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ONE
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“KAYLAN!” RYAN POUNDS ON MY door. “You overslept! School starts today! You’re already late!”

I run to beat him over the head with my pillow, but I’m too slow. “Ryan,” I shout down the hall. “You’re a jerk! Karma’s a thing, you know. Bad things will happen to you if you’re not nice to me.”

After five deep breaths, I call Ari.

“You want to go to the pool?” I ask her as soon as she answers.

She replies in her sleepy voice, “Kay, look at the clock.”

I flip over onto my side, and glance toward my night table.

8:37.

“Okay,” I reply. “I’ll admit: I thought it was later. At least nine.” I pause a second. “Sorry. Did I wake you?”

Ari sighs. “I’m still in bed, but you didn’t wake me.”

“Agita Day,” I tell her. “August first, red-alert agita levels. I’m freaking out over here.”

August 1 signals the end of summer, even though you still have almost a month left. August 1 means school is starting really soon, even though it’s still twenty-nine days away.

“Oh, Kaylan.” She laughs. “Take a few deep breaths. I’ll get my bathing suit on and be at your house in an hour. I already have my pool bag packed because I had a feeling you’d be stressing.”

“Perfect.” I sigh with relief. “Come as soon as possible! But definitely by nine thirty-seven, okay? You said an hour.”

“Okay. I’m up. And you’re never going to believe this,” she says, half distracted. “I’m getting new across-the-street neighbors.”

“Really?” I finally get out of bed and grab my purple one-piece from my dresser drawer. “Describe.”

She pauses a second, and I’m not totally sure she heard me. “They’re moving the couch in right now,” she explains. “I can’t tell how many kids there are, but there’s one who looks like he’s our age.”

“A boy?” I squeal.

“Yeah, he’s playing basketball right now.” She stops talking. “Oops, he just hit one of the movers in the head with the ball.”

“Tell me more,” I say, dabbing sunscreen dots all over my face. They say it takes at least a half hour for it to really absorb into the skin, and my fair Irish complexion needs all the protection it can get.

I only take after my Italian ancestors in the agita department, I guess.

“He went inside,” she explains. “I think he got in trouble. I saw a woman, probably his mom, shaking her hands at him.”

“Oops.” I step into my bathing suit, holding the phone in the crook of my neck.

“Oh wait, now they’re back outside. Taking a family photo in front of the house.” She pauses. “He has a little sister. I think they’re biracial. White mom. Black dad.”

“Interesting,” I say. “Maybe his sister is Gemma’s age!”

“Maybe . . .” I can tell she’s still staring out the window at them, only half listening to me.

“By the way, Ryan is insisting that red X thing is true. You haven’t heard about that, right?” I ask.

“Kaylan!” she snaps in a jokey way. “No! He’s totally messing with you. Okay, go get your pool bag ready, eat breakfast, and I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

I grab my backpack and throw in my sunscreen, a change of clothes, and the summer reading book I haven’t finished yet. I’m having a hard time getting into My Brother Sam Is Dead, although from what I’ve read, it makes my life seem pretty easy.

I hear Ari’s instructions in my head as I get ready, and I already feel calmer. Her soft voice—she’s never really flustered by anything.

I stare at my watch again. 9:35. I wait for Ari on the front steps. I’m trying to stay as far away from my brother as possible. Ari still has two minutes, but I wish she was here already.

I stand up and look for her, but she’s nowhere in sight. She is so going to be late. On Agita Day.

I learned the word agita from my mom. She’s part Italian and she learned it from her grandmother, who was 100 percent Italian and apparently said it all the time. It basically means anxiety, stress, heartburn, aggravation—stuff like that.

I don’t know what my great-grandma’s agita was about, but mine is pretty clear.

Starting middle school.

A few minutes later, I spot Ari at the end of the block, and I walk down the driveway to meet her. She strolls toward me, hair up in a bun, with her favorite heart sunglasses on. Her pink-and-white-striped tote hangs over her shoulder like it’s the lightest thing in the world.

“I brought you an extra hair tie,” she says, showing me her wrist. “Since you always forget.”

“Thanks,” I say. “Let’s go in so I can grab my stuff. I’ve had the worst morning.”

“What happened?” she asks, after a sip from her water bottle.

I look around for my brother. “I can’t even talk about it. Ryan and I got into a huge fight last night. I dumped a bowl of cereal on his head, that’s how bad it got. Right as his friend Tyler walked in the door.”

“Wow,” Ari says.

