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“A hilarious and heartfelt romp about an unlikely duo who set out to stand up for a goat and end up standing up for themselves. Friendship, family, heists, crushes, betrayal, bodily autonomy, and goat puns galore—this book has it all! Readers will have a blaaaast.”

—ANNA STANISZEWSKI, author of Clique Here and The Wonder of Wildflowers.

“There’s no debate here. It’s not Michael or LeBron—give the G.O.A.T. title to Ali Terese. Vote for the G.O.A.T. is a rollicking, kinetic story about two seventh graders, Jo and Meg, who team up in a dynamic duo that feels like Ocean’s 11 meets Bend It Like Beckham. It’s empowering, soul-nurturing, and guffaw-inducing. Ali’s prose is razor-sharp, her dialogue is Tarantino-for-tweens. Punchy, hilarious, and full of heart. This book is straight fire.”

—AMAR SHAH, Emmy award–winning producer and author of Wish I Was a Baller and the Play the Game series

“Vote for the G.O.A.T. is a hilarious, heartfelt, hijinx-filled story about standing up for yourself and what you believe in! Jo and Meg bring readers along on a laugh-out-loud heist and show them the strength of teamwork in making a difference both on and off the field. Full of fabulous friendships, middle school mayhem, and all the first-crush feels, this empowering novel highlighting bodily autonomy is sure to be a game-changer.”

—EMILY DEIBERT, author of Bea Mullins Takes a Shot
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CHAPTER 1 GET GOATED


Jo Belmonte

Late July the summer before seventh grade

MY MIDDLE SCHOOL HAD A goat mascot. I’m not talking about a cartoon logo or some dad sweating through a ratty Halloween costume on the sidelines. This was a real, live, baaing, chomping, frolicking goat. Her name was Somerset Babette. She was glorious.

One sticky morning the summer before seventh grade, Babette was barreling my way at full speed after Mom dropped me off in the school parking lot. A girl in full soccer regalia followed hot on her hooves. Normally Babette roamed a little fake farm, which was really a fenced-in patch of grass with a tiny shelter as far as you could get from the buildings on our North Jersey campus, next to the soccer fields and backing up onto Green Acres land that could never be developed.

Which was why I was so confused by the chase unfolding in front of me. I finally recognized the soccer player as Meg from sixth-grade social studies, hollering over Babette’s bleats.

“Be the beast, Jo! Set a block!” she yelled.

Amateur.

I let go of my crutch handle, grabbed the grapes I’d snagged from the fridge on my way out that morning, and offered them up with a smile I saved exclusively for my ungulate friend. If we were in a cartoon, that little goat would have come screeching to a halt, smoke billowing out from her little hooves at the friction, for how much she loved grapes. And me.

But because this was real life, Babette stopped with a simple bounce and a hop. Goats are the one time reality is better than the movies. Her tongue tickled my palm as she glommed up the treat. Meg, all out of breath, grabbed her collar.

“There would need to be massive amounts of cheese to bait me out of a run like that. She’d be great on the wing,” Meg said.

“Why did you let her out of her farm in the first place?” I asked.

“Oh, you know, I love to start the day with some light terror. Dude! I got here early for warm-ups before my game, and she was already in the parking lot. The situation you entered was actually an improvement.”

I turned toward the little farm, where one of the many rotting planks had fallen from the fence. Babette didn’t even have to jump to escape.

“How exactly were you planning to capture her?” I asked, petting Babette gently.

“Chase her up a tree, obviously,” Meg answered, and pulled up the fence planks to put them back in the post slots. The fix looked less than secure. I took the tracker tag off my bag and attached it to Babette’s collar in case she escaped again. That wasn’t a permanent fix, though, and I needed her safe before I turned morning chores back over to 4-H for the school year.

Caring for Babette was my favorite part of summer break. Most kids might not want to spend their mornings shoveling goat poop, but we never went on vacation anyway, and I shared a bathroom with four older brothers. Babette had nothing on their collective stench. I was the first to sign up for morning goat care at the end of fifth grade. This summer, after sixth grade, we were old friends. It felt good to keep Babette comfortable and bring her a little joy.

