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CHAPTER 1


Breakfast at the Taylor house was never boring. There was my father, standing in front of the open refrigerator in his robe, reading an email on his smartphone. There was my sister, sitting next to me at the table and posing while she tested her new selfie ring light on her phone. And then there was me, eating my cereal while trying to figure out why all the hard work I’d done the night before had been for absolutely nothing.

Yes, we had a “no screens at the table” rule in my family. And yes, when my mom came blowing in like a hurricane in a few minutes, we’d all be in trouble. But between homework and school, I hadn’t had enough time to figure out why the app I’d spent hours coding was completely broken.

Sure enough, my mom came breezing in when I was halfway through my bowl of Wheat-e-os. A great day starts with a healthy breakfast and all that. My goal was just to wolf it down so I could get back to my work, but if Mom saw me rushing, I wouldn’t be able to do that. Eating fast while trying to look like you weren’t was really, really hard.

“Phone down, Hope,” Mom said, tapping the button to warm up the coffee maker as she whipped past it on her way to the fridge. “And, Faith, a laptop? Really?”

My parents, in a complete fit of unoriginality, had named my older sister Hope, then named me Faith a couple of years later. Someone really should have stopped them.

“I worked for hours on this,” I said without taking my eyes off my screen. “I can’t figure out why it’s broken.”

My sister sighed. She didn’t get me. It was like we were from two completely different sets of parents. If I hadn’t looked so much like my dad and Hope hadn’t looked like a younger version of my mom, I’d have had to check to see if one of us was adopted.

“I don’t care if you have the winning lottery numbers. No screens at the table,” Mom said. She had already shooed Dad out of the way and was on her way back to the coffee maker with the soy milk. “It’s rude.”

I closed my laptop and slid it off to the side. If I speed-ate my Wheat-e-os, I could take my bowl to the sink and get back onto my laptop somewhere other than the table. Just a few more minutes of focus were all I needed.

“Is this the homework app?” Mom asked as the coffee maker noisily spat out her organic decaffeinated beverage. “The one your mentor wants to send to her friend?”

My coding club coach supposedly had a friend who worked for Google. And that friend was just going to love an app that let students help each other do homework. Google would buy it and pay me millions, and we’d get our Paris trip. Either that or my coding coach’s friend was, like, a guy who cleaned toilets at Google and wouldn’t care anything about my app. I wouldn’t know for sure until I finished the app and shared it.

“Yeah, that’s going to take a while,” I said. Staring longingly at the laptop I’d been forced to set aside, I shoved down as much cereal as I could fit into my mouth. Just a few more bites and I could get away from the table. It was all about getting back to my code at this point.

“What did I tell you about positive thinking?” Mom asked, walking to the table. She set her coffee cup down and pulled her chair out. “If you think it will take a while, it will. If you think you’ll be finished tomorrow, you’ll be finished tomorrow.”

I laughed at the same time that I swallowed, briefly feeling like I was going to choke. If I choked, Mom would make me slow down and eat like a civilized human being.

“I can assure you, it will not be finished tomorrow,” I finally said when I could once again take a breath. “But… if I could eat and work at the same time, maybe…”

“Nice try,” Mom said. “Craig, tell Faith about positive thoughts.”

Dad took his spot at the table. He was fully dressed in dark jeans and a golf shirt, his phone safely holstered in the case on his belt.

“Positive thoughts put positive energy into the universe,” Dad said. “Or something like that.”

I smiled. Dad and I were a lot alike. We were both practical and into science and math and all that brainy stuff. Hope was more like my mom, even though she didn’t eat as healthfully as Mom and I did. But she was a dedicated cheerleader who spent all her spare time taking gymnastics, so she had the physical fitness part of it down. She even took my mom’s yoga class on weekends sometimes.

Suddenly I looked down and found that my cereal bowl was all milk. I wanted to make sure I finished every bite so Mom would have no excuse to say that I couldn’t hop back onto my laptop.

I got up and walked to the sink, then dumped the remaining soy milk down the drain and put my dish and spoon into the dishwasher. No excuses.

“Who’s riding with me?” Dad asked, grabbing a cold coffee out of the refrigerator and unscrewing the cap.

