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For my mom,

who gave me everything I need
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PART ONE Immie
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Dear Jack,

I’m still really mad at you.

Dear Jack,

Do you miss me as much as I miss you?

Jack,

I can’t believe you’re dating her. HER!! How could you do this to

Dear Jack,

What happened to us?

Dear Jack,

I’m not writing you this letter to tell you that I forgive you. I’m not even writing it for you—I’m writing it for me.

I’ve spent so much time thinking about you lately that I forgot to consider what was best for me. And now that I’m finally thinking about ME, I realize that you weren’t. Not recently, at least. Maybe not ever.

We haven’t talked in two weeks. I know some of that is my fault. You tried to talk to me after the bonfire, but it was too late, and I was angry. Then you stopped trying. That’s on you. Why couldn’t you just see how much I wanted you to

You were my best friend, Jack, and you hurt me. You should have never stopped trying.

I’ve had a lot of time (A LOT) to think about what happened between us, and while I still don’t forgive you for the way you treated me, I’ve accepted that we aren’t supposed to be a thing. As friends or more. I wish that meant I was no longer hurting, but you yanked my heart out of my chest and stomped on it with your soccer cleats. That’s going to take some time to heal. Even then, it will scar.

I still miss you. It sucks, but it’s true. I think part of me always will. We have a lot of history, and it all lives in my head rent free. So I thought, maybe if I could get it out, it would be a little easier to manage. Things always make more sense when you see them from the outside, don’t they? Like seeing a butterfly pressed in glass, I could look at how we were, figure out where we went wrong, and finally have some peace.

Oh, guess what song just came on the queue? “How’s It Going to Be.” Remember what you said when I played it for you? Probably not, but I do. You said it was “too angsty.”

TOO ANGSTY???

I never told you this before, but the first time I heard “How’s It Going to Be,” I cried. That’s because it’s a song about loss. I was listening to the lyrics, and before I knew it, I was thinking about you and what it would be like if you weren’t in my life.

How would it be if you didn’t know me? Well, it would be horrible agonizing devastating. No one to explore the woods with. No one to talk to when Mom was in one of her migraine moods. No one to eat the banana-flavored Laffy Taffys, so they’d just sit there in the candy dish until they mysteriously fused to the bottom and I’d have to use a knife to scrape them out. I had absolutely no interest in a life like that.

Do you understand now why I got so upset when you took off your headphones in the middle of the second verse? This song, which you dismissed as “too angsty,” is what made me realize my true feelings for you, and you didn’t even bother to listen to it the whole way through. That’s what I think about now when I hear it.

Rejection

Loss

Heartbreak.

I know I’m probably not making a lot of sense. Elijah told me the other day that I ramble when I get worked up. I can’t help it. I’ve got so many feelings, and they’re all fighting to come out. But I know you’ll never read this, so it doesn’t matter if I’m making sense, and anyway, love rarely makes sense.

Yeah, I said it.

I did love you, Jack. That’s the point. But you didn’t love me back.

THAT’S the point.

This is a love letter and a goodbye letter.

This is our history out of my head.

This is me, letting you go.

Along with this letter is the portable CD player I bought from eBay. Inside the player, a CD with the words ALL MY BESTS written on top in black Sharpie. I have burned eighteen songs onto this CD the way they did it before streaming, when music was tangible and playlists were special gifts, like carving out a piece of yourself track by track, line by line, until you’ve created a perfect specimen.

These songs dropped me right back in the middle of all our big moments and allowed me (or forced me, depending how you look at it) to live them again. It was hard, but I had to do it. I HAD to figure out which moments were most important to our story.

Maybe no one will ever listen to it. Or maybe someone someday will stumble upon our spot and feel what I felt—what you never did. And I’ll be forty, doing whatever I’m going to do with my life, and I’ll inexplicably have a feeling that I’m not alone anymore. And maybe I won’t, like, know it consciously, but somehow my soul will know that someone is listening to all my bests.

Spoiler alert: “How’s It Going to Be” is the last song on the playlist. I didn’t know it at first, but this song has always been about the future.

My future.

Without you.
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TRACK ONE


“We’re Going to Be Friends”—The White Stripes

This one’s obvious, isn’t it? From the very beginning, you were there. I never stood a chance.



My name is Imogen Marie Meadows. I’m seven years old.

I can do long division and spell “facade” and “rutabaga.”

I love to draw pictures and collect taxidermy butterflies.

I know all about in vitro fertilization.

I do not know anything about my father.

This is what I’m ready to tell the boy who’s zooming toward me on a skateboard––this, and nothing else. I’m used to people asking questions about me, because my mom and I move around a lot, so I’ve come up with a script that perfectly encapsulates me. (That’s a word I just learned—“encapsulate”: to express the essential features of something succinctly.)

Then he falls off his skateboard and into my front yard.

I stand still on my porch, watching and waiting. But the boy doesn’t get up. He doesn’t even move, just lies there with his face in the grass. Did I just witness someone die? Now that would be an interesting addition to my script. I look around for Mom, or one of the movers, but everyone is inside the house, unpacking our furniture. Guess it’s up to me to investigate.

I take a sip from the glass of lemonade I’m holding, then slowly walk toward him.

“Hey,” I whisper.

No answer.

“HEY! Are you dead?”

Finally, he turns his head to look at me, squinting through the bright light of the summer sun.