I went for a shovel to manage Babette’s droppings, but Meg took it out of my hand.

“I have it,” I snapped. I’d invented a spring-action shovel that attached to the end of my crutch so I could do the job one-handed.

That adaptive shovel won first place for our grade in the science fair. It should have won the whole thing. Only they can’t have a sixth grader upstaging the eighth graders, so they gave the gold to Seamus Walsh for an egg drop demonstrating Newton’s first law of motion, like that hadn’t been done a zillion times. After the fair, I gave our principal a presentation on why we should patent the shovel, but he said there wasn’t a middle school intellectual-property budget. Some people have no imagination.

“If you’re on poop patrol, you should be dressed for a farm-fest and not a runway,” Meg said.

“It is just a wrap dress I upcycled from thrifting,” I said, though I didn’t actually take the shovel back.

“There is nothing just about your style. That’s like saying I’m just the greatest striker to ever grace the grass of Somerset,” Meg said, shoveling into the wheelbarrow.

The compliment was coming from someone who wouldn’t know a natural fiber or a button if it came to ransack her shorts-n-sweats closet, but it still felt nice. I normally wouldn’t let an intrusion like this happen. The truth was that I was in a flare and struggling more and more that week, which was why I was using my crutch in the first place, the pain in my left knee from my juvenile arthritis getting worse while I waited on approval for a new medication.

So while Meg was on droppings duty, I grabbed a brush from the shelter and ran the bristles through Babette’s gray beard, which contrasted beautifully with her reddish roan coat, and scratched behind her floppy ears and mini-horns.

“Thanks for helping me, or helping Babette, really,” I said.

“I only support her escaping if it is for an epic, crimey road trip with you,” Meg said, giving me a wink. Who does that?

“Anything else? Got nails for the fence?” she said.

Cars were starting to fill up the parking lot. “Don’t you have a soccer game?”

“Indeed. You should come. Somerset versus Waverly. David versus Goliath, but this time David wins. Well, I guess he wins in the original. You know what I mean. And we’re heading to the diner after for desserts.”

She was so smiley that I almost smiled back. Odder still, I almost said yes. This was the most I’d talked to anyone I didn’t share DNA with since school let out. Meg wasn’t bad or anything. In fact, we’d been on a social studies group text for a project last year. I stopped participating when it devolved into everyone talking in Stitch gifs, which really have little to no relevance to world geography. Although I’d muted notifications on the chat rather than deleting, which sort of made her one of my closest friends. But still.

“My mom works at the diner, so it isn’t a place I hang,” I said.

“I know—I always sit her in section. Are you aware,” Meg said conspiratorially, “that she lets me get a bowl of whipped cream, and now the owner does because your mom led the way? Not on a dessert, as the dessert alone, a rogue operation to make my dreams come true every Wednesday and Saturday.”

“We don’t really talk about my classmates’ orders,” I said.

Meg nodded. “Yeah server-eater confidentiality, makes sense.”

“This is the crossover event I didn’t know I needed!” said a booming voice behind me. “Somerset’s three best girls all in one place.”

I turned to find Principal Petrov resting his arms on the fence. He caught himself as a plank split in two and fell to the ground. The man kept talking like it hadn’t happened!

“Look at you taking care of Babette together. You know, I could see one of you being voted G.O.A.T. in eighth grade with all you do for this school.”

“Give me a backbeat,” Meg said as she started to dance with Babette.

“Absolutely not,” I said.

“How about a backbleat?” Petrov said, and then started beatboxing in his matching tracksuit and open-toed sandals, because middle school is truly the weirdest experience in the entire universe.

It was hard to think of something I cared less about than getting voted G.O.A.T., Somerset’s version of a royal dance court. Instead of choosing a homecoming king and queen, we selected someone who represented the greatest of what Somerset Middle School had to offer the world. Once upon a time, when our town was still full of working farms and considered too far for commuting to New York, the winner got to wish something into being at the school, like a bizarro fairy godmother. Now the G.O.A.T. opened the Harvest Ball by dancing with Babette under a temporary disco ball in a wildly decorated cafeteria.

