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BEA


“I NEVER WANT TO GET OFF THIS BUS.” I WATCHED THE LAST Burger King before the Mapleton exit pass by in a swirl of red and orange, the rich scent of greasy burgers and salty fries wafting through the open window.


Maisy focused her eyes on me. “It’s going to be okay,” she said.


I broke her gaze and looked down at my thighs. They were covered with so many freckle constellations, I almost looked tan. “Things are about as far from okay as you can get. My dad’s replacing my mom and me with new and improved models. My mom’s dating our old math teacher, and I’m about to start middle school with zero friends.”


“That last part’s not true,” Maisy said, as she held out a practically empty bag of Sour Patch Kids. “You have me.”


I popped a yellow candy in my mouth and felt the sour sugar crystals burn my tongue before the candy turned sweet.


“I can’t expect you to give up the popular table for me,” I said midchew. “So, if you want me, I’ll be eating tuna sandwiches alone in the library.”


“Tuna?” Maisy scrunched up her face. “No wonder no one wanted to sit with you.”


“It’s not funny. School starts in two days and I’m going to be just as invisible as I was last year,” I moaned.


“You held up your end of the pact and made me, the least athletic and most anxious girl at adventure camp, popular. Now it’s my turn to make you popular at school.”


“How did I ever think we could pull this off?” I asked. “How could I ever fit in with the M & Ms?” The bus pulled off the highway onto the red maple tree–lined street that ran through the center of Mapleton. The other campers laughed and talked as if the end of the summer wasn’t descending upon us like an apocalyptic plague. They may have been sad to say goodbye to the summer, but clearly they all had friends back home they were eager to see.


“We just need to come up with another plan,” Maisy said. “So, put that freakishly big brain of yours to work.”


I grabbed the last Sour Patch Kid. “I’ve got nothing.”


Maisy licked her finger and ran it along the inside of the bag. “Let’s list all the things we know about the situation. My dad says to do that when I’m stuck on a word problem, which is pretty much every time I do math homework.”


“There’s unpopular, and then there’s the level below unpopular, where you’re so invisible, you aren’t on anyone’s radar to merit the label unpopular. That’s what we’re working with.”


Maisy rolled her eyes. “And you call me dramatic?”


“Fine, I’ll play along.” I cleared my throat. “Here are the known variables. Having the right friend group is the key to middle school survival. If I can get in with the M & Ms, I won’t have to spend the school year hiding in the bathroom during free periods.”


Maisy nodded. “We also know the M & Ms are always out for themselves.”


“Exactly.” I sighed. “Why would they help me?”


“We just need to figure out what’s in it for them,” said Maisy. “There must be something they could get out of being friends with you.”


But I couldn’t think of one thing those girls needed, especially Mia, whose popularity was matched by her Queen Bee wardrobe. I thought about Madeline with her gel manis and hair even Beyoncé would envy. Then there were Meghan and Madison, who had the kind of friendship born of having moms who were lifelong best friends. Having a person who is more family than friend is the kind of safety net that can make the difference between middle school survival and failure. Let’s not forget Chloe Bradford-Fuller, who had swooped in and snatched up the spot in the group Maisy had carved out for me. These girls had everything I wanted. What could I possibly give them?


Maisy whipped her hair into a french braid at record speed. Anytime Maisy is freaking out, she plays with her hair, so this was a surefire sign she wasn’t as confident about our strategizing as she was letting on.


“We need to figure out something they might want. Make them realize they want it. Then, convince them you’re the only person who can give it to them,” Maisy said, as she wrapped a rubber band around the bottom of her braid.


“That’s genius.” I stared at Maisy. “But what could I possibly give the girls who have everything?”


MAISY


As the bus thumped over the speed bumps in the parking lot, my heart pounded. I was acting calm for Bea, but the closer we got to our real life back home, the more anxious I felt.


It wasn’t just about holding up my end of the pact. I needed to make up for ditching Bea last year and ruining her life. I needed to give her the one thing she wanted—a friend group at school, just like she has at camp.


“Mapleton girls!” Bob, our bus driver, called to the back. “This is your stop! Don’t leave any garbage behind!”


