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1 BROOKE



MADELINE GOTTLIEB WAS NOT JUST MY friend, but my best friend in the entire world, universe, everything known to man—Madeline Gottlieb was my best friend forever. That’s exactly what we planned on, because we knew nothing could ever, not in a million years, happen to split us up. We would have lockers next to each other all the way through high school, we’d go to the same college and be roommates, we’d be each other’s maid of honor and marry guys who were best friends, and we’d take vacations together. Our kids would be best friends. We’d live next door to each other and laugh about our old age and how young we once were.


See? We were dead serious about the BFF thing. Best friends forever. Not just until we started junior high or high school, but forever. Okay? That’s how it was supposed to be. And then she had to go and ruin it.


I walked down the halls before seventh period, the knot in my stomach tightening. I had to stop by my locker to get my books for my next two classes, but believe me, if I could have physically carried all my books for the entire day, I would have. But my history book was huge and so was my AP English book, so I had to stop by and run the risk of seeing her there, with her snotty friends and breezy attitude. Like nothing ever happened, including our entire friendship.


Since we’re talking about it, I was starting to think I really did hate her. That is what’s so crazy to think about. I hated her in a way that made my eyes fill with tears because she wasn’t my friend anymore. And just like once I could never imagine a world in which we wouldn’t be friends, now I couldn’t imagine a world in which we could ever be friends again. We’d never swim in her pool when it was raining with dark clouds overhead and hoping it didn’t lightning because then her mom would call us in for sure. We’d never race four-wheelers in the back field between our houses. My mom would never make us cinnamon rolls from scratch on Saturday morning after a sleepover, and our moms would never again joke with each other that we were like sisters they shared custody of.


As I got closer to my locker, which was directly below hers, I strained my neck to see if she was there pulling out her history book for one of the two classes we have together. In another world, we’d be walking to class together and she’d ask me to hold her book while she finished up last night’s homework. Now it sort of made me want to throw up.


Yeah, junior high and I are having a great time together.


Oh, joy, I thought, when I saw her there. And worse, she wasn’t alone. Susanna, Madeline’s new-and-improved BFF, was there waiting on her and talking her head off. Susanna was known to say such profound things as, “So I was like, oh my god, nu-uh, you know?” and that was the crux of her nail-biting storytelling. For real.


Madeline looked like the after part of a makeover, and I’m not saying that as a compliment. She must not have realized that she looked perfectly wonderful just the way she was before she started hanging out with Susanna and the other trolls. She was wearing dangling earrings, colored tights, a frayed denim mini, and bracelets that made too much noise, the same kind Susanna wore. Everything on her was new and, to borrow a phrase from my mom, it didn’t look like money well spent.


I took a deep breath and went to my locker. I did not look at Madeline even though she was inches away from me.


Susanna immediately stopped talking when I walked up. Madeline stepped to the side so I could open my locker. Kneeling below my former best friend was such a great way to not feel awkward about the whole situation, let me tell you. I highly recommend!


“So anyway,” Susanna said, as if she’d just been rudely interrupted. “I told my mom that this year my birthday party was not going to be themed. It’s just a party—for and about me!”


I started to gag—like I actually started sputtering a cough. They both ignored me because that’s what they do. They’ll totally be in AP Ignore Brooke by second semester.


“Sounds fun,” Madeline said.


“Yeah,” Susanna said. “Only the best people will be invited. No way will I allow some loser in homemade clothes to come to my party. Maybe I should—”


 I lost the thread of their totally boring conversation because something knocked me on the head, sending me off balance and almost causing me to slam my forehead into the sharp side of my locker door.


“Ow!” I hollered, putting my hand on my face. In a split second I saw Madeline’s splatter-painted bag (also new) swing back up onto her shoulder.


“Oops,” she said, looking down her ski-jump nose at me.


“Watch it with that thing,” I said, and from the corner of my eye I could see Susanna trying not to laugh, but actually not trying at all.