When we get inside, Ari heads straight to the den and sits down in the brown recliner. It used to be my dad’s favorite, before he moved out. I think about him every time I see the chair. I should be over it by now.

He doesn’t miss the recliner. He doesn’t miss us.

He hardly even calls.

“I’ve been thinking,” Ari says, slipping off her flip-flops and putting her feet up on the ottoman. “I’m gonna go by Arianna when school starts.”

My heart pounds when she says this, like more announcements and confessions are coming, like she’s going to tell me stuff I don’t want to hear. I pick at the mosquito bite on my cheek and try to listen.

She looks at me crooked and comes to join me on the couch. Ari, or I guess I should say Arianna, sits up straight, cross-legged, facing me. “Ya know, because, like, it’s a new school. I should have a new name. Sound more mature. Sophisticated. That kind of thing.”

I nod, but all I can think about is that I need a thing like that. I need to do something big, something to change myself before middle school. But I don’t have a nickname people use, and I can’t get a whole new wardrobe. Should I get a life-changing haircut or something? Nothing is coming to me.

“Just wanted to make sure you’re okay with it,” she says. “I know how you are with change.”

I psshaw that away, but I’m kind of glad that she gets that about me, that she knows I’m terrible with change. “You’re already sophisticated, though, Ar,” I remind her. “I mean, you go to the ballet every year with your mom.”

She laughs. “Um, yeah, but that’s because my mom buys the tickets.”

“Okay, well, you’re mature—I mean, you babysit for Gemma all the time, and your parents are never worried that you two are home alone and gonna burn down the house.”

“Kay.” She puts her hands on my knees. “I get what you’re saying, I’m pretty much ready for college. So I need a name that reflects that, shows my true self.”

“Okay, well, if you think of something that I can do like that, Arianna, just let me know.” I take a lip balm/sunscreen out of the pocket of my cover-up and rub it on my lips. “Do I have to call you Arianna, too? Or can I stick with Ari? I mean, I already know you’re mature and sophisticated.”

BFFs should be allowed to stick with nicknames forever. It’s like some kind of rule of friendship that everyone knows and accepts.

“Well, when school starts, around other people, use Arianna, okay? Otherwise, it’ll be confusing. Ya know?” She puts out her hand so I’ll give her the lip balm. “Just, like, try it a few times, so you can get used to it.”

“Okay, Arianna.” I laugh. “Ready for the pool?”

“I’m always ready for the pool,” she says, picking up her neatly packed tote. She even remembered two bottles of water and the spray sunscreen.

I grab the still-damp-from-yesterday towel from the back of the bathroom door and throw it over my shoulder.

“Ryan, we’re leaving,” I yell as I’m running upstairs to get my bag, trying to get him to hear me over the beeping of his video game. “Your eyes are going to bleed out of your head if you keep staring at that screen all day!”

He doesn’t respond.

“Do you think my brother got a personality transplant and didn’t tell me?” I ask Ari on the walk over to the pool, loosening my backpack straps. I can never get it to sit right on my shoulders; it’s, like, digging into my skin. I definitely need a new one before school starts.

She laughs, sliding her sunglasses to the bottom of her nose and eyeing me suspiciously. “Can you do that? It would be kind of cool if you could, actually.”

I hold on to my backpack straps. “I was kidding, but yeah, could be cool. His crazy behavior has been going on for a few weeks now, but I’ve been mostly ignoring it because I just wanted it to disappear.”

“A magical ability to make things like that disappear would be cool, too,” Ari suggests.

“Totally!” I think about it for a second. I wonder if there’s a way to do that, like really control our thoughts and calm them down. “Ryan and I used to be friends, ya know? And now he’s either being a jerk to me or ignoring me.”

“I think brothers are like that,” Arianna explains. “Probably the more you stress about it, the more it will seem like a big deal.”

I look at her, but she doesn’t meet my gaze. “That’s what you say about everything.”

She laughs. “Yeah, because it’s true.” She stops walking to get a pebble out of her flip-flop. When she comes back up, she puts an arm around me. “Kay, you stress too much. You know this, right?”

I mumble, “I guess.”

“And also,” Ari continues, “I don’t know anything about brothers. I’m just making this up. Gemma still thinks I’m the coolest. But that’s because she’s eight. I’m sure she’ll find me annoying, eventually.”

“Probably.”

We get to the pool and throw our towels on our favorite lounge chairs. They’re not really “ours,” of course, but I call them ours because we always sit in the exact same spot, by the steps to the shallow end. It’s half-sun, half-shade.

