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Family lore has it that my dad wanted to name me Joy when he found out I was going to be a girl. My mother insisted on Isabel, having already established a taste for saints’ names, but thanks to my inability to pronounce the letter S, it got shortened to Bella. Then, because I hated that and refused to answer to it, it shrank down to Bel, which is ultimately a testament to how compromise leaves both parties unsatisfied.


To my dad’s credit, I’m not a joyless person. Like most people, there are things I love in life—cheese, being right, the beautiful rarity of a well-timed clapback—and things I don’t. The top of that second list? Team sports, being asked what I’m doing with my life, and the faint but harrowing sensation that something critical may have slipped my mind.


“Oh man, I forgot it was catapult day,” says Jamie, surveying her kingdom from our lofty perch at the top of the quad. “First project of the year—so cute! All the little Physics babies squawking around like tiny frightened birds . . . love that,” she soliloquys, powder-blue nails tapping the can of her dystopian-flavored LaCroix. “Where’s yours, by the way?”


Hmmmm. Crap.


Okay, so I know the catapult project was probably (definitely) in the syllabus, but in my defense, there was a huge essay due in English last week and I have a quiz this afternoon in Statistics plus a group project in Civics, and anyway, it’s really not my fault my grasp of time is so flawed. Aren’t there a million different scholarly articles about the impact of academic stress on teens or something? I’m pretty sure I could find at least a dozen if I really put some effort into researching. (I won’t, but it’s a valid thought, right?)


“Isabel Maier,” prompts Jamie, who is unfortunately still here and not part of a distressing dream I’m having. “Your silence is highly suspicious.”


“Uh,” I say, cleverly.


Spoiler: I do not have my catapult. Primarily because it doesn’t exist and secondarily because no miracles have occurred in the last thirty seconds. The only thing currently springing to mind is a very unhelpful slew of obscenities that would cause my mother to make the sign of the cross and then ask me where she failed as a parent. (Hot tip: that’s a rhetorical question.)


“Hello?” Jamie says, waving a hand in my face. “Bel?”


“I’m thinking,” I tell her, glancing down at my phone screen.


Woof. Class starts in fifteen minutes.


“Excellent,” Jamie says doubtfully. “Promising start.”


Like all girls who get told they talk like a grown-up from age six, Jamie Howard wants to be a lawyer. Her career goals involve wearing high-powered skirt suits in Manhattan while barking orders at her associates from a corner office littered with ferns. She’s the sort of girl who stalks around campus with determination, practically bowling over anyone in her path, and who laughs much too loudly at anything she finds funny. Luckily, I have been one of those things since she was conscripted to guide me through transfer student orientation six weeks ago.


“Do you have any, like—” Hm. “Tape?” I ask optimistically.


“What?” says Jamie.


“Tape,” I repeat. “Do. You. Have. Any?”


“Bel, I can hear,” she informs me, “and not that you’ve asked my opinion on this, but I don’t think any amount of tape is going to help you build the catapult you so obviously forgot to do.”


“Allegedly,” I correct her. “Allegedly forgot to do, and is that a no?”


“Of course it’s a no. Who carries around tape?”


“I don’t know, some people,” I say, groping for the strap of my backpack where a more carefree version of me tossed it below the table. “Don’t you carry around a mini stapler?”


“Yes, obviously,” sniffs Jamie, “but seeing as I’m not a postal worker or currently enrolled in kindergarten, I don’t have any use for tape.”


“You’re literally not helping,” I point out.


“I’m literally not trying to help,” Jamie replies with a breathtaking lack of shame. “You do realize this project is, like, half your semester grade, right? If you get a zero, that will reflect very poorly on me.”


“Okay, now you’re really not helping,” I inform Jamie. “And considering I’m in a crisis, you could stand to be a little more upbeat.”


“You’re right, sorry—if you get a zero, that will reflect very poorly on me!” Jamie singsongs.


Marvelous.


For what it’s worth, even I initially assumed that Jamie’s interest in me was because she takes all of her extracurricular responsibilities this seriously—like, to a possibly insane extent. It’s unclear why a person actively gunning for valedictorian would choose to hang out with someone who doesn’t even own a day planner unless it’s a matter of professional courtesy. But seeing as Jamie’s still “checking in” with me every day without fail, I think we took an unexpected turn into genuine friendship somewhere between following each other on Instagram at orientation and baking cookies with her grandma last weekend.


“Okay, well, not that this technically changes anything,” I say, doubling back on the only option I can conceivably extract from my brain, “but for the record, I don’t want the tape. I want the container.”


Jamie looks at me blankly.


“You know, the plastic thing that holds the tape?” I attempt.


Nothing. Nada.


“Okay,” I sigh, “I have fifteen minutes to fix this and zero time to explain it to you. Can you just be helpful, please?”


“Probably not,” she says. “Maybe try the office?”


Oh good, great, I’d love to start my afternoon by asking one of the illustrious Essex Academy for Art, Science, and Technology administrators for tape, having narrowly survived an interrogation just this morning about whether I’ve scheduled some sort of career assessment with my counselor. I sensed an underlying hint of suspicion from them, which I didn’t think was fair. Very few of my answers were lies, so I could definitely be doing a lot worse.