Wait… what? It was time to go already? I weighed my options. I could stay home and try to get some time in on my laptop in the ten minutes it took for the bus to arrive. Or I could ride with Dad and smuggle my laptop into school and hide out in one of the empty classrooms, hoping my friends didn’t find me in there. Once they found me, I’d get no work done.

“Me!” I called out.

“I’ll take the bus,” Hope said. She was finishing up her banana while staring longingly at her phone.

“See you after school!” Mom called out to me. She always picked me up from school after her afternoon class, since I didn’t have after-school activities like Hope did. Sometimes we even stopped for frozen custard and fruit. Mom loved custard.

Dad always left his car parked in the driveway, letting Mom have the garage. He said it kept her from having to be out in the cold and heat and rain. I always made gagging noises when Mom and Dad were all romantic like that, but secretly I liked it that they were so sweet to each other.

“Your mom may be onto something,” Dad commented as he backed out of the driveway. “This app could be the big one.”

“I’m trying not to get my hopes up,” I said absently.

Dad always got his hopes up. As practical and analytical as he was, he was a dreamer. Which was an interesting contrast. He was sure he was going to come up with some invention that would make us all rich. That was why he spent most of his free time working in the tiny office that was also our guest bedroom. He was always gluing things together or building things out of parts.

“Can I ask you a question?” I asked Dad.

“You just did.”

That threw me for a second. Then I got it. My father had what you might call a dorky sense of humor. It was the kind of humor that made you groan because if anyone you knew overheard it, you’d be mortified. If nobody else heard it, it was admittedly kind of cute.

“When did you know what you wanted to be when you grew up?” I asked.

Full disclosure: I had no idea what my dad did for a living. I mean, I knew he was a mechanical engineer, but I had no idea what that meant. Did he work on engines or something? Whatever he did, it was something that had him going to an office every day and sitting alone at a desk for hours. That was why he could wear jeans to work. I figured, when he wasn’t at his computer, he was writing on big whiteboards while other people sat around and oohed and aahed over how brilliant his ideas were.

Dad laughed. “I’m still not sure I know. When I was your age, I wanted to be a rock star.”

What? That was the freakiest thing I’d ever heard. Aside from his cheesy jokes, my father was all serious all the time.

“Like Ed Sheeran?” I asked. I could see a younger version of Dad with a beard and guitar. Add some tattoos, and he might look like a singer.

“More like Nickelback,” he said. “Ed Sheeran wasn’t a thing when I was a kid.”

I didn’t know who Nickelback was. I figured I probably didn’t want to know.

“So when did you know you wanted to be a mechanical engineer?”

“I always liked to build things,” he said with a shrug.

He launched into a long story about when he was five and he built a fake high-rise with a bunch of Legos. It only reinforced my idea that I’d gotten my coding skills from Dad. We both enjoyed building things.

He finished up his story with, “And when I got to college, I just took a bunch of engineering classes until I figured out what I wanted to do with my degree.”

I thought about that for a second. I’d known for a long time that I wanted to be a computer programmer. But sometimes I wondered if it might be nice to try something else. Maybe I could train to be an astronaut or study medicine and become a doctor. I didn’t have to decide right now, did I?

“Isn’t that your friend?” Dad asked, calling my attention to the fact that we were now pulling up to the front of the school. People were all around, walking toward the entrance, but I honed right in on Tierra Ford. The girl my dad had just called my “friend.”

The thing was, Tierra had been my friend. Only, Dad was off by a few months. When my family had first moved, Tierra had been the first friend I’d made. We sat next to each other in third grade, and soon we were doing everything together. We probably would have stayed BFFs until graduation if I hadn’t met Janelle in my mom’s yoga class over the summer. Janelle walked in, saw I was the only person her age, and plopped her mat down next to me. We eventually started hanging out after class, and soon she introduced me to her best friend, Adria.

I spent the summer hanging out with them, mostly, and started hanging out with Tierra less and less. By the time school started, Tierra and I hadn’t spoken in months. I did my best to ignore the hurt in her eyes, but she didn’t confront me on it. It was like we had an agreement that we weren’t friends anymore.

“Yeah,” I said. “See you after school.”

I opened the door and stepped out.

“Wait!” Dad called out.

I was all prepared to bolt for the school entrance, pretending I didn’t see Tierra sitting there, so I was already in “rush” mode. But I stopped myself just as I was about to slam the car door shut. I leaned in.

