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    1

EVERY STORY HAS A VILLAIN, AND THE ONE IN THIS STORY IS ME.

I need to tell you that right off the bat. Look—all tales need a bad guy. In some books, it’s obvious. In Peter Rabbit, you’ve got Mr. McGregor chasing the poor bunny through his garden with a pitchfork. Harry Potter has Voldemort; Holes has the Warden. But sometimes the villain is a little harder to see. Maybe it’s a tornado, a person’s own self-doubt, or a friend who isn’t who you thought they were. Villains don’t always walk around with signs that say Evil hanging from their necks, snatching up hopes and dreams.

In this story, the one you’re sitting down to read, I am the bad guy. Okay? Just know that now. This is not a happy-go-lucky fairy tale where a beautiful princess gets rescued by a handsome prince and they ride off into the sunset. This is a story of good vs. evil, of expectations vs. reality, of cell phones vs. your own two eyes.

If you feel like I already gave away the ending, don’t be upset. Surprises are great. Except for when they’re not.

I once swore to Haddie Marks on a jar of fireflies that we would be best friends until the end of time, and I meant it. Haddie’s parents owned the Starfish Center, the pool club on the east side of Madison. Since it belonged to Haddie’s family, we got to go for free. We spent almost every summer afternoon there—from when we were in first grade and her mom made us wear life jackets, all the way up until the summer before seventh grade, when we’d mostly just dangle our feet in and watch Brett and Nico do cannonballs, splashing Taylor Tobitt and all her friends. The air always smelled like coconut sunscreen and chlorine, and we’d split boxes of Sour Patch Kids, talking about how the next school year was going to change things.

That summer, the summer between grades sixth and seventh, things had already started to shift; the air seemed to crackle with change. We’d see a commercial for back-to-school clothes and notice our sunburns starting to fade. Sometimes we felt so grown up, like when Haddie’s mom let us have sleepovers in the rec room at the Starfish Center, which was right next door to Haddie’s house. But other times, we felt like little kids. When Taylor and her friends put little stickers on their stomachs while they tanned, creating pale hearts to show off to each other, while Haddie and I ate hot dogs with extra ketchup, we felt tiny.

On the last Saturday night before school began, Haddie and I watched lightning bugs light her backyard on fire, twinkling and winking at us as the sun went down. Our hair was still wet from the post-pool showers, and we were starting to shiver in our cutoff shorts and giant sweatshirts. We couldn’t help but take a mason jar from her mom’s gardening shed to capture as many fireflies as possible, poking holes in the top with a pair of scissors. We were way too old for that, and I felt it, that summer: the feeling of being Too Old. But something about it felt right, taking those little sparks of light and holding on to them for as long as possible.

We brought our jar into the rec room. Almost as soon as we got our sleeping bags set up, fanned out in front of the old, crappy TV, it started to rain. First a little trickle, pitter-pattering on the windows, and then—kaboom—bursts of thunder and lightning so bright it illuminated our faces.

“What if seventh grade is totally different? What if we don’t have any classes together?” asked Haddie.

“We’ll have lunch,” I said. Seventh graders had their own lunch period. Same went for eighth graders.

“But what about Spanish? I’ll fail. You know I see those verb endings and have a mental meltdown.” It was true.

“Then we’ll do homework together at night over the phone.” I laughed.

“But anything could happen. What if—?”

“Haddie! Stop. It’s still summer.”

“Not for long,” she said. “And what if everything changes?”

Haddie had started to cling tighter and tighter to our friendship, as if she felt like I had one foot out the door. I didn’t, then—at least, I don’t think so. Maybe I did. Maybe something about seeing Taylor Tobitt French-braid her hair and laugh at the boys made me wonder what else was out there besides endless summer afternoons eating Sour Patch Kids with Haddie. But she was my best friend, Haddie, through thick and thin. If she needed promises, I would make them. I grabbed our mason jar of fireflies, putting a hand over the top. “I swear on this jar—”

“Of bugs?”

“Of these . . . majestic creatures of light, thank you very much. I swear on this jar and all that is summertime, Haddie Alta Marks will be my best friend for all eternity.”

“Stop. You know I hate my middle name.”

“May no powers of East Middle School separate us, and may our schedules be identical. If any forces dare to come between us, may they be cast to the bottom of Lake Mendota. And let us get straight As and meet new boys on the first day of school who fall madly in love with us. And may Taylor Tobitt and Brett Browning be cursed with the black plague. Ameneth.” I gave the jar a shake, jolting a few bugs awake.