But considering my options are either this or the inevitable lecture from my mother . . .


“Ugh,” I say, wheeling around to aim myself in that direction.


“Good luck!” Jamie shouts after me.


Yeah, sure. Because luck is definitely what’s missing from the equation.


At my old school, which was admittedly a sham, there was none of this fussing about whether or not people had taken the SATs or chosen a course of study, and don’t even get me started on college apps. Branford had about four AP classes and either you were smart and took them (like my middle brother, Gabe) or you didn’t care about school so you messed around all day until baseball practice (like my oldest brother, Luke).


This school, on the other hand, is like a weird laboratory for startup CEOs. It’s private, per my mother’s insistence, and despite being less than ten miles away from where I used to spend all my time, Sherman Oaks is definitely no Van Nuys. When it comes to the lovely little armpit of Los Angeles that we call the Valley, you can feel the tax bracket changing while you sit on the 405.


So yeah, I’m not particularly jazzed about visiting the Essex Academy mothership. Thankfully, my phone buzzes before I get very far.




Jamie: lora just got here


Jamie: she says to try the library?





That’s better, considering it’s the closest building to where I’m currently standing. Viva Lora! I veer off my current trajectory and pop inside, where the stars have smiled on me despite my vulgar language and probable blasphemy. The main librarian is currently helping someone understand the finer details of the Dewey decimal system, so I snatch a deck of tape from the counter and make every effort not to draw attention to myself as I flee the scene of the crime and head outside.


I pause at the edge of the quad, recalculating. Okay, ten minutes, what do I have? A pen, great. That’s actually more miraculous than it sounds. A rubber band. A water bottle.


Hm, that’s a thought.


“Are you done with that?” I ask some passing kid in my periphery. He looks up at me in terror, so I’m guessing he’s a freshman.


“This?” he echoes, holding up the bottle of Smartwater he’s just finished.


I may have only been here for three weeks, but I’m still a senior, so I give him a somber upperclassman nod. “Single-use plastics are like, extremely irresponsible,” I tell him, because that’s the sort of thing that makes people around here feel guilty. “I’m just, you know. Recycling.”


Unless he’s some kind of hoarder of empty water bottles, he should let me have it. Slowly, he offers it up to me, still looking like he thinks I might bite.


“Thanks,” I say, and then pop over to the recycling bin at the base of the quad. Hopefully the freshman isn’t watching as I withdraw two more bottles (gross, I know, but my mom’s an ER nurse who loads me up with hand sanitizer—it’s fine) and unscrew the caps.


I step back with all four bottle caps in my hand, bumping into someone as I turn.


“Watch it,” says the voice belonging to the body I’ve just collided with.


His name’s Teo Luna, which I wish I didn’t know, but unfortunately everyone here is in love with him. A pie-in-the-sky sort of love like applying to Stanford, since he’s the incredibly loaded son of some tech god. Obviously at this school full of mutants they don’t have a normal prom king character like my brother Luke, who drinks a lot of protein shakes and has one of those loud, megawatt smiles to complement his pectorals. Instead, their version of a heartthrob takes a full load of AP courses and looks like he’s probably vegan “for the environment” or whatever.


Sure, Teo Luna is captain of about eight hundred science-y things that typically win stuff and he’s got those Internet Boyfriend curls to go with his perma-tan, so I guess that’s appealing in a hipster kind of way. In my opinion, he could stand to take the arrogance down a notch.


“Beggin’ your pardon, sir,” I say, briefly cosplaying as Oliver Twist after smacking directly into his chest. He frowns, adjusting the Essex soccer jersey he’s wearing in place of his usual senatorial button-down, and in response I bob a curtsy.


“Oooookayyyy,” he says, deliberately drawing it out and turning with a roll of his eyes.


Gross. Bye.


Seven minutes. Eight? Okay, more like five. The deck is nearly out of tape, so I pull out what remains, offer my silent apologies to the Essex Academy recycling initiative for my abominable waste, and wrap the rubber band around the empty roll, breaking off a bit of plastic to hold it steady. A little finagling with the plastic pen cap and a few bottle caps later, I’ve got a thing that looks vaguely like a duck on circular legs. The base will keep it upright, and the rubber band will work like a slingshot. It’s a miniature take on a catapult, but there was no size requirement. All it has to do is work.


Do I have time to test it?


Bell rings, so that’s a no. We’ll just have to call this a Hail Mary.


(On the bright side, a Hail Mary of any sort might actually please my mother.)




Jamie: so?? are you totally screwed??


Bel: not yet, mon ami


Bel: not yet
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It appears to be catapult day once again. Not my favorite Physics project from last year, but definitely better than anything I’ve had to do for any other class. I’ll take building something from scratch over a reconstructed literary analysis any day of the week, which is why AP Physics was the first thing I signed up for going into senior year.


