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			For Amelia, Rachel, Ayse, Elaine, and all the women at the Olympic lifting gym who taught me how to throw very heavy things over my head. Like Brie, I didn’t know I could be an athlete, but now I can deadlift a baby hippo!
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			It was the last day before spring break, and Brie Turner was nearly delirious. Not only because it was the Olympiad—the yearly field day at Stokely Prep—and already almost a hundred degrees outside but also because she was cleaning up when it came to medals. So far, she’d won the sixty-meter dash, shot put, and hammer throw and she’d come in second in the egg carry, which wasn’t truly athletic but had still earned her a standing ovation from Mrs. Mehalick’s eighth-grade class. It felt so good having people cheer just for her. She’d gotten into sports only recently, but she was pleased to discover she had some natural skill. On any other day, she was just the new girl…but on field day, she was a hero.

			Sitting on the bench, drenched in sweat, her ponytail frizzing everywhere, she sipped the cup of tepid orange drink someone’s mom had handed her and caught her breath as she waited her turn for the three-legged race. She’d been strategic about choosing her seat, knowing there was just one person between her and the Ems.

			Emily Bell, Emma Bryan, and Emerson Smith-Robinson, collectively known as the Ems, were the most popular girls in eighth grade—in the entire school. They were pretty and smart and had all the best clothes and perfect hair, which made it almost impossible for anyone else to get close to them, even Amber Hackney, who thought her name beginning with Am would be enough. As it was, Jonah Wilder was currently the only person sitting between Brie and the Ems. This was a very good thing, because Brie could hear snatches of their conversation, plus being paired with Jonah gave her a high likelihood of winning the next race. He was Emily’s boyfriend, which mostly meant that he sat near the Ems and stared at his phone while they giggled.

			“Jonah, scoot,” Emily said, and he obediently got up and moved to sit with his friends, his eyes not leaving his phone screen.

			Brie’s heart rate went right back up as Emily Bell—the Emily Bell, the leader of the Ems—sat beside her. Brie wanted to scrape the sweat off her forehead or make sure the sleeves of her tee were rolled up properly, but it was too late. Emily was right there, with Emma and Emerson watching from the other side like jackals following a lion.

			“So you’re new,” Emily said, twirling an inexplicably perfect red curl around her finger. “Who are you again?”

			“I’m Brie. I transferred—I mean, I moved here a few weeks ago. Which I guess is just a big transfer.”

			Ohhhhhh no.

			When Brie got excited, her mouth often said things before her brain could catch up.

			She had to be careful.

			She had to be better at lying.

			“Where’d you move from?”

			“California.”

			The lie worked only because her skin was always tan. The Ems didn’t need to know that was genetic and not from surfing.

			“And you’re, like, fast.”

			Brie looked down at the medals swinging from her chest; it was weird how her new school gave them out after each event instead of at a ceremony at the end like her old school, but she wasn’t going to complain. Lots of things about private school were weird, she was learning.

			“I guess so.” Brie was aware that this could be a trap: if she agreed too readily that she was fast, she was stuck-up, but if she denied it, she was obviously lying. The Ems ridiculed people who admitted they were good at anything and ignored anyone who seemed weak. Brie knew that they weren’t necessarily nice, and yet she was dying to be among them. When Emily Bell looked at her, she felt truly seen, like she was standing in a sunbeam. The Ems were like celebrities, like movie stars. No one could make fun of them, no matter what.

			When you were an Em, nobody messed with you.

			Nobody.

			Emily Bell scooted closer. “Want to be my partner for the three-legged race, then? I really want to win. My dad said if I brought home a gold medal, he’d give me a hundred dollars. And, like, I want him to be proud, you know?”

			Brie did not know. Her parents didn’t value medals or athletics, and they didn’t really respect or understand her recent interest in sports. Her dad was a doctor, and her mom was a librarian, and they vastly preferred academics, which was part of the reason Brie had transferred…although it was her older sister, Artemis, who’d caused all the problems. What happened last fall had changed everything, and now Brie was here, and she had to keep it all a secret while trying to get as close to the safety of popularity as possible.

			She’d always been fast and coordinated, so as soon as she arrived at Stokely, she joined the volleyball, basketball, and track teams. The tryouts were grueling, but her height and speed made her a shoo-in. Her parents weren’t very supportive, but at least they didn’t mind picking her up late after school. So far, she hadn’t really connected with anyone. The girls here were standoffish, but she was making progress. Her original goal was to make a solid friend group and just…blend in. She needed friends, and she needed camouflage.