“Accident.” She shrugged like it was no big deal. I kept rubbing my head—it didn’t hurt, but I wanted her to think that she’d really whacked me. She didn’t seem to care either way.


Susanna really started laughing, and Madeline snickered too. My face burned. Had I really been friends with this mean girl? I slammed my locker shut and pushed my way down the hall before they could see my cheeks burning and the slight (slight!) welling of tears in my eyes. I couldn’t let Madeline and her OMG friend make me feel upset, but it was hard, to the point of exhausting.


When I got to history I slumped down in my seat, angry and humiliated. Madeline strolled in, looking like she’d just come from a leisurely jaunt in the woods, her cheeks glowing healthily. I immediately started searching through my folders and opening my textbook and writing gibberish and doing everything at once to make it look like those ten seconds in the hall hadn’t just happened. As I wrote nonsense in my notebook (so what now and then can’t tell chocolate and sprinkles), I couldn’t stop the one simple thought that had been at the front of my mind every day and every moment since this all started: How could she?
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FIRST OF ALL, TOTAL ACCIDENT. MY BAG suddenly slipped off my shoulder and Brooke happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. It happens, am I right? Of course, she acted like I did it on purpose. Like I’d actually get physically violent with her. Please.


Besides, I felt bad about it, which had to count for something. Her hair was pulled back with her bangs, which she was growing out, twisted up front then pulled into her big ponytail at the back. It looked cute, in the two seconds I saw it before my bag bopped her head and made her hair go all wonky. When she snapped at me, I swear I saw tears in her eyes; I wondered if I’d hit her that hard.


“Accident,” I told her.


“Sure,” she said, and I knew she totally didn’t believe me, which was just fine because I decided I didn’t really mean it.


She scurried off to class like I was chasing her with a hot poker and Susanna said, “Oh my god, that was hilarious. Good one, Mads.”


“I hope she fixes her hair,” I said. I really didn’t want her walking around all day with her hair at weird angles just because she was too proud to fix something I had messed up. (Hello? Sound familiar, Brooke?)


But Susanna just laughed and said, “You are too funny.”


When I walked into class I didn’t even look at Brooke. I concentrated so hard on not looking at her that I tripped on Ben Addelston’s bag strap that’s always dangling in the aisle. I almost bit carpet.


Flustered from my near face-plant in front of the whole class and this person I used to call my best friend, I put my books on my desk and sat down with extra breeziness, which was meant to say, “It was nothing.” Also, “You are nothing.”


“Nice one,” muttered my former best friend.


Our desks were near each other. At the beginning of school we were beyond excited that our last names lined up that way; now I was thinking of legally changing mine so I didn’t have to be anywhere near her. Her pathetic little comment was loud enough for me to hear. My guess was she didn’t have the guts to say it loudly and secretly hoped I didn’t hear it.


I shifted in my seat and said, “Problem?”


Her eyes were wide with fear, maybe, or shock that I busted her. I wasn’t about to let her get away with wimpy little mutterings. If she had something to say, she could own up to it.


“You,” Brooke said, in a not-at-all wimpy voice.


I waved her off and said, “Please.”


“Serves you right.” Her voice was more forceful than her face looked. She kept her glaring eyes focused on mine and, I gotta admit, I couldn’t stand it. I glanced down at her desk before looking at her again.


“Oh, get over it, Brooke,” I said.


“You get over it,” she said.


“Why are you even talking to me?”


“Why are you even looking at me? Don’t you have a party to help plan or something?”


I knew she was listening! She’s probably just jealous she doesn’t have any friends to do cool stuff with—to do anything with. I always knew she resented the fact that I made new friends and she didn’t.


“Jealous?” I asked, putting on the sweetest, fakest smile I could muster.


“God, you wish!” she said, her voice getting squeaky.


“I don’t have to; I know.”


“Excuse me, girls!” Mrs. Stratford snapped. “What is going on here?”