It was weird, it was still a popularity contest, and it was absurdly important to a lot of grown-ups. Even decades later, the parent and alumni booster clubs that financed our sports mania talked about who had been the G.O.A.T. in their class. I planned to run a state-of-the-art invention laboratory or a sustainable fashion line in twenty years, not think about this place.

“All right, Ms. Mancuso, I think that’s enough,” Petrov said, sputtering and coughing. “Can’t have Babette tuckered out with all the luck she needs to bestow on our teams. The only thing more important than G.O.A.T. is beating Waverly, even if it is just the girls’ team in the summer,” he said, brushing the grass off his jacket and gesturing toward the field.

Meg turned to me, face beet red with what I knew mirrored my own attempt not to scream, because I was working on not getting angry when it wouldn’t get me anywhere. Then Meg did scream. And it felt good by proxy.

“DINER. WHIPPED CREAM. AFTER ‘JUST GIRLS’ GAME,” she bellowed. “UUUUUGGGGHHHHHH.”

Meg pointed to me, gestured like she was eating out of a bowl, then spraying something into her mouth, and jogged off to join the girls gathering on the other side of the fence.

“Well, that was unexpected,” Principal Petrov said.

“Sir, Facilities needs to look at the fence,” I said. “A few planks are loose. Babette escaped today.”

“How about I do you one better? The whole fence is coming down because this little lady is getting a completely new enclosure right before school starts,” he said.

I couldn’t believe it! I’d been advocating for better conditions for Babette for a year. It was bonkers that she had to live at school in the first place, but if she was there, it was on the principal, the PTA, and the school board to spend what was needed to treat her right. A shed she could walk on top of, a continuously refreshing water bucket, unlimited carrots. I couldn’t wait to hear what she was getting since my ideas had always been blown off.

“Do you need any help? I’ve drafted plans for a ten-foot goat perch,” I said.

“This one is covered, Jo. And a little under the radar. Your only concern is keeping up the great school spirit you show in taking care of Babette. Now I am off to official principal business. An administrator doesn’t get the summer off like everyone else,” Principal Petrov said with a sigh before hopping back in his car and driving up to his office entirely without my sympathy.

“It looks like we’ll both be getting fresh starts for the school year,” I assured Babette. She bit my finger. She truly got me. She was the only being in Somerset who did.
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CHAPTER 2 SUMMER OF MEH


Meg Mancuso

An hour later on the path to victory!

I WAS QUEEN OF THE World leading Somerset as we stormed the field to open the U-13 Summer Soccer Classic. Or at least Queen of This Grassy Area Where We Usually Get Our Butts Kicked. Not this summer. Waverly had reconfigured their entire defense for me now that I’d moved to striker. They’d been beating us since we were eight years old using an attacking formation with three forwards. Now they were down to two, making room for an extra defender, a sweeper hanging in front of the penalty area behind the stopper and wingbacks. Their goalie pointing at me before kickoff and spit-yelling through her mouth guard pretty much confirmed it.

“You’re toast, Mancuso!”

“Truly, the Queen of Breakfast Foods,” I called back, and took a bow.

Imagine that. A whole team—the girls, the coaches, and probably the more intense parents—planning how to stop me. It was an honor to be a big ol’ X on Waverly’s whiteboard and would make beating them that much sweeter.

The only wrinkle was who they had chosen as the last line of defense: Portia, my next-door neighbor in Somerset until her mom remarried and they moved in with the stepfamily one town over.

We met on the Waverly side after her team blasted the ball to the other end of the field. Portia gave Babette, chewing on her side of the fence, the two-horns-on-the-head salute.

“What if it is baa’d luck when you’re on the opposing team?” I asked.

“Think a goat knows I moved? Also, why are you walking like that?” Portia said.

“Tweaked my hammy,” I said, shaking out my legs.

“You should give her the horns, then. I am not going easy on you,” Portia said.

“I literally saved that goat’s life, basically changed her diaper, and we shared a touching dance together. Besides, you don’t need luck when you got these,” I said, flexing my almost-visible biceps. “What’s a midfield goddess like you doing in a place like this anyway?”

Portia put her hand on the small of my back, inching us up the field, knowing I’d be offside if I hung out behind her waiting for the ball.