Besides, I didn’t have to use the full two weeks we were given for the catapult, but there are high expectations for me at this school. To me, every detail is crucial, which is why I made sure to earn every point of that A+. These new catapults . . . Well. Not to be a dick, but these look terrible. I think I just saw a junior walking by holding a catapult made up of 80 percent paper towel rolls and 20 percent inadequacy.


Disappointing. If I absolutely have to recruit a new team member this week, I’d like it to be someone capable of an interesting design. By the looks of it, though—


My phone buzzes in my pocket, interrupting my thoughts.




Dash: are u seeing this





He’s sitting four seats away from me like he usually is but sure, fine, let’s text. I glance around to see what he’s talking about, but I have no idea.




Teo: seeing what





“Luna,” says Mac, the AP Physics teacher, and I groan internally. He’s technically Mr. MacIntosh if a vice principal ever decides to wander over to the science quad for some reason, but I think he finds it highly amusing for us to refer to him like the Apple computer. It isn’t as entertaining as he thinks it is, but after three years working with him in robotics, I’m essentially immune to whatever Mac finds hysterical. It’s like 87 percent puns.


“Must I remind you no phones?” he says, arching a brow. “Put it away.”


I turn to glare at Dash, who shrugs. Be respectful, he mouths loftily to me.


Sometimes I hate him, I swear.


“All right, we’re going to stick with kinematics today,” says Mac, projecting his iPad screen onto the board with today’s warm-up exercise. Mac loves drawing this cartoon character he calls Chad who does all sorts of terrible things to his friends; dropping anvils on their heads from the tops of buildings, for instance. We only have to figure out the math, but I think it’s fairly obvious Chad has some unresolved issues. Probably from childhood.


Today, Chad’s throwing a ball at someone: velocity, distance, acceleration, time. There’s a reason this is a warm-up. I put pen to paper and scribble the equations with approximately the same level of attention I’d use to tie my shoes.


“Teo,” hisses Dash, tossing a ball of paper at my head. “Hey. Teo.”


I ignore him. Dash’s real name is Dariush, but none of us had any patience for that in first grade, hence the diminutive. I like the way it means he’s something moderately unfinished: Dash. You dash to the cafeteria line. You put a dash between words. It just takes up space, annoying you in class and slowly deflating your will to live.


“Ma-te-o,” says Dash, hands cupped around his mouth. “Teo. Hey.”


“Dash, Jesus, stop—”


“Done, Luna?” calls Mac, and I look up. “Great! Draw it on the board,” he says, gesturing over his shoulder with his chin. He gives me a look of conspiracy, like he and I are both in on my punishment. I wish I could tell him that being best friends with Dash is already punishment enough.


As I rise to my feet, Dash points at someone. Jamie Howard? She’s frowning at her page, looking lost. She’s . . . well, she’s super smart, I’ll give her that, but she’s more the type to win an essay contest or talk about Shakespeare or something. She doesn’t like math or science and considers it, quote, “banal.” I think she’s just here to cushion her GPA for Stanford. Next to her is Lora Murphy, who’s in robotics with Dash and me (and most of the class minus Jamie, who’s too busy with Mock Trial or Model UN or whatever liberal-artsy thing she’s doing), and in front of Lora is—


Ah. Dash is pointing at Neelam.


Okay, so for the record I don’t have a problem with Neelam Dasari. Am I generally better at circuitry than she is? Yes. Does that have anything to do with some sinister patriarchal collusion between Mac and me? No. Not that any of that stops Neelam from giving me a dirty look every time Mac and I talk about what video games we’re playing over the weekend, like it’s somehow a plot twist that Mac backed the team’s decision to make me the driver for this year’s bots. She seems to think that makes me some sort of nepotistic brogrammer, when in fact it’s a matter of professional expertise.


Anyway, the point is Neelam’s somehow got my sketch for the new fifteen-pound bot I designed over the summer and she’s completely dismantling it in plain sight—proving I’m not the only one lacking devotion to our warm-up, by the way, which apparently Mac hasn’t noticed. Who’s benefiting from favoritism now, huh, Neelam? It’s not like that sketch is the final design or anything, but I’d appreciate her not being a total dick about it. It’s the little things.


I start copying my equation onto the board when I see someone step into the courtyard outside our classroom window. It’s Ms. Voss, the Bio teacher (she has one Physics class due to overflow this year or something) talking to the new girl, who I just ran into by the recycling bins. I haven’t figured out the new girl’s name yet—we don’t have any classes together—but she’s genuinely the weirdest person I’ve ever met. I don’t even think she’s doing it on purpose; I honestly think she’s just like that. Today she’s wearing a super long hippie skirt and a necklace made of tiny spoons.


“Okay,” I say, stepping back from the board. “Finished.”


“Nicely done, Luna,” says Mac. “Looks good.”


Of course it does. “Thanks.”


Neelam gives me another look as I walk past her desk again. This time she curves her arm around the page, as if I don’t know perfectly well what she’s doing. As far as I’m concerned, she can make all the proposed changes she wants. Dash will take my side, and so will Emmett and Kai. Ravi does whatever we tell him and Justin’s basically useless either way, so really, it’s not like I have to worry much about what Neelam thinks. She doesn’t make a secret of hating me, and likewise, I’ve given up on trying to make nice with her. It’s not like she’s some sort of tragic outcast or anything, either. She has plenty of friends—I’m just not one of them.