“Not dead,” he says weakly.

“Hm.” So much for my fun new anecdote. “Okay. I guess that’s good.”

“You guess?” He pushes himself off the grass to sit upright and takes off his helmet, revealing a shaggy head of bright blond hair. He looks at the glass in my hand. “Hey, is that lemonade?”

“No,” I say quickly, tucking my long black hair behind my ear.

“Can I have some?”

I make a face. “You can’t just ask strangers for lemonade.”

“Sure you can,” he replies. “Haven’t you ever seen a lemonade stand before?”

“Do I look like a lemonade stand to you?”

“Okay, okay. Jeez.” He stands up, dusts himself off, then looks around for his skateboard. It’s in the neighbor’s yard. He sighs.

“You better go get that,” I say, trying to urge him along. I’m ready to get back to reading my book and drinking my lemonade in silence.

“Yeah.” He doesn’t move, just stares at his skateboard wistfully. “You know, I think I’m done with skateboarding. I stink at it.”

I nod. “You can say that again.”

“Okay.” He cups his hands around his mouth. “I STINK AT IT!”

A giggle escapes my lips, surprising both of us. He cocks his head at me, smiles a little.

“It’s okay. You can laugh,” he says. “I laugh at myself all the time.” Then he looks back at his board. “I don’t even like skating, anyway. I only do it because of my older brother.”

“Is he as bad as you?”

He shakes his head. “No, he’s good. Michael is good at everything.” A pause. “He’s not going to like it when he finds out I busted his board. Maybe I can blame the new scratches on our cat Tina.”

“What did Tina ever do to you?”

He gives me a knowing look. “Have you ever had your sister put catnip in your pocket when you weren’t paying attention?” He winces at the memory.

“I don’t have a sister,” I say with a frown. “Or a cat.”

“Consider yourself lucky.”

He goes to the neighbor’s yard to get the skateboard, and I see my chance to get away. I walk around the side of my new house, cut across the backyard, and step past the tree line. There are woods behind my house, which Mom already said I can’t explore alone. She didn’t say anything about hanging out on the edge, though. That’s where, earlier today, I found the Tree.

The tree has these huge, exposed roots that I can crawl under like a dugout. It’s the perfect place to disappear. Under the tree, I try to get back to reading, but I can’t focus. I keep thinking about what that boy said: Consider yourself lucky. Is it lucky to be lonely? It’s never really felt that way.

“So what’s your name?”

The sound of his voice makes me jump. I look up to find him with his skateboard in his hands, grinning at me from the other side of the roots.

“How did you find me here?”

“I followed you.”

“That’s creepy.”

His smile falls. “Was I not supposed to? I thought we were talking.”

“We were. And now we’re not,” I say, returning my attention to my book.

He lingers there, not saying anything. I sigh and put the book down.

“You’re distracting me.”

“Sorry.” He crouches down. “But come on. You’re really not going to tell me your name? We’re practically neighbors.”

“Fine. My name is Imogen Marie Meadows. Happy?”

“Imogen? That’s a weird name.”

“My mom calls me Immie.”

“That’s a weirder name.” He puts the skateboard down by the trunk of the tree and crawls under the roots to sit next to me. “I’m Jack.”

“Well, Jack, you’re being kind of rude about my name.”

“Oh.” His eyes widen. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be. I just meant that I haven’t met anyone named Immie before.”

It wasn’t the first time someone made fun of my name. Kids at my last school called it a grandma name, which is funny, since I actually was named after my grandma. Once, Timothy Kline said Imogen sounded like “emoji.” I responded by hissing at him and stomping on his foot, and I got sent home early. I still don’t regret it. Nobody disrespects Grandma Imogen like that.

“I forgive you.”

“Hey.” He points to a doodle of a butterfly in the notebook by my feet. “Did you do that? It’s really good.”

I feel my cheeks heat up. “You ask a lot of questions,” I say, flipping the notebook closed. “I don’t even know you.”

“Not yet,” Jack says. “But we’re going to be friends. I can tell.”

My first-grade teacher once wrote the word “prickly” on my progress report. Immie doesn’t play well with others, she added underneath. Mom was upset with me when she saw it. She thought I wasn’t being nice to the other kids in my class, but that wasn’t fair. I tried to be nice, at least at first. Then I brought my favorite taxidermy butterfly in for show-and-tell. Rebecca Miller in the front row said, Ew, she brought a dead body in! and Timothy Kline called me a weirdo, and that was it. I was on my own after that.

“Immie?” Mom calls.

Jack and I poke our heads out from behind the tree’s roots. Mom is standing on the back porch with her hands on her hips. Her blond ponytail is messy, and her white T-shirt is wet under the armpits.

“Who’s your friend?”

“Cookie Monster,” I call back. “And he’s hungry!”

“Very funny.” She crosses her arms. “What’s your name, little man?”

“Hi, Immie’s mom!” Jack waves to her. “I’m Jack Marshall. I live right over there.” He points to the left.

“Nice to meet you, Jack.” Mom smiles. “Do your parents know you’re here?”

“They like it when I play outside during the day,” he says, not exactly answering the question.

Mom pauses, then says, “All right.” She won’t ask any more questions––yet. She’s too busy unpacking our old things into our new life.

“Why do they like it when you play outside?” I ask.