			But if she had a shot with the Ems, that was light-years better than any sports team.

			And now Emily Bell wanted to be partners with her.

			“Totally,” Brie agreed, swiftly realizing she was about to be tied at the ankle to the most popular girl in school and hoping that she’d done a good enough job of shaving her legs and that her socks weren’t too sweaty.

			Although she was already committed and was beyond excited to earn any social currency with the Ems, Brie felt a momentary pang of concern. Emily wasn’t fast at all, and she would only slow Brie down. That meant Brie had to figure out a better way to win, because she could see the other partnerships coming together and knew that Jonah and his best friend, Leo, would be hard to beat.

			Soon she was side by side with Emily Bell as Mrs. Mehalick bound their legs together at the ankle with a piece of gingham fabric. This close, Brie could smell the sweet and dreamy scent of strawberry wafting off Emily, who somehow didn’t seem to sweat like normal people or even have BO or bad breath. Maybe that was part of being popular, Brie thought—just being born less gross than everyone else. They hobbled to the starting line, right beside Jonah and Leo.

			“Jonah, you’re not going to make me lose, are you?” Emily said, sticking out her glossy lips in a pout.

			Jonah looked deeply confused, which was his usual look, but Leo said, “If you’re slower, you lose. Nobody makes you do anything.”

			“He’s so mean. You’re so mean! Ugh.” Emily turned the full force of her personality on Brie. “You’re faster than them, right?” she asked.

			When I’m not tied to you, Brie wanted to say but didn’t.

			Instead, she said, “I’ll do my best, if you can keep up.”

			Emily’s wide blue eyes goggled. “Oh, wow, okay. Rude.” But she seemed more amused than actually offended. People never talked to Emily Bell that way.

			“On your marks!” Mrs. Mehalick called.

			Brie focused on the finish line. “Outside leg first, then inside leg. Follow my lead.”

			“I don’t care. Just win,” Emily growled.

			“Go!”

			But Emily Bell was no athlete, and she didn’t do well following orders. Instead of starting with her outside leg, she lurched forward with her right, nearly dragging Brie down to the ground. Jonah and Leo took off like a shot, and Brie’s heart sank as she realized that they had already fallen behind. With twelve groups of kids running and skipping and tumbling across the soccer field, it was quickly turning into an obstacle course for those who weren’t in front of the pack.

			And yet…Brie had to win.

			After today, there was only another month and a half of school and then one more summer before they leveled up to Stokely High and it would be even harder to break into their clique. All Brie wanted was to fit in, to be part of a group, to be cool. She wanted to spend her summer days sunning by Emily’s pool, go to the famous sleepovers in Emma’s fancy tree house she’d heard about. Emerson even had horses, and Brie dreamed of getting invited over to ride. She was going to win this race no matter what it cost her.

			And that was why she picked Emily Bell up under her perfect arms and ran for it.

			“Oh my god, what are you doing?” Emily shrieked, feebly flailing as Brie held her by her weirdly dry armpits, glad for once that she was the tallest, strongest girl in their class.

			“I’m winning.”

			Brie didn’t know why Emily Bell needed a hundred dollars from her dad so badly. She was rich and already seemed to have everything she could want, from expensive clothes and shoes to her mom’s huge car and a giant mansion with a pool with a slide—or so Brie had heard from other kids gossiping. But whatever her reasons, Emily apparently wanted that money badly enough to stop flailing and allow Brie to carry her like an angry cat. That freed Brie up to run as fast as she could, passing all the other kids as they struggled and fell and laughed. It was as if Emily Bell really was a pixie; she barely weighed anything at all. Only Jonah and Leo were still ahead of them, running together in perfect unison, and they were already so close to the finish line….

			It didn’t matter. Brie could spike a serve. She could nail a three-pointer. She could outrun Jonah on the track. And she was going to win this race, no matter what.

			She put on a frantic burst of speed, her lungs heaving, her arms straining as she carried eighty pounds of queen bee across the finish line.

			And because she was carrying Emily Bell in front of her, they won by—well, by an Emily.

			They won!

			She set Emily down on the ground, and for one beautiful moment, they held each other by the arms and jumped up and down, screaming. The look on Emily’s face was pure joy, pure triumph—even if she hadn’t really done anything. It was the best moment of Brie’s life so far.

			“In your face, Jonah!” Emily screeched at her boyfriend, who winced.