I sit down and glance out the window while Mac starts explaining the finer points of my work. It’s only the third week of school, so nothing interesting is going to happen in the curriculum for at least a month. Mostly I’m concerned about tryouts for the robotics club, which are happening on Friday. I personally don’t think we need anyone new, but Mac won’t let us get started in the lab until we hold the tryouts. (Something about fair shots and opportunity, blah blah.)


Unless some freshman grew up on an oil rig or a naval ship, adding a new person to the team means the headache of me having to give yet another course on Welding 101. Being captain for both robotics and soccer is hard enough without being enrolled in six AP classes and working on my application for early admission to MIT, plus people are definitely expecting me to be social. I know it’s on me to handle the stress of adding someone new to the team, so needless to say, I’ve been dreading it since school started.


Ms. Voss seems to be taking the new girl to task outside, which distracts me for a moment. Not that I care, but Ms. Voss is really strict, at least from what I remember of freshman Bio. I notice that Jamie Howard is looking out the window as well, and after a second or two she surreptitiously slides her phone out of her pocket. I think she’s friends with the new girl; she’s her Transfer Buddy or whatever it’s called. I don’t keep track of Jamie’s extracurriculars, which is pretty much all of them. Maybe she’s texting to ask what’s going on.


My mind wanders again, this time back to the New Girl. Who starts at a new school their senior year? That sucks. Granted, I feel like I’ve known everyone here since I was in diapers—and they all know me—so naturally I can’t wait to go to school across the country and meet someone new for a change. But doesn’t she have friends? A life? I joke about hating Dash at least 53 percent of the time we’re together, but still. Better that than having to make a new Dash.


“—ocity of the ball, Luna?”


I realize Mac is waiting for me to say something.


“Hm?” I ask, snapping out of my distraction.


“What factors did you use,” Mac repeats, “when calculating the velocity of the ball?”


Oh. “Speed, distance, time.” Cakewalk.


“Thank you for being so kind as to grace us with your mental acuity, Luna,” says Mac drily. “Anyone else want to weigh in on Chad?”


I guess she’s not not hot.


(The New Girl, that is. Ms. Voss is, like, forty, so definitely not her.)


“Okay, let’s break into groups of four,” calls Mac, clapping his hands. “Go ahead and get after it.”


Easy. It’ll be Dash, Emmett, Kai, and me. Across the room, Jamie has no choice but to let Justin join her group with Lora and Neelam . . . Yikes. Bet they wish they had one more girl in this class right about now.


“Did you see it?” asks Dash, elbowing me as I drag a stool out from under the lab table.


“Ouch—yes,Dariush—”


“It’s not like they’re not valid ideas,” says Emmett, whose mother wants him to date either a nice Chinese girl or Neelam. Depends who becomes a doctor first, according to his mom, because none of us know how to explain to her that nothing we do is remotely related to medicine.


“Have you actually heard these supposedly ‘valid’ ideas?” Kai snarks to Emmett, dropping his books onto the table. He and Emmett both have insane parents whose obsession with their grades is matched only by the obsession with who they’ll eventually marry.


“No,” Emmett mutters defensively, “but I’m just saying, they might be—”


“Okay great, but this isn’t a matter of opinion. Teo and I designed it that way on purpose—”


“Get to work, boys,” says Mac, materializing again to shush us. “Focus. Got it?”


“Sure,” I say.


Outside, Ms. Voss and the New Girl disappear just in time for me to offer a cursory glance over the lab Mac drops in front of me.


More velocity! Joy.


Just another day at school, like always.
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So,” says Ms. Voss. “Your catapult.”


“Ummm . . . yes?” I say, deciding to play innocent. I’ve learned it’s always best not to try and guess what’s about to go wrong. It’s like how you shouldn’t tell a cop how fast you were actually going when he pulls you over, just in case. Or something. (I don’t know, Jamie told me that.)


“Okay, Isabel, listen,” sighs Ms. Voss, which is never a good sign. There’s nothing quite like a little bit of manufactured intimacy—Listen, we’re all friends here!—to make something feel inevitably dire, and only my mother calls me by my full first name. “I think you and I both know there wasn’t as much effort on this project as there could have been.”


“Oh, um. Well—”


I break off, and then, rather than finishing the sentence, I just . . . coast to a stop. It seems like the only logical thing to do, really.


For whatever reason, Ms. Voss gives me a weird, lopsided smile.


“What sciences did you take at your last school?” she asks me.


Weird question, but okay. “Bio and Chem?”


“Are you asking me or telling me?”


Ugh. “Sorry, telling you. Bio and Chem.”


“And how did you do in those classes?”


“Oh, um. I got As in both.”


“But you didn’t take any AP sciences?”


“I’m . . . not really into science.”


“What about math?”


I frown. “Did I take math, you mean?”


She gives me another half smile. “Yes. Which math courses have you taken?”


“Um, Algebra and Pre-Calc. I’m in Calculus now.”


“How’d you do in those courses?”


