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Dedication

FOR ARTHUR, WHO IS NOT A TYLER.
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I’ve been told that it’s impossible to know everything, but I think I’ve found a loophole.

Maybe I won’t be able to know everything, but before I started middle school, I decided I could know something. I stayed up late making lists of all the subjects in which I might want to become an expert. Geometry. Giant pandas. Golf. And those were just the Gs. I thought that by the time I got to high school, I’d know absolutely everything about one chosen subject, and maybe after that I could pick something else and go from there.

Not to brag, but we’re only three months into seventh grade and I’m already the undisputed expert in one topic. And unfortunately, it’s Tyler Harris.

I know which teachers he likes, and which ones like him. I know his birthday and his favorite color and his preferred candy bar. I know that, no matter how hard he tries, he always, always misspells the word difficult as diffecult. I know the name of every girl he’s ever had a crush on, and, most importantly, I know when he has a secret.

I think the giant panda knowledge would have been much more useful, in the long term.

Today, it’s raining, which means Miss A is running late and everyone’s standing around talking at their desks. She’s always late on rainy mornings because whenever there’s a frog in the road she gets out of her car and moves it to safety.

That also means that today, Tyler is free to rush up to our desks.

“I have something to tell you,” he says. “A secret. Do you want to hear it?”

At first, it was kind of fun to know all of Tyler’s secrets. I thought maybe he’d give me something good, like information on a criminal syndicate or a ghost sighting. Then I realized that his secrets were always just that he had a crush on some girl, which would inevitably go away by the end of the week. There are only so many times a person can hear about Tyler Harris’s feelings. And he has a lot of feelings. For a guy always so obsessed with making sure everyone knows he doesn’t care about anyone else, he always has a crush on someone. I kept track, and so far he’s told me about having crushes on twenty-seven different girls between last year and this year.

There are forty girls in our grade. Tyler Harris had a crush on 67.5 percent of them.

He’s never asked me if I wanted to know a secret before. He’s never really acknowledged that he tells me secrets, actually. There’s a weird look in Tyler’s eye today; kind of wild, kind of scary. His hair is sticking out in a million directions, like he’s been up all night performing science experiments. Except I know Tyler barely ever does his homework, so that can’t be it. His big eyes keep darting around the room, bouncing off my face to Miss A’s empty desk to the dreary cream-colored classroom walls.

He looks angry, maybe. But I don’t think it’s at me.

“It’s about Ella Quinn,” he says.

I groan loud enough that a few people look over at us, and Tyler shushes me.

“I’m sure she’s great,” I say. “I’m sure she’s perfect and you two are perfect and you’re going to grow up and get married and have twenty-four perfect children and live in a mansion or whatever.”

Ella Quinn and Tyler were the first couple to date when we got to middle school, if walking beside each other at recess counts as dating (in sixth grade, it definitely does). It clearly left a mark on both of them—they dated for a whole three months, and none of Tyler’s other “relationships” have lasted as long. I know everything about Tyler Harris and I can barely keep up with those two; it seems like every other week Ella Quinn is holding his popcorn at the public skate again.

Tyler had been 100 percent onboard the Never Again Ella Quinn train until I caught him staring out the window for way too long during class and knew something was up. Like clockwork, the day before Thanksgiving break last week he told me he was going to ask her out again.

“It’s not what you think,” Tyler says, still way too intense. “Do you want to know or not? I could tell someone else instead. I could go and tell the whole school if I wanted to.”

I lean back in my chair a little bit to avoid getting hit in the face with his spit.

“You’re being weird. Are you okay?”

The second part slips out. Normally, I don’t really care if Tyler is okay or not. It’s just that this is the first time it’s seemed like maybe he isn’t.

Tyler rolls his eyes. “Do you even care what I have to say?”

The answer is no, but I don’t think that’s the answer Tyler wants to hear.

“Tell me, then,” I say. “If it’s such a big important secret that you have to tell me right away.”