“Waverly anoints their midfielders in the womb, so I’m lucky to play defense when we’re in a 2-4-4. Let me look good once or twice, you beast.”

Portia laughed as she said it, but I could feel her body tense up. It was weird to see her in the Waverly red and black for the first time this summer. It had to be hard to start over with a new team who had all been playing together for years. I didn’t have time to game out what it all meant, though. Our goalie and summer squad captain, Soraya, made a great save and booted the ball toward me while my teammates hustled upfield.

I pushed off Portia, jumped to meet the ball with my chest first, and then cushioned it with the top of my left foot, turning toward goal. I spent the last year entering beast mode, and it wasn’t only about strength training. In sixth grade I focused on speed, skills, sight, space, and study, too. Yes, I called them Meg’s Six Ss. Yes, I was a super dork. Dork Beast.

The stopper sprinted back between me and Portia as I attacked. They worked in tandem so if I beat one, the other stepped up, in a defensive dance poised to steal the ball from me at the perfect moment. But two players on me meant one of our players was unguarded. Waverly could only keep this up if they shifted and recovered as a whole team.

This was a dream come true: the chance to use my skills to feint the best defense in the county and speed past them to score. That’s what I would have tried last year—going for glory on my own—before I rounded out my Ss. Now my goal was to work with the traveling squad to create space so by the time we joined the Somerset Middle School modified team for 7–8th graders in the fall, no one could stop us.

All our practice paid off in that moment. The left midfielder made a run toward me. I could beat the defense with my footwork or by running a give-and-go pass with her. Then I saw something even better. Violet, our left back, making a monster run up the sideline to fill the space the midfielder created. She was wide open. I didn’t need any Babette luck.

I beat Waverly’s stopper again and launched the ball ahead of Violet’s run. She stepped into the ball, sending an explosive shot past the goalie’s outstretched hands and into the back of the net.

I screamed from the bottom of my belly! The only thing better than scoring myself was setting up my friend. But as Violet ran toward me to celebrate and I jumped to meet her, my left leg gave out from under me. I landed on my face in the grass.

“Meg, you okay?”

I turned onto my back to see Portia trying to help me. Violet pushed her aside to jump on me with our other teammates. The ref blew the whistle.

“Line up for kickoff,” she said.

Violet helped me up, but when I went to jog to the center line, I fell again. Only this time my leg didn’t just give out. The pain spread like lava from below my butt down the rest of my hamstring and up into my back until hot tears filled my eyes.

“On your feet, Mancuso. Walk it off,” Coach called from the sideline.

I made it to my hands and one knee. No matter how much I willed it, though, I couldn’t figure out how to put any weight on my left leg.

“Coach, get out here. Your player needs help off the field,” the ref called.

Coach and Dad jogged out, hooked their arms under my sides, and lifted me by the pits.

“Somerset, you can send in a sub the next time the ball goes out of bounds,” the ref said.

“I’ll make sure it goes out. Smell ya later, gator,” Portia said with a sad smile.

“She can walk it off. Right, Meggie?” Dad said.

I wanted to tell him yes. I wanted to make believe this wasn’t happening because I knew what was at stake. But my voice was hiding. Maybe it knew it had to protect the rest of me.

“Frank, you know the rules this season. If a player is carried off the field, we need medical clearance for her to start playing again,” Coach said.

“Meggie,” Dad pleaded. “This is Waverly.”

He was right. I tilted my head back to catch the tears. I visualized my quad muscles engaging, limping to midfield, shaking my legs out. Before I could move my feet, though, they were scooped up off the grass by Soraya. She carried them toward the sideline so fast that Coach and Dad had to sprint for the upper half of my body to keep up. They protested the whole way, but if I was Dork Beast, Soraya was Super Beast, knowing exactly what to do and when to do it. We passed the sideline and the curb. She didn’t stop until we got to Dad’s car.

“We got this. Don’t give it a second thought,” Soraya said as she moved the front seat back and gently swung my legs in. I reached up to hug her and buried my face in her neck.

“Soraya, if it is my hamstring—”

She held my face and used her thumbs to wipe my tears.