Jack grabs a tuft of grass and starts yanking on it. It seems like he doesn’t want to look me in the eye. “My house is kind of busy. I have four siblings, and my parents just found out they’re having twins.”

“Wow.” I do the math in my head––seven people living under one roof, plus two more on the way. I can’t imagine what it would be like to have such a big family. “That’s the opposite of my house.”

“Really?” He looks at me with interest. “How many siblings do you have?”

“None. It’s just me and Mom.”

“That sounds great,” he says. “You get to have all of your mom’s attention.”

“I guess.” I don’t tell him the truth, which is that a lot of the time, Mom’s attention is focused on grading papers and writing lesson plans.

“Where’s your dad?” Jack asks.

I should have known that question was coming next.

“I don’t have one.”

“What do you mean?” He stops tugging on the grass. “Everyone has a dad.”

“Not everyone,” I correct him, thinking about a girl in my class last year who had two moms. “Not me. I was conceived through IVF.”

“Conceived?” Jack scrunches up his forehead. “IVF? What does that mean?”

“It means…” I make my voice sound serious. “It means I hatched from an egg.”

Jack narrows his eyes. “No way, you’re lying.”

“I’m not! One day Mom decided she wanted a baby, so she went to the egg store and picked me out of all the other eggs. She said my egg was light blue and sparkly.”

“Oh, yeah.” Jack nods like it makes perfect sense. “So that’s why your eyes are that color.”

I burst out laughing. “I didn’t really come from an egg!”

Jack shakes his head and looks at me with interest. “You’re kind of weird, huh?”

I narrow my eyes at the word.

“Don’t worry. I like it.”

“Really?”

“Yeah,” he says, like it’s obvious. When Timothy Kline called me a weirdo, he said it like a bad thing. I never knew weird could be good.

“So, what is I-F…” He trails off.

“IVF?”

“IVF,” he repeats. “What is it really?”

I take a deep breath, preparing to say my speech. “My mom gave an egg to a scientist, and the scientist mixed it with a sperm in a lab, and that’s how I was made. Then the doctor put me inside my mom to grow, and then I was born, just like you.”

Jack watches me tell the story with a blank expression on his face. When I finish talking, his eyes light up with understanding. “So you did hatch from an egg!”

“Not that kind of egg.”

“Oh.” He nods, but I can tell he’s still confused. I don’t know how to clear things up for him. I’m just repeating what my mom only recently told me. I tried asking follow-up questions: If she gave the egg, where did the sperm come from? And what is a sperm, anyway?

I open my book again, feeling strange, like maybe I revealed too much.

“I think I’d like to get back to reading now.”

“Okay,” Jack says. “Can I keep sitting here with you?”

“You just want to sit there while I read?”

“Yeah,” he says. “I don’t want to skateboard anymore, but I don’t want to go home yet either.”

That’s when a little white butterfly flutters in and lands on the toe of Jack’s sneaker. A good sign. Maybe Grandma Imogen sent it. I think of her, smiling with a butterfly perched on her wrinkled hand, and feel a pang of sadness.

“Sure, you can stay.”

Jack grins, pleased, then leans back on his hands and closes his eyes. He stays like that for a while, until the butterfly flies away, and then says, “This is a good tree. We should name it.”

“Name it?” I furrow my brow. “Name it what?”

“Hmm.” He considers. “How about… Queen LaTreefah?”

I fiddle with my glass of lemonade, letting the ice cubes clink together inside, and I consider. The tree already feels like mine. Do I want to share it? I twist the glass too fast, almost spilling the whole thing, but Jack saves it just in time.

“Hey, you lied!” he says, licking some of the splashed drink off the back of his hand. “This is lemonade.”

“Yeah, it is,” I say. “You want some?”

He looks at me curiously. “I thought you said you didn’t give your lemonade to strangers.”

“I don’t,” I say. “But we’re not strangers anymore. And I guess this can be our tree. But that’s what we’re going to call it. Our tree.”

He smiles wide. “See? I told you we were going to be friends.”

I give him a warning look. “Don’t get any ideas. It’s just a lemonade.”

“Too late,” he says. “I’ve got plenty of ideas.”

I roll my eyes, trying to hide my smile. Maybe a friend wouldn’t be so bad after all. Especially a friend like Jack.
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TRACK TWO


“Wrapped Up in Books”—Belle and Sebastian

We were starting high school, so I knew some things were going to change. I just never imagined one of those things would be us.




SEVEN YEARS LATER

When the bell rings at the end of fourth period and I take my first step toward the door, there it is: the Squeak.

I guess my hope that the squeak would magically disappear during the lecture on proper paintbrush care was wishful thinking. It’s just my luck that the shoes I bought for the first day of high school specifically to make me look cool and mature are having the opposite effect. I pull my phone out of my bag and type a new message to Jack.

Immie: I made a horrible mistake

Jack: ?

Immie: My new boots. They’ve been SQUEAKING all morning

“Did you see Vanessa’s teeth?” Hannah says, catching up to me as we round the corner out of Ms. Moser’s art classroom. “She got her braces off over the summer, and now she looks five years older.”

I run my tongue over my two front teeth, freshly self-conscious about the kiddish way one kind of overlaps the other. “Does that mean you’re going to stop calling her Vampira?”

Hannah cackles. “I didn’t call her Vampira because of her teeth. I called her that because she stole my calculator in the sixth grade.”

“That doesn’t even make sense.”