“Sit down, please, Tyler!” Miss A chirps, floating into the classroom. She’s wearing a dress that has cats printed all over it and it looks like she hasn’t brushed her hair in a week, and I’m so happy to see her. A grownup in a room changes the energy immediately: everyone calms down and goes quiet and everyone knows where they’re supposed to look. Tyler can’t keep talking to me. It’s more of a relief than I expected.

“I hope you all had a wonderful Thanksgiving break,” Miss A says. “And I also hope you’ve all begun to think about our annual speech competition.”

I sit up as straight as I possibly can and wait for her to continue.

“I won the coin toss this year,” she declares, “so I got to set your theme. I don’t think anyone will be surprised to know that I’ve chosen history.”

People around me groan, but I’ve known the theme since last week. Miss A likes me, and she appreciates a polite request.

“If that theme is too horrible for you, you’re welcome to sit this one out,” Miss A continues. “The speech contest is always for extra credit, and never mandatory. But! This year, I’ve decided that participation in the contest will exclude you from completing the final project in my history class. Whether you choose to compete in the speech competition alone or do the project with a partner, your assignments will be due the week before winter break. Those of you writing speeches, your work will be graded like an essay—it’ll be excellent practice for high school.”

I never realized that we were supposed to practice for high school. Then I got to middle school, and every time we did anything our teachers told us that it would be great practice for high school and we won’t be able to get away with that in high school. But my cousin Amelia is in high school and she seems way more relaxed than me, so I’m still forming my opinions there. Then again, I guess Amelia isn’t the “nightmares about being late for class” type.

People are looking at their friends from across the room, trying to figure out if they’d be better off doing the group project or the speech. I smile before I can stop myself. I get to win the speech competition and I don’t have to do group work? Sometimes you just get handed a freebie.

“I’ll give you guys some time to talk among yourselves and work quietly on anything you need to get done this week,” Miss A says. “You have just about three weeks to complete whatever it is you’re planning on presenting, so you should have plenty of time to make some magic. As soon as the volume gets too loud, we’ll be back to our friends the Pharaohs.”

I grab my speech notebook out of my backpack before anyone’s even out of their seats and smooth my hands over its beautiful red cover. There’s nothing special about my notebook, really, but I know that the winning speech is tucked away inside here. It makes something kind of exciting and shimmery zing down my back when I see it.

I’m probably one of the only people working on a speech. My parents were surprised when I entered last year. I think they think that I don’t have friends because I’m shy, but that’s not it at all. I’m not shy, I’m just busy. My dad once told me he didn’t have everything figured out yet, and he’s at least thirty-five. If I’m going to figure out everything before then, I don’t have time to do it with friends.

I’ve chosen a subject that’s just cool enough for kids in my class to like, and just historical enough for Miss A to appreciate. “Unsolved Mysteries of the Twentieth Century.” To be honest, I can’t do any research at night because it freaks me out too much. But last year Ryden Stewart did his speech on puberty and he still gets laughed at, so I know I need to do something cool. Or at least just not something the judges call certainly very . . . brave.

I almost won last year. Almost won is my least favorite phrase in the world. I’d been so sure of myself, one of the only sixth-graders competing against the rest of the school.

Then The Incident happened.

I thought it would be impressive for me to throw some big words in there—my parents always lose their minds when I whip out a word they didn’t think I knew, like efficacy or egregious or specificity. My speech was about speeches, because I thought that would be funny (I still think it was kind of funny, but I’m probably the only one), and I wanted to say that some people use hyperbole, which is when you exaggerate a lot to make your point, in speeches.

Hyperbole is pronounced like high-per-bull-ee. I said hyper-bowl, and Ella Quinn, the only other sixth-grader competing against the whole school, won with her speech on the tooth fairy. The tooth fairy.

The memory makes me want to slam my head onto my desk, but I stop for two reasons:


	I need my brain in top shape at all times.

	Tyler has turned in his seat to face me and his creepy giant owl eyes are staring into my soul.