“Don’t get dehydrated on top of everything else,” she said. “Tell the doc to fix you up and that you got hurt celebrating. I bet that gets you in a medical book.”



My legs stuck to the exam-table paper at the pediatrician’s office a half hour later. Dad nearly had to carry me into the building, but he was swimming deeply on the bright side.

“It’s a blessing this happened during their Saturday office hours. If this was tomorrow, we’d have to wait for a weekday appointment, I’d miss work, who knows when you’d be back on the field.”

“Thanks for the timing!” I yelled down at my leg as the door swung open.

“Hi, I’m Dr. de la Cruz. You may call me Dr. D,” the pediatrician yelled down at my leg. “They never answer back.”

Dad stood up to get between the doctor and me.

“No, we see Dr. Nowak,” he said.

Dr. D rolled around him on her spinning stool and came back to me at the end of the exam table. She unlaced my cleats and slipped them off with my socks.

“Dr. N is on vacation. You’re stuck with me today. Now, Meg, I had a look at your history, and it is wonderfully boring, so we should be good. How much pain is this toe causing you?” she asked, touching my right big toe, which was taped to its neighbor.

“Like the normal amount of pain,” I said.

“The normal amount of pain is zero,” she said.

“Ha! You’re so funny. Seriously, that one started to feel broken a few weeks ago, but it is so whatever,” I said.

“Not much you can do about toes,” Dad offered.

Dr. D next laid her hand on my right ankle.

I shook my head. “That one is always taped because it is sort of permanently sprained. I’m here for my left hamstring. Or my left butt. I don’t know the official titles back there.”

Dad tried to get between me and the doctor again. “She tweaked something. We just need a quick note that she’s fine to play and we’ll be out of your hair.”

Dr. D didn’t respond to him. She took my left foot in her hand and gave me one of those smiles that tells you what comes next could potentially hurt with a capital AHHHHH.

“Tell me when you feel a pull.”

Dr. D lifted my foot off the table. I felt the pull right away, like it was digging a hole in my hamstring. I made it about two inches before I had to turn to the wall with a yelp and a fresh stream of hot tears. Why didn’t I walk it off and play? Why didn’t I at least hobble off the field on my own? Then I’d be here getting some ignorable advice after the game instead of hearing Dr. D sigh as she lowered my leg back on the table.

“I’ve felt enough. How long has the hamstring been bothering you?” she said.

The truth was that it had felt pulled for a week. That was discomfort to work through, not pain to be sidelined with. My fault, my fault, my fault started to play on a loop in my head.

When all I did was keep crying, Dr. D said, “That’s okay. Was what happened today from a sudden movement?”

“I jumped to celebrate helping my friend score,” I sobbed, surprised at how ridiculous I sounded.

“That will make for a funny story when you’re all better and helping her score again. For now, I’m confident it is a moderate or grade-2 hamstring strain.”

“Or just a tweak,” Dad said.

Dr. D gave him a blank look. “Under either name, the initial treatment is the same.”

“Tape,” Dad said.

“Rest,” Dr. D said.

“That’s sort of a four-letter word in our house. I guess they’re both literally four-letter words everywhere,” I said in a much more normal, non-blubbery voice.

“Let’s call it passive recovery, then. Two weeks of rest, crutches for the first few days to stay completely off the leg. Make a PT appointment now so you can hopefully get in after the rest period. I’m prescribing an anti-inflammatory for the short term. You know the drill on icing and wrapping. Call the office if anything gets worse. Otherwise, when PT discharges you, follow up with me and I’ll write the soccer note,” Dr. D said.

“That’s weeks away, maybe even months! Come on,” Dad said. “When is Dr. Nowak back in the office?”

Did he realize how loud he was getting, or that Dr. D was pretty much ignoring him?

“If I’m better, can we check in with you before two weeks?” I asked.

“Coming back to sport too early can lead to a more serious injury. Were you planning to use this particular left hamstring for the rest of your life?”

“I lost my spare in a poker game, so probably, yeah,” I said.

“Stop joking, Meggie. Summer U-13 leads to the fall school squad, which gets you ready for the national U-14 talent-identification clinics. We are on a path here,” Dad said.