			Mrs. Mehalick gave them each a gold medal, which of course wasn’t actually gold but shone like it in the hot Georgia sun. “Smart thinking, Brie,” she said, mouth quirked up. “A little unconventional, but it wasn’t against the rules.”

			“It was Emily’s idea,” Brie told her, and it was only kind of a lie.

			Emily soaked that up.

			“It was, wasn’t it?” she said, preening.

			Emma and Emerson struggled over with Amber and her friend Grace trailing behind them; they’d come in near last. The Ems weren’t known for their athletic prowess.

			“Good going, Em!” Emma squealed.

			“Yeah, way to go!” Emerson added.

			“Yeah, totally!” Amber and Grace said almost at the same time, with a hint of desperation.

			Emily looked at Brie as if seeing her—really, truly seeing her—for the first time.

			“You can come to my birthday party,” she finally said like a princess handing out tiaras. “Next week, at Wildwoods. We have four spots, so there’s just one left.”

			Amber and Grace visibly deflated, but Brie could’ve exploded with happiness.

			Another gold medal, and an invite to party with the Ems at the biggest amusement park in the state.

			It was the best day of her life.

			She was going to be friends with the Ems if it killed her.
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			On the third day of Spring Break, a big pink envelope arrived in the mail, and it was even better than Brie had anticipated: for Emily Bell’s birthday, they were actually sleeping over at the Wildwoods amusement park, part of a special after-hours lock-in. There were tons of rides, including Georgia’s longest roller coaster, the Catamount. One coaster even had real alligators underneath it, just living their alligator lives down there in a fake swamp.

			Brie spent all afternoon getting ready, doing her best to tame her wild hair and making sure she was dressed exactly like the Ems usually were, in short jean cutoffs and an oversized pastel T-shirt. She had the same white sneakers they favored, and she’d broken them in inside the house so they wouldn’t look brand-new but also wouldn’t be super dirty. Her backpack held a variety of pajamas, because she didn’t want to wear the wrong kind, plus a flashlight, phone charger, and chewable Pepto Bismol, just in case.

			“So what are these girls like?” her mom asked as they loaded the car.

			“Um…they’re just girls. Emerson has horses, I think?”

			Her mom gave her The Look. “Are they kind? Are they smart? Are they creative? Why haven’t you mentioned them before?”

			Because you wouldn’t like them, Brie thought.

			Her parents—and Artemis—were entirely focused on academic achievement and learning to the exclusion of all else. Brie had been like that, too—before last fall. Now she was determined to keep her grades up to the family standards while never making the same kind of mistake Artemis had. Now Brie just wanted to be normal.

			“I guess I’ll find out more about them tonight,” she finally said.

			“I hope they won’t distract you from school. If your grades go down—”

			“They won’t, Mom. It’s just one Saturday night.”

			Her mom pointed to the window of Artemis’s room. “Your sister is up there studying. At your age, she was writing her first book. Last year, you were spending your weekends learning to code. What happened?”

			“You know what happened,” Brie snapped, immediately regretting it. More softly, she said, “Just…let me be me, Mom. I’m trying new things. Support me like you support her. Please.”

			Her mom’s lips pursed. “Your sister was trying to achieve her goals—”

			“And look where that got her. Look where it got me.”

			A heavy sigh. “You shouldn’t be ashamed of her.”

			“I’m not.” But Brie had had to change schools. She couldn’t do that again.

			Her mom closed the trunk and gave her a long look. “Don’t become something you’re not just because you’re scared, Brie. Don’t succumb to peer pressure. Listen to your heart.”

			Brie returned the look angrily. “Maybe I am listening to my heart. Maybe it’s just saying something you don’t want to hear.”

			They were silent for most of the long drive to Wildwoods. Brie imagined the Ems all carpooling together and wondered if they were already there having fun without her. She checked Emily Bell’s social media but only saw her at a party-supply store wearing a pink feather boa.

			“Gonna be the best night ever!” the post read.

			“Can’t you drive faster?” Brie asked.

			“Not on these curvy mountain roads.” Her mom looked up at the sky. “Are you worried about rain?”

			“No. It’ll be fine. I don’t care.” Brie’s heart sped up as she saw the neon-green curve of a roller coaster reaching up through the trees ahead. As they got closer, more metal shapes appeared in sunny yellow, fire-engine red, sky blue.

			“There it is,” she breathed.

			This was Brie’s first time at a real, actual amusement park with roller coasters. Her parents said thrill rides disturbed their inner ears, and Artemis wasn’t into the usual “fun” things.