I shoved the empty chip bags, candy wrappers, and deflated Capri Sun pouches into my bag. Bea and I stood up and brushed the Dorito crumbs and Sour Patch Kids dust off our shorts and grabbed our drawstring bags.


As I walked past the other kids, I heard another bus pull into the parking lot. I leaned out the window to get a closer look.


Bob growled, “Let’s go, girls! I still got two more states to drive through today!”


I hurried down the aisle. The parking lot was filled with parents. I put my hand over my eyes to block out the sun and looked around but didn’t see Dad or Bea’s mom.


“We’re the only two kids getting picked up from Camp Amelia,” I said. “Why are all these other parents here?”


“This is where all the camps have drop-offs.”


Bea sighed as our bus pulled onto the main road. “Just like that. Our summer is over.”


“Not true.” I dumped my duffel bag down on the hot blacktop. “We still have two days before school starts to figure out our plan.”


“There won’t be a plan if I can’t think of something I can give the M & Ms,” Bea said, just as another yellow bus rumbled across the parking lot and pulled up in front of us.


As soon as the bus door opened sweaty boy smell hit us. It was even worse than the time Addy left a pile of dirty leotards in the back of our minivan during a heat wave.


Bea wrinkled her nose. “You thought I had questionable hygiene at camp when I counted swimming in the lake as my shower? You haven’t been around when the Scouts get back from their annual camping trip. We’re talking about seventh-grade boys running around the woods for two weeks without running water or soap.”


I shuddered. “We are so lucky we don’t have brothers.”


Bea squished up her whole face. “Agreed.”


“That smell, though.” I tried not to breathe through my nose. “It’s like moldy cheese, feet… and…”


Bea gagged. “Rotten garbage.”


I felt a dry heave coming on. “Ugh. That’s it.”


Bea grabbed my arm and pulled me a few steps back. “Let’s give them a wide berth.”


“Why do you always have to use big words?” I dragged my stuff back far enough so we could check out the guys without smelling them.


“It’s called reading.” Bea smirked. “You should try it sometime.”


“You are sooo funny,” I said.


Marshall Cooper was the first guy off the bus. With his thick glasses strapped around his greasy hair, his dirt-streaked Mapleton School Chess Club T-shirt over cargo shorts, and bright orange Crocs, he could’ve been cast in any eighties remake as head of the nerd herd.


“Things could be worse.” I jerked my head toward the bus as another grubby geek walked off and said, “You could be one of those guys.”


Bea shrugged. “At least they have their place in the world.”


I rolled my eyes, even though she was right. “We literally just got off the bus. Give me a chance to come up with a new plan before you have a nervous breakdown.”


Suddenly, a bright ray of sunshine broke through the fluffy white clouds and shone down on the bus steps. Clark Rutner stepped into the light like a superhero in a Marvel movie. He had gotten teenager tall over the summer, and his tan arms were thick with actual muscles. His red Mapleton Scouts Troop 523 T-shirt stretched across his wide chest. He had grown out his sun-streaked blond hair from a babyish crewcut into a longish surfer-boy hairstyle.


I knocked Bea’s arm with my elbow and hissed, “OMG! Do you know what’s happening here?”


“Ow!” Bea rubbed her arm. “What? What’s happening?”


“Sometimes I wonder how someone so smart could be so dumb,” I whispered. “We are getting the first look at Mapleton Middle School’s Summer Glow Up.”


Bea wrinkled her forehead and practically shouted, “What the heck is a Glow Up?”


“Keep your voice down,” I whispered. “It’s when someone goes from the awkward, ugly stage to super cute overnight.”


“Oh, now I get it.” Bea nodded slowly. “I’m pretty sure Hans Christian Andersen invented that.”


“Who?”


Bea threw her hands up. “‘The Ugly Duckling’?”


Before I could answer her, Clark turned toward us and smiled. His teeth were bright white and perfect, like a row of peppermint Orbit gum. I was just lifting my arm to wave back when he said, “Hey, Bea.”


“How do you know the Glow Up?” I asked, trying not to move my lips.


“We were both in accelerated science and math last year,” Bea said. “We’re in all the honors classes together this year.”