Dr. D gathered her files and opened the door. “Let me put it this way, Meg. If you want to play soccer in the fall, dedicate the rest of your summer to healing.”

I felt in my broken butt that she was right, but I had no idea how I would do it.



Soraya came to visit me after dinner. She rolled in still sporting a haze of cut grass, sweat, and determination. I hoped she didn’t smell the tears on me when we hugged. And then I saw my weight-room buddy, Arvin, behind her.

“Come to gloat?” I said.

He hugged me too. “You know this is the only way I could out-beast you on leg day. For real, Soraya stayed for our game and told me what happened. I’m so sorry.”

As they helped me back to my room, I asked approximately one billion questions about our game.

“We won 1–0. It wasn’t pretty. Emily moved up to striker. She was so lost in the middle. I made fifteen saves. Can’t imagine what color my hips will be in the morning,” Soraya said while she rummaged through my closet.

“We lost, in case you were wondering,” Arvin said, fluffing up my pillows and helping me sit in bed with my treacherous leg propped up.

“Oh wow, bummer.” I was not wondering. As fantastic as Arvin and their other striker, Todd, were up front, it was like our boys’ team didn’t know that soccer also involved stopping the other team from scoring. Like if you told someone the best defense is a good offense and they said fantastic and literally never looked back.

“Our star striker here gets better, and then this fall the players who actually win,” Soraya said, pointing two indignant thumbs at herself, “get the recognition you guys get for just lacing up. Mancuso, you need loose clothes that are easy to get on. Where are your skirts and dresses and stuff?”

“Maybe the back?” I said.

She kept rummaging until she pulled out a tiny white dress.

“Yeah, that,” I said.

“Is it your Communion dress?”

“I have the shiny little shoes that go with it somewhere.”

“Absurd. I’ll ask Mamani if we can drop some things off for you.”

She and Arvin moved my desk next to the bed, stacked it with graphic novels, and turned my small TV around on the dresser so I could watch lying down.

It was killing me that neither of them asked, so I blurted out, “I’m done. For the whole summer.”

Soraya rolled her eyes. “Dude, I carried you off the field like a tiny little baby. I knew you were out for a long time when I left the goal box to get you. Silver-lining take? You can rest up here and study lots of games that these parents post for clout. Get a strategy going for when we see those teams with the school squad.”

“This is because I didn’t give Babette the two-horned salute,” I said, blubbering all over again. “I brought the baa’d luck on all of us.”

“Or because you don’t stretch like you need to,” Soraya said sort of under her breath but in a way I could totally hear.

Arvin took his goat medallion off his key chain and clipped it to one of my crutches.

“Take my luck. Obviously our fates are completely controlled by a tiny goat,” Arvin said. “And, Soraya, you have a Babette patch on your gear bag.”

“That is for fashion,” Soraya said.

“Mancuso, you know you love strategy at least as much as being on the field,” Arvin said. “This isn’t a break. It is thinking time. Besides, I’ll bring you get-better soup.”

“Hanging out with you is the best, but what will I do with soup?” I yelled.

“She’s delirious. Soup makes everything better,” Soraya said.

I mean, yes, true, but that wasn’t the point. “I’m coming to camps and games to support the team,” I protested.

“And sit where?” Soraya said.

“Well,” I said.

“And lie down where?” Soraya said.

“I get it,” I said.

“Focus on getting better. The girls will know you’re supporting them, and this way we won’t need to save you from heatstroke on the sidelines,” Soraya said.

“You know, even Messi tore his hamstring and was out for a few months,” Arvin said.

“Then basically I’m on my way to being the best player in the world,” I said as Soraya scooched next to me in the bed while Arvin leaned back in my desk chair and flicked on the TV.

“Something something adversity,” Soraya said.