The best spot at the pool.

Ari goes to the bathroom, while I lather on more sunscreen. I’m about to jump in the water when out of the corner of my eye, I notice Tyler sitting on the lifeguard chair. I look away and spend all my energy trying to focus on making sure every dab of sunscreen is smoothed in. I examine the little tan dots on my legs and inspect my chipping pedicure.

“Hey, Kaylan,” he says.

“Oh, um, hey.” I pretend that I didn’t see him sitting there, when I clearly did. “I didn’t know you were working here. I’ve been here, like, every day this summer and I’ve never seen you.”

“I’m just filling in for August,” he says. “I’m still training, really. I want to work as a lifeguard when I’m in high school.”

I’m not sure if a kid only a year older than me, who’s “still training” to be a lifeguard, should really be watching over the pool, but who am I to judge?

“Don’t look so nervous.” He laughs, pulling up his shirt to mop up the sweat on his face. I try to look at him as he talks, but all I see is stomach. Tyler’s stomach. It’s tan, golden brown, and it’s right there in front of my face. It’s like I can’t see anything else. “Joey’s keeping an eye on me.”

Joey’s the director of the pool and a lifeguard, too.

“All right, well, I’ll be careful not to drown,” I say and then laugh, not really sure if that was funny or not.

“Good plan.” He gives me a thumbs-up.

Tyler blows his whistle at some kids wrestling in the shallow end. He looks so official, the way he sits there, leaning back in the lifeguard chair, like he has it all under control. His hair is just the tiniest bit spiky. He even has the white sunscreen lines on his nose and his cheeks, but it doesn’t look dorky on him. It’s like he was born to be a lifeguard.

My left eye starts twitching and all of a sudden my arms are really itchy. Like really, really itchy. Am I getting a rash from this new sunscreen? I can’t stop scratching my elbow.

I think I’m breaking out in hives. He’s just Tyler, Ryan’s best friend since pretty much forever, but I can’t look at him all of a sudden. I need to focus my eyes anywhere else.

Suddenly just talking to Tyler makes me feel like I’m about to pass out.

And seriously, why is Ari taking three hundred years in the bathroom?

Finally, she gets back. “Ari.” I pull her close and whisper, “This is so random, but do you think Tyler’s cute?”

She looks around like she can’t find him, and I nudge my head up toward the lifeguard chair to show her where he is.

“Umm. Maybe?” She shrugs, sitting down at the edge of my lounge chair. “Never really thought about it. . . . Let me look at him closer.”

“No! Don’t!” I hit her on the arm.

“Ouch! Kaylan!” She gives me a crooked look.

“Sorry.” I feel his presence in this odd way. Like I know he’s close by. It’s like an itch that’s so super-itchy, but I’m not allowed to scratch it.

Ari nudges her head toward mine and whispers, “I’m sorry to tell you this, because Agita Day and all, but Brooke and Lily are here.”

“What? Really?” I’m completely zapped out of Tyler thoughts. I scan the pool to find them.

“Yeah, I guess they’re back from camp.” Ari looks over toward the deep end. “They’re over there with that group of boys—Chase Selnowitz, and I know a few of those other boys from Hebrew School.”

Brooke, Lily, and Kaylan. We called ourselves Blick for BLK (kind of a dumb name, now that I think about it) and we loved each other. We met in a baby music class, and our moms became friends, and then we became friends, and I figured it would be like that forever. But then, overnight, it just wasn’t. Brooke and Lily were scooped up by the Phone Girls (I called them that because they were the first ones to get cell phones), and I wasn’t scooped. I was a freezer-burned pint of ice cream, left to melt on the counter—until Ari moved to our school in fourth grade.

“Is Tamar here, too?” I ask. “Are you guys still gonna be Tamari this year?”

Tamar is Ari’s Hebrew School BFF. She jokes that Tamar’s the me of Hebrew School, since Tamar doesn’t go to school with us. People need a BFF wherever they are; it’s a simple fact of life.

“I think we’re done with Tamari.” She laughs at the name combination they made up. “Are you still jealous about that, Kay?” She side-eyes me.

“No,” I groan, and look away. “God, why are Brooke and Lily back already? And is one of them going out with Chase?”

Last summer, Brooke and Lily went to the same sleepaway camp as the Phone Girls, and they just looooved it. I overheard them talking about it all the time like it was the best thing ever and they were hanging out with celebrities or something.