I held out my phone and pretended to be taking a selfie. Instead, I got a pic of Clark walking toward us, his blond hair flowing, his golden skin soaking up the sun.


“I think I figured out what you can give the M & Ms,” I said.
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BEA


I MAY NOT HAVE KNOWN WHAT GLOW UP MEANT BEFORE, BUT I did now. Last year, Clark had thick glasses, an unfortunate case of acne, and a mouthful of braces. He had reminded me of a puppy, with his giant hands and feet that were too big for the rest of his scrawny body. It was hard to believe the combination of summer sun and puberty resulted in such a dramatic transformation.


Clark had always been nice to me, as much as any sixth-grade boy could be to an invisible girl. Math and science were the only classes where I didn’t feel like crawling under my desk when the teacher asked us to partner up because Clark was always happy to work together.


“Did you get the email from Dr. Feinstein about Robotics Club?” Clark asked.


I pointed to my Camp Amelia shirt. “Just got back from a digital detox.”


Clark pushed his long blond hair off his forehead. “Dr. Feinstein’s starting a robotics club and she reached out to all the honors math and science kids. Check your inbox when you get a chance.”


I may not be an expert on how to get popular, but I knew one way to sabotage any chance of improving my social status—joining the Robotics Club.


“I don’t think…” I felt a jab in my rib from Maisy’s sharp elbow.


“You should definitely join,” said Maisy, her furrowed brow a dead giveaway that her brain was currently mid-scheme. “It’ll look good on your college application.”


Clark raised an eyebrow. “Colleges look at middle school activities now? Mrs. C. said I should join mock trial, but I was going to wait another year so I can focus on my grades.”


“Um, well… not exactly,” said Maisy. “But how do you expect to be president of Robotics Club in high school if you don’t join in middle school?”


“Good point.” Clark nodded. “See you at the first meeting, Bea?”


I wasn’t exactly sure how this fit into Maisy’s plan, but I could practically see the wheels turning in her head.


“Sure,” I said.


Mrs. Rutner honked from across the parking lot in her convertible. She was wearing tennis whites and a stressed look on her face. “Come on, Clark! I’m going to be late for my lesson!”


“See you guys later.” Clark took off across the pavement.


As soon as Mrs. Rutner pulled away, Maisy turned to me, her eyes flashing. “Best plan ever, right?”


“I’m going to need a little help connecting the dots,” I said.


She whipped out her phone and zoomed in on a picture of Clark 2.0.


“How did you take that without me noticing?” I asked. “And what does our pact have to do with Clark?”


“Watch and learn.” Maisy’s fingers moved at the speed of light as she sent a group text to the M & Ms with Clark’s picture.


From: Maisy


To: Madison, Meghan, Mia, Madeline, Chloe


Back from [image: image]… Found Glow Up [image: image] of the Year


Within seconds Maisy’s phone beeped.


From: Meghan


To: Maisy, Madison, Mia, Madeline, Chloe


[image: image]


From: Madison


To: Maisy, Meghan, Mia, Madeline, Chloe


[image: image]


From: Madeline


To: Maisy, Madison, Meghan, Mia, Chloe


OMG! From [image: image] to [image: image]


“Wait for it…” said Maisy.


From: Mia


To: Maisy, Madeline, Meghan, Madison, Chloe


We need to claim him. Must hang out with [image: image] guys if we want to be [image: image]


“Bam!” said Maisy.


From: Meghan


To: Maisy, Madeline, Mia, Madison, Chloe


He’s literally the smartest kid [image: image] in our school. How do we even talk to him? [image: image]


From: Madison


To: Maisy, Madeline, Mia, Meghan, Chloe


He’s so [image: image] you practically need Google Translate [image: image] to talk to him


“Double bam!” said Maisy. “It couldn’t have gone any more perfect than this.”


From: Maisy


To: Madison, Meghan, Mia, Madeline, Chloe


We need a Genius Whisperer! [image: image]


From: Madeline


To: Maisy, Madison, Meghan, Mia, Chloe


A what? [image: image]


From: Meghan


To: Maisy, Madison, Mia, Madeline, Chloe


Who? [image: image]


From: Maisy


To: Madison, Meghan, Mia, Madeline, Chloe


I know the perfect person—someone who will be in all his [image: image] classes so she speaks his language.