“Something something perseverance,” I said, and then Soraya let me cry into her shoulder for quite a little while.
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CHAPTER 3 THE GOAT GIRL


Jo

While Meg was getting her worst news ever

IT WAS TOWN-POOL TIME AFTER Mom picked me up from Babette care. Now, there was a place full of kids who wanted to be G.O.A.T. someday. You only needed an address in Somerset to get a membership, so even families like ours who rented could join, and pretty much everyone did. There were lots of little ones who stuck with their parents, and any high schoolers there during the day were either lifeguards or babysitting. That meant the packs of kids roaming together were my age, old enough to be left alone to ride bikes to the rec center but too young to get summer jobs. Sporty boys, art kids, sassy girls, and the drama contingent all had their preferred communal umbrellas to perch under. It was like middle school all over again, only more soggy.

If it were up to me, I would have pretended the pool didn’t exist, but Mom insisted. At least it was alone time with her. She’d bop up and down while I surreptitiously did my joint exercises underwater, we’d drip-dry on our chaise lounges, and then peel ourselves off to split an ice cream sandwich before picking my brothers up from whichever athletic thunderdome they were grunting at that day. Then Mom would tag Pops in on her way to work, and he would somehow get us through dinner. Only today she threw me a curveball.

“I asked Jen to meet you here,” she said as we slid into the shallow end, like Jen was an old friend. And, of course, that was how Mom saw her. But Jen was my physical therapist for aquatherapy.

“No. Please,” I protested.

“Don’t worry, we’ll have some free time first,” she said.

That was not my concern. Aquatherapy was my main exercise. My pediatrician sent me there before I even had a rheumatologist, the specialist who treats arthritis. She said it was the best exercise for my knee, and from that first session, I found I was able to do things in the pool that were now impossible on land. At nine I thought this was what people really meant when they talked about the magic of mermaids. At twelve it seemed like the promise of what was possible if I found a treatment that improved my swelling and pain, or maybe even got me into remission. But that was at the Y. In the therapy pool. Not the summertime version of the school cafeteria.

“Working with Jen is the business of my arthritis. The stuff people don’t see,” I said.

Maybe that sounds ridiculous coming from someone who’d launched an Accessibility Committee at school and had a mother people nicknamed Ms. Ramp-age because of all the meetings she attended to successfully demand ramps at town and school buildings. I wasn’t embarrassed by having a chronic illness. I was proud of everything I did to take care of myself. But everyone getting to witness what it took me to get through the day and present myself to the world in the way that I chose? That was too much.

Mom understood. The color drained from her face, which was saying something given her refusal to properly apply sunscreen.

“Gotcha dolly, let me catch her on the phone before she leaves. It’s just that this is her day off. I was doing a bit of a swap, getting her family into the pool for the day in exchange for the session.” Mom started her bop-walk to the ladder. I reached out and put my hand on her shoulder.

“It’s okay,” I said.

“It’s not. I should have asked you,” Mom said.

“Yeah, you should have asked me if I want our ice cream sandwich early today, because yes, I do. Need that PT energy,” I said.

She squeezed my cheeks together. “You’re a good girl, you know that? The snack bar’s finest ice cream coming up. Meet you at the chaise lounges.”

I pulled myself up the ladder, unfolded the chair, and lay out in the full sun. Soon I felt drops hitting my skin. Saved by rain! But when I opened my eyes, the sun was being blotted by a gazelle of a girl, not the embarrassment-saving cloud I was expecting.

“Love your suit. I’m Cecilia, by the way,” she said. “Who makes it?”

The truth was me. Shopping flea market doesn’t mean you need to look flea market. I got a $5 tank suit, removed one of the shoulder straps to create a sidestroke look, took the sparkle ruffle off an ancient spandex dance costume to add at the newly sloping neckline, and finished it off with a skinny red belt from my parents’ ’90s clothes stash. With a pair of black sunglasses and a scowl, I could get away with saying, “I don’t even remember.”

“And?” she said.

“Oh, Josefina, but my friends and enemies call me Jo,” I said.

Cecilia sank down into the grass next to me. “I thought you were the goat girl. Don’t be offended. I’m with the horse girls.” She motioned over her shoulder to a group in jewel-tone tanks sitting on the edge of the deep end, their legs dangling in the water, all sporting ponytails and bangs.

“Respect you adopting the moniker,” I said, and did my best to push down a volcanic rage building in my belly. It hadn’t occurred to me that anyone would call me “goat girl,” but of course, how could they not? I saw myself as apart from all these groups and cliques (or above it all, more accurately), but we don’t get to control how other people define us.