I looked up and realized Mrs. Stratford and the entire class were staring at us. I guess we hadn’t noticed class had actually started. Or that we were kind of yelling.


“She hit me in the head!” Brooke said out of nowhere.


Oh my gosh, I couldn’t believe it. She was tattling on me!


“I did not!” I said, because the last thing I needed was to be accused of violence.


“Madeline,” Mrs. Stratford said, staring me down. “Would you care to explain what is going on here?”


Well hey there, isn’t that just the question of the year? How could I possibly explain what was going on here when I didn’t even know myself?


How could I explain that what happened between Brooke and me didn’t have to be this big of a deal? It should have been a fight at best, and we should have gotten over it by dinner that night. How could I explain that I was starting to think Brooke and I were never that good of friends in the first place? I had thought we were, but clearly I was wrong. Because someone who is very best friends with you would never totally ignore you when you’re going through the biggest, most traumatic life-crisis this side of injuring your first pet in a freak bobsledding incident.


How could I explain how hurt I am? And angry, too? That it’s hard to get used to the idea that I had put so much, I don’t know, care into the one person who I thought would always be there for me and had suddenly realized she was never there for me?


I had been trying so hard not to get too worked up over it. I mean, maybe the end of our friendship was just a fact of growing up, like how my all-time favorite dress from last summer, the one I wore to my cousin’s wedding, the dress that had black lace and was so beautiful, didn’t fit me anymore. I mean, yeah, I was kind of bummed about it but I didn’t cry when I put it in the Goodwill pile for Mom to take. It was just like, Oh, well, there’ll be other dresses.


At least, that’s what I told myself, and what I’ve been telling myself since it all started.


“Well, Madeline?” Mrs. Stratford prompted me. “Will you explain to me what is going on?”


 As Mrs. Stratford waited for me to explain myself—ourselves—to her, all I could do was gulp and say, “Nothing.”


Because when you’re not friends with someone, that’s what they are to you. Nothing.
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OUTSIDE, BOTH OF YOU,” MRS.STRATFORD said. “Now.”


Tears stung my eyes as I grabbed my notebook and stomped out of the room ahead of Madeline. I couldn’t believe I’d been humiliated in front of the whole class, and by her.


As I left the classroom, I didn’t hold the door open for her. I started to, because it felt unnecessarily mean not to—she was right behind me, after all. But then, in an instant, everything between us flashed, including the head whacking, and I let go.


“Uh, Brooke,” she said when she made her way through. I ignored her and sat on the floor with my back against the wall and pulled my knees to my chest. I’d never, not once in my entire life, been kicked out of class. I was mortified. I wasn’t sure what would happen—detention? Suspension? All because of Madeline, her immaturity, her refusal to stand up for what’s right instead of what’s cool, and . . .


“I can’t believe you,” Madeline snipped as she slid her back down the wall and sat on the opposite side of the door from me.


I couldn’t stop the tears anymore, even if I’d had the energy to try. It was too much—the fight, having to see her every day, being near her but knowing nothing of her life and not wanting to anyway (even though I totally did).


I turned to face her, but of course she didn’t acknowledge me. “You’re horrible,” I said through snotty gulps of air. “You’re a horrible, horrible person. You know that, right? You ruined everything, and I hate you.” She kept her eyes dead ahead, and that just sealed my suspicion that she had no soul. She’d sold it for a short haircut and a stack of noisy bracelets.


The classroom door flew open and Mrs. Stratford stood glowering above us. “Explain yourselves.”


I knew Madeline was incapable of explaining what had happened, as she’d so eloquently shown the class when Mrs. Stratford had asked her. I had to step up once again and be the mature one.


“I’m sorry,” I began, standing up. “We had a disagreement and just got a little excited. We didn’t mean to get so loud. We’re sorry,” I said, figuring if we looked united she might go easier on us. Naturally, Madeline sat on the floor just staring at the lockers across the hall like they were hypnotizing her into buying more ugly accessories.