We look at each other and I try not to blink to show dominance, the way I read you have to do when you’re training a puppy.

Ugh. Fine.

“What is it?” I ask. “Do you like a set of triplets now? Have you discovered the cure to the common cold? Are you and Ella Quinn adopting a cat together and moving to Siberia?”

Tyler’s face goes weird again at the mention of Ella Quinn, and then he almost laughs.

Tyler and Ella Quinn’s big breakup was the most dramatic scene to hit the Oakridge cafeteria in the last decade, probably. First semester was almost over and everyone was taking bets on whether they’d dance together at the winter dance. Three months of dating is like two and a half years in middle school time—Tyler had even given Ella Quinn a little silver necklace that had a charm shaped like a T on it. (I always wondered why on earth he thought that would be a good idea. Why would Ella Quinn want a dog tag around her neck? If found, return to Tyler Harris.) They broke up because a new girl moved onto Tyler’s street and he wanted to, quote, try his luck with her. For the record, I know that that’s ridiculous, but Tyler said that Ella Quinn was getting super possessive and demanding and rude to him anyway, and I have to assume no middle school relationship is worth that effort.

Ella Quinn ripped the necklace right off her neck and threw it so high that it got stuck on top of the big cafeteria clock. Apparently it’s still there, but I’m too short to see it.

“Not quite,” Tyler says. He looks like he’s going to keep going, but Miss A walks by and he shuts his mouth.

“I’ll stop listening in ten seconds,” I say to Tyler after she’s gone. “Starting now.”

“Fine,” he says. He looks around one more time to see if anyone might overhear us, and then pauses again.

I’m about to roll my eyes and get back to my speech—he can tell me whatever it is he wants to tell me later, if he’s going to insist on making this so dramatic—but then he opens his mouth.

“Ella Quinn,” he says, “has a crush on you.”
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All of the blood rushes out of my face.

I can do secrets about girls Tyler likes or girls who like Tyler. I can do complaints about his mom and brothers and teachers. I can nod along when he’s droning on about hockey or shoes or whatever it is he loves. But I’m not sure I know how to respond to this.

“No, she doesn’t,” I say. I try to copy the face Tyler makes at me sometimes, like I’m so annoying he can’t even believe he’s talking to me. “Ella Quinn doesn’t like girls.”

Of course Ella Quinn doesn’t like girls, but I’ve never actually met another girl who does, so maybe she does and I’ve just missed all the signs, but I’m pretty, pretty, almost a hundred percent sure that Ella Quinn doesn’t like girls the way that I do. Let’s call it 97 percent.

“She told me herself yesterday.” Tyler shrugs. “She specifically said your name.”

I try to drown out all the chattering and laughing and shrieking that comes with group work, try to ignore Tyler watching me carefully to see what I’m going to do with this information. It doesn’t matter what Tyler’s doing. It doesn’t matter what anyone’s doing. I need to think. I need to think, specifically, about three key points:


	Could Tyler be telling the truth? I don’t tend to take what he says very seriously, but also I don’t really think he’s ever lied to me before.

	Is Ella Quinn actually gay?

	Do I like Ella Quinn? Like, like?



I don’t know the answers to the first two, but I’m almost positive the answer to number three is a big fat no. I’m sure Ella Quinn is fine as a person, but she’s also technically my nemesis since she beat me in the speech contest. Also, if there’s anything Tyler’s told me in the last few months it’s that Ella Quinn is a terrible girlfriend.

Not that I want Ella Quinn to be my girlfriend. If we’re going off of what I want right now at this very moment, I’d be away from school, at home, in bed, eating something very cheese-heavy.

“Don’t tell anyone,” Tyler says, which is what he always says after one of his secrets.