“I’ve seen you around school. And with Babette. Your look is fierce, and you care about things, which we’re into. Wanna hang? We’re going to split nachos and play Marco Polo,” Cecilia said.

“More of a lone wolf,” I said, hoping she would be gone before Mom got back and definitely before Jen arrived.

“You know what they say, ‘a horse never runs so fast as when she has other horses to outpace,’ ” Cecilia said.

“Like a jockey philosopher says that?” I said.

“Some bro named Ovid on a poster at the stables where I volunteer.” She put her sunglasses back on and rose from the ground. “Anyway, think about it.”

“Oh hello!” Mom said as she practically skipped toward us. “Please stay. We can split the ice cream sandwich three ways.”

“No prob, Ms. Lone Wolf. I have a snack account,” she said.

“You must be a very responsible girl,” Mom said.

“Truth. I’m even trusted to feed the ponies without any supervision,” Cecilia said, and headed toward the deep end.

Mom handed me half the ice cream sandwich. “She’s interesting. How happy are you now that we came to the pool, and you got to chat with your friend?”

“Ugh, Mom, she’s not a friend. But she’s probably someone who is good to know,” I said.

“Not everything has to be so transactional, dolly,” Mom said.

That was pretty delicious coming from the woman sneaking out-of-towners into the pool in exchange for medical care. I should have let her think Cecilia was my friend. Mom acted like there was something missing in my life, but I didn’t feel that way. There wasn’t any point in trying to have that conversation when she had her friend radar teed up. Besides, Jen and her family had arrived, and Mom was squealing as she shuffled in her flip-flops to collect them. She played with their horde of tiny children in the kiddie pool while Jen and I went into the beginning of the deep end, where I could still stand.

“This water is the perfect temperature for exercise, and my kids haven’t even peed in it yet,” Jen said. Then she really took me in and grimaced. “Oh, you’re hurting, kiddo.”

“This flare is my longest yet, but Mom thinks we’re going to hear back on approval for the Princepsatab infusions soon,” I said, tiptoeing over to her with my arms above the water. “And Dr. Anwar thinks it has a real shot of helping my pain and swelling based on how well it worked for kids with other autoimmune diseases.”

“Let’s see what we can do for you in the meantime, before you turn into the only seventh grader with a medical degree,” Jen said.

“I would prefer to run the entire healthcare system, but maybe that is more of an eighth-grade thing,” I said.

Because I am blessed and cursed to be unique, regular juvenile arthritis treatments had sort of stopped working for me. I had spent so much of the summer with my family collecting medical records, following up on letters from my doctors, and researching how my rheumatologist was going to try an off-label use of a new medicine on me. That’s not like buying your Gucccci with four Cs on the corner like Mom does. “Off-label” means the medicine is being used in some way the government hasn’t approved yet, so a doctor needs to say that it is safe and ethical to use it in that way.

We also had to make the case to the drug company so they would give me the medicine for free, because it was not covered by insurance. Luckily, Mom and I went straight from fairy tales to reading medical studies together at bedtime when I first got sick in fourth grade. Back then we searched for a “cure.” Now that I was having more frequent and longer flares, I measured my days on a scale of suspicious-that-I’m-feeling-this-good to knee brace to crutch-plus-brace to a rest day. My crutch and brace were liberating for sure, but it would be amazing to get down to more good days.

“Jen, quick request,” I said, and spun around to see if anyone was watching us. “Can you please act like you’re my swim teacher or my cousin or an alien abducting me, or anything other than a physical therapist?”

She laughed, but then she must have realized I was serious because she nodded.

“Since you signed up for the fancy private swim lesson,” Jen said, way too loud, “I want you to do the breaststroke, but standing up, like rich people do.”

She demonstrated the next progression in my hip-flexor exercises, and I started doing them. Then Jen shielded her eyes and looked up at the sky.

“Please tell me you’re seeing rain clouds,” I said.

“No, I’m looking for pigs flying,” Jen said. “Jo Belmonte caring about what other people think. Will wonders never cease?”
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