Ari leans in close and puts her hands on my shoulders. “Come on, let’s swim, it’ll clear your head.”

She takes my hand and leads me over to the pool, and we jump in together, holding hands, the way we always do. It’s probably babyish, and I wonder if I should tell her that we should just jump in on our own from now on, or maybe even use the steps like normal, civilized people.

“They have mozzarella sticks at the snack bar today,” Ari says, treading water and changing the subject entirely.

“What are the other specials?” I ask, even though eating is the last thing I want to do. My stomach is more knotted up than the rope we had to climb in gym last year. I can’t think about Brooke and Lily. I can’t talk to them, or ask them about camp, or anything without feeling totally embarrassed. It’s easier when I pretend they don’t exist.

Maybe there are things you just never get over. Like friendship endings, and your dad leaving, and who knows what else. Maybe I should make a Never Get Over list in my mind and just accept that some things need to stay there.

“Um, a turkey club and some blackberry smoothie,” Ari explains. “Kay, let’s race, okay? It’ll be good for you. Crawl?”

I nod. “It’s our best stroke, for sure.” We take our places on the wall at the shallow end, and we ask Rebecca, one of the other lifeguards, if she’ll tell us when to go.

Racing takes my mind off everything. For the few minutes that I’m trying to swim as fast as I possibly can, I’m not thinking about Brooke and Lily. I’m not thinking about Ryan being a jerk. I’m not even thinking about August 1 or agita or starting middle school.

My arms move back and forth like I’m an Olympic swimmer competing for the gold medal. My legs slice the water and it feels crisp and cool. My head turns to the side for a breath and I hear muffled sounds of children cheering and yelling. The water splashes behind me as I kick my feet. I turn my head again and hear the loudspeaker calling out the people who have food ready at the snack bar.

“Congrats,” Ari says, all out of breath as soon as we touch the pool ledge. “I think that was your fastest yet.”

“I think so, too,” I say, smiling, as I catch my breath. “I feel like I could eat two full orders of mozzarella sticks after that swim.”

“Go for it,” Ari says, leaning back against the edge of the pool. “I wonder if those kids over there by the diving board are going to be in any of our classes. They look like they’re our age, right?”

“Um, I don’t think so. They look older.”

“You think?” she asks. “Just because they’re wearing itty-bitty bikinis?”

I glance over there, and crack up, and then look back at Ari. “Yeah, my mom would never let me wear that. Do you see how small the boobage areas are?”

Ari laughs so hard she has to dunk underwater for a second to calm down. “I actually have a bikini like that. My cousin gave it to me for a birthday gift, random. But I never wear it.”

I stare at the Bikini Boob Girls and try to figure out their deal—boys and girls together like it’s totally normal, and they’re all best friends and hang out all the time.

Ari’s still cracking up. “Boobage area! Is boobage a real word?”

I shrug. “No clue. It should be, right? Let’s just say it a lot, and it’ll become a thing.”

“Boobage,” I whisper to her.

“Boobage,” she whispers back.

“We can’t say it without laughing!”

“I know,” she shrieks.

We flick water at each other, and then flip over to practice our one-armed hand stands.

So what if this stuff is babyish? We’re still having fun. And at least the boobage areas of our bathing suits actually cover our, um, boobage.

If it were up to me, we’d skip middle school and live at the pool forever.





TWO

[image: ]

WE’RE WALKING OVER TO THE snack bar to get lunch when we hear someone say, “Ari! Hey! Over here.”

We look all around, not knowing where the voice is coming from, and finally we find the person. She’s so tall, with the longest legs I’ve ever seen. She doesn’t even have her hair pulled back; it’s just blowing in the breeze, but not at all in her face. And she doesn’t even look sweaty! We walk over to the section of lounge chairs in the sun, near the deep end.

“Oh my God, hi,” Ari says, leaning in to give the tall girl a hug.

“Ari, you look soooo tan,” the girl says. “B. T. Dubs, Tamar said she was coming later.”

B. T. Dubs? Ew.

“Oh cool.” Ari smiles. “I haven’t talked to her since the end of Hebrew, when she went away to camp. How was your summer?”

Ari’s voice always gets super-high-pitched when she’s excited about something, and now it’s just, like, normal. I’m getting the sense that Tamari really is over. Good.

“It was amazing,” the girl replies. “I was on this teen tour with Phoebe, you know her, right? We had the best time.”