From: Madeline


To: Maisy, Madison, Meghan, Mia, Chloe


Who???? [image: image]


From: Maisy


To: Madeline, Madison, Meghan, Mia, Chloe


It’s a surprise!


From: Mia


To: Maisy, Madison, Meghan, Madeline, Chloe


Bring her to my [image: image] later! [image: image]


MAISY


Bea paced with her hands clasped over a pile of curls on top of her head. “How can I be a Genius Whisperer when I have no idea how to talk to boys?”


I pointed at myself. “I know how to talk to boys.” I pointed at Bea. “You know how to talk to smart people. We’ll figure it out.”


Bea stopped pacing and slowly turned to face me. “This could actually work.”


Bea’s mom, Heather, pulled up next to us in her lime-green VW Bug and threw the driver’s-side door open.


“Bea!” Heather yelled. She picked Bea up and squeezed her tight.


Heather was wearing turquoise harem pants with a soft gray tank that opened in the back, and when she reached her arms around Bea, you could see the tattoo of a mother and baby elephant across her lower back. She has the same wild curly red hair and pale freckly skin as Bea.


I took a step back because I was sure Heather hated me. I had been awful to Bea last year, and if I were Bea’s mother I would definitely hate me. But as soon as Heather was done saying how long Bea’s hair had grown and counting her new freckles, she turned to me with a big I don’t hate you smile.


“Hi, Maisy,” she said. “You look great! Wish I had your complexion. I’ve been slathering myself in SPF one hundred all summer and still got sunburned at the farmers market last weekend. I was there forty-five minutes tops and looked like a lobster by the time I got home.”


Bea’s mom had been like a second mom to me since preschool. She taught me how to french braid using Bea’s American Girl dolls. She made me chamomile tea with extra clover honey whenever I felt anxious and always knew exactly what to say to make me feel better. She cooked me well-done cheeseburgers even though she and Bea like theirs rare, because she knows I get nervous when there is any pink in my meat. I was really lucky she was talking to me as though I hadn’t ruined her daughter’s life last year.


“Maisy ran around the cabin spraying everyone with sunblock and bug spray before we went anywhere,” said Bea.


I cringed. “Yeah, I think I drove everyone crazy.”


“But no one got any bad burns or bug bites the whole summer,” Bea said.


“True,” I agreed.


Dad pulled up next to us in his Jeep with Grandma in the passenger seat. The Jeep top was down and I could tell by his tan that it had probably been down all summer without me and Addy complaining about Jeep hair.


“Grandma!” I yelled. “What’re you doing here? Shouldn’t you be getting your classroom ready?”


“Is that any way to greet your grandma?” she teased.


Dad helped her climb out of the Jeep. She’s a shorty, like me, so it was a long way down for her. Grandma, who always dresses her best, was wearing fitted white jeans with a turquoise and white tunic and a bright coral necklace. Her gold strappy sandals showed off her perfect pedicure, Essie’s Jelly Apple, the color she wears from Memorial Day until the first day of school, when she switches to her fall color, Essie’s Merino Cool.


Dad gave me a big bear hug. I thought about how mad I was when he had dropped me off at the camp bus and how I hadn’t even hugged him goodbye. I squeezed him extra tight.


“Missed you, Mini,” he said. “I didn’t have anyone to keep me from being a fashion disaster. My residents made fun of me last week for being too matchy-matchy, whatever that means.”


I gave Dad an extra squeeze. “Good thing I’m back.”


Dad threw my duffel in the back of the Jeep like it weighed two pounds instead of twenty.


He turned to Bea’s mom and said, “Hey, Red. Got any cheap house listings for my poor resident who’s drowning in student loans?”


Heather scrunched up her face like she was thinking hard. “Maybe I can set him up with a starter condo with solid resale value so he can turn it around when he gets on his feet.”


“Good plan,” Dad said. “I’ll give him your contact info.”


Heather smiled at Dad. “Thanks, Eddy! I owe you big time for connecting me with the head of your department. The commission on that sale is paying for spring break for Bea and me.”


Dad waved his hand like it was no big deal. “I wouldn’t recommend you if you didn’t do a good job.”