“It does,” Hannah asserts, bumping shoulders with a slow walker as she passes by him in the hall. “Stealing my brand-new pink calculator was total demonic behavior. Guess you just had to be there.”

“I was there,” I remind her. “We both had sixth-period math with Mrs. Hess.”

Hannah furrows her brow. “I don’t remember you being there.”

“I sat in the back.” I shrug and look down at my phone, where there’s a new message from Jack.

Jack: I’m sure it’s not that bad

I frown. I first told him about the boots this morning, when his older sister Carrie, a senior this year, drove us to school. Even then he said I was being dramatic.

He has no idea.

Immie: Wrong

Immie: Every step I take sounds like I’m stomping on a clown’s nose

Jack: That’s kinda funny

“I thought you moved here in the seventh grade?” Hannah glances at me, flicking her long dark braids over her shoulder.

I shake my head, still focused on typing my reply. “Not seventh grade. When I was seven.”

Immie: FUNNY?

Immie: I’m going to be known as squeaky shoe girl for the next four years and you think that’s funny???

“Dang,” Hannah says. “Either I’m oblivious, or you have powers of invisibility you’ve never told me about.”

The truth is, since the day Mom and I moved to Storm Valley, Pennsylvania, it’s been all Jack, all the time. That hasn’t left me a lot of time for other friends. The only person who ever came close to getting me like he does was Grandma Imogen, and she died right before we moved here, so it was kind of like Jack filled the hole that she left. Sometimes I even think she sent him to me.

“Thank god for art class.” Hannah adjusts her tote bag on her shoulder. “Otherwise, I would have never been able to force you into being my friend.”

“You didn’t force me,” I say, grinning, even though she did, a little. One thing about Hannah is that she loooves to talk while she paints. Since we were seated next to each other in the art class we both took over the summer, I went from not knowing her at all to knowing everything about her in a couple of weeks. (I could tell you all about the summers she spent in Jamaica with her granny, or the drama between her favorite beauty YouTubers, or the time, when she was twelve, she saved her cousin Norbert from an aggressive scurry of chipmunks after he got his head stuck in the tree hollow where they were nesting. Now he owes her free ice cream for life.) And it turned out it wasn’t so terrible, getting to know someone who wasn’t Jack, especially considering that someone was a girl. For the first time, I had a friend to talk to about Regency romance movies and Jacob Elordi’s abs.

My phone buzzes in my hand.

Jack: It’s the first day of high school, Outie. Everybody’s way too focused on themselves to notice what your shoes sound like

Jack: Just be yourself

“By the way.” Hannah pulls the syllabus for our new art class out of her tote bag. As we get closer to the cafeteria, I can hear the buzzing chatter growing louder. “What do you think about this midterm project? It seems kind of intense to me.”

I groan. “Can we not think about that yet?” The midterm project—that, yes, the teacher introduced on the first day—is called Who Am I, and it’s due in December, right before the holiday break. It can be in any medium, or mix of mediums; the only guideline is that it has to attempt to answer the question “Who am I?”

High school is the start of a really beautiful transformation process, Ms. Moser said. You’re growing, changing, evolving from the children you have been into the adults you’ll become. Every day is a chance for self-discovery, and that’s why this project is not about the answer. It’s about the attempt.

Whatever that means. I just know that the thought of revealing any part of my ooshy-gooshy inner self to my classmates or teacher makes me want to die.

“I haven’t thought much about it,” I say, typing my response to Jack. “I’ll probably just paint something.”

Immie: Wrong again, Monty. First impressions stick

I smirk down at my phone, using my nickname for Jack to fight fire with fire. As a kid, he’d eat whole packs of shredded Monterey Jack cheese, scooping it out with his hands like it was a bag of chips. Over time, Monterey Jack morphed into Monty, and Jack hates it.

Hannah and I find an empty table on the far side of the cafeteria that’s a little too close to the trash cans, but it’s better than sharing a table with a bunch of people I don’t know.

“I’m going to text Alex and Zoya to tell them where we are,” Hannah says when we sit down. “I’m so excited for you guys to meet.”

I focus on unzipping my lunch box instead of replying. I’m not exactly thrilled about having to meet new people. I just want Jack. This is the first time in the history of us that we don’t have the same lunch period, and I already miss him.

“You’re going to love them,” Hannah continues.

I grab my ham and cheese sandwich and scrunch up my face.

“Don’t be such a Debbie Downer! Yes, you’re different from them. But different doesn’t have to be a bad thing.” Hannah fixes her brown eyes on me. “You and I are different.”

“Not that different,” I say. “We’re both… artsy.”

“Yeah, but other than that, I’m pretty much normal. You, on the other hand—you talk about taxidermy and decapitated queens, like, a lot more than the average person.”

“Marie Antoinette’s last words were I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to, because she stepped on the executioner’s foot. How ironically tragic is that?”

Hannah looks at me like I have two heads.

“Hey, you’re the one who was always talking to me,” I remind her. “I was perfectly happy painting landscapes in silence.”

In the empty spots next to us, two lunch trays are dropped onto the table with smacks that make me jump. I look up to see Zoya and Alex. Zoya takes the seat next to Hannah; Alex, next to me.

“What are we talking about?” Zoya says, removing the lid from her yogurt cup.