I’m just standing there, feeling really stupid because I don’t know this girl, and Ari hasn’t introduced me. I shift my weight from my left foot to my right foot and then back again. Should I go to the snack bar and meet Ari there? I don’t want to interrupt, but I also don’t want to keep standing here, like I’m hovering on the side of their conversation.

“That’s awesome,” Ari says. “Oh, do you know Kaylan?” She turns to me. “Did you guys ever meet? I can’t remember. Jules moved here last year; we’re in Hebrew together.”

“I don’t think we’ve met,” I say to the girl. Jules, I guess. “I’m Kaylan, but duh, Ari just said that.”

“I’m Jules. Also, duh.” She laughs. “You guys go to school together?”

Ari nods. “Yeah, are you gonna be at West Brookside? I forgot where you said you were going. Doesn’t the end of Hebrew feel like so long ago?”

Jules plays with the beads on her bathing suit top. “It totally does. I’m not going to West Brookside, I’m going to East, but some of my other friends are going there.” She looks back over at them. “I’ll introduce you.”

I say, “Introduce us after lunch, okay? I’m staaarrrrviiiiinnnggg.” I try to imitate this line I heard in a movie once, but neither of them get the joke.

“Oh, uh, sure!” Jules bounces on her toes. “See you guys later.”

She goes back to her group, and Ari and I keep walking to the snack bar, not saying anything. We overhear Jules say, “Oh, that’s Ari, she’s cool, she’s, like, the only reason Hebrew School is tolerable.”

Ari and I look at each other then and raise our eyebrows. “That’s, like, a major compliment?” I tell her, trying to imitate Jules’s sing-songy voice.

“I know, right?” Ari squeals.

It’s a weird thing to know that your whole life is about to change really soon but have no idea how that change will affect you. I mean, I’ve been going to school with pretty much the same kids since kindergarten, and in just a few weeks I’ll be in this giant school with a bazillion kids I don’t know. Okay, maybe not a bazillion, but lots of new people. It’ll feel like a bazillion. Maybe even a bazillion plus one.

“Hello, Brookside Pool!” We hear Joey scream through the loudspeaker. “I said, ‘Hello, Brookside Pool!’”

A few enthusiastic pool goers yell back, “Hello, Joey!”

“That’s not good enough!” he screams.

So then we all yell, “Hello, Joey!”

Ari and I laugh at ourselves and everyone else for how seriously we take the Brookside Pool rituals.

“Who is ready for Freeeeeeezzzzze Daaaannnncce?” he asks.

Oh no. Not Freeze Dance. Not now. Not when we’re in such a visible spot between the lifeguards and the snack bar. We were just going to casually get our lunch, and eat on our lounge chairs, and process that whole Jules interaction.

“Ari!” I talk through clenched teeth. “Our mozzarella sticks are getting rubbery. Come on, run!”

“We never miss Joey’s Freeze Dance,” she says, putting an arm around me. “Come on! We’re amazing at it. We were reigning champs two years in a row!”

Joey turns up the music. Because I’m happy, clap along if you feel—Ari and I are dancing, totally getting into it, doing the twist down to the pool pavement and back up. Slapping hands and shimmying all over the place.

The music stops and we freeze instantly.

We are Freeze Dance rock stars, and we know it. A bunch of people get called out, but we’re still in. We’ll make it to the final round; I know we will.

Clap along if you feel like happiness is the truth.

We grab hands and dance around in a circle for the next round. It feels like everything is okay. A blanket of calm spreads over me. And all that matters right then is Ari and me and the pool and Joey’s Freeze Dance competitions.

“‘Because I’m happy,’” I sing along with the music.

“Oh my God,” I hear someone say as they pass us. “What are they doing?”

“They’re, like, way too old to be that into Freeze Dance,” another person says.

My cheeks flash red. My stomach sinks. I freeze, and not because the music shut off. I look around. They were talking about us.

I glance in their direction. The bikini boobage girls? They’re whispering behind their hands.

They were definitely talking about us.

“Come on! What are you doing?” Ari yells. “We’re still in this! We can win!”

I wonder if she heard what they said.

I keep dancing with Ari, but my heart’s not in it. Those bikini boobage girls are watching us, leaning against the wall to the bathrooms, heads close together, whispering and laughing.

“Okay, Kaylan Terrel, sorry to say this, but you are out,” Joey says over the microphone. “Good effort. Good effort.”

I walk over to a lounge chair and pretend I didn’t hear what those girls said, that I didn’t just lose Freeze Dance.