Kaboom. We both shrieked as another burst of thunder hit, jolting off the rec room power and leaving us in pitch-black darkness. We ran back to Haddie’s house in the rain, the storm soaking our pajamas, laughing so hard we could barely breathe. We made a huge bowl of popcorn with an entire stick of butter melted on top once the power turned back on and watched a black-and-white Audrey Hepburn movie. Haddie fell asleep first, like always, and I suddenly started to feel bad about those stupid fireflies. We’d forgotten all about them. They didn’t belong locked up in a jar, scared and stuck. We could escape from the rec room, but they couldn’t escape from their little prison. When the movie was over and it had finally stopped raining, I took the jar outside. I turned it upside down and shook it, letting the bugs fall to the ground. They stayed there for a minute, all dizzy, before finally flying away.
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THERE’S NOTHING MORE EMBARRASSING THAN BEING DRIVEN to school in a cop car.

I scooted down as far as possible in my seat. It wasn’t even one of those plain white, unmarked vehicles that hide around corners waiting for speeding teenagers to drive by. Nope, it was a good ol’-fashioned copper-mobile, with the words Madison Police Department in huge letters slapped across the side.

“This is humiliating,” I muttered.

Dad glanced over at me and shrugged. “Sorry, Bird. These are my only wheels.” Dad had a take-home car from the City of Madison so that he could be at work the minute he left his apartment. Just in case he had to pull over some speeding truck driver on the way to the station.

“I could have walked.”

“What kind of dad would I be if I let you hoof it a mile and a half?”

“Mom let me,” I muttered.

Dad sighed and pulled up to the school drop-off.

Okay, fine. It wasn’t his fault I was stuck in an apartment that was a full mile farther away from school than Mom’s rental had been. But it wasn’t mine either.

We’d had this exact same conversation almost every single day for the past month. Ever since I came home from school to find Mom packing up our life, shoving things haphazardly into boxes, and found out that I’d be moving in with my dad.

My mom was a salesperson for True U Cosmetics. She sold lip liner and eyeshadow to other moms, convincing them to ditch their cubicles and offices for a life of #TrueFreedom. Sometimes, when things were going well, she’d get sweet perks: a cruise trip here, a bonus there, a FaceTime call with the company CEO, who praised Mom’s team-building skills.

But when things weren’t going well . . . we moved.

Key word: we.

We were always in search of a cheaper apartment farther away from the university’s campus, one without bats, or loud undergrads raging on the floor above ours. But this time, she’d flown solo, dropping me at Dad’s apartment building with a Truly Ruby–colored kiss on my cheek. She said she had to go “step into her spotlight”—the True U motto, proclaimed in sparkly letters on her Toyota Camry’s bumper. She needed to go to Utah, where True U headquarters was expanding. More opportunity to recruit her downline, the women she taught to sell makeup and got bonuses from. There would be more opportunity for throwing home makeup parties where customers could be dazzled by the new deals on mascara, too, meaning more opportunity to Follow Her Dreams. Thanks to her hard work, she told me, there was a True Emerald on every block. Mom was a True Sapphire, the next rung up on the ladder. She was trying to get all the way to True Diamond, where you’re given a True Tesla and are recognized at all the national conferences.

But I couldn’t go. It was the middle of the school year and the basketball season, and besides, I didn’t want to move to Utah. I tried to convince her to stay, insisting that I didn’t care if she came to basketball games to sell mascara to other girls’ moms and sisters. But it didn’t work. She was moving out west, and I was moving in with Dad.

In one night, I had packed up my entire life. It’s not like I had a lot of stuff—when you move as much as we did, it’s easier not to haul tons of crap around. Dad lived on the sixth floor of an apartment building, the kind with ugly hotel carpeting. The Windy Willow Brook apartment complex had just gained a new resident: me. I didn’t even have a room, just a pullout bed in Dad’s office.

Mom liked sudden things. Change of plans, spontaneous desserts, vacations taken without calling school to tell them I’d be gone. Schedules made her itchy—they weren’t quite as fun as dreams, which she liked to scrawl out on her #GirlBoss whiteboard. Dad liked order, plans, and bullet points. Reason #87 on my I’m Not Sure How They Were Ever In Love list, but they must have been at one point. I have an old photo I love: it’s the two of them in the school parking lot after prom, Mom’s belly already big with yours truly, Dad’s eyes happy and bright, their arms flung around each other. They just look . . . meant to be.