“I got an A- in Algebra? I think.” Sophomore year was weird; I had a loser boyfriend who got me grounded at least four times before I finally broke things off. “But I got an A in Pre-Calc.”


“Are you in AP Calculus now?”


“Um . . . no, just regular,” I say. (This is weird, right?)


“So you’re not into math, either?” she asks me, and I think she’s . . . joking?


“I guess not,” I say, sounding incredibly unconvincing.


“Ah,” remarks Ms. Voss, before thankfully moving on. “So tell me, Isabel, have you given any thought to what you want to major in?”


Oh god, not this question. Can we go back to talking about my grades? At my old school, I was considered one of the good ones—aka, one of the ones whose parents did not have to be called on a regular basis—which afforded me the privilege of being blissfully overlooked.


“Well, I’m thinking about studying . . .” What will make her leave me alone? “Architecture? Sure, yeah, architecture,” I say blandly. “I like, you know. Art and stuff.”


“Art and stuff?” she echoes.


“Well, um—” Remind me to file this in my dream journal under nightmares. I mean, what am I supposed to say? Nobody I know has “hobbies” or “interests” or does anything beyond “hanging out,” which usually involves eating free chips at restaurants or sitting in a parking lot and talking about why doing stuff is dumb. I’m sure Jamie has a speech rehearsed on all the philanthropic reasons why she wants to be pre-law, but it’s not like I loooove communing with the elderly or any other form of community service we’re supposed to crave in our free time. I mostly get yelled at for making a mess when I leave my pencils out or told to go away when I’m trying to borrow my brother’s tools. (My mother thinks I have a problem with fidgeting—in reality, I just do whatever I can to stay out of the way.)


“I like to build things,” I manage to pluck from nowhere, since Ms. Voss is clearly expecting an answer. “For fun. I built my desk out of an old sewing machine I found at an antique shop,” I say, and then, thankfully, I gain some traction. “I’m not, like, great at welding? The desk was my first real project that wasn’t building a box or something really straightforward. Oh, and sometimes I help my brother with his car. I’m not into cars myself, but it’s interesting.”


I pause, but since Ms. Voss is apparently still waiting for me to arrive at some grand conclusion, I keep going. “I also had a knife phase for a while,” I say, before realizing she’s going to send me to some kind of school psychologist or something if I stop there. “Not like I was into knives,” I hurry to explain, “I just liked making them. My dad has a woodshop and a home forge. He’s a contractor—a hobbyist, he calls himself—so I just use his stuff. Or I used to, anyway, before he—”


I stop. As much as I don’t want to talk about my future, I definitely don’t want to talk about my parents’ divorce.


“Sorry,” I say, blinking. “What was the question?”


For some completely unguessable reason, Ms. Voss smiles at me.


“Your catapult,” she says. “It’s brilliant.”


Ummmmm, what?


“Oh. I, um. Wasn’t expecting that—”


“I can’t give you an A, considering there was supposed to be a written report consisting of slightly more than a scribbled diagram,” she tells me with something I swear is a smirk, “but since your catapult has the best power-to-weight ratio, I can give you a—”


She stops to consider it, humming to herself. “C.”


“What?”


The word leaves my mouth with way more panic than I intended.


“Sorry,” I amend quickly, “I didn’t mean to . . . it’s just . . .”


She waits, arms folded.


“I don’t mean to be rude,” I say in something my mother would definitely call my rude voice. “I just think that considering my catapult outperformed everyone else’s, I should get a little higher than a—” God, it sickens me just to consider it. “C.”


“There is another option,” Ms. Voss says, and my pulse, which has quickened considerably at the thought of telling my mother I got a C on an assignment, doesn’t exactly find relief. I don’t really have time for another project, and if I’m going to have to write a paper or something—


“I want to move you,” says Ms. Voss, cutting off my frantic spiral. “Into one of the other Physics classes. The AP Physics class, specifically.”


I freeze. “What?”


“I’ll have to bring it up with Mr. MacIntosh,” she adds, “but I also want you to try out for the robotics team.”


“You’re joking.” I have a feeling I’m gaping at her. “Robotics? Is that supposed to be some kind of punishment?”


“Absolutely not. This,” she says, holding up my little deck of tape, “is ingenious. It’s so clever I would have thought you cheated if I didn’t know perfectly well you put it together this morning.”


This afternoon, but that’s irrelevant. “Ms. Voss,” I plead with her, “I’m really sorry I forgot about the assignment, but—”


“Look.” She turns stony for a moment. I’d heard she was strict, but I hadn’t seen it for myself until now. At the transformation, I nearly swallow my tongue.


“Isabel, you’re bright,” she admonishes me. “Too bright. You’ll waste it just getting by in my class when I know you have the potential to really shine somewhere else. Have you considered applying to programs in mechanical engineering?”


My mind goes white with industrial lighting, shiny lab coats. “Engineering?”


“You’d get to build things,” she tells me. “Anything you wanted. You could build it.”


Nonsensical mathematical formulas flash before my eyes. The thought of it makes me suddenly overcome with hives.


“I just . . . I’m not really a math and science kind of girl, you know?”