“How it’s fun to make new friends,” Hannah says brightly, and I resist the urge to roll my eyes. “Speaking of which… Immie, meet Zoya and Alex. They’ve heard a lot about you.”

“Hi,” I say, my voice flat. I take a bite of my sandwich and get a large glob of mayonnaise. I try not to gag as I swallow it down.

“The famous Immie.” Zoya puts her elbows on the table and leans forward. She’s all angles, sharp cheekbones, light brown skin, and long, glossy hair. She looks like a model. “Has anyone ever told you that you look like a Tim Burton character?”

“Um.” I tuck a strand of hair behind my ear. “No?”

I should’ve known the cafeteria’s hideous fluorescent lighting wasn’t doing me any favors. It washes me out, making my already pale skin look practically translucent against my black hair, like I’m Victor from Corpse Bride.

“She means that as a compliment,” Alex says next to me, as if sensing my discomfort.

“I do,” Zoya assures me. “I love his movies.”

“Okay.”

“You’re friends with Jack Marshall, right?” she asks.

“Jeez, Z,” Hannah mumbles. “Let the girl breathe.”

“Yeah.” I’m glad to be talking about Jack. “We’ve been friends forever.”

“Jack’s great,” Zoya says. “He and Serge have been attached at the hip lately.”

I already know from Jack that Serge is Zoya’s boyfriend. He’s also Jack’s closest friend, aside from me. They’ve been playing club soccer together for years and were the only two freshmen boys to make varsity at tryouts over the summer.

“He’s so funny,” Zoya adds. She glances at Alex, who seems to be focused on mixing granola into her yogurt.

“And nice,” Alex says from behind her thick red hair. She’s tiny and round-faced, and sort of reminds me of a nervous little bird.

“Immie is funny and nice too,” Hannah says. “Even if she’s quiet about it.”

I groan. “Thanks, Mom. But I can make my own friends.”

“Speaking of moms,” Zoya says, fixing her amber eyes onto mine again. “Yours is principal at the middle school, right?”

I take a sip from my water bottle, feeling like a bug under a microscope. “Yeah. Why?”

“I don’t know, just… isn’t that weird? Having your mom be in charge at home and at school?”

“Not really. I didn’t see much of her. And she’s only been there for a year. Before that she was an English teacher at Greenfield.”

The whole truth of it is that I was glad she got the job. When I found out she was applying for principal positions, I was worried we’d have to move again. I remember the look on Jack’s face when I told him it was a possibility. It was like all the color drained from him at once. But you can’t go, he said. Not now.

I might have to, I said.

Fine, he replied. Then I’ll come with you.

“Ah.” Zoya nods. “Well, better you than me. If my mom was my principal, I just know she’d be watching my every move.”

“Mine too,” Alex agrees. She looks at me for the first time since sitting down. “And what does your dad do?”

“No clue,” I said. “I’ve never met him.”

Zoya is immediately intrigued. “Why not?”

Hannah frowns at her. “Way to be nosy, Z.”

“It’s fine,” I say. This is just a part of the speech. “My mom had me through IVF. It’s always been just the two of us.”

“IVF,” Alex repeats. “That’s like, implanting a fertilized egg into the woman’s uterus, right?”

I finish my sandwich and yank open my snack-sized bag of chips. “You got it.”

“So she just used a sperm donor?” Zoya says, looking at me with genuine interest. “Or someone she knew?”

I pop a sour cream and onion chip into my mouth. “Sperm donor, I think.”

“You think?” Zoya says, surprised. “You mean you’ve never asked?”

“I’m sure I have,” I say, though now that I think about it, I’m not sure at all. “It just never seemed very important, knowing the answer.”

“Really?” Zoya says. “I’d be dying to know.”

Hannah elbows Zoya. “You’re moving from nosy to obnoxious now.”

“I agree with Zoya,” Alex says. “I’d be curious too.”

I feel a twinge of irritation. “What difference does it make? Either way he’s not in my life.”

“I think there’s a difference,” Alex says.

“A big difference,” Zoya agrees. “What if there’s a whole story behind it? What if they were in love?”

Zoya’s elbow knocks her spoon off the table, and it thankfully ends her inquisition. She bends down to pick it up. “Hey,” she says when she sits up again. “Nice boots.”



Eighth period, study hall. It’s a random mix of kids from all four grades, which is perfect, because I don’t know a single person. Even better, there’s a Be Quiet rule. I can just sit at my desk and draw without having to play nice with anyone.

I open up my sketch pad and get to work. Five minutes ago, I didn’t know what I wanted to draw, but now the strokes just come flowing out of me. It’s a sneaker—Jack’s sneaker, I realize halfway through—with a black swallowtail perched on the toe. The perspective is from down below, like a smaller bug looking up in wonder at the big, beautiful butterfly. I’m layering in blades of grass as tall as trees when I feel my phone buzz in my pocket—four quick, rapid pulses, the signature text vibration Jack made for himself.

Jack: Am I still coming over for dinner

Immie: Duh. I haven’t seen you in years

Jack: I know. I think I forgot what you look like

Jack: You have blond hair, right? And huge clown feet? Like, we’re talking really big feet. Scary big

I laugh into my lap and look up. That’s when my heart skips a beat.

Across the room, a boy with dark, curly hair is watching me. Smiling at me. When I meet his eye, he gives me a small wave. I look to my left, at a girl hunched over her calc homework, and to my right, at an empty desk. When I look back at him, he gives me a little nod, like he’s saying, Yes, you.