But I guess they weren’t. I wasn’t even a year old when they broke up.

My move happened four weeks ago, so you’d think I would have gotten used to riding to school in a police car. But it was still weird, every single morning.

I grabbed my backpack from the spot between my feet. I could have put it in the back seat if it hadn’t been for the window of bulletproof glass blocking it.

“I have basketball practice after school,” I reminded him. “Be home late.”

“Got it. You need a ride?”

“No. Houa’s mom can drive me.” I shut the door as hard as I could before he had a chance to say no. Getting a police escort around town made me feel ridiculous.

“Hey,” he said, rolling down the window as I bounded up the steps to school. “Have a good day. We can get ice cream from Ella’s Deli after dinner tonight, okay? I love you.”

“Are you bribing me with ice cream to try to put me in a good mood?”

“Is it working?”

I rolled my eyes. “Love you too.”

“‘Love you too,’” a falsetto voice squealed. I glanced over to see a group of eighth-grade boys snickering and punching each other. Dad cleared his throat loudly, and they shut up real fast.

I hurried into school before anyone else noticed.

“Kate!” Taylor waved to me from the lunchroom, where we hung out before first bell. She was with Violet and Amira, but also Nico and Brett. We had only just started sitting with the boys at lunch, and to be honest, I thought they were pretty annoying—fart noises and stupid jokes and making fun of everyone who wasn’t sitting with us.

“Hey,” I said, throwing my bag down. Taylor was fixing her ponytail. She was white with blond hair, like me, but her hair was Barbie-doll-blond, while mine had the unfortunate name of dirty blond.

“Question,” said Taylor.

“Answer.”

“The math homework?”

“What about it?”

Taylor clasped her hands together and looked at me, eyes pleading. “I’ll owe you a million homeworks after this.”

I rolled my eyes. “I’m pretty sure your tab is already way higher than that.” But I still pulled out my blue math notebook and handed it to her to copy.

“Tsk, tsk,” said Nico, looking around. “I should tell Principal Howe we have some cheaters in our midst.”

“I don’t think Officer McAllister would approve,” said Violet, smirking as she tied her long red hair into a French braid. I was always getting crap from Violet and everyone else about my dad being a cop. Back in first grade, when he came to our class to talk about wearing seat belts and not talking to strangers, he was a celebrity. Now it was just embarrassing.

“Ha, ha,” I grumbled. “You’re hilarious.”

“Who peed in your Cheerios this morning?” asked Taylor, scribbling down my answers.

“Get a few of them wrong so we don’t get busted,” I said. “And nobody. I just . . .” I just didn’t sleep well because my dad’s street is too loud and there’s a creepy painting of Jesus staring down at me from the wall of his office, where I’ve been sleeping for the past month. And I wish you would do your own stupid homework, because this took me an hour last night.

Taylor looked up at me, waiting.

“I’m tired,” I said.

I hadn’t exactly shared with everyone that I’d moved in with my dad. My parents were already different from everyone else’s. The way my dad drove around town in his patrol car and looked young enough to still be in college. The way my mom’s job involved annoying all the other moms at sports awards ceremonies and spelling bees, trying to get them to sell True U too. The way they both lived in apartments instead of houses with basements and pools and speakers named Alexa or Siri you could talk to. The last thing I needed them to know was that my mom had hightailed it to the other side of the country to chase after her dream of selling lip gloss.

“Hey, Kate,” said a voice. I glanced up.

Haddie stood there, in a Fort Wilderness T-shirt and leggings with a hole in the knee. Her dark hair was down, wavy, and tumbling over her shoulders. She was wearing . . . weird animal earrings. What were those? Wallabies?

Brett coughed back a laugh, and Amira kicked him. Violet just smirked and watched me.

“Hey,” I said awkwardly.

We all stood there, quietly, while Taylor copied my homework.

“Um, are you doing anything this weekend?” asked Haddie. “Because I thought, like, maybe—”

“Hey, Haddie?” asked Taylor, lifting her head from my notebook. A smile stretched across her face, but it wasn’t a nice one. It was a Taylor smile, the kind that you need to watch out for.

“Yeah?” Haddie asked.

“You have something in your teeth,” Taylor whispered extra loudly.

Haddie threw a hand over her mouth, her cheeks blooming bright red. She always did that when she got embarrassed, ever since we were kids. It didn’t happen very often. Haddie wore what she wanted, did what she wanted, and said what she wanted. I was pretty sure that was why Taylor didn’t like her.