Heather ran over to Grandma and leaned down to wrap her in a big hug. “Congrats on your retirement, Raisa! I was so excited for you when I saw your Facebook post.”


“Thank you! I got the sweetest comments from all the kids I’ve taught over the years. Although after thirty-nine years of teaching, most of the ‘kids’ are all grown up now with families of their own.”


The tips of my fingers started tingling, like they always do when something doesn’t feel right. There’s nothing worse than realizing you’re the last person to know something important.


“I thought you were retiring next year so we could throw you a big party for teaching forty years,” I said.


We had looked at the Party City website last time Grandma visited and decided on black and silver for the party colors and big silver balloons in the shape of a four and a zero. We were even going to special-order a cake that was shaped like a classroom with a little fondant Grandma sitting at her desk.


Grandma pushed her oversized sunglasses on top of her shiny black hair so that I could see her hazel eyes, almond-shaped just like mine, Dad’s, and Addy’s. She said, “There are more important things than a stupid number. Like spending time with my favorite granddaughters.”


I smiled at Grandma, but the pins-and-needles feeling spread to my whole body. The only thing worse than finding something out last is being lied to. Grandma loves visiting us, but she’s always loved teaching more.


















[image: image]








[image: image] CHAPTER THREE [image: image]



BEA


AS SOON AS MOM OPENED THE FRONT DOOR, MR. PEBBLES POUNCED down from the coffee table and rubbed his furry sides against my ankles with a loud purr that sounded like a lawn mower.


“Did you miss me? Did my favorite boy miss me?” I crooned as I scooped him up and flopped down on the couch with him in my arms.


He leaned his head back and parted his lips in a pointy-toothed grin while I rubbed his favorite spot behind his ears.


“Aw, I missed you too,” I said.


Mom plopped on the couch, snuggled up next to me, and said, “We’re so glad you’re back.” Her curls tickled my face. They smelled like Moroccan oil and coconut shampoo, a scent that always makes me feel like home.


“Did you hear about Dad and Monica?” I asked.


Mom sat up straighter and pulled her mass of curls out of her face and into an overflowing bun so she could get a better look at me with her big brown eyes. “Your father called me.”


“Did you see their proposal video? It’s on Instagram,” I said.


Mom’s mouth twitched. “There’s a proposal video?”


I nodded. “Maisy and I saw it when we finally got our phones back.”


“And it’s on Instagram?” Mom said, before bursting into giggles. “When your dad and I were together he didn’t even like me tagging pictures of him on Facebook.”


I reached under Mr. Pebbles and grabbed my phone from my jean shorts pocket. “I waited to watch it with you.”


Mom put on her reading glasses and leaned closer to my phone. “Why’s your dad’s proposal video on @morethanmomjeans?”


“Monica’s an influencer with half a million followers. Didn’t Dad tell you? She posted a denim overall dress from Madewell back in April and it’s been backordered for months. She made so much, it paid for Peyton’s and Vivi’s summer camps.”


Mom’s eyes widened. “Dad’s Monica is the woman behind More Than Mom Jeans? I bought these pants after she posted them. When Jimmy said she was a mom blogger, I thought she was sharing recipes and cutesy posts about her kids.”


“How did you miss her engagement post if you’re such a big fan?” I asked.


Mom shook her hair loose from her bun so her big curls covered her pink cheeks. “I’ve been spending so much time with Gavin these days, I haven’t been on social media as much.”


I was happy Mom had found someone but wished it wasn’t my former math teacher who wore bowties and gave detention for chewing gum. Associating with Mr. Pembrook was not going to do my reputation any favors. The only thing saving me was that he taught at the elementary school.


I looked down at my phone and scrolled through Monica’s posts till I found the proposal video. “Here it is.” I turned up the volume.


Monica stood on the front lawn wearing high-waisted jeans, with a boxy linen button-down and buttery leather loafers. Her blond hair fell in loose waves over her shoulders and her makeup was flawless.


“When I was a kid, I couldn’t wait to wear my new back-to-school clothes!” The tiny Monica on the screen smacked her hands together in excitement. “With these budget-friendly finds, the whole family can experience that fresh-start feeling this fall. Peyton and Vivi,” her face broke into a wide smile, “and my amazing boyfriend, Jimmy, are going to model for us today.”