“That’s not a thing,” she says, and nobody—nobody, certainly not a teacher—has ever been so dismissive with me before. “You obviously have a talent for creating things, Isabel. There’s no such thing as a mind for one subject or another. You have a mind that works, and works well. So use it.”


“But—”


“I’m going to recommend you for immediate transfer to Mr. MacIntosh’s AP Physics class,” she says. “I know for a fact he keeps his numbers small. There will be room for you.”


I can’t believe this is happening. I’m not my brother Gabe; I get good grades, sure, because my mom would kill me if I didn’t, but I don’t run around chasing them.


“But, Ms. Voss—”


“The world is not very helpful to a smart girl,” says Ms. Voss. “More often it will try to force you inside a box. But I urge you not to listen.” She glances down at my catapult, and because I’m moderately speechless and can’t figure out where to direct my confusion, so do I. “If I’m pushing you into something that you have no passion for, Isabel, then tell me so. But if you’re only hesitating because you have doubts in your abilities, then let me ask you, sincerely, to take a risk.”


She looks up at me, and I feel oddly shaken, still staring at the little stolen deck of tape.


“Can you do it?” Ms. Voss asks me.


“I,” I attempt, and immediately fumble. “Well, I’m . . . it’s—” “Can you do it?” she repeats. “I don’t mean will you,” she adds. “I mean can you.”


Oh god, oh no. Oh no—


“Yes,” I say, like an idiot. “Yeah, I can do it.”


“Wonderful.” Her smile warms with satisfaction before she clears her throat, pleased. “I would truly hate to have to give you a C,” she remarks.


“Oh,” I say with a frown, “that was real?”


Ms. Voss gives me a look that reminds me of my mother. “Yes, Isabel. You do have to actually do the assignment, which you technically did not.”


“Right,” I concede, wincing. “And, um. As for . . . robotics—”


“Yes, you’ll want to set aside some time for that this week.” Oh great! Just what I wanted; more schoolwork. I already spent most of last night trying to ignore the makeup brush challenge that my friends “forgot” to include me in. (“We just assumed u were busy, but we should totally hang out on thursday!!” they said, as if I could actually get away with going to Van Nuys on a school night.)


“The team will expect to see a schematic of some kind,” Ms. Voss continues, “which I hope you’ll spend a bit more time on than you did your catapult. Tryouts are Friday afternoon.”


“Cool,” I say glumly.


Ms. Voss rests a hand on my shoulder in sympathy, which is ironic, since this is completely her doing. “I’ll help you with anything you need,” she assures me. “If you don’t like it, that’s perfectly fine, you tried. But if you do like it . . .”


She trails off and shrugs, directing me back to her classroom.


“If you do, then we can both be satisfied knowing I was right,” she says, so I roll my eyes, giving in to my anarchist teen impulses and groaning loudly as we step inside.
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Dash: is it just me or is this really easy


Teo: it’s easy


Dash: ok, sure


Dash: but is mac like


Dash: testing us?


Dash: or like


Dash: what


Teo: how would mac be testing us


Dash: idk it’s just a question


Dash: nvm


Teo: no i’m serious


Teo: i’d really like to hear your answer


Teo: tbh i’m desperate to hear it


Dash: ok here’s what i’m thinking


Teo: ok great here we go


Dash: so say mac is like . . . recruiting for a secret society


Teo: good so far


Dash: and this is one of those situations where we’re supposed to know something’s up


Dash: like, these are not the droids we’re looking for


Dash: that sort of thing


Teo: totally


Dash: and then there’s probably a secret code?


Dash: in here somewhere


Teo: like in the assignment?


Dash: ya


Teo: cool cool so what’s the code?


Dash: idk


Dash: that’s as far as i got


Teo: ok well you didn’t quite stick the landing but it was close





“Teo!”


I look up when my mother calls me from somewhere else in the house; probably the gym downstairs. Her figure is very important to her, which is something she tells me far more frequently than I’d like. “My looks are my job,” as she puts it, so needless to say, I’m very familiar (too familiar?) with the rigorous workouts and ten-step skincare routine that Self magazine would consider “hot” and “exclusive.” Admittedly, it does boggle the mind.




Dash: ok but i think i’m onto something tho


Teo: keep working on it


Teo: brb





I jog down the stairs and skid across the hall to find my mom using one of those weird mirrors where a personal trainer coaches her through her reflection. Real time metrics, streaming, the works. Augmented reality is a real trip, man. The Peloton bike is in here, too, somewhere. Probably behind the Pilates reformer.


“Teo,” she says, panting. “Are you all packed for tomorrow?”


“Mom, I told you, I can’t go tomorrow.”


“What? But you love Vail.”


“It’s not Vail, it’s Denver, and it’s just another one of Dad’s conventions.” My father, also named Mateo Luna, founded one of the most successful software companies in recent history, so he speaks at a lot of industry conventions. With all the coders who try to pitch their apps to him all day, even his coffee breaks are like high-stakes Shark Tank.


“I have a thing on Friday,” I remind my mother. “Can’t miss it.”


“What, a game? Already?”