I drop my gaze and try to get back into my sketch. Why is he smiling at me like that? Did he hear my squeaky boots when I walked into the room? He probably did—he’s probably laughing at me. Ugh. I’m shoving these boots to the back of the closet the second I get home.

I glance up—

He isn’t there.

“Hey,” whispers a voice.

I turn to my right. The boy is sitting at the empty desk.

“What are you drawing?”

I cover my sketch pad with my hands. “We’re not supposed to talk.”

“We’re not,” he replies. “We’re whispering.”

I raise an eyebrow. “Are you trying to be funny?”

“Maybe.” He puts an elbow on his desk. “Is it working?”

I look down at my hands instead of responding. If I just ignore him, maybe he’ll go away.

“Did you know you bite your lip when you draw?”

I frown, cover my mouth. “Stop looking at my lips.”

He laughs a little, and it accentuates the dimple on his left cheek. “I wasn’t. I was looking at you.”

“That’s not really any less creepy.”

“Creepy?” He shakes his head. “Aw man. I’m really blowing this, huh?”

I have to stop myself from hissing at him the way I used to do when I was younger. If I wanted someone to go away, hissing at them almost always did the trick. I consider what Jack would say if I told him I’d hissed at an upperclassman on the first day of school. When I told you to be yourself, I didn’t mean the part of you that’s a cat.

“I was curious about what you were doing there.” The boy nods toward my sketchbook. “I mean, I don’t think I’ve ever seen somebody so focused on anything.” He leans in, whispering, “Did you even notice that Dave just broke up with Laura?”

I furrow my brow. “Who?”

“Laura Brown, the girl who was sitting here ten minutes ago,” he says. He leans back in his chair, looking impressed. “She started crying and then ran out of the room. Legitimately ran.”

I blink at him. “Look. It’s cute that you think you can waltz over here and strike up a conversation—”

“Waltz?” he repeats, amused. “Do I waltz?”

“—but you should know, I’m not interested. It’s been a long day full of new people and forced conversations, and I’m all talked out. I don’t want to meet anyone else.”

“Whoa,” the boy says, leaning back. “Well, I can see why so many people want to talk to you,” he adds. “You’ve got such a cheery disposition.” He presses his lips together like he’s trying not to laugh.

I’m doing my worst—Mom would be so proud—but he’s still here with an unforced lightness about him, and I have to admit, I’m intrigued. I try to tone it down a bit when I say, “You don’t know me.”

“And I guess I never will,” he says. “It’s too bad. I don’t have any friends in this class.”

My thoughts flash back to first-grade show-and-tell, to Timothy Kline and Rebecca Miller, to feeling alone. They wrote me off without even bothering to get to know me first. If I do the same to this boy, I’m no better than them.

I roll my eyes. Fine. I’ll bite. Then I pick up my sketch pad and shove it in his direction.

A surprised smile crosses his face. “Seriously?”

“Take it before I change my mind.”

He takes the drawing from me and studies it. For so long, in fact, that I start to worry the sketch is total crap, and he’s just biding his time while he racks his brain for something nice to say.

He looks up at me. “You’re really good.”

I snort. “You’re just saying that.”

“No, you really are,” he insists. “And phew, am I relieved. You were going so hard over here. It would be kind of embarrassing if you weren’t.”

The corner of my mouth turns up. “Okay, give it back.” I snatch the book out of his hands.

“What’s your name, Picasso?”

“Immie.”

“Immie,” he repeats. “I’m—”

“Elijah,” says the teacher. Every head in the room looks up and over at us. I sink down in my seat.

The teacher’s eyes dart back and forth between us. He holds up a finger to his lips. “Save it for the bell, huh? You got ten more minutes.”

“Yes, sir,” the boy—Elijah—says. “Sorry.”

Everybody returns their attention to their phones and their worksheets. But not Elijah. He’s still looking at me.

“See you around, Immie,” he says. Then he stands up and walks back to his seat.
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TRACK THREE


“Call Me When You Get This”—Corinne Bailey Rae

School was keeping us busy, forcing us to spend more time apart. But when we were together, none of that mattered. Everything was the same as it always was. Or so I thought.



The following week, I wake up from my accidental nap on the couch to the smell of teriyaki sauce and the sizzle of sautéed chicken. I sit up, rub my eyes, and look into the kitchen, where my mom is standing over the stove in sweatpants, swaying her hips to a sunny R&B song.

“What is this?” I sit down at the kitchen island and point to the speaker in front of me.

Instead of answering, Mom starts singing along as the chorus breaks out, using the wooden spoon as a microphone. “ ‘I just want you to know, how I’m touched deep in my soul, just being with you…’ ”

“I like it,” I say, smiling.

“This is Corinne Bailey Rae,” Mom says, lowering the wooden spoon and continuing to cook the chicken like nothing happened. “She’s one of my favorites.”

One thing about Mom is she has great taste in music. I always tell her she could have been a singer in another life, or one of those people who finds new talent for record labels, but she always shakes her head at the idea and says something like, Things happened the way they were supposed to, Imogen.

She’s about to shake some red pepper flakes into the pan when I yell, “STOP!”

Mom jumps, accidentally sending flakes flying through the air.

“Jack can’t do spicy, remember?”