“Sorry, Kay,” Ari says, all out of breath. “Those eight-year-olds are fierce. We’ll get ’em next time. Come on, let’s go get lunch.”

“Did you hear what the boobage girls said?” I whisper. “They were totally making fun of us!”

“They were?” Ari crinkles her nose, looking around to find them. “I didn’t hear that.”

“They were making fun of us for freeze dancing,” I explain. “We’re too old to be that into Freeze Dance, something like that.”

She looks over to where they’re sitting and smooths out the sides of her cover-up. “Well, that’s rude. We’re so good at freeze dancing. There’s no age limit for it, obviously.”

She hesitates, still staring at them. Finally, she pulls my hand to get me to stand up. “Come on. I don’t want to walk alone to the snack bar, and I’m really hungry now.”

We walk quietly, trying to avoid eye contact with the boobage girls and their guy friends as we pass them. “Ari, um, I mean, Arianna,” I say under my breath. “We cannot sprint to the entrance when we hear the ice cream truck, okay?”

She looks at me crooked. “Huh?”

“If Eddie runs out of the chocolate-dipped pops, we’ll just have to deal.”

“Um . . . okay.” I’m not sure why it’s taking Ari so long to see where I’m going with this.

“We can’t make fools of ourselves anymore.” I pause, and wait for that to sink in. “Okay? We need to be normal. Try to be normal.”

Ari puts her arm around me. “I get what you’re saying, totally. But on the other hand, we gotta be ourselves. Ya know? People who run as fast as we can, get the best ice cream. That shows determination and dedication and athletic prowess and—”

“Okay.” I laugh. “I get it. I get it.” I wriggle away. I’m too sweaty to be that close to another person, even if she is my best friend.





THREE
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AFTER MOZZARELLA STICKS AND ice cream, Ari and I lie out on our lounge chairs to soak up some afternoon sun. Even if I hadn’t looked at a calendar, I’d be able to tell that it’s August 1. The weather is screaming August. It’s like a complete change from yesterday, when it felt like it was 300 degrees and 100 percent humidity.

Today, there’s a breeze. The sun isn’t as strong. It feels like summer isn’t trying anymore, like it’s tired and can’t work so hard at being hot.

“Do you know when we get our schedules?” Ari asks me.

“How would I know?” I scoff, not meaning to sound so harsh. My words just come out that way.

“Maybe Ryan told you or something. . . . I don’t know.” She eye-bulges. “Sheesh. Kaylan, you need to calm down or we’re never going to make it through the next month.”

I look over at the boobage bikini girls again, and then look away.

I don’t know how to calm down. That’s the problem.

When I was waiting at the dentist the other day, I made a list on my phone.

Things I Am Worried (More Like Freaking Out) About


         1.   Changing classrooms for every period

         2.   Cafeteria lunch tables where people can sit wherever they want

         3.   Remembering my locker combination

         4.   Learning how to use a combination lock

         5.   Sweat showing through my shorts


Lists are great because you can check things off and feel like you’re accomplishing stuff. But a worry list is a bad idea—because it makes me worry that I will never stop worrying.

“I just don’t feel ready for middle school,” I admit. “Maybe I need another year in elementary. Do you think I can stay back?”

Ari laughs. “Um, you got all As except for a B-plus in gym, and they don’t hold people back for that.” She pauses. “Here’s what we need to do. We need to come up with a plan.” She taps my knee to make sure I’m listening. “Like my name-change thing. Arianna just sounds more middle school than Ari. We need to do more stuff like that.”

I nod. I like where she’s going with this. It’s hard to stand still, to wait for something big to happen. It’s better to take action; it’s calming to take steps to prepare.

“Oh my God! Why didn’t I think of this earlier?” I kick my feet against the lounge chair. “A list!”

“Kaylan, you and your lists . . .” She finishes the last drops of her iced tea.

“No, for real.” I sit up. “Ari, you know lists always help me! But this is going to be a super-extreme list of only amazingness. The most phenomenal list in the history of lists!”

Ari leans over the side of her lounge chair a little to get closer to me.

I continue, “A list of all the awesome stuff we can do to be one hundred percent prepped and ready to rock middle school!”

“YES! You’re totally right!” Ari claps. “This is going to be the best thing ever. Emergency sleepover tonight. My house.”

“But Gemma always bugs us. Remember last time, she kept trying to sneak behind the couch and take videos of us?” I remind her. “We won’t be able to focus.”