“Unacceptable,” Mrs. Stratford said. “I don’t know what’s gotten into you two, but you’ve both been acting completely out of character for weeks now. You especially, Brooke. Don’t think I haven’t noticed. It’s affecting your work.” She sighed, looking greatly disappointed in us. “I don’t accept fights in my classroom, period. Are you going to pull yourselves together, or do you want detention?”


Madeline still kept her eyes on the lockers so I said, “We’ll pull ourselves together. We’re sorry.” I looked at Madeline and silently added, You’re welcome!


Mrs. Stratford told us we each had to write five hundred words on why people immigrate, which is much better than getting detention like some future criminal. As we walked back into class, I thought about muttering a “thanks for helping,” since she’d done such a stand-up job in trying to save us, but something about her expression held me back. Frankly, she looked as worn out as I felt. Was it possible that somewhere deep beneath her multilayered Urban Outfitters’ tees she actually felt something?


Perish the thought.


At home, I couldn’t hide my mood any more.


“Just what has gotten into you?” Mom asked. Her candles and incense were spread out on our long kitchen table, along with order forms, the cordless phone, and the computer we kept at the end of the table. She sells this stuff to clients for Sense of Scent, which is kind of like Mary Kay cosmetics, meaning you can’t buy them in a store but only through a sales rep. I know she doesn’t make much money—thank goodness for Dad’s job—but it really makes her happy working so closely with clients and getting to know them and their families. She said the world had become too virtual and she likes interacting with people.


“Madeline and I sort of got into a fight in class.”


“You got in a fight?”


“We only broke a couple of chairs.” The veins in her forehead started to bulge. “Come on, Mom, I’m kidding. I mean, we did get in a fight, but just yelling. It was over something stupid. I don’t know what happened.”


 I felt it again. Oh, why hello there, tears. So nice to see you again after three whole hours of your absence.


“I don’t even know what to say anymore,” Mom said, shaking her head. “Is everything okay?”


“Yes,” I totally and completely lied as I wiped away the tears that raced down my flushed cheeks.


“Young lady,” Mom began, reaching her hand out for mine and tugging me close to her. She stroked my arm and said, “When is this going to end?”


“Sh-sh-she started it!” I said like a big crybaby.


“Oh, Brooke,” Mom said. “Maybe you should end it, make things right with Madeline. You’ve been friends too long not to.”


In my room later that night, I lay on my bed surrounded by all my stuffed animals, the ones I’d had since I was a tiny baby up to the hard, stuffed penguin I won at the state fair last year with Madeline. We named him Mr. Keating. I propped him up on my stomach and looked into his shiny, black plastic eyes. It’d been weeks since Madeline and I had been friends. I couldn’t believe it’d been so long. We used to brag that we’d never gone more than three days without talking to each other. I thought of the summer she called me from vacation with her parents in Fort Lauderdale, telling me that she’d kissed a boy in the hotel swimming pool while her parents were inside getting food and her brother was off on Jet Skis. “He’s not even that cute,” she’d whispered. “But he’s funny and told me I’m pretty. Brooke, no one has ever said that before!”


“I tell you,” I’d said.


“It’s not the same,” she’d said.


She was right. I knew it wasn’t. The truth was, I had been a bit jealous. Madeline had her first kiss. It seemed even more exotic that it was out of state.


“I bet by the end of seventh grade we’ll both have kissed a boy,” she’d said, and I was pretty sure she was just trying to make me feel better.


“I hope it’s not the same boy,” I’d joked, and we both laughed.


Now we couldn’t even look at each other. And even if we did manage to talk again, how could we trust each other enough to share our secrets? Would I ever trust her again? Worse, I thought, was Madeline even worth trying for?
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IN MY MIND, JUNIOR HIGH BEGAN WITH THE elementary school end-of-the-year dance.