“Geez, you almost scared me to death! Forgive me for forgetting the preferences of our perpetual dinner guest. Can’t you two spend one meal apart?”

“We already do that every day,” I say, patting her on the shoulder before going to get the broom. “At lunch.”

She puts her hand to her chest and gasps dramatically. “Are you okay? Can you stand?”

I roll my eyes. After sweeping up the mess, I pick up my phone to send Jack a quick text: Where are u??

“Seriously, though,” Mom continues. “A little distance is healthy, Butterfly. You should make some more friends. Take advantage of new opportunities and don’t just hide out in the woods with Jack all the time.”

Just then Jack sends me a reply.

Jack: Just got home. See you soon

I like the message, then lock my phone and place it face down on the counter. When I look up, Mom is watching me.

“Imogen, did you hear a word I just said?”

“Yes, Mom,” I groan, sitting back down. “You think Jack and I spend too much time together. And I respect your opinion. Even though you happen to be wrong.”

She shakes her head, turns her attention back to the food on the stove. “This is what I’m talking about. You need to branch out.”

I prop my elbows on the counter. “For your information, I’ve branched out quite a lot already. I sit with Hannah and her friends Zoya and Alex at lunch. And… last week, when we met, they actually had a lot of questions about my dad.”

She freezes mid-sauté. “Oh?”

“Yeah.” I feel nervous all of a sudden, and I don’t meet her eyes. “They were asking who he is and stuff.”

She puts the wooden spoon down. “And what did you say?”

“The usual. IVF and all that.”

“Okay.” She crosses her arms and eyes me curiously. “So what’s this about? Were they mean to you?”

“No. It was more like they were wondering why I wasn’t curious about him.” I watch her turn off the burner under a pot full of broccoli in boiling water.

“Why would you be?” Mom says. “He was just a donor. Never your dad.”

I nod. That’s what she always says, and up until now, it’s always been enough. This time, though, something is different. I haven’t been able to get Zoya’s words out of my head all week.

What if they were in love?

“That’s what I told them,” I say, twirling a section of hair around my finger. I have to tread carefully here. “It’s like he’s not even real. He was just, like, a list of facts on a piece of paper in a sperm bank.”

“Well, not exactly,” she says.

My head snaps up. “What do you mean, not exactly?”

She sighs, long and loud. “Am I not enough?”

“Mom, come on. Don’t take it there.”

“You’re the one who took it there.”

“It’s not, like, important to me,” I say, even though I’m not sure if that’s true. “It’s just, you know. It’s part of my history.”

She doesn’t reply, just continues to stir the broccoli in with the chicken. Suddenly the midterm art project pops into my head. Who am I? How can I try to answer that if there’s a question mark where half of my genes are supposed to be?

“I can handle the truth, whatever it is,” I add. “I’m in high school now! Practically all grown-up! Look how tall I am! Check out my motor skills and my vast vocabulary. It’s prodigious how unequivocally sagacious I’m becoming.”

I pat my head and rub my stomach at the same time, trying to make her laugh, but she holds up the spoon like it’s a stop sign and shakes her head.

“That’s enough,” she says. She’s got a look on her face like she feels a migraine coming on.

“But—”

Just then the doorbell rings.

“Oop. Jack’s here!” Mom says. “Better go let him in.”

“Saved by the bell,” I mutter. Then I jump off my stool and run to the foyer.

I open the front door a crack. “Password?”

“Lima bean.”

“Nope. Two more guesses, traveler.”

“What? Yes it is.”

“No, it’s not,” I insist. “We changed it last week. After the—”

“Oh yeah. Big blue moon. Still can’t believe it wasn’t actually blue, by the way.”

I open the door wide. Jack is standing there in his soccer hoodie and a pair of basketball shorts, his hair soaking wet from, I assume, a post-practice shower.

“Hey, Outie,” he says with a smile. “Long time no see.”

“Actually, my belly button has inverted now, so you can retire that nickname.”

“Oh really? I think I’m going to need to see proof before that happens.”

I grin and practically tackle him into a hug, breathing in a whiff of his green apple shampoo. His presence is pure joy compared with the tension I just sliced my way through in the kitchen with Mom. “Missed you.”

He hugs me back, and for the first time all day, I feel like I can relax.



“Ooh, how about this?” I point the remote at the TV and click on the movie description. “ ‘Love on the Moors is a period drama about missed connections and unspoken love—’ ”

“Pass,” Jack says. He’s sunken into the couch next to me, his socked feet propped on the coffee table, his long legs parallel to mine. It’s amazing how much he’s stretched out since we’ve met. I’ve grown, obviously, but my spurts haven’t kept up with his.

I glare at him. “You didn’t even let me finish reading it.”

“You don’t have to finish reading it. I already know what it’s about.”

“Do not.”

He gives me a look like, Get real. “It’s just like the movie we watched on Friday—”

“No. Pride and Prejudice is a classic!”

“—a bunch of people in stuffy outfits standing around, talking about the weather as a metaphor for their feelings.”

“But that’s what makes it great! It’s angsty!”

“It’s boring,” he counters. “Why can’t they just say how they really feel?”

I stick my tongue out at him. “Because. Not everybody is as bad at keeping secrets as you are.”

I like to tease him about it, but honestly, it’s one of my favorite things about him. I never have to wonder how he feels about anything. I know he’ll always tell me the truth.