			“Have you ever been here before?” she asked her mom.

			“Once, when I was a kid,” her mom said with a faraway smile. “It was a lot smaller then, but it was a great day. I got lost in the fun house. The mirrors were impossible. And they had the biggest crocodile in the state—Monster Max. I put my hand up to one of his paws, through the glass. It was huge. You could hear him bellowing when he was mad, even from outside the Reptile House. And there were monkeys and parrots in big cages.” Her mom grimaced. “Not very humane. I’m glad they don’t do that anymore.”

			“What about the rides?” Brie asked.

			“I think some of them are the same. There’s a huge carousel, and the Blackbird Swoops and Parachute Ride are still there. But they walled off lots of the stuff I remember after some sort of accident. And then they reopened when I was in college.”

			They pulled into a huge parking lot filled with cars and drove to the front gates, which were painted to look like misty purple mountains topped with snow. A sign reading Wildwoods curved overhead, the raised letters dotted with glimmering lightbulbs. Brie rolled down her window just a little bit and heard laughter and screams and the ringing of bells, plus a rumble of thunder in the background that she was determined to ignore. Her mom parked the car and held out a fifty-dollar bill.

			“This should get you through the night,” she said. “Etiquette suggests that whoever invites you to the party pays for everything, but you never know. Keep your phone charged and notifications on. If I text you and you don’t text back within five minutes, I will FaceTime you—”

			“No—”

			“Yes. And I’ll get Artemis and your dad, and we’ll all sing the ‘Baby Shark’ song as loud as we can—”

			It was the most embarrassing thing Brie could think of, and she knew that her mom would do it, too.

			“I’ll text back,” she promised.

			Her mom smiled and reached over to stroke her face, but Brie jerked her head back. The Ems might be watching.

			“Remember, statistically speaking, every ride in the park is safer than the drive to get here,” her mom said.

			“I love you, too, Mom.” Brie got out of the car and grabbed her backpack and sleeping bag from the back seat.

			“Do you know where to go?”

			Brie stood in the open door, marveling at the high wall and the enticing glimpses of rides beyond. “I can figure it out.”

			“But—”

			She met her mom’s eyes. “I’ve got this.”

			Her mom looked from Brie to the tall gates, and Brie could see the calculations running in her mind. Before now, Brie had been the shy, quiet one in the family, not necessarily known for her confidence. Artemis was the loud, brash, certain one. But now Brie had goals, and they involved not being embarrassed by her family. Her mom had been on TV with Artemis, too, after all, and she didn’t want to risk the Ems recognizing her and figuring out who Brie really was.

			Brie waved goodbye, shut the door, and headed for the gates. Behind her, the car rolled away. She’d put on a brave face so her mom would leave, but honestly, she was terrified.

			What if it was all just an elaborate hoax, and Emily’s birthday wasn’t even here, and her mom had just dropped her off right before closing time? What if she had to pay her own admission and tickets cost more than fifty dollars? What if she made it through the gate and then the Ems pretended they didn’t know her, and she was stuck here with all her stuff?

			But no. The ticket signs were all digital, and one listed special events, which included Emily B’s birthday. Brie followed the arrows that pointed her to a different gate and saw Emily and Emma waiting with Emily’s mom, who Brie knew from school. Mrs. Bell made fancy sugar cookies and brought them to class for every possible holiday.

			When Emily and Emma saw her, Brie gave a little wave, nothing that suggested she was so excited that she could barely contain it. Just a very small, very cool wave, which they returned.

			“Brie, right? I remember you from class. Tall, and with that hair!” Mrs. Bell said, tossing back her own perfectly straight blond hair and smiling with bright-white teeth.

			“Yeah, that’s me,” Brie admitted, wishing she’d taken the time to blow-dry her hair instead of trying to make her curls behave.

			“Emerson’s last, of course,” Emily said. “She’s always late.” She and Emily giggled together, but it was a secretive giggle that suggested they knew something Brie didn’t.

			Just then, Emerson appeared, dragging a wheeled rose gold suitcase behind her and carrying a huge gift bag filled with an explosion of tissue paper. Internally, Brie winced. Since she knew nothing about Emily’s likes or dislikes, she’d opted for a gift card in an envelope. Her mom said no one would want to carry a huge gift bag around an amusement park. Judging by the foldable wagon full of bags and boxes by Mrs. Bell, she had apparently made the wrong decision.