Mom laughed. “She got your dad to model? This must be true love.”


Monica held out her arm. “First, we have Peyton, in Abercrombie and Fitch…”


Peyton’s only one year older than me, but the puberty gods have been far kinder to her. She has her mom’s sun-kissed hair, clear skin, and long legs. Peyton walked across the lawn wearing a fitted white T-shirt with the words WILL YOU painted in bold red across her chest.


Vivi, who is two years younger than Peyton, and as flawless as her mom and sister are, but with a round, friendly face and smile, ran out wearing a white T-shirt with the word MARRY painted on it.


Monica’s jaw dropped and she clasped her hands over her cheeks. Before she could say anything, Dad ran over wearing a white shirt that said ME.


“Oh, Jimmy,” Monica said, in a breathless voice, as Dad got down on one knee and popped open a ring box.


“You guys!” Tears streamed down Monica’s impeccably made-up face as she swept up the girls in a big hug. “I can’t believe you did this!”


“You didn’t answer the question,” Dad said, with his trademark crooked smile.


Monica dropped to her knees so she was at Dad’s level. She looked him in the eyes and said, “Yes!” Then her eyes shifted to her four hundred and eighty-nine thousand Instagram followers, and she shouted, “I said yes! The answer is yes!” She then reached out her hand and Dad pushed a platinum and diamond ring on her finger.


Peyton looked at her mom and said, “Now we can be a real family.”


I put my phone facedown on the coffee table and snuggled up to Mr. Pebbles.


“They make the perfect family, don’t they?” I scoffed.


Mom snuggled up closer to me and smoothed my hair down. “There’s no such thing as a perfect family. I was at a house closing last week and the family was an absolute nightmare. The three kids were bickering and playing something called the Fart and Sniff Game, which is just as disgusting as it sounds. The parents argued about whether or not to remodel the kitchen and whose mother could come stay first, the entire time we were signing the papers. But as soon as everything was signed, the mom made me take pictures of the family sitting on the front steps ’til I got the perfect shot, which she promptly posted on Instagram with #blessed.”


Sometimes I want to sit with my negative thoughts without Mom trying to fix things. I handed Mr. Pebbles to Mom and stood up.


“I have to go to the bathroom. Maisy and I drank a whole case of Capri Sun on the bus,” I said.


The bathroom was the only room where Mom wouldn’t trail behind me. I shut the door, ready to experience the peacefulness of being alone after bunking with four other girls all summer.


But as soon as I set foot in the bathroom, something felt different. I pushed back the elephant print linen shower curtain and noted the caddy was filled with our normal toiletries, but sitting on the rim of the tub was a tube of beard conditioner and two-in-one shampoo and conditioner. There was no way Mom or I could get a brush through our hair if we used two-in-one shampoo and conditioner, and we didn’t need beard conditioner, thank goodness.


I tried really hard not to think about Mr. Pembrook naked in my shower. Then, when I thought it couldn’t get any worse, I saw a book called Vegan Gut Health on the shelf over the toilet. Maisy was definitely going to paper the toilet seat next time she came over.


I needed to clear my head, and an ice-cold glass of chocolate milk is the cure for pretty much anything. I headed straight to the kitchen and opened the fridge, relishing the blast of cool air on my hot skin.


But on the glass shelf where my 2 percent milk always sits was a carton of oat milk. Behind it sat a large glass bottle of something called SouperFoods, which according to the label was a cold spinach, kale, and green apple soup that you drink like a smoothie.


The bathroom wasn’t the only place Mr. Pembrook had taken over, unless my bacon-cheeseburger-loving mom had converted to veganism while I was away.


Mom walked in the kitchen with Mr. Pebbles right behind her. She put her palm to her forehead and said, “I’m so sorry I forgot to buy cow’s milk!”


“Since when do you call real milk cow’s milk?” I asked.


“Gavin introduced me to oat milk and I haven’t had a sinus infection since. But I have everything we need for our Gilmore Girls marathon.” Mom ticked her list off on her fingers: “Our Luke’s Diner mugs, the makings for Luke’s famous burgers and fries, and Pop Tarts, Mallomars, and Red Vines for dessert.”