“Aren’t you forgetting something?” he asked.

What? I didn’t get it. Was this some trick to get me to say I loved him or something?

“Your backpack,” he said, shifting his eyes toward the floorboard of the passenger seat. Sure enough, I’d completely forgotten my backpack.

“Thanks!” I said, grabbing it. Then I gave him a wave before swinging the door shut.

Now, to get past Tierra.

I slung my backpack over one shoulder and took off like a rocket. I could walk pretty fast when I set my mind to it. It didn’t hurt that it was super chilly outside, and nobody wanted to be out there longer than necessary. That thought brought an important question, though. Why was Tierra sitting on the bench outside the school, wearing nothing but a fleece jacket?

I kept my attention focused forward as I got closer, but out of the corner of my eye, I could see her. She pulled her feet up onto the bench, which put her knees close to her face. Then she seemed to hide behind her arms, which she folded over the tops of her knees.

She was hiding from me?

I saw her hand wipe over her cheek. She was crying.

My stomach flip-flopped. As great as it was to hang out with my new friends, it was just, like, a minute before that Tierra had been my best friend. That didn’t just go away because I was suddenly (kind of) part of the popular crowd.

Before I could even think about it, I started walking toward her. As I got closer, she put her feet back onto the ground and sat up straight, wiping both her cheeks with the back of her hand.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

She looked up at me then, and I realized why I’d stopped to talk to her. There was a time in third grade when Tierra had been invited to a birthday party and I hadn’t been. Instead of going without me, she’d turned down the invite and taken me to get our nails done. That was what a real friend did.

And after that, I’d been a horrible, horrible friend.

“I’m fine,” she said. “Just go inside.”

I should have taken her up on her offer. I should have gotten out of there while I had the chance. But I kept thinking about all the other things she’d done for me too. The times she’d stood up for me when boys had been picking on me, or how she’d helped me fit in with other girls in our class.

I sat down on the bench next to her. I might have found new friends, but I wasn’t heartless. Tierra was a good person. We’d just drifted apart. That stuff happened in middle school. It happened after middle school too, I was pretty sure.

“Sometimes it feels good to cry,” I said. “It’s like you’re getting the pain out. Through your tears.”

That was easily the sappiest, most clichéd thing I’d ever said. But I had no idea what else to say. I should have been inside the school, finding an empty classroom where I could hide for the next half hour or so. Instead I was sitting there with someone who didn’t even want to talk about why she was crying.

“People just suck,” Tierra said. “That’s all.”

She wiped at her cheek again, and I realized the tears hadn’t stopped. That made me feel awkward all over again.

“They do,” I said. “Did someone say something mean to you? Do you want me to beat them up?”

“Why do you care?” she asked.

She had every right to be mad at me. I’d be mad at me too, if I were her. I sighed and said the only thing I could think to say.

“Whatever it is, I’m sure it’ll pass,” I said. “You could just take the day off. Maybe play sick?”

She said nothing. Just sat there, staring straight ahead. I felt a pang I had no right to feel. A longing for the friendship we’d had just a few months earlier.

I looked around for a clue to what was going on. It was so early. How could something have already happened that upset her? I didn’t get it.

Then I noticed the phone next to her on the bench. Maybe someone had texted her something. Or someone had tagged her on Twitter or Instagram. Those were the only things I could imagine that would make her cry.

“I’m a good listener,” I reminded her.

To be honest, I kind of missed having a really good friend who got me. And I knew Tierra had every right to be furious at me. I wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d told me to leave her alone. I probably deserved that. But instead she sighed and picked up her phone, unlocking it with her thumb.

“Faith!”

I looked past Tierra to see Adria standing near the entrance, holding the door to the school open.

I felt like I’d been caught doing something wrong. Like stealing. Or lying. Or sneaking my sister’s favorite ice cream from the freezer when I thought she was asleep. It was silly, but Janelle and Adria knew I’d once been friends with Tierra, and it didn’t stop them from making fun of her. All. The. Time.

“I have to go,” I said.