The entire lunch table cracked up, except for me. Haddie turned around and quickly walked away.

“You’re welcome,” Taylor said to me.

The bell rang.

Homeroom meant Marks and McAllister sat right next to each other.

That was how we’d met, too, way back in first grade. Miss Troia sat us in alphabetical order, which left Haddie and me at the yellow table across from Thomas Miller, who ate glue, and Carlos Mejia-Thompson, who made lightsabers out of his erasers and spent most of the day making alien noises. We had no other option but to band together against the forces of Boy Cooties.

Six years old, seven years old, eight years old. Every birthday party and weekend sleepover. I went with her family on vacation to Denver one spring break, and she came on a celebratory Chicago weekend trip with us after Mom added four Emerald sellers to her team in a single month.

The Dynamic Duo, my mom called us, when Haddie and I spent hours last summer learning how to tie bracelets out of rope. We both made one that was blue, white, and gray—the colors of the lake—and gave them to each other. We were wearing them the night of the fireflies.

But that was before.

I slid into my homeroom seat.

“I saw your dad dropped you off today,” said Haddie.

“Yup,” I said, trying to look busy organizing notebooks in my bag.

“Is he driving you to school now?”

“Yup.”

“How’s Watson?” Watson was my dad’s Westie. I guess now he was my dog too. Watson was much happier about it than I was. This morning, he trotted over to me excitedly, leash in his mouth, as if I was available 24/7 to be his fitness partner. Having a dog, like so many other things, sounded a lot better in theory. Kind of like living in an apartment with your police officer dad and sleeping in his office.

No, wait—even I know that sounds crappy.

“Good,” I bit out. I felt myself tighten up. I hated that Haddie knew details about my dad’s apartment, like the fact that he had a dog. I didn’t want to talk about my dad’s place. I didn’t want to talk about anything. But Haddie was the kind of friend who actually asked you about your life, which made me want to be as far away from her as possible.

The truth was, Haddie’s family was just—is perfect too cliché? That’s what they were, though. Her parents took ballroom dancing together. She lived in a giant brick house next to her family’s pool, the kind that people walking by would stop to look at. For so long, it had felt like differences didn’t matter between us. Yeah, whatever, your family is kind of rich and mine isn’t, ha, ha. Haddie had never minded coming over to Mom’s apartment, wherever it happened to be at that moment. But something about it felt weird now.

It wasn’t that Haddie wouldn’t understand. It’s that she would. And that look in her eyes when she saw things like my mom’s True U posters—that look of Kate, I’m sorry your mom is so weird—I didn’t want to see it anymore. I didn’t want to show her the Windy Willow Brook apartment complex and see her sympathetic eyes and hear her asking me if I wanted to talk about how hard it was to move. I just wanted to pretend like none of this had happened at all.

The bell rang and Mrs. Urbanski clapped her hands together to quiet down a group of boys arguing about a college basketball game the night before.

“Mrs. Beyoncé,” Haddie whispered to me, grinning. We used to call Mrs. Urbanski that because she looked exactly like Haddie’s favorite singer, Beyoncé, if she had decided to take a totally different career path and become a middle school pre-algebra teacher. I gave a half smile and looked ahead. It was like no matter how many weeks went by, she wasn’t going to get the message that we weren’t best friends anymore.

“Listen up, everyone,” said Mrs. Urbanski after a quick run-through of the pledge. Haddie always remained seated—she never thought twice about standing out, about doing something that would make people look at her. “There are a few announcements before the day gets rocking and rolling here. First of all, mock-trial team members, don’t forget that we have a competition in McFarland tomorrow, so you’ll need to get here at seven a.m. sharp to hop on the bus. Also, the bleachers are being painted this afternoon, so gym will be in the cafeteria and there’s no basketball practice or dance team after school. We don’t want anyone inhaling poisonous paint fumes.”

Sweet. I liked basketball, but a surprise afternoon free of Coach Watt barking at me sounded pretty good.

“Cool,” said Haddie. “Want to hang out tonight? You could come over.”

For half a second, I almost said yes. I mean, I had no excuse—practice was canceled. And she looked so excited at the idea. Maybe for just one afternoon, I could go back to Haddie’s house, and we’d eat raw cookie dough and hang out in her bedroom, laughing about dumb stuff Taylor had said. Haddie still had her bracelet on, the blue-and-white-and-gray rope one. I hadn’t worn mine in a while.

Haddie and Kate, Kate and Haddie. It was tempting, but—

My phone buzzed and I glanced down at it. It was a text from Taylor.