“Oh, I already thought about that.” She raises her eyebrows. “Gemma’s sleeping at my grandma’s tonight.”

I high-five her. It’s not that I don’t love Gemma. I do. She’s super-adorable. I’ve always wished for a little sister, so I sometimes pretend Gemma is mine. But if Arianna and I are having an emergency sleepover to come up with a game plan, we can’t be distracted.

“Perfect,” I say. “This is going to be great. We have twenty-nine days to really get prepared. And the thing is, while I’m busy getting ready, I won’t be fretting as much, ya know?”

“Exactly,” Arianna says. “Having a game plan is always the way to go.” She reaches over to get her book out of her bag. “I only have three chapters left and I’m still not totally sure I get what the book’s about.”

“At least you’re almost done.” I’m putting sunscreen on my leg in the shape of a heart to see if I can get a heart tan line when I feel someone standing over me.

I look up. It’s Tyler.

“Hey,” he says.

I rush to cover the sunscreen heart with my hand. “Hey.”

“You know if Ryan’s still home?” he asks me. “He didn’t text me back.”

I shrug. My heart’s pounding but I smile, trying to play it cool. “No clue.”

“All right. Later.”

When he’s gone, Ari raises her eyebrows at me.

“He’s just Ryan’s friend,” I remind her. “He’s slept over like a billion times. I mean, there are pictures of us running through the sprinkler together. I’m only wearing bathing suit bottoms. No top! How insane is that?”

“What? When?” Arianna gasps.

“Like a billion years ago, but still.”

Arianna nods. “I just remembered something, actually. At the end-of-year Hebrew School party, some of the older girls were talking about him.”

“They were?” My heart sinks for some reason. In a tiny little corner of my brain, I had this weird thought that Tyler was a secret that only I knew. “What were they saying?”

“I can’t remember. . . . I guess that he was cute?”

“How can you not remember, Ari?” I continue with the sunscreen hearts, trying to calm down and focus on something other than Tyler or the boobage bikini girls or middle school. “That’s like a major thing!”

She shakes her head. “You just asked me if he was cute for the first time today!”

“Right,” I say, taking deep breaths.

We spend the rest of the afternoon on our lounge chairs. Ari finally finishes her summer reading book, while I pore over an old issue of Seventeen that I found near the snack bar. It claims to have all the info I need on how to “update my back-to-school style,” but all their suggestions seem like they’ll cost a billion dollars.

“Ready to go?” Ari asks after we hear the announcement that the snack bar is taking the last orders of the day. “I want to tell my mom you’re sleeping over, clean my room, and pick up some good snacks.”

“Sounds fabulous, darling.”

We gather all our stuff and pack our bags. We link arms as we leave the pool and head to our houses.

We haven’t even done anything yet to really prepare for middle school, but I already feel better. Like I’m on a path to greatness. I’m on my way to figuring everything out.
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WE STOP AT MY HOUSE first since it’s the closer one to the pool.

“Be over at six,” Ari tells me.

“Def.”

We do our signature jump-in-the-air-while-trying-to-high-five thing that we’ve been working on since the end of fourth grade. We’ve pretty much mastered it, but the leg kick at the end could use a little work.

I walk inside all ready to change out of my bathing suit, take a shower, and get ready for the sleepover—and that’s when I find Ryan and Tyler on the couch, hands in a giant bowl of popcorn, arguing about a video game.

I’m still in my bathing suit, barely covered up by this old Lake George souvenir towel, and I feel like I’m naked, like I’m standing in a storefront window with no clothes on. My stomach rattles. Oh God, I should’ve changed out of this wet bathing suit and back into my shorts in the locker room at the pool.

I wrap the towel tighter around my body and run down the hall, to the stairs.

Tyler turns around. Despite my best efforts to look away, we make eye contact.

“Guess you found him,” I say.

Ryan turns around too now. “Who are you talking to?” he asks like I’ve gone crazy.

“Tyler.” I glare at my brother and then look at Tyler, hoping he’ll defend me. “He was wondering if you were home. But now he’s here. So I guess he found you.”

Tyler doesn’t respond or even look up. He’s too busy throwing popcorn in the air and trying to catch it in his mouth.

“Kaylan, get us some orange juice,” Ryan demands, even though I’m already past the kitchen.

“No. Get your own orange juice.” I find yet another one of Ryan’s dirty socks on the floor and walk back into the den so I can drop it on the couch, right next to him. Maybe being forced to smell his own socks will keep him from leaving them all over the house. Probably not. But it’s worth a try.

