “I am so confused.”

“It’s gotta be done,” Cami replies. “That’s the world we’re living in. Can you even believe it? I mean, I can but I can’t, ya know?”

Ari makes eyes at me from across the table. She’s such a zombie at lunch lately, barely talking, just nodding occasionally and usually studying for something with books on her lap.

I make eyes back at her, but truthfully, Cami’s not that bad. Yes, she’s kind of a know-it-all but she does know a lot of stuff, so maybe it’s okay?

“They’ll explain everything, I’m sure, before it happens,” I tell June, but really the whole table. “It’s just something schools have to do now because of all the dumb shootings, but it’s better to be prepared, right? Also, kids are really taking an active role in combating gun violence. Have you all read about it?”

Everyone nods, sort of halfheartedly, like this is something they haven’t thought about much.

“It’s totally ridiculous,” Ari finally chimes in. “I mean, what is wrong with this country? Why are people so insane about their guns? This doesn’t happen in other countries with this kind of regularity.”

Ari’s fired up and I love when she gets like this. Her words are fast and she’s talking with her hands like her whole body wants everyone to agree.

“I totally don’t get it,” Marie adds. “But I have an uncle who owns guns and goes hunting all the time and it’s really intense, but the thing is he knows how to properly secure them and stuff. That’s important. I think people are careless with guns and that’s the main issue.”

“I don’t agree. I’ll never understand why someone would want to own a gun. I’m sorry, Marie. You know I love you, but I don’t get that.” Ari shakes her head and gathers all of her lunch remnants. “I’m so glad all of those teens have spoken up and are taking an active role and trying to make a difference. They’re going to Washington to protest and organizing marches and everything. Anyway, I’m gonna go a few minutes early. I need to cram for this Spanish test.”

I hop up from the table and follow Ari out of the cafeteria.

“Ari.” I put my hands on her shoulders. “Another thing for the list.”

“What?” she asks, a little impatient-sounding.

“Start a movement,” I answer.

Her eyebrows curve inward and she waits for me to tell her more.

“Like you said, about the teens and gun violence and stuff . . . we could start our own movement.”

“What would it be?” she asks.

“That’s what we’ll figure out!”

Ari nods. “I like it! I really do need to go study for Spanish, though. Can we discuss more later?”

“Of course!” I give her a quick hug and walk back to the cafeteria, and when I get to the table Cami asks, “What’s up with her? It was weird she didn’t come to the water park and she’s weird again today.”

She’s asking the whole table, but I feel like she’s directing the question right to me. Because even though we’re all one solid group of friends now and Ari and Marie are pretty close, it’s still Ari and Kaylan as a solid unit and then everyone else. We just go together. I think it’ll always be like that. No matter what.

“She’s fine,” I tell everyone. “You know how she gets with studying and the crazy honors block. And the water park thing—she just doesn’t like them.”

They all shrug halfheartedly and then move on to other discussions.

When it’s time to clean up from lunch, we all throw out our stuff and walk to our next classes. I’m not super worried about Ari and her out-of-it-ness at school lately.

It’s more the hot and cold. Like sometimes she’s super into something and fired up and other times she’s just sort of blah.

I don’t see Ari again until sixth period, when we’re sitting in our creative writing elective—our favorite time of the day. I think it’s because we can really express ourselves and get all of our feelings out on the page. Plus there’s no homework or tests or stress.

It’s bliss.

Our teacher, Ms. Graham, lets us write pretty much whatever we want. She’ll sometimes give us a prompt and then we go from there, but it can be any kind of writing—Kenny Youn is always writing these bloody horror-thriller pieces and Ms. Graham is fine with it.

“As long as it’s school appropriate,” she says.

So I always try to write something funny and then when everybody laughs, I feel like I can conquer and, like, heal the world with happiness. That’s kind of my goal in life.

I’m halfway into my piece about a hamster who becomes addicted to television when Ms. O’Leary, the new secretary in the main office, knocks on the door.

“Is Arianna Nodberg in this class?” she asks. “I know there’s been some elective switching and I’m not sure I have the most up-to-date version of the schedule.”