No dance team tonight. [image: image] Hang out after school?

Taylor was on dance team with Violet and Amira. Almost everyone at our school did something after the final bell rang. Principal Howe was kind of obsessed with extracurriculars. It was like if we didn’t sign up for student council or a sport, we were destined for a future of failure.

What was I supposed to do? Say no to Taylor because I had to go hang out with Haddie Marks? It would be a joke for weeks. Taylor had some kind of thing against Haddie. If I waved to Haddie in the hallway, I heard about it from Taylor for the rest of the day.

“I can’t,” I said. “I’m hanging out with Taylor.”

“Oh,” she said.

“Sorry,” I said awkwardly. But she’d turned back to the front of the classroom. And there it was, a blooming guilt that took root in my stomach like a weed every time I broke a promise I’d made over some fireflies.

The day flew by. We had a substitute in Spanish who didn’t speak Spanish, so we watched The Lion King dubbed in Spanish, with English subtitles. I asked if I could go to the library to work on my English paper instead. The sub shrugged, so I took that as a yes and showed him where Señora De La Rosa kept the passes.

But once I got to the library and hopped on a computer, I didn’t open my paper on symbolism in The Giver. Instead, I glanced over my shoulder at Mr. Kim, the librarian. He was about as passionate about books as I was about The Lion King, so why he became a school librarian, I wasn’t exactly sure. As he was in the middle of trying to keep a rowdy group of sixth graders focused on their research project, I pulled up the True U website.

Unlock Your True Potential in Five Easy Steps, the latest blog post said. I clicked on it, thinking maybe I should send it to Mom so it could whisper the secrets of unlocking Diamond in her ear.

“Kate? Aren’t you supposed to be in class?”

My eyes shot up. It was Mr. Collins, my English teacher.

“We have a sub for Spanish,” I said, “and he no hables español.”

Mr. Collins winced at my grammar. “Neither do you, apparently.”

I grinned. Mr. Collins was one of those teachers who got kids. English class was my favorite part of the day.

“What are you working on? Tell me it’s not the paper on The Giver that’s due tomorrow. You should be in final edits.”

“No,” I said honestly.

“Some other secret work of genius, I presume? Remember, the Knightly News is always accepting new writers.”

The Knightly News was East Middle School’s news blog. They wrote about the fascinating goings-on at our school, like the freshly painted parking lot or the hiring of a new lunch server. Real hard-hitting stuff. Mr. Collins had been trying to get me to join all year. He was constantly telling me I was good at writing. But the Knightly News was kind of dumb, and besides, I had basketball after school every day. I was the tallest girl on the team—Coach Watt would kill me if I quit.

“I’ve told you a million times: I’m not a real writer,” I said. Mr. Collins might have given me good grades on English papers, but it wasn’t like I was some journalist. “I think you have me mistaken for Karlie.” Karlie Filing was one of those girls who just screamed “writer.” She was always doodling lines of poetry on her forearm and volunteering to read her work in class. She once gave Haddie and me dirty looks for reading Percy Jackson during free reading as she pulled out Pride and Prejudice.

Mr. Collins laughed. “I’ll see you in English class, Kate. And hopefully at a Knightly News meeting one of these days.”

As he walked away, I snuck another look at the librarian’s desk to make sure Mr. Kim wasn’t about to bust me for unauthorized computer usage. But he was busy talking to someone handing him a sheet of paper—Haddie, who was an office aide fourth period. A few months ago I would have jumped up, thrilled to see my best friend in the middle of the day. But now everything was different.

I don’t know what changed. It’s not like I could pull out a calendar and point to a day when Haddie and I stopped hanging out. We were just so different. Things that had seemed small and unimportant suddenly started to seem bigger and bigger.

When we first got to East Middle back in sixth grade, she wore these sparkly lion earrings every day. Whenever anyone asked about them, she’d go off into this whole speech about lions becoming endangered, even though, hello, we live in Wisconsin. Not exactly spotting Simba outside. Like, really? Could you at least try to fit in a little bit? Her anime drawings, which used to seem kind of impressive to me, now just made her stick out. Everything Haddie did was so . . . loud. So out there. Like she didn’t understand the importance of being normal. I spent sixth grade with my head down, just being a person in the crowd. All I wanted to do was blend in, which is hard enough when you’re my height. But everything about Haddie shone a spotlight on us. Her uniqueness was the determined kind that couldn’t easily be squashed, no matter how hard people tried.

