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Chapter One



Oxford English Dictionary definition of “gossip”:


/'g[image: Image]sIp/ Easy, unrestrained talk or writing, esp. about persons or social incidents.


Maddie Evans’s definition of “gossip”:


/'g[image: Image]sIp/ Information people want to know, in order to keep everyone aware of what is going on. Information is given by someone who is “in the know”—and that someone is me.


The key to being a good gossip is timing. You have to get the story before anyone else and tell everyone you can before it becomes news.


I’m always the girl who knows first. As editor of the Troy Tattler, Troy Middle School’s unofficial gossip newsletter, I consider it my job. I get the scoop, write it up, and hand it out in front of the cafeteria before school. My BFF, Vi—short for Vivienne—thinks I’m just asking for trouble. She prefers to stay to herself. But I can’t help but notice she always sticks around whenever I have news to report.


“Kelsey is mad,” I said at lunch. Sydney and Jessica were hanging on my every word. Vi was spooning applesauce into her mouth while pretending not to listen. “Kelsey told Emma in secret that she likes Aiden, but now everyone knows.”


“Wait,” Jessica said, setting down her roll. It landed on her tray with a thunk. “Who likes Aiden?”


“Emma,” Sydney interjected. She rolled her eyes and turned back to me. “Go on.”


“Actually, Kelsey likes Aiden,” I continued. “Emma told everyone. That’s why Kelsey’s mad.”


I didn’t add the words “keep up” because that would be rude, but sheesh. Did I have to draw a road map for these people?


Ooh, what a great idea! I grabbed my pen, opened my notebook, and hastily jotted an idea for a cute drawing in the next issue of the Troy Tattler. Maybe it could even become a regular thing. A gossip cycle. I could draw arrows and cartoon stick-people to illustrate the whole “Kelsey likes Aiden who likes Sarah who likes Trevor” thing. I’m not a very good artist so I might need to get someone to help—


“Maddie?”


That was Sydney, calling me back to earth. I slapped my notebook shut, set my pen on top, and turned my attention back to my tuna sandwich. We were allowed only thirty-five minutes for lunch, so I had to make it count. That meant I had to squeeze at least one piece of gossip in between each bite of sandwich.


Today I’d have to take smaller bites.


“So what’s the deal with the field trip?” Sydney prompted.


Oh, that. I chewed as quickly as I could and swallowed. I needed a drink of water, but I had to get this one little bit of info out first.


“It’s still on, but Kelsey’s sitting at the back of the bus.”


Vi shook her head. I saw it out of the corner of my eye. She had to do that, though. It was her job. I gossiped and she played the disapproving best friend. It had been like that since elementary school.


That, in a nutshell, was why Vi and I were so good together. Our moms were neighbors at the hospital when we were being born. I guess the whole thing bonded our moms to each other because they became BFFs in the way moms become BFFs, which basically means they get together every weekend and talk about mom stuff while telling us to go outside and play so we can’t hear what they’re saying.


Anyway, Vi and I ended up being like sisters. So even though she’s quiet and shy and not at all into being part of the whole gossip thing, she’s still the best friend I’ve ever had. Besides, being friends with me means she gets to hear everything that’s going on before anyone else.


“How on earth do you find out all this stuff ?” Jessica asked. I could hear the awe in her voice.


I shrugged. “I’m good” was all I said. That’s all they needed to know.


The truth was, all I did was listen. You’d be amazed what you can find out just by watching and listening. Most of the time people are surprisingly unguarded about what they say, especially when they are upset. I could stand at my locker and overhear six juicy conversations without even trying.


“So.” Vi broke in, drawing everyone’s attention to her end of the table. “Is everyone ready for the math midterm?”


Midterms. The very subject I didn’t want to talk about right now. It was the biggest exam so far that year and I’d done my best to study. But I’d also been working on the Tattler, which meant splitting my attention between studying and writing gossip. So, the answer was no. I wasn’t ready.


“Yeah, yeah, whatever,” Sydney said. “I want to know what Kelsey thinks sitting at the back of the bus on the way to Four Cedars Park will do. Aiden will be in the front with Sarah—”


“And Emma,” I broke in to say.


“But Aiden likes Sarah,” Sydney corrected.


“Sarah’s taken.”


Vi was the one who said that. We all turned to look at her.


She sighed and set her sandwich down. “Sarah’s going out with Trevor Finn.” She looked at me. “Remember?”


Of course I remembered. It was the first piece of gossip I’d delivered to the school at large. It was the very thing that had given me the “queen of gossip” title for which I was now unofficially known.


I’d found out about Sarah and Trevor the same way I found out about everything: I paid attention. It was at the spring social, where everyone was more interested in what kind of ice cream was being handed out than what was going on in the bleachers just a few feet away. But I was watching. Toward the back of the bleachers, I saw Sarah and Trevor talking and holding hands when they thought no one was looking. By the next morning, thanks to me, Sarah Dooley and Trevor Finn were officially a couple.