I felt like a completely horrible person as soon as the words were out of my mouth, but what else could I do? I needed my two BFFs. Janelle was the girl everyone wanted to be like. Everything she wore, said, and did was just perfect. Adria could be mean sometimes, but she was Janelle’s best friend, so they came as a package. If I wasn’t friends with Janelle, I’d go back to being a total nobody.

“Yeah, whatever,” Tierra said, staring intently at her screen.

I knew that the right thing to do would be to stay with Tierra and tell Adria I’d be right in. But I didn’t do that. Why? Because Adria was staring me down, and I got nervous. I hopped up and rushed toward the front door, tossing my backpack over my shoulder as I walked. Not a second to waste.

I didn’t dare look back at Tierra, and I tried not to think about what had made her cry. It was easier to just focus on hanging out with my friends and being happy.






CHAPTER 2


“I’ve sent you, like, seventy texts. What’s the deal?”

Adria started in a total of five seconds after we were inside the school. We were walking past the trophy case, and she was holding up her phone. Sure enough, there was a screen full of texts that basically read, Hello? and Where R U?

“We have a nine-one-one sitch,” Adria said, gesturing for us to take a hard left to head toward the area where Adria and Janelle shared a locker. Adria actually had her own locker, but she’d moved her stuff on the first day of school. I was pretty sure Janelle was too afraid to say no.

“What’s up?” I asked, unlocking my phone. I didn’t really want to go through all the texts, so if she could just summarize the “sitch,” that would be great.

“There’s this awful website,” Adria said. “It’s just—you have to see it.”

“Send me the link,” I said, scrolling through my text messages. Maybe the link was there.

“Janelle’s in the media center,” she said. “Come on.”

Adria took off, leaving me to try to catch up. She was weaving through groups of kids, shouting “Hey” back to all the people calling out to us, and basically looking like a person on a mission. Her mission was to show me some website?

I realized, as we rushed, just how easy it was for me to forget about Tierra and the old me. Before summer, nobody would have even glanced at me as I walked down the hall. I’d been totally invisible. Now people knew my name. People I didn’t even know. It was nice to feel like I mattered.

I glanced at the time on my phone. We had about ten minutes before the first bell would ring. So much for getting to school early. And now instead of talking about important stuff like what we we’d watched on the TV last night, we were going to be looking at some website?

The media center was almost empty this time of morning. A couple of students were doing last-minute homework, and one was playing online, but otherwise the place was deserted. Janelle was seated at a computer near the window.

“Hey,” I said as we got closer. Even though I’d spoken in a near whisper, it had sounded like a scream in that chamber of silence.

“Ohmigosh, it’s gotten worse,” Janelle said. “Get over here.”

Adria pulled a chair as close to Janelle’s as she could get and plopped down into it. I settled for just hunkering down next to Janelle’s shoulder. We didn’t have that long to stand there, and maybe if I didn’t commit to a chair, this would last just a few seconds. Then we could get back to having fun.

The smile that was on my face vanished when I saw the name at the top of the page. Janelle Tenning.

What? Wait. Why was Janelle’s name at the top of a website?

Below her name was a list of things I didn’t understand. Sweet, hottie, love her, adorbs, so cute…

“I don’t understand,” I said. “What is this?”

“It’s called a slam book,” Adria said. “This was what I was texting you about.”

Our school blocked some websites on the media center computers, but apparently not this one. Maybe it was so new, it had gotten around the filters somehow?

“Someone did a whole webpage about you?” I asked Janelle.

“I don’t know,” Janelle said. “It looks like anyone can comment, though.”

“Well, you have to log in first,” Adria said. “Whoever created this site will see your sign-up name. You’re supposed to give your real name too, but only the administrator can see it.”

“If you don’t give your real name, they can delete your comments,” Janelle explained, looking up at Adria. “I didn’t mention that when I talked to you.”

“There are pages for other people too,” Adria told me, probably noticing that I still looked confused. “Not us yet.”

I wasn’t sure whether to be glad or upset about that. I didn’t really want a page with my name at the top, but why wasn’t there a page about Adria? Why Janelle and not her? I was kind of new to not being invisible, but Adria had been hanging out with Janelle forever. Just how long did someone have to be Janelle’s friend before being just as important?

I was pretty sure if I asked anyone in school that question, they’d say it would never happen. Janelle was more interesting than everyone else. It was obvious from this webpage she’d just shown us that everyone thought she was the sweetest, prettiest, most perfect person ever. Unless the point of the page was just to say nice things about people. If so, that was kind of awesome.