“I’m just saying.” He shakes his head. “It feels like a cop-out. If they told each other the truth right away, then they’d have to actually come up with a plot.”

I shake my head and continue scrolling through our movie options. “Why do I even invite you over here?”

He gives me a sly smile. “Because of the Skittles.”

I raise an eyebrow. “Excusez-moi?”

He pulls two packs of Skittles out of his sweatshirt pocket—one sour, one wild berry. I gasp, delighted.

I reach for the wild berry and then stop myself. “Wait. This isn’t a bribe to get me to agree to watch a superhero movie, is it?”

“Of course not,” he says. “Skittles are for pure intentions. Now, if I’d brought Starbursts…”

I laugh and take the wild berry.

“Plus,” he says, ripping open the sour Skittles and shoving a handful into his mouth, “it’s the least I can do, since, you know—your mom gives me free food all the time.”

“It’s not free,” I say, making a tiny tear in the bag of wild berry. “It’s a bribe to keep you hanging out with me.” I pour a single Skittle into my hand and pop it in my mouth.

“Oh yeah?” He laughs. “Well that’s a bribe I’ll accept.” Then he gives me a knowing look. “Even though I hear you don’t need me anymore. You’re Miss Popular now.”

I frown, still sucking on the Skittle. Me, Miss Popular? I could hardly think of anything worse.

“Who told you that?”

“Serge. Zoya said you guys are eating lunch together.”

I return my attention to the TV. “I have lunch with Hannah, who sits with Zoya,” I say, scrolling through the movie channels. “And Zoya and Alex are kind of a package deal. Like Tweedledee and Tweedledum.”

“They’re not so bad.”

I wrinkle my nose. “What? They’re nosy and gossipy and—” I look at him. “How do you know what they’re like?”

“They both came to watch us practice today. Serge pretended to be embarrassed, but I know he liked having someone cheer him on.”

“Yeah?” I feel a weird pang of something like jealousy. I should’ve been there. Not Alex. Me. “Would you like that too?”

He shrugs and looks away, and I wonder if I’ve now gone and embarrassed him. “Well, yeah. Who wouldn’t?”

“Me,” I say instantly. “I don’t like people watching me do anything.”

“That’s because you’re you.” He sits up straighter. “You’d be happy living in a hut in the woods with your books and your sketch pad, never seeing a single person ever again. Like a hermit.” He hunches his back and hooks his arm as if he’s holding a cane. “Git off my lawn!”

“Not true.” I giggle, nudging his calf with my bare foot. “I’d miss you.”

His eyes meet mine, and his playful smile relaxes into something softer—something more sincere. “I’d miss you too.”

We scroll through channels for a minute, until I get tired of looking and settle on a rerun of a sitcom.

“I love this episode.” I pull the blanket off the back of the couch and wrap it around me like a cloak.

“Of course you do. You love all the episodes where the whole family is together.”

“Well, yeah. They’re the funniest. Plus, it’s nice. Or, I don’t know—comforting.”

“What’s comforting about everybody being all up in each other’s business all the time?” Jack says, his tone somewhere between skeptical and amused.

I roll my eyes. “Of course you don’t get it. Your life is basically one big episode of this show.”

“Exactly. I know what I’m talking about.” He leans back on the couch until he’s lying down. “This is the life, right here. You can stretch out on the couch, watch whatever you want on TV, and you don’t have to share a wall with a sister who talks on the phone as much as she breathes.”

“I share a wall with my mom,” I point out. “And she falls asleep with her bedroom TV on a lot.”

He smiles. “Still. If I could trade places with you, I would.”

I don’t know how to respond. It’s not exactly a secret that Jacks prefers the calm of my house to the chaos of his own. It’s why he’s over here all the time and not the other way around. I always try to tell him how lucky he is to have a big family that cares about him, and what I wouldn’t give to have the same. But he never listens.

That’s when my thoughts jump to my biological dad and the conversation my mom and I had in the kitchen.

He was just, like, a list of facts on a piece of paper in a sperm bank.

Well, not exactly.

Not exactly? What isn’t she telling me? Is my bio dad someone she knew? Do I have a dad out there, waiting for me to find him? Or a whole entire family I never knew about?

When the show goes to commercial, Jack sits up. “You’re coming to the game on Wednesday, right?”

“Of course. Wouldn’t miss it.”

“Good.” He puts the half-eaten bag of Skittles on the coffee table. “I’m kind of nervous.”

“Don’t be. You’re really good,” I remind him. “That’s why you made varsity.”

He keeps his eyes straight ahead and puts his hands in his sweatshirt pocket. “Yeah, I guess.”

“What’s the worst that could happen? You make a mistake, and you redeem yourself next game.” I give him a reassuring pat on the arm. “This is just the first one.”

“Right,” he says. “It’s the first one. And first impressions stick—or so I’ve been told.”

“That only applies to squeaky boots,” I say. “And seven-year-old boys who fall off their brothers’ skateboards to get my attention.”

“Right. I definitely did that on purpose.”

“Doesn’t matter whether it was on purpose or not,” I say. “It worked, didn’t it?”

He smirks and opens his mouth like he’s about to say something clever, but then the show comes back on. He closes his mouth, changing his mind.

“Yeah,” he says after a moment. “Yeah, I guess it did.”

We settle into a comfortable silence, and everything is exactly the way it’s supposed to be.
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