I consider it a favor, really.


“Can we get back to the exam?” Vi asked, even though she had to know none of us would want to talk about math when the subject of Trevor Finn, the number-one cutest guy in seventh grade, was so much more interesting.


“I say we get on the bus before Trevor does and get a seat near him,” Jessica suggested.


“How can we do that?” Sydney asked. “He’s not on there yet, so we won’t know where he’ll sit. Right?”


She looked at me for that last word. I should have an answer for that. They’d expect me to know some dirt on Trevor at this point. I didn’t have anything on him. I made a mental note to try to catch up with him after fifth period to see if I could overhear anything.


“Easy,” Vi said.


Again, we all turned to look at her. She was chattier than usual today. I figured this time she’d start talking about math again.


“Maddie and I have been riding the bus with him since first grade,” Vi began, frowning at her sandwich before setting it down, folding her hands in front of her, and looking at us. “Based on his past behavior, he’ll sit in the front two rows. We’ll be safe by staying in the third row. The second row would be too far forward.”


See? Math.


After a long, awkward silence, Jessica took a deep breath and continued. “So what’s the deal with Travis Fisher?”


That loud gulp we all heard came from Vi’s direction. Jess and Syd turned to look at her, but I kept my gaze firmly planted on the two of them. They weren’t supposed to know Vi liked Travis. It was the one secret I’d been pinky sworn to since third grade, when he’d rescued her lunch sack from the hands of a couple of bullies and become her real-life superhero. I had a feeling Jessica and Sydney had figured it out, though. The way Vi was always staring at him all moony eyed when he passed, they’d have to be blind not to have noticed.


“I don’t know anything about Travis Fisher.”


They both turned and looked at me. Hey, at least I’d taken their attention from Vi. Now I had to scramble to come up with something else to say.


“I heard he might be kicked off the football team.” Jessica shrugged. “He has to pick his grades up in history or he’s—”


“History,” Sydney added. They both giggled.


I glanced over at Vi. She was good at disguising what she was thinking, which was completely the opposite of me. People could read my thoughts right on my face. Kimberly Browning had told me that about Travis in first period, but I’d been keeping it to myself. My goal had been to tell Vi at the right time, but I guess it was too late now. Jessica and Sydney had delivered the bad news in their own cutesy way.


At the end of lunch, Jessica and Sydney took off ahead of us out of the cafeteria, giving me a few much-needed minutes alone with Vi. I had to get a feel for what she was thinking before I rushed off to my next class; otherwise, it would be bugging me for the next hour.


“You okay?” I asked as we tossed our trash into the nearby garbage and wove our way through the exiting crowd.


She broke into a smile and nodded.


I stopped walking and turned to stare at her. “Wait, you’re happy?”


She nodded again, this time even more enthusiastically. Maybe there was some other piece of news I’d missed. I waited for her to clarify. In typical Vi style, though, she just kept walking with that big cheesecake-eating grin on her face. I’d have to dig it out of her.


I chased after her, following her through the cafeteria doors and out into the hallway. If there was one thing I could do well, it was dig information out of people. But Vi wasn’t like ordinary people. Vi was secretive.


All the way to her locker, I tried to get it out of her. She was still smiling, but not talking. I tried guessing, begging, and reminding her that I was her best friend in the whole wide world. Finally it became clear. I’d have to go for bribery.


“Fine,” I snapped, crossing my arms over my chest and leaning against the locker next to hers. “I’ll help you with your room.”


I knew that would do it. Vi lit up. She turned and looked at me, her eyes all sparkly.


“Really? You’d do that?”


She seemed to realize what she’d have to do to get me to do that and deflated a little. Not completely, though.


Decorating was important to Vi. You could say it was her hobby, like the Troy Tattler is my hobby. She somehow turned decorating into smart stuff, though, carefully calculating every square inch of her bedroom and drawing exactly what she’d be doing with that inch. It meant so much to Vi, helping her with her room would be like her writing a column for the Tattler.


I felt a little stab of guilt that I was only offering to help Vi to get some info out of her. But, seriously. We’re talking weeks of listening to words like “geometric design” and “optimized space.” Compared to other people, I was average, but compared to Vi and her ten-ton brain, I was completely clueless.


“Okay,” she agreed. “I’ll tell you. But you can’t tell anyone.”


There was a reason Vi said things like that. One of the downsides of being the gossip queen of Troy Middle School was that sometimes I got the feeling that people didn’t want to tell me things. Actually, it wasn’t even a feeling. People stopped talking when they saw me walking by, and even my friends—the people who were supposed to trust me more than anything—would start to say something, look at me, and clamp their mouths shut.


Which is why I had to be extra good at eavesdropping.


“I don’t tell anyone anything you tell me,” I told Vi. That wasn’t entirely true and she knew it. I just hoped she wouldn’t point out the time I let it slip in front of everyone in gym class that she still slept with her childhood teddy bear.