“Oh no. I forgot.” I closed the fridge door. “I made plans. Can we do it tomorrow night?”


Mom tilted her head and stared at me, looking more perplexed than mad. “How could you forget our annual post-camp tradition? We do it every year.”


“Maisy and I are hanging out with the M & Ms at Mia’s house. Please, can I go?”


“Mia Atwater?” Two vertical lines appeared between Mom’s eyes. “I thought you didn’t like those girls because they’re materialistic, fake, and superficial. Your words, not mine.”


“I was just being judgmental last year because I had no friends. Besides, the M & Ms are the most popular girls in school. Why wouldn’t I jump at the chance to hang out with them?”


“Since when do you care about being popular?” Mom asked.


“I don’t want to be alone anymore. Being popular is the exact opposite of that,” I said.


“But you have Maisy back,” Mom said. “You’re not alone anymore.”


“Yeah and if the M & Ms don’t accept me, I’ll lose Maisy all over again.”


“Maisy seems different. I don’t think you have to worry about her leaving you behind again,” Mom said.


“This is middle school, Mom. It’s survival of the fittest, which in this case means hanging out with the M & Ms. So I need to make that happen, no matter what.”


MAISY


“Isa’s little, like us, but super tough. She doesn’t let anyone push her around.” I shouted so Grandma could hear me over the wind whipping around us in the Jeep.


Grandma sat in the back with me. She wore a bandanna tied around her hair to keep it from flying about and sticking to her lip gloss like mine was currently doing. “Isa sounds like a spark plug.”


I nodded because being a spark plug is a huge compliment coming from Grandma. “We have to go on the Abercrombie site so I can show you some of Poppy’s modeling pictures. She’s the prettiest person I’ve ever met, but she never brags,” I said.


“That’s good.” Grandma nodded. “No one likes a bragger.”


“It should be easy to stay in touch with your camp friends during the school year since you guys all have cell phones,” Dad said, as he turned into our driveway. “Not like when I was a kid and long distance was so expensive.”


Grandma took off her seat belt and slowly climbed down from the car with Dad’s help. “In my day, it was letter writing or nothing. I made a lot of friends at camp, but only stayed friends with the ones who actually wrote back.”


“Sounds kind of harsh, Mom,” Dad said.


Grandma smoothed down the front of her tunic and tugged her pant legs down. “I only stay friends with people who are willing to put in as much effort as I am. So if some girl tried to act like we were best friends after a whole school year of not writing… well, I wasn’t having that.”


“That’s savage, Grandma,” I said.


“That’s my mom,” Dad said. “Keeping it real since 1950.”


“Fake friends are worse than fake handbags.” Grandma smiled, like she was proud of herself. “I saw that on a meme.”


Dad laughed. “I don’t know what you did before Facebook.”


I unhitched my seat belt and jumped down from the car as soon as I saw our front yard. “You fixed Mom’s garden!”


When I was little, we had the best garden in town. Mom was so good at gardening that other women from town took pictures of our yard to give to their landscapers. When I left for camp, the most depressing sign of Mom’s situation was her garden, which had become overgrown with weeds and filled with dead flowers.


“I’m not much of a gardener, but my friend Bernadette volunteers at the Botanical Garden. We spent a lot of time FaceTiming while I cleaned things up,” Grandma said.


Dad smiled from ear to ear. “It’s been great having Grandma here. She really helped get the house in order.”


Dad’s voice was funny—like the car salesman who tried to upsell us the fancier minivan model with the moon roof. The front yard looked much better with the hot pink and purple flowering bushes by the front door, the rows of white, pink, and lavender flowers lining the house, and Mom’s vegetable garden boxes full of tomatoes, zucchinis, eggplants, and all different kinds of lettuce. But that tingly feeling was back in my fingers.


Grandma smiled at me. “After all these years working, I thought I was going to be bored. But I have to admit, I’ve enjoyed fixing up the house.”


“I’m so excited to get back to my room! After bunking with four girls all summer, I can’t wait to sleep in my own bed without anyone else snoring or talking.” I walked to the front door and waited for Dad to unlock it. “My camp friends are great, but they don’t believe in personal space.”