It’s different though, this time. He says it with a weird little smile, with this funny look in his eye like he’s daring me to say something, like he wants me to run out and tell the whole school. I suddenly realize, very clearly, that when Tyler’s friends call each other “gay,” they mean “bad.” Not that I didn’t already know that, obviously—as if I’d be in the seventh grade and not notice that crappy kids call each other gay as an insult—but it’s different to realize it like this, to see it in Tyler’s eyes and know that he might actually believe it.

I don’t think Tyler knows about me, but if you’d asked me last week if I cared if he did, I would have said no. Now I’m not so sure. Now I see that look.

He wants me to say something. He wants me to tell everyone in the school.

I don’t know why, but sometime between their last breakup and now, Tyler decided he wants to ruin Ella Quinn.

“You aren’t going to tell anyone, are you?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he says, like we’re sharing a joke but also like I am the joke. Tyler is really good at making people feel small in that weird way where you aren’t sure if you’re supposed to be upset or not.

“Don’t bring me into it,” I say. I know that sounds mean, but this is between Tyler and Ella Quinn. I don’t think Tyler should try and out her, but I also definitely don’t think Tyler should out me. This is the seventh grade. It’s eat or be eaten.

“Why would I do that?” Tyler asks. He makes his eyes go big and innocent like when he’s telling Miss A that he’s just bored of doing work because what she’s teaching isn’t challenging him enough. I always roll my eyes when he does it to her, but now that it’s directed at me, I can’t quite tell if he’s being serious or not.

I realize something then, though. Something that makes my shoulders relax a little. I prop my elbow up on the desk and lean my head on my hand. I smile at Tyler and watch his face cloud over with confusion.

“You’re right,” I chirp. “You won’t.”

Tyler looks surprised that I sound so sure.

“Why wouldn’t I?” he asks.

“Because you were going to ask Ella Quinn out again last weekend,” I say. I’m remembering things as I speak, like when I’m in the heat of the moment during a speech contest and I can almost see every word I have to say laid out right in front of me without even trying. “Why would you tell anyone that she rejected you? What would people think? Maybe you wouldn’t be able to tell people that she’s a bad girlfriend if she doesn’t want to get back together with you. Maybe they’d think that you’re a bad boyfriend.”

“Shut up,” Tyler says. He says it quickly, hotly; his knuckles go white where they’re gripping the side of my desk. “You don’t even know what the hell you’re talking about.”

I might not, but I know enough to know that I’ve hit a nerve—and that I’m winning now.

“I know that I’m right,” I say with a shrug. I feel much better now that I have the upper hand; Tyler doesn’t seem nearly as menacing, and that’s exactly how I like him. “You won’t say anything, and I won’t say anything, and we’ll both just go on not saying anything.”

Tyler looks like he’s about to start saying some stuff a lot worse than hell, but Miss A walks by again.

“I guess we will, then,” he says after a long pause.

“I guess we will,” I agree.

But when Tyler goes back to his work and I go back to my speech, the two of us keep glancing at each other. Because I don’t know what Tyler’s plan is, or if he even has a plan in the first place. And he suddenly can’t decide if he can trust sad little uncool Hazel with his secrets anymore.
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“So, the next time you see something you can’t explain, think to yourself: Am I imagining things? Or are there some things in the world that are destined to remain a mystery? Thank you.”

My mom stops the timer and she and my dad leap to their feet with applause. My dad even puts his fingers in his mouth and whistles, so you know they’re being serious. I try to hide my smile.

“That was wonderful,” my mom says. “And just over three minutes! I think if you slowed down a little more you’d clear that time limit for sure.”

I nod, feeling a happy flush rise up on my face. I don’t normally like practicing my speech in front of my parents, but I was driving myself bonkers reading it in front of the mirror in my room. Mirrors don’t provide compliments or standing ovations.

“I think you did a great job of narrowing down the mysteries,” my dad says. Doing that was his idea, so of course he’s happy I did it.

“Thank you,” I say, combing through a knot in my hair with my fingers. My mom’s always offering to help me do my hair in the mornings, saying things like you have the most gorgeous hair! It’s so rich and dark and long! but it’s a slippery slope from braiding to oh, you should just let me pick out your outfit today, honey! You don’t need to wear the same jeans for a third day in a row!