Luckily, she was too caught up in her excitement to worry about that. She closed her locker and leaned in close to tell me her secret.


“I figure it’s like this.” Vi’s voice was barely above a whisper. “Travis is off the football team, right?”


I nodded, even though we weren’t sure about that. Sometimes you just had to go with a rumor.


“If he’s off the team, I might have a chance,” Vi said. From the look on my face, she probably got that I wasn’t following. “He might like me back.”


I looked around. The halls were crowded, reminding me just how hard it was to stand out around here. It didn’t help that Vi was so shy. She barely talked to anyone but me. Any friends I had became friends of hers, too.


There was no way Travis would just start noticing her, even if he was off the football team.


Which was silly, because Vi was pretty. Even a popular guy like Travis Fisher would like her. If only he knew she existed.


It was like a lightbulb went on inside my head. That is my job. As her friend, it was my duty to get through to Travis for her.


I knew she’d freak out if I told her I planned to say something. But I could already imagine the look on her face when I told her he liked her too. At that point, she’d forgive me for giving her secret away.





Chapter Two



“I KNOW SOMEBODY WHO LIKES you.”


Travis was in my sixth-period class. I’d like to say he just happened to sit next to me, but I actually had to cross two aisles and pass three people just to get to him.


As he stared at me, his eyes wide, I started having second thoughts. It wasn’t too late, I told myself. I could just go back to my seat and leave him wondering who liked him. He probably wouldn’t chase after me later to find out.


That was exactly what I planned to do when I stood and started walking away from him. I was halfway to my seat when Travis called out to me.


“Who?” he yelled. “Who is it?”


Everyone was staring at me at that point. I had to say something. Sure, someone else might just give him a mysterious look and let him keep guessing, but I remembered the reason I’d walked over here in the first place. Vi. I imagined how excited she’d be when Travis liked her back. They’d go out and I’d be the best friend who had made it happen.


Even though everyone had stopped staring, it was still important to keep this as quiet as possible. I returned to Travis’s side, knelt down, and whispered, “Vi Lakewood.”


His face scrunched up and he squinted at me. “Who?”


I should have expected that. I tried her full name. They were in second period together, so he’d probably heard his teacher call her by that.


“Vivienne Lakewood,” I whispered.


Nope. That one didn’t register either. He shook his head and continued to stare at me like I was from another planet.


Even though I was friends with some of Travis’s friends, we’d never really spoken before. He was definitely cute. Cute guys made me nervous, especially when they were waiting for me to say something.


“She’s really pretty,” I said loudly, realizing only after I’d said the words that I was no longer whispering. I lowered my voice again to whisper, “You’ll see me with her in the hall after this class.”


She always rushed this way when class let out . . . mostly to walk by Travis. But he didn’t need to know that.


I knew I should stop talking, before I said something I’d regret. Sometimes I needed someone to slap a piece of duct tape over my mouth.


Once I was safely seated across the room from Travis, I started to get excited about seeing Vi again. She’d pass us in the hall, Travis would look at her as if seeing her for the first time—and she would know he liked her. I just wanted everyone to be happy.


The bell rang and I sprang for the door, as usual. It was important that I got to Vi before Travis caught up with us. I had to be with her so Travis would know who she was, decide she was the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen, and fall madly in love with her. Or something like that. I wasn’t sure what Vi wanted out of this, since she was so secretive about things, but I was guessing that would be just fine with her.


“Are you coming over today?” Vi asked without even saying hi. We wove around the throngs of people rushing toward the exit to catch buses, keeping our pace quick until we got close to where we’d run into Travis. That was when we slowed down and I acted as though it were completely normal for me to be walking this way when I’d just left class.


Any other day, Travis wouldn’t have even glanced our way, so it was no big deal. I figured this was just something I did for Vi, as her friend. If it made her happy, I’d do it. But today I saw him looking through the crowd, trying to find the girl I’d told him about.


His gaze landed right on her. I watched for an expression and saw his eyebrows lift. He liked her.


Didn’t he?


That was how I interpreted it. If he’d frowned at her or wrinkled his nose in disgust, that would be bad. But an eyebrow lift had to be a good thing. Like he was surprised to find how cute she was.


Or surprised that she was smart and talented and had other things to worry about besides how she looked.


I shoved that last thought aside and grabbed Vi’s arm. “Look!” I squealed.


Vi winced. Squealing wasn’t really her thing. She probably hadn’t squealed once in her life. Squealing was my thing, though, and this was my good news.


Instead of looking in Travis’s direction, she turned her glare on me. “What on earth . . . ?”


“He’s looking at you,” I blurted, smiling as I pointed at him. I actually pointed. If there was one thing you didn’t do to Vi—besides squeal—it was point at the boy she liked while he was looking your way.


Only, he wasn’t looking our way anymore. He wasn’t even standing there. So what I was pointing at was Kathina Freeman, who saw me pointing and took it as her cue to come rushing toward us.


“You’re Vi, right?” she asked, stepping in front of us. She walked