Dad and Grandma looked at each other.


Now on top of tingly hands and feet, my heart was pounding. The worst thing you can do to an anxious person is dangle a secret in front of them.


“Will someone please tell me what’s going on?” I demanded.


Dad cleared his throat. “Grandma’s staying with us to help out while Mom’s in treatment.”


Grandma added, “And to help make the transition easier when your mom comes home.”


“When is Mom—” I started to ask, but Dad cut me off.


“After you left for camp, I realized how much you were doing around the house to cover for Mom.” Dad put his hand on my shoulder. “I figured out you were the one ordering groceries, making Addy’s gym food, cleaning up, and doing laundry. With Grandma here, you can focus on yourself.”


I looked at Grandma. “You didn’t have to retire early. I could’ve taken care of everything, like I always do.”


Grandma smiled at me, but her eyes looked sad. “The only thing you should be taking care of is yourself.”


It was getting awkward crowding around the front step together, while we all waited for Dad to let us in. “But Mom’s coming home soon, and everything will go back to normal. Right, Dad?”


Dad cleared his throat. “We still don’t know when Mom’s coming home. But when she does, we want to make things as stress-free as possible for her.”


I wasn’t sure how Grandma staying with us was going to make things stress-free for Mom since usually Mom hated Grandma “looking over her shoulder.” Mom says Grandma loves to remind everyone that she taught full-time, while raising Dad and his brother, Jerry, on her own after her husband died. One time I heard Grandma on the phone saying to her friend Bernadette, “How can someone who hasn’t worked for the past decade be so stressed out? What could possibly be that hard about her life? Stressed out is clipping coupons so you can afford Wonder Bread and bologna.”


Grandma smoothed down her thick black hair so it looked as perfect as always. “And we want to make things easy for you and Addy.”


“If things are going to be so much easier, why’re you guys acting so weird?” I asked. “It’s like you haven’t told me everything.”


Dad chewed on his bottom lip. “Well, Grandma living with us is probably going to be a long-term thing. And she has to sleep somewhere, so…”


“I stole your room, kiddo,” Grandma cut in.


“What?! Where will I sleep?”


There was no way I was sharing my room with Grandma.


“You’re bunking with Addy,” Dad said.


“What?” I yelled.


“You will be sharing a room with your sister,” he said, slower this time.


“This can’t be happening,” I said, my heart pounding faster. I backed away from them.


“Maisy,” they both said.


But I couldn’t hear another word. “You’re ruining my life!” I screamed before storming into the house.


I headed straight for my room and opened the door, hoping this was all just some big misunderstanding. But there was no mistake. My room wasn’t my room anymore.


My blanket set was gone, and Grandma’s ruffled white quilt from her house in the Berkshires was tucked into my mattress. Every part of me was erased from the room, including my tapestry, my photo collages, and my table full of beauty products. It even smelled different in there, like Grandma’s Shalimar perfume.


This can’t be happening. This can’t be happening.


Dad and Grandma finally made it up the stairs.


“You’re going to love your new room,” said Dad. “Grandma helped me redecorate.”


I let out a big breath. “New stuff isn’t gonna make up for me sharing a room with my little sister.”


Grandma smoothed down my hair. “Addy’s at the gym so much, you’ll have the room to yourself most of the time. Come see it. Your dad worked really hard to make things nice for you girls.”


Dad grabbed my hand and pulled me down the hall. “Come on, Mini. You’re going to love it.”


I held my breath while Dad opened the door. Addy’s room used to be hot pink with a bright purple accent wall that was covered floor to ceiling with stuffed animals and gymnastics posters. Now, it was decorated in shades of blush, cream, and gold. It was like someone used an Instagram filter on the room.


Each side of the room had a white loft bed with a desk, chair, and bookshelf set underneath. The beds were covered with gold and cream bedding that matched the fluffy carpet. I had to readjust my face so Dad couldn’t tell how awesome I thought it was. I could take some really artsy pics in there and the loft bed looked cozy with all the new throw pillows. It really would be the perfect room… if I didn’t have to share it with my little sister.
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