It was the first time we really got dressed up for a school event, and the first time I got to buy a dress that was fancier than anything I’d ever worn before. I only admitted it to Madeline, but I was excited about wearing a dress. It’s not that I was anti—I just preferred clothes that allowed me to spring across our back creek at a moment’s notice.


Madeline and I decided to go together, just us. Some girls were meeting boys there—not exactly a date, but as close as they’d gotten so far. Mads and I didn’t care about that—we just wanted to have fun together.


I carried my new blue flats—the ones that my sister, Abbey, swore complimented my knee-length turquoise dress, which was not ruffled but gathered—in my hands, as my sneaker-clad feet stomped across the rocks and dirt of the field that separates my house from Madeline’s. The field was the place where we started hanging out in third grade when Madeline tried (unsuccessfully) to teach herself how to skip rocks down the long and narrow creek (I showed her how), where we hid from our parents when we got in trouble, where we played Pirates of the Caribbean, had picnics, and told each other all our secrets. It’s the place where we became best friends.


The day I met her, she had just moved to the neighborhood and was hiding from her family, crying. She’d left the back door open and their dog had gotten out and they couldn’t find him. “He doesn’t know this neighborhood,” she’d sniffed. “He’ll never find his way back.”


“Sure he will,” I’d told her. “I once saw this thing on TV about a dog that was on a flight to San Francisco from Florida. He escaped when they unloaded his crate and four months later he showed up back on their doorstep. In Florida!”


She’d looked at me through wet eyes. “Is that true?”


“I wouldn’t lie.”


Then she told me the real part of her problem. A secret. It was the first one we’d shared with each other.


“I told my parents that my brother, Josh, let the dog out. They yelled at him and didn’t believe him when he said he didn’t do it. I didn’t say anything to stand up for him. Now they’re not letting him go to this BMX thing this weekend. He’ll probably never talk to me again. I mean, I feel really bad.”


I didn’t know Madeline then and I didn’t want to judge her for what she’d done. So I swore I’d never tell a soul. And I didn’t. I didn’t tell anyone, and I didn’t even judge her for doing it. Right then, we became friends and that was all that mattered.


The night of the dance the sun was just dipping behind the sloped roof of Madeline’s two-story house as I walked up the field toward the backdoor. I saw Miss Rachel, Madeline’s mom, through the door’s window, and walked right in.


“I still think the pearls would look better,” she yelled toward the stairs.


“Mom!” Madeline’s voice rang down. “I’m not forty!”


“The black pearls,” Miss Rachel sighed. Then she turned to me, and the scowl on her face relaxed into a smile. “Hi, honey. Well, don’t you look pretty.” She put her hand on her slim hip as she inspected me. I tried to look as grown-up as I felt in my very first fancy dress. I had managed to properly brush my dirty-blonde hair, which I was growing out, and I’d even put a little flower clip in the side like I’d seen in a magazine.


“Very nice,” Miss Rachel said, circling me like a modeling scout. “You girls are going to be heartbreakers.”


I blushed. “Um, thanks.”


I walked toward the staircase and yelled up, “Come on, Mads! If we leave now, we’ll be perfectly, fashionably late!”


“Don’t come up!” she hollered back. “I want to make a grand entrance.”


“Oh, brother,” I said as I slipped on my blue flats, hoping they wouldn’t give me blisters.


We were supposed to get dressed together at her house but she called earlier in the afternoon and said her mom and dad had gotten in a fight so the vibe there was definitely neg. Her mom just got a big promotion and the stress levels were maxing out.


When Madeline finally came down, I wowed at her zebra-print dress with a wide, black patent leather belt and the long, layered black pearls draped around her neck. Her thick, amber hair was done in soft curls that lay on her bare shoulders, a stark contrast from the straggly ponytail she usually sported. Talk about looking grown-up.


“Dang,” I said. “It’s the end of sixth grade, not prom.”


“If only I had some cha-chas to hold it up,” she said, putting her hands on her chest and looking as if she were greatly disappointed in the progress her body was making.