At the beginning of seventh grade, Ms. Irvine had assigned our science class lab partners. Everyone knows that teachers get some kind of sick pleasure from pairing you with a partner you don’t want to be with. But some small part of me was glad when I was put with Taylor Tobitt. Taylor didn’t draw anime or wear animal earrings. Taylor . . . well, Taylor didn’t do much of anything, to be honest. She spent a lot of time on her phone. I didn’t really know why, but everyone wanted to be her friend. Except Haddie and me, who had spent most of sixth grade rolling our eyes at her.

“Hi,” I’d said awkwardly, pulling up a stool to our lab station. “I’m Kate.” Of course, I knew who she was, but we’d only had one class together the year before, and we’d gone to different elementary schools. I assumed she had no idea who I was.

But she surprised me.

“I know,” she said.

“You do?” I asked.

“Yeah,” she said with a smile. “Your mom . . . your mom does the makeup thing, right?”

My face got hot. Of course. Of course Taylor Tobitt would know my mom was the True U lady.

“Amira’s mom went to a party of hers last year, and your mom asked if we knew you,” Taylor said smoothly. “Do you know Amira and Violet?”

“Yeah,” I said. The three of them were best friends.

“Amira’s mom bought a foundation and it made her skin break out,” said Taylor.

I could have killed my mother.

“Do you get free makeup from her?” she asked, completely ignoring the fact that we were supposed to be looking at a leaf under a microscope.

“Yeah,” I said. “All the time.” Well, that part was true. Not that I wore any of it. It was mostly sitting in boxes, and it wasn’t really free—Mom often had to buy in bulk in order to keep her status, and then try to sell her stockpile to people at in-home parties. Some people kept their car in the garage; Mom kept shelves of blush.

“Hmm,” Taylor said. I couldn’t tell if she thought it was cool—free makeup—or weird—will give your face a freaky rash. Then she glanced at where Ms. Irvine was working with a group and pulled out her phone to start texting.

So it wasn’t friendship at first conversation.

“Ugh, sorry you’re stuck with Taylor,” Haddie told me that day at lunch. I usually brought mine from home, but Haddie bought hers at school—some kind of weird, gooey meat over rubbery-looking noodles.

“How can you eat that?” I asked, wrinkling my nose.

“What?” she asked, shoveling a forkful into her mouth.

A table burst into laughter. I looked over and spotted Taylor’s messy blond bun, Violet’s red braid, and Amira’s yellow headscarf, all three of them leaning over and looking at something on Violet’s phone.

“They’re annoying,” said Haddie. “I’m with Roger for science lab. He’s so funny. We’re going to make a lightbulb for the science fair.”

“Hmm,” I said, not really listening.

“What did you and Taylor even talk about? Makeup?”

“What?” I asked, my eyes fiery. “Is that supposed to be some joke about my mom?”

“What? No,” Haddie said, shaking her head. “Geez. I just meant that Taylor likes makeup.”

“Oh. Yeah. Duh,” I said, still only half paying attention. “I mean . . . Taylor’s not so bad.”

“Uh, yeah she is,” said Haddie, rolling her eyes. “I bet she thinks photosynthesis is just an app you can use to add filters to your selfies.”

But Taylor was actually pretty smart. She pulled her weight on our lab assignments, at least. And the more we sat together, the more I liked her. I liked that she knew things about different kids at school and would tell me in a whisper—that Rachel Hyatt’s older brother was in jail or that Carmen Cortez and Tony Doyle had kissed at Carmen’s boy-girl birthday party. I liked that she always had a new singer she was into and that she would play me their songs. And I liked that she was funny, even though her funniness was sometimes mean.

After being Haddie’s friend for so long, it was kind of nice to be around someone like Taylor. She’d just say things, anything she wanted—like that Isla St. James’s hairdo looked like Princess Leia’s, or that Mr. Becker, our history teacher, always smelled like soup. That meanness was so different from Haddie’s always-goodness, or Mom’s constant rah-rah-sparkle vibe. But it made me feel . . . I don’t know. Included. Like, if I was talking with Taylor, I knew she wasn’t talking about me. And I didn’t have to try to step into any spotlight. I could just bask in Taylor’s.

One day, we had to stay in Ms. Irvine’s room past the bell to finish up a lab assignment. We’d spent too much time talking about Taylor Swift’s new album and not enough time filling out our lab results. I’d waved to Haddie as she left class and told her I’d see her later.

But after, when we walked
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