“That’s next week. Friday’s robotics tryouts.”


“The nerd thing? You’re still doing that?”


“Mom.” She’s joking, but also, she somehow doesn’t think of what my father does as a nerd thing, which is kind of hilarious. Sure, the apps he makes now are popular with influencers and celebrities, but he started out writing code, like me.


“What?” she says, flinging back her dampened ponytail. “Nerds are hot now, sweetie—”


“Mom, I truly can’t have this conversation again,” I groan, and she winks, enjoying her opportunity to heckle me, as always.


“Can’t you take the weekend?” she asks, toweling off her neck.


“The weekend, yeah, but not Friday.” It’s tryouts. I know my mom tries, but she’s sort of fundamentally incapable of understanding that I basically am the robotics team. I’ve been there since freshman year and look, not to be an asshole about it, but basically everyone on the team who’s any good only showed up because I recruited them. The others—Kai, Emmett, Dash, even Justin, who’s at least solidly competent at welding to make up for his other personality flaws—are here because every year that I’ve been involved, Essex Academy Robotics has been the team to beat. Last year we even won Nationals. So it’s not like this is the cool thing to do at any school but ours.


“Well, I can hardly leave you here alone, sweetie. I think the guidebook says something about that.” My mom likes to joke about a parenting guidebook that doesn’t exist, which is basically just code for conventional parenting. (I love my mom, but the finer details of motherhood do tend to escape her.)


“I’ll be fine,” I assure her. “I’m staying back to do robotics tryouts. Are you really worried I’m going to have some kind of rager?”


“Are the kids still having ragers?” she comments thoughtfully. “Surely they’ll have moved on to something more interesting by now.”


“Nobody’s having a rager,” I remind her. “That’s what I’m saying. No ragers.”


“Teo.” A wagging finger. “Are you being smart with me?”


“With you, Mom? Never.”


She sighs, then brushes a bit of sweat from her brow.


“You know I adore you,” she says, looking grave.


“Yes, I know.”


“Probably too much.”


“Yes.”


“And we both know you’re lying.” Easily distracted though she may be, careless she most definitely is not. For purposes of efficiency, we’ve developed a system where if I’m going to get up to shenanigans, I honor her preconditions: one, keep it in the house where security is tight and chances of loss of limb are minimized, and two, don’t watch any of her shows without her. That’s actually an unrelated rule, but it is effectively ingrained in my head.


“I’m offering you plausible deniability,” I remind her. “Isn’t it better if we just . . . play along?”


She slides me a look of affectionate warning.


“And Dad said it was fine if I flew out on Saturday,” I add, which is true. While my relationship with my dad isn’t quite so . . . progressive, I suppose, he has more reason than my mom to consider robotics tryouts a matter of critical importance. Even at his level of success—a point where most other CEOs would have floated off to their private islands or succumbed to their inevitable golf addiction—Mateo Luna still selects his own tech teams by hand; even the outsourced ones and short-term consultants. Put simply, zealous oversight is in my blood. (As is corporate lingo; he often asks me to “circle back” on our previous discussions and he never texts or calls me, he pings me. Synergy!)


“Ah, well then,” Mom says. That’s enough to reassure her, as I suspected it would be. After all, my dad is the strict one. “But Grandma’s going to check in on you, okay?”


“Okay.” That’s not a problem. My mom’s mom, who lives in Beverly Hills, generally enjoys three things in life: fine dining, sharing her opinion, and post-Lagerfeld Chanel. She, like my mother, is really more culturally Jewish (“Jew-ish,” as my mom likes to say) than strictly beholden to the Good Book; if anything, she’d be insulted if I didn’t make an effort to mark my status among my peers, purely as a matter of social obligation. My abuela, on the other hand, lives in Miami and enjoys home-cooking, sharing her opinion, and a healthy dose of Catholic guilt. Potentially this explains why my mother and I are dancing around a subject that I’d never get away with even trying with my dad.


“Well, all right then,” Mom says, reaching out to pat my cheek. “You run off to your little nerd convention, and I’ll meet you at the Vail airport first thing.”


“Denver.”


“Hm?”


“Denver, Mom, not Vail.”


“Yes, yes.” She looks distracted for a moment, then smiles at me unexpectedly, like a sudden burst of light. “How did I end up with such a smart kid, huh?” she demands with a chuckle, tousling my hair. “Handsome, too.”


“Gross,” I groan, and she gives me a nudge.


“Do your homework,” she calls after me. “That’s in the guidebook.”


“Yeah, that tracks,” I say, doubling back to let her kiss my cheek before she yells for Siri to start her 2000s alt-pop workout mix.


“Thai for dinner?” she adds over the opening chords to “Teenagers.”


“Sounds good,” I shout back, taking the stairs two at a time and letting the door shut behind me. There’s about eight new messages on my phone from Dash continuing his conspiracy theory, plus something from Kai fretting about Neelam’s design.


Ugh, Neelam. It’s not like she’s bad at what she does or anything, but I already know what it takes to win. I’ve been to Nationals three times to her two. I type something generic to Kai about not worrying, though of course he will, and then I return to my window with Dash.