“You look amaze, but think how cute it would be if your hair was short, like you’ve been talking about. You could cut it so it just skimmed your shoulders.”


“I know,” she said. “I’m going to do it, if for no other reason than to freak Mom out. She loves my long hair. But when I do it, you have to come with me.”


“Where else would I be?”


Madeline smiled. “Love the dress. The color is perfect for your eyes.”


“We’re so fancy,” I said. “Does this mean we have to do the air kiss thing?”


“Hardly,” she said, and held out her hand for me to slap, tap, then bump. Just like always.


Miss Rachel dropped us off at school in her sleek midnight blue car with tinted windows. My mom was picking us up in our far-less glamorous, older-than-me car. We figured the entrance was more important than the exit. I straightened then fluffed my gathered skirt, hooked my arm in Madeline’s, and walked into the caf for the dance.


Inside, the place was dark with swirling lights that raced around like a cat chasing a laser beam.


“Impressive,” Madeline said.


“Truly,” I agreed.


“Shall we?” she asked.


“Disco,” I replied.


When you’ve been friends as long as we have, you kind of develop your own lingo. We didn’t need a lot of words to communicate. We walked toward where our table would normally be and where our friends now stood, assessing the dismal boy situation.


“Look at that,” Shawna Raymond said, pointing to the sparsely populated dance floor. “He’s doing the worm. That idiot is actually doing the worm.”


We watched as Chris Meyers flopped on his belly across the floor, as if he were alone in his bedroom. No one should have been subjected to seeing that, especially in public.


“Pathetic,” Madeline said.


“Honestly,” I said. But a part of me couldn’t help but kind of smile. Chris Meyers was mildly nerdy, but he was pretty brave for doing the worm—and then bowing, as if he were on a Broadway stage, for the applause his buddies gave him.


“I warned you about him,” Shawna’s best friend, Mindy, said to her. “When he wore his Cub Scout uniform to school pictures in fifth grade, I knew right then. You just . . . no.” Mindy shook her head, the memory of Chris’s uniform too painful to complete the thought.


“I should have listened to you when I had the chance,” Shawna said. “Now who’s going to tell me what boys to stay away from?”


“Oh!” Mindy cried, and her tear-stained cheeks glittered in the disco ball light. “I can’t believe elementary school is ending! An era . . . gone!”


With that, Shawna and Mindy started hugging and crying and squeezing for dear life, as if their tears alone could convince the entire school district to change the zoning laws and filter us all into one junior high instead of two. Three other girls joined the hugfest, prompting Ms. Keller to walk toward us until she realized they were bawling over nothing.


I absently patted Mindy’s back—or maybe it was Shawna’s—until Madeline tugged my wrist and said, “I can’t deal.”


I answered, “Agreed,” and then we walked away.


Chris Meyers and his friends were just clearing off the caf dance floor, and it looked a little like they were making way for me and Madeline. One of those in-between songs—not really fast, not really slow—was playing, so Madeline and I partnered up and began dancing. Like Chris and his worm, we didn’t care what people thought of our grooving together.


“Chris will probably grow up to be some hugely successful comedian on Saturday Night Live or something,” I said.


“Doubtful,” she said as we rocked back and forth. “Probably more like a big top circus performer.”


I looked over Madeline’s shoulder at more of our friends huddled together, sobbing their eyes out. You’d think we were at a wake or something. I watched them and wondered if they’d stay friends, or if they would each have new best friends by winter break.


“So listen,” Madeline said. “Let’s not be stupid.”


“Not.”


“I just want to be honest with you,” she said.


“Shoot,” I said, as I watched brownnoser Stacey Beckerman tell on Chris Meyers, who had now knocked over a bunch of full soda cups because he was break dancing too close to the refreshment table.


“Well,” she began, “the thing is, when we get to junior high I’ll probably immediately start dating a ninth grader, who will tell me I’m more mature than the girls in his grade.”
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