“Yes, she’s here,” Ms. Graham says. “Ari?”

I crinkle my eyebrows at Ari, my heart pounding. People only get called out of class when something bad happens, or the administration thinks something bad has happened.

“I have no idea,” Ari mouths to me. I grab her hand as she walks past me, about to leave the classroom. I wish I could go with her.

“Please take your things, Arianna,” Ms. O’Leary instructs. I’m thinking there should be some kind of course for people at schools who need to yank students out of classes. Shouldn’t she be saying something like don’t worry or you’re not in trouble or this isn’t a big deal? Grab your things is pretty much the worst thing you could say.

I try to get back to my piece but the words aren’t flowing anymore. I have the hamster addicted to the Cartoon Network and that’s pretty much it.

I’m too worried about Ari being called out of class to think about anything else.
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I’M SHAKY AS WE LEAVE the classroom, like I could fall over and I need someone to help me stand up straight. My skin feels clammy—like I’m burning hot and freezing cold at the same time.

“What’s going on?” I stammer as we walk down the hall.

“Your mother is picking you up early. I’m sure it’s nothing to be concerned about,” Ms. O’Leary tells me, staring straight ahead. This woman needs a lesson or two on speaking to people, maybe teenagers especially. She’s like seventy years old and it seems like she may have only had three or four conversations with humans in her entire life.

“How come? My mom never picks me up early.”

“She didn’t say.”

We walk quietly to the main office after that and all I can hear is the click-clack of her itty-bitty heels against the floor. I find myself wishing that the hallways were at their usual noise level right now; the quietness only makes me more nervous.

Finally, we get to the main office and I find my mom sitting in one of the brown armchairs, holding her head.

And then the world seems to crack into a thousand pieces.

“Mom? What’s going on?” It feels impossible to get the words out.

“Ari, hi, we gotta go. Come out to the car. Hurry,” she says, grabbing my backpack from me before I have the chance to tell her that we should probably stop at my locker for some things.

As we’re about to get to the main doors of the school, I ask again, “What’s going on? Also, I need my coat.”

“Right. Go get it.”

“Mom!” I yell. The hallway monitor turns around, about to tell me to quiet down, but then she sees that I’m with my mom and stays quiet. “You have to tell me what’s happening. This is insane!”

“Ari, it’s Bubbie. She fell. She might’ve had a stroke. We’re not sure. We want to get to the hospital right away. I knew you’d want to see her.”

“Wait. What?” I ask. “See her because, like, she may not be around that much longer? Or see her because she’s upset? Or see her because—”

“I don’t know,” my mom says, worn-out sounding. “Please just get your coat. We can talk more in the car.”

After that, everything slows down. The three seconds it would normally take to walk from where I’m standing to my locker feels like it takes a decade. The drive to the hospital that would normally take ten minutes seems to take three hundred years.

Even though my mom said we’d talk in the car, we don’t talk at all. I thought I had questions to ask her, but it turns out my mind is blank. I know I don’t know anything that’s going on, and yet I can’t even think of what to ask.

I hear my phone buzzing in the bottom of my backpack and I dig through my binders and books to try and find it.

Kaylan: What’s going on? Are u ok?

At this moment, even replying to a text seems like a major effort. I don’t want to write very much. And I don’t want to write anything that will keep Kaylan asking questions. Because the thing is, I don’t know the answers.

I ignore her text for now and I know that will frustrate her. But it is what it is.

We pull into the hospital parking lot. “You’re not picking Gemma up?”

“No, not right now,” my mom says. “Dad is already here. Gemma can go to Extended Day at school. We need to see what shape Bubbie is in before we bring Gemma over.”

Sometimes I wish I was the younger sibling—shielded and protected from everything. Gemma’s the one who people look out for. They debate if she’s old enough to know things, what she can handle. But being the oldest, it’s like, well, of course Ari can handle it. I’m like a miniature grown-up. And I don’t know if I want to be that. No one asked me if I wanted to. It shouldn’t be automatic that the older kid has to shoulder all the heavy stuff and the younger kid just gets to skateboard through life, covered
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