Teo: ya so all of this sounds legit


Teo: also, party friday night at my house after tryouts?


Dash: niiiiiiiice


Dash: i’m in












[image: images]


Thursday arrives resplendent with chirping birds and the bloom of impending calamity. A paranormal force hits snooze on my alarm (definitely not me, definitely a ghost) and then a belligerent pair of my brother Luke’s shoes—abandoned by the door in typical negligent fashion, as per the laws and customs of our shoeless household—sends my big toe directly into my mother’s beloved curio of Porcelain Things We Never Use. Naturally I respond with a shriek of something profane—which Luke does not hear, because while I am flirting dangerously with tardiness, he is not even awake. I’ll be shocked if he gets out of bed before I get home from school—though if he does it will only be to clutter up my Netflix profile, so it’s kind of lose-lose either way.


Things do not improve. By late morning, thirty or so of my classmates have joined the Greek chorus of my suffering, snickering in harmony as I receive an official Essex Academy summons to Ms. Voss’s classroom just before lunch.


“All right, so.” Ms. Voss slides a sheet of paper across her desk to me, cheerfully oblivious to Jamie’s wild motions from our usual meeting spot in the hallway outside. The classroom door shuts and then it’s just me, the perils of mortality, and Ms. Voss.


“I got a response from Mr. MacIntosh last night about tomorrow’s robotics tryouts. It looks like you’ll just have to download this software,” Ms. Voss says, tapping an unpolished fingernail beside one of the instructions, “and then design and run a simulation of an egg drop. Do you know what that is?”


“Um, I think so? Yeah,” I say, squirming a little in my chair. I’ve never been very good at anything with software or computers, and I have no idea what an egg drop involves aside from, you know, dropping eggs. Still, I’m worried if I tell her that she’ll try to explain it to me, and I’d rather figure it out on my own. Always best to look stupid in private, in my opinion.


Ms. Voss gives me a scrutinizing glance like she knows I’m lying, but thankfully she continues.


“What’s important is that you try,” she says simply. “You have the right instincts, Isabel. You have the interest. Learning the skills can only be a good thing.” She pauses, eyeing me again, and says, “Have you been working on your college applications?”


Since yesterday? Haha, nope. I spent most of yesterday arguing with Luke about whether he ate my yogurt (which he ABSOLUTELY DID) until I fell asleep over the book I was supposed to be reading for English.


“Of course,” I lie cheerfully.


“Given any more thought to engineering?”


“Yeah, kinda.” As in, I’ve thought a lot about how I’ll never live it down with my old friends if I join this school’s robotics team. Or any team, or club. Or basically if I do anything on purpose, which isn’t even to address the issue of robotics. (“Umm, this is LA,” Sabrina once said to Cristina when she wanted to try out for the spring musical. “You can just get discovered or start a vlog or whatever without having to embarrass yourself in front of the whole school.”)


“Well, think of this as an opportunity to try it out. See if you like it.” Ms. Voss gives me a small smile. “You never know unless you try, right?”


“Totally,” I say, which even I know makes me sound like an idiot. I know Ms. Voss is probably right, but I can’t shake my looming sense of dread about all of this. It’s not like I hate trying new things, but knowing I’ll have an audience for whether I succeed or fail is making me deeply uncomfortable. I’ve always found it easier to keep to things I already know I’m good at.


Robotics is . . . definitely not one of those things.


Of my two brothers, only one could be considered conventionally successful. Luke looked very promising at first, given his model grin and his pitching arm and the string of broken hearts parading through our kitchen on what seemed to be a weekly basis, but my second brother, Gabe, is my mother’s favorite. You wouldn’t think so by looking at his highly scrawny, too-tall frame, but as far as qualifications go for Favorite Son, Gabriel Maier’s packing the big guns. While Luke is currently living at home and “taking a sabbatical” for the semester after his ACL tear (meaning: he’s currently on academic probation from Cal State Fullerton baseball), Gabe is a sophomore at Dartmouth. He’s a double major in computer science and pre-med, and it’s an Ivy. Need I say more? Sure, it’s not that hard to be a big fish in our pond—Luke in particular likes to jokingly call us “dumb Asian” or “jungle Asian” because we’re half Filipino, which my mother loathes—but even so. You can’t deny that those are favorite son credentials by any culture’s standards. Gabe’s the embodiment of my mother’s dream—and sure, maybe he only took to books because he was laughed off the field during his first T-ball season (by Luke, obviously). Regardless, Gabe’s always been the brains, Luke’s the jock, and I’m . . .


The girl, I guess. And girls aren’t usually into robots.


But then again, if I don’t make the team I won’t have to worry about it, right?


At that very timely realization, a wave of relief washes over me. I mean, let’s be real, there’s absolutely no way anyone else is going to want me on this team. I have zero understanding of CAD or whatever this software is. I don’t even want to be there. And again, I’m a girl.


So yeah, there’s no possible way I’m going to get in. But at least no one could say I didn’t try, right? Like, specifically Ms. Voss can’t say that.


“Thanks,” I tell her, suddenly cheerful.
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