			The Ems all squealed and hugged each other like they’d been separated for years, conspicuously leaving Brie out, but that was okay. She was determined not to show her desperation. After tonight, she’d be one of them. Until then, she would just be unflappable, friendly, and cool.

			Now that they were all gathered, Mrs. Bell led them to a turnstile, where a teen girl in an awkward uniform of plaid shirt, baggy khaki shorts, cowboy hat, bandanna, and hiking boots checked off her name on a clipboard and gave her a folder of info, pointing out on a map how to find Magnolia House, the park’s event facility. Heels clicking, muttering to someone on her phone, Mrs. Bell led them through the turnstile and around a corner, and then Brie was finally in Wildwoods, staring up at the biggest carousel she’d ever seen. Overhead, the clouds darkened and massed together, rumbling threateningly as the first spatters of rain hit the concrete.
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			The amusement park was bigger than life, and Brie didn’t know where to look first.

			Directly in front of her was the two-story carousel, an ancient, whirling confection of leaping white horses and flashing lights, blaring old-fashioned music and filled with laughing children and parents holding on for dear life as the horses spun just a little too fast. To the right of that, a pickax the size of a skyscraper swung in a huge circle, forever chasing a giant gemstone as the riders were suspended upside down for increasing amounts of time. The Highland Swings spun dizzily, the Beaver Bumper Cars thudded and buzzed, and there was a huge splash as the log flume touched down, sending toddlers joyfully screaming as it brought a sheet of water crashing over the waiting crowd.

			Behind the carousel was an enormous wall painted to match the welcome sign, a misty purple mountain with jagged white peaks at the tippy top. It was as tall as many of the rides, taller than a house, maybe taller than two houses stacked up. It looked nothing like the actual mountains around them, which were more like green hills blanketed in pine trees.

			“Well, howdy there!” a voice said, and Brie drew back.

			It was Pickax Pete, the park’s mascot, and he was so big and bulbous that she had no idea how he’d snuck up on her. She knew it was just some teenager in a plush fabric suit with a big cowboy hat—she could even see the shadowy eye holes peeping out from under Pete’s beard—but the way he was jumping from boot to boot and waving his fake pickax seemed more menacing than fun.

			“Uh, hi,” she said, since he was blocking her path and waiting for a response. The Ems stopped to watch, backing out of range, and Emma giggled into her hand.

			Brie tried to go around Pickax Pete, but he stepped sideways to block her.

			“Is this your first visit to my mine?” Pete’s obviously prerecorded voice box said, sounding like an old man with a comically exaggerated southern accent.

			Another attempt at stepping around him was foiled. Whoever was in that suit was fast.

			“Uh-oh! Cat got your tongue? Sounds like someone needs a little bonk-bonk!”

			“Bonk-bonk!” everyone in the immediate area cried with the feral excitement of sharks scenting blood.

			Brie took a step back, but a crowd had gathered in a circle around her, and she couldn’t go far.

			“You gonna bonk-bonk!” said a little kid who barely came up to her waist.

			“No thank you,” she said. “I need to go.”

			It felt completely ridiculous, talking to a seven-foot-tall old man made out of fake fur and powered by a very sweaty and jerky teenager, but Brie really, really wanted to leave.

			“Not until…” Pickax Pete paused in anticipation.

			“Bonk-bonk!” the crowd shouted.

			And then, before Brie could ask what bonk-bonk meant, Pickax Pete’s pickax arced down through the air, its tip aiming directly for her head. Brie screeched and ducked, arms up to protect herself, her entire body telling her she was about to die.

			But the pickax was as soft as a dandelion as it landed and made a squeaky noise—bonk-bonk.

			She barely felt it.

			Everyone laughed.

			Pickax Pete handed her a big round button that read It’s My First Visit and I Got Bonk-Bonked. “Make sure you put that on your shirt! Yeehaw!”

			All the little kids mobbed Pickax Pete, begging for the bonk-bonk, and the stuffed pickax arced down softly into the crowd, where children grabbed it and laughed and squealed. Several of them had their own tiny plastic pickaxes in a rainbow of colors, and they happily bonked each other on the head again and again, the air filling with the sound of squeaky toys, like there were a thousand clowns tiptoeing around.

			Grateful to be out of the spotlight, Brie hurried to join the Ems, placing herself behind Mrs. Bell so that Pickax Pete couldn’t get near her again.

			“Ohmygod, I would die if that was me,” Emma said.
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