“Ugh,” Janelle said, clicking the big X to close the window and log off the computer. “I don’t want to see any more.”

Janelle was upset over being called “pretty” and “adorbs”? I didn’t get it. I’d take it if she didn’t want it, though.

“I have an idea,” Adria said while Janelle was getting her stuff together to leave the media center. “We should all create accounts and post only nice things about you.”

“And everyone else,” I said.

Silence. Janelle even paused, midway through standing up, to stare at me.

Okay. Apparently they weren’t on board with posting nice comments about everyone else.

“I’m being serious,” Adria said, as if what I’d said had been some huge joke. “We can post great things like, ‘Janelle lives to help others’ and ‘Nobody is as nice as Janelle.’ ”

“Umm… the comments aren’t really full sentences,” I pointed out. “They’re phrases, like ‘so cute,’ or words, like ‘sweet.’ ”

“Right,” Janelle said. “We need to come up with one-word descriptions of me, like ‘supersweet.’ ”

“Those are two words, I think?” Adria said.

“A compound word,” I blurted out, then wondered if that had made me sound like a know-it-all. But they didn’t say anything.

We exited the media center, probably making everyone in there happy for the silence again, and headed out into the crowded hallway. Janelle started waving, and soon she was surrounded by people, flashing her bright smile at everyone she passed. She was on the cheerleading squad, which was equal to being royalty at school. Everyone knew who she was and seemed to think she was supposed to know who they were too.

“I wonder who wrote those things about her,” Adria said under her breath as we walked.

I knew exactly what she meant. Suddenly the people all around us weren’t classmates and friends. They could very well be the same people who had posted about Janelle.

We couldn’t even make it to our lockers without Janelle stopping to talk to someone. So we went on without her.

“Do you think they’ll do pages about us?” I asked. “Maybe if we log in, someone will realize we don’t have pages yet.”

I did not want a page where people wrote about me. I knew there was no way the comments would be gushy like Janelle’s were. Besides, even if they said mean things about her, she’d handle it better than I would. She knew she was awesome, no matter what people said about her. If mean things were written about me, I probably would believe them.

“There aren’t many pages right now,” Adria said. “I hope ours are coming soon. If not, we’re total losers.”

That was the point where we parted to go to our separate lockers, which gave me a minute or two to think about that. We’d be losers if we didn’t get a page soon? So now our reputation depended on some silly website where people posted gossipy things about other people? Something seemed wrong with that.

I grabbed my items from my locker quickly and rushed to Janelle and Adria’s locker. They were standing together when I arrived. They were deep in conversation.

“Meet at my house after school,” Janelle told me as I approached. “We’ll create accounts and figure out what we’re going to do.”

“Why don’t we just do that at lunch on our phones?” I asked. Not that I didn’t want to hang out after school. It just seemed like a long time away.

“No!” Janelle called out just as I was unlocking my phone.

Adria reached out to put her hand on my phone. “Janelle doesn’t want anyone to see us looking at the site.”

Oh. Good point. There were people all around, and even if we hid the phone screen, someone could catch us looking at the website. People talked. That was probably why Janelle had gone to the library that morning and hidden in the back corner rather than having us look at the phone in the hallway. We could do it in hiding somewhere during lunch, but I didn’t have time to argue with them. People were starting to scatter, so I knew the warning bell was only seconds away.

“It’s a plan,” I said, stepping away from my friends. I had to get to class early to find the paper I had due today and read over it one last time before the final bell.

“Let’s go,” Janelle said. She was in homeroom with me and all the other people whose last name started with T.

Alone with Janelle, I felt like I could finally breathe again. Adria was great, but she could sometimes be… overbearing when Janelle was around. I usually liked it better when I was alone with one of them. With all three of us, it felt too much like I had to compete with Adria for Janelle’s attention.

“It just feels icky,” Janelle said, speaking quietly so that only I could hear. “Like, a violation, right? People are writing about me where everyone can see.”

“Don’t worry about it,” I said. “It just means you’re awesome enough that people want to say great things about you.”

“I think someone did it just to get to me,” she said, looking over her shoulder to make sure nobody was listening.