I go upstairs to shower and triple-check that the bathroom door is locked. I can’t risk Ryan doing something terrible like stealing my towel or pouring ice cubes into the shower.

I spend forever in there, cleaning off the sunscreen and chlorine and shampooing my hair twice. There’s probably nothing better in this world than a shower after a day at the pool or the beach. It’s like the sun is amazing on its own, and then you get to come home and feel clean and smell like peach body wash.

I look at myself in the bathroom mirror and admire my bathing suit tan line. I know some people try to avoid them, but not me. I’m the opposite. I try hard to get them. I like to see the difference in my skin, from how it was at the beginning of the summer to how it is at the end. It’s like visible proof of the passage of time, a marker of all the happy, wonderful summer days.

I change into my most comfy sweatpants and hoodie, and put my wet hair up in a bun. I’m packing my overnight bag for Ari’s, appreciating this delightful, clean, sun-kissed feeling, when I hear clamoring downstairs. Pots and pans banging. Things dropping.

My mom is home.

She’s one of those people who gets right to work on dinner as soon as she walks through the door. She doesn’t take a break for a second. She says that if she stops she’ll never be able to start again.

I walk down to the kitchen, a Brookside Road Elementary School gym bag that I always use for sleepovers over my arm.

“Mom, I’m not gonna be home for dinner,” I tell her, instantly regretting that I didn’t choose to say it in a nicer way. “I’m sleeping at Ari’s tonight.”

“Um, okay.” My mom forces a smile. “I wish you would’ve told me earlier. I bought salmon and I was going to make brussels sprouts the crispy way, your favorite.”

“Sorry.” I shrug. “It’s really important.”

Ryan barges in, ripping open a bag of chips. “What’s so important about sleeping at Ari’s?”

I don’t look at him. “It just is. Okay?”

“Mom, Kaylan has gone bonkers,” Ryan tells her. “Seriously. We may need to schedule an appointment with Dr. Noodleman.”

Dr. Noodleman is our pediatrician. He has the best name ever. I think that’s why we still go to him. But he’s a good doctor, too.

“Um, Mom, Ryan was born bonkers and it’s just gotten worse,” I explain. “Dr. Noodleman already knows he’s a lost cause.”

My mom breathes in deeply and breathes out. “Okay, everyone, let’s just relax.” She sits down at the kitchen table and sips her water.

“Ryan, are you interested in salmon?” she asks him.

Tyler bursts into the room like someone’s giving away free Slurpees. “I’m definitely interested in salmon,” he says.

She nods. “Great. We’ll be eating at six thirty.”

“Ry-dog, wanna shoot hoops?” Tyler asks him. “I bet you five dollars I can make a shot from the edge of your driveway.”

“Deal.” They shake hands, and Tyler leaves the kitchen. I hear the sound of potato chips crunching, and three seconds later the crumbs are mushed into my perfect, after-shower, clean hair.

“Ryan!” I scream. “Are you kidding?”

This is a war of dropping things on each other’s heads. Where can I find some molten lava?

Ryan runs out the door, and I flip my head over to get the potato chip crumbs out. “I’ll Dustbust, I promise,” I tell my mom.

She pulls out a kitchen chair for me and pats it to get me to sit down. “Everything okay, Kaylan?”

“Um, no. Ryan is torturing me. Can’t you see that?” I shriek.

“Yes, I do see that, and I’m working on it. But . . . this whole important sleepover with Ari . . .” She looks at me. “I worry about you.”

Ever since the whole Lily-and-Brooke debacle, when I refused to go to school for a week, my mom is always on edge about me having friend catastrophes. I guess that’s what moms do. They stress.

“Oh no, it’s nothing to worry about,” I assure her. “I promise.”

“Okay.” She puts her hand on my hand and smiles all gentle, in a way that feels way too dramatic for this moment. Like the end of an episode on some sitcom where cheesy music is playing.

I smile anyway. “Okay, gotta go get ready.”

I run back upstairs to double-check that all the potato chip crumbs are out of my hair.

This list is going to be awesome.

The Ari and Kaylan BFF Prepare for Middle School and Completely Rule the World list. Okay, maybe that’s too long. The Ari and Kaylan Crush West Brookside Middle School list. But that sounds kind of violent. And why is Ari’s name first? Maybe mine should be. Or maybe it should be alphabetical order.

So I don’t have the perfect name yet. But it’s the perfect idea.

We are going to rock this and I can’t wait to get started.
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