I’m about to ask if they’re sure I don’t need to add one more mystery when the baby monitor in the corner of the room starts making awful wailing noises and all three of us flinch at the exact same time.

My parents didn’t expect to have Rowan—I’d made it eleven years as an only child, and they were always telling me that they were so happy with just me that they didn’t need to have any other kids. Clearly, they weren’t super tied to that idea. Now Rowan’s been here for almost a year, and he’s cute, but I can barely get through one round of speech rehearsals without him breaking up the party.

“I’m going to go check on him,” my mom says, and then makes very intense eye contact with me. “I’m going to come right back down here, and we can talk about your speech for as long as you want. And then maybe we can have some ice cream?”

I’ve been eating a lot of ice cream the last year or so. When my mom found out she was going to have Rowan, she read a bunch of books about introducing a new baby to an only child and most of them told her to make sure I didn’t feel left out or neglected. They made me go to a Big Sister class at the hospital and I was the oldest one there by a lot. They showed us how to put a diaper on a baby doll and I clearly did it better than any of the toddlers, but I still haven’t been allowed to change a diaper. Why have a second baby when your other kid is eleven and not even let her help? Ridiculous.

I guess my mom’s version of making sure I don’t feel left out or neglected is always offering me ice cream. At the rate we’re going, my adult teeth are going to fall out before my brother grows his baby teeth.

Mom leaves the room to hurry upstairs, but not before she gives my dad a Significant Look. That usually means I’m about to be forced to have a conversation about my feelings.

“Do you actually want ice cream?” Dad asks once Mom’s out of the room.

“I always want ice cream. I’m twelve.”

He nods like I said something very important and serious.

“So!” he says, stretching out on the couch and poking me with his gross sock foot until I hop out of the way. “Seventh grade!”

“Seventh grade!” I repeat. I try to make my voice go deep like his and he laughs.

“How’s it treating you so far?” he asks. “How are the other kids? Anyone new? Anyone exciting? How’s that Tyler boy you always talk about?”

I do not always talk about Tyler. Sometimes I have to complain about him, and since I don’t have a best friend to do that with, the duty falls to my parents. They can have a straight-A student who occasionally has to talk about the obstacles in her life, or they can have a slacker who has a lot of friends and screechy sleepovers that keep them awake all night. So far, I haven’t heard either of them ask for the second option.

I talk about way more stuff than just Tyler Harris, is what I’m getting at.

“Consistently irritating,” I say.

“Well, sometimes there’s merit in that!” Dad chirps. “I’m pretty sure I annoyed your mother into marrying me.”

“That doesn’t sound very romantic.”

Dad considers that for a second, but I think he knows I’m right. I know what he’s implying: that I have some kind of crush on Tyler and it’s very cute. Normally that’s frustrating—I don’t have some kind of crush on anyone, but I especially won’t have one on a boy anytime soon, or ever—but today it just freaks me out a bit. My plan has always been that I’d tell my parents about my no-boys-allowed policy if there was something to report. If I actually liked Ella Quinn, maybe I’d say something now, but I don’t, so I won’t. First of all, I’m still, like, 92 percent sure that Tyler was lying. Second, thinking about all of this just leaves a bad feeling in my stomach. I did everything I could to ignore Ella Quinn for the rest of the day today, but tomorrow my schedule changes and we have science together after homeroom. I think I’d rather dissect something than deal with that.

“You don’t have to worry about me, you know,” I tell my dad. I know that when he looks at me like that, like he’s trying to figure me out, that he’s concerned about how I’m doing. He and my mom spend so much time worrying about whether I’ll turn out okay that sometimes I can’t tell if they think I’m okay right now.

“I’m fine,” I say, because I know that’s what my dad’s asking.

“You know you can invite anyone you want over here, right?”

“I know.”

The unspoken so why don’t you? hangs in the air, but Dad doesn’t actually say it. It’s just that, as Tyler Harris’s personal secret keeper, I know how messy friends can be. Someone is always mad at someone, or hiding something from someone, or pretending not to care when they do. It’s too much to keep up with—and those are just the boys! All I’ve seen from the girls is more secrets, more hiding, more pretending, more anger. I mean, Tyler told me that Ella Quinn told him he wasn’t a very good kisser right after their first date!

Not that I’m planning on kissing Ella Quinn. But still.

“I’m fine,” I say. “Really. I like keeping to myself. I like being able to do whatever I want without worrying about hurting anyone’s feelings. I like my spot. I don’t have anything in common with any of the girls in my grade.”

“Oh, I’m sure that’s not true!” my dad says.

“They only care about boys in our grade and boys in bands and boys who play sports and boys they like and boys who like them. And the boys only care about girls in our grade and girls in bands and girls who play sports and girls they like and girls who like them. You can’t hold a conversation with any of them.”

Okay, so I don’t actually know if that’s true. Of course I’ve had conversations with girls in my grade before. In elementary school I had friends. I went to birthday parties and had inside jokes and gave hugs. But then those friends turned out to live in a different middle school district and they haven’t bothered to try and track me down since I started at Oakridge. And now everyone is only interested in talking about boys and Tyler’s only interested in talking about how girls are only interested in talking about boys, but at least he’s so self-centered he doesn’t even think about who I might like.

My dad gives me a look that makes me squirm. Like he’s about to start talking to me about how one day, you might want to talk about boys, too.

Thankfully, that’s the exact moment my mom comes downstairs with a very awake, very cranky Rowan.

He gets me ice cream and out of awkward situations—I don’t know why my mom was so worried about me liking my brother.
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Ella Quinn’s name isn’t really Ella Quinn.

I mean, it is, but it’s her full name. First name Ella, last name Quinn. Everyone calls her by her full name, and I still don’t really understand why, especially since we have, like, fifteen girls named Bella at Oakridge and only one Ella.

Ella Quinn isn’t in my homeroom—she has Mr. Pitts, who I had nightmares about before school started because last year he threw a chair at a wall, and as much as I’m afraid of that, I’m even more afraid of what my parents would do if they knew I was being taught by a guy who throws chairs at walls. The amount of emails my dad would write alone makes me shudder.

My schedule rotates today, so I have science in the morning. That means I’ll be face-to-face with Ella Quinn right away. I considered faking sick to get out of it, but Rowan is going through what my mom calls a sleep blip, which is her polite way of saying my kid won’t shut up at night. She ended up oversleeping when he finally did fall asleep, and we had to rush out the door. No time for me to even think about what kind of sick I’d pretend to be.

Ella Quinn sits in the row ahead of me, so I can’t tell if she’s looking at me differently when I get into class. I don’t know if anything’s weird because the weirdest thing would be Ella Quinn going out of her way to talk to me in the first place.

Ella Quinn isn’t mean. This isn’t one of those things where I’m the poor, sad, lonely girl who doesn’t have any friends and Ella Quinn is the popular, pretty, smart girl whose friends all hate me and don’t let me sit with them, or whatever. She’s my nemesis, for sure, but she’s never been mean to me.

I don’t actually know if I’m her nemesis, which could explain that.

The bell hasn’t rung yet, so I have time to stare at the back of Ella Quinn’s head. She’s sitting beside her best friend, Riley, and I still don’t know how they made that happen because our science class has assigned seating. Their heads are very close together, considering we had three head lice outbreaks last year, and they’re whispering furiously at each other. Every so often one of them writes something carefully on a piece of paper and the other looks at it, shakes her head or nods, and then rips the paper up into tiny pieces.

It’s like they’re spies. When I started middle school and everyone was acting differently, it was suddenly like I didn’t speak the same language as everyone else. I don’t think Ella Quinn and Riley’s language
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