I doubted someone had set up a website just to get to Janelle. As popular as she was, we were, after all, just seventh graders. If that slam book thing had more people on it, I was betting there were sixth and eighth graders too. Not just people from our class.

“What if someone writes something mean?” Janelle asked. “Do you think they’ll take it down?”

I nodded. “Definitely.”

I had no idea, but I said it with full confidence. I had to admit, I felt a little boost that Janelle was asking my advice. Over the summer our friendship had become pretty strong, but back in school things had changed immediately. Like at any second someone would tell me it was a mistake. I was supposed to be sitting at that lunch table with Tierra, not with everyone who was someone in seventh grade.

But I knew exactly how Janelle felt as we walked into homeroom. It was hard to look at people without wondering who else had seen the slam book site. And if there was ever a page about me, would even one thing be half as nice as what people had written about Janelle?

“Hay-yay!”

Amy Tatem. She was always there, always overly happy to see us. Janelle specifically. And she seemed to have a way of dragging the word “hey” into two syllables.

“Hi!” Janelle said.

Was it my imagination, or was Janelle being even nicer than usual? Was she making an extra effort to be nice to everyone? Did she think that she could influence people to write nice things about her on the slam book site?

I probably could be influenced to write nice things about her.

“So did you hear about JoJo Maxwell?” Amy asked, leaning forward so only the two of us would hear.

Gossip. Great. Just what this morning needed.

“No,” Janelle said, opening her notebook.

That reminded me that I needed to look over my paper. I turned to face forward again, opening my folder to pull the paper out. My grade was still at a B, and I really wanted an A in history this semester. This paper could do it.

“She was caught cheating. Five days’ suspension.”

“That’s awful,” Janelle said.

“She copied Tierra Ford’s English paper. Tierra said she didn’t know, but everyone kind of thinks she was in on it.”

I looked over at Amy, my paper forgotten. “Did you say ‘Tierra Ford’?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said. “Why?”

Suddenly she looked interested in me. Not Janelle but me. I knew it was only because she thought I had some juicy piece of gossip. I thought about it for a second. If I told her Tierra had been crying that morning, Amy would latch on to what I was saying like I was the most interesting person ever.

No, I couldn’t. That would make me as gossipy as Amy.

“Nothing,” I said. “We just used to be friends.”

“I remember,” Amy said. “You guys were joined at the hip. And then you met Janelle.”

“And I saved her!” Janelle said with a big smile.

My eyes widened. Saved me. Huh.

Homeroom started then, forcing an end to the conversation. As I waited through the morning announcements, though, I thought about what Janelle had said. In a way, she had saved me. Now that I was hanging out with Janelle, people were starting to pay attention to me. They just treated me like the friend of someone awesome, pretty much, but that was better than being totally ignored.

But being friends with Tierra had been great. She was fun to be around, and we had a ton in common. More in common than I had with Janelle, and especially more than I had with Adria.

Take hanging out at the pool, for instance. With Tierra, we actually went swimming. We didn’t just sit around in sunglasses, looking around to see if any boys were watching us, but we had fun. We did gymnastics at the indoor trampoline park and went to the fair and ate cotton candy without worrying about it making our jeans fit too tightly. With Tierra, I could always be myself.

With Janelle and Adria, I felt like I was always trying to prove I was good enough.

I thought about Tierra so much in homeroom that when I saw her on the way to first period, I felt bad. Like she knew I’d been thinking about how we weren’t friends anymore. I was almost glad to get to first period, where I could read over my paper and not talk to anyone for a few minutes.

Only, I didn’t read my paper. Instead I pulled out my phone and typed in the web address I’d seen at the top of Janelle’s page. I scrolled through the page on Janelle, saw that nothing had changed, and then clicked the title to go to the main page.

Welcome to SlamBook! it said in big, bold letters at the top. Like I’d just stumbled upon something warm and friendly, not a page meant to “slam” middle-school girls. And why was “SlamBook” written as one word? Was it a play on “Facebook,” maybe?

I quickly scrolled down to read the rest. Class was going to start soon, so I had to hurry.

Have you ever wondered what other people think of you—what people are saying behind your back? Well, this is your chance to find out. Some of the most talked-about Gladesville Middle School students are listed here. If you don’t see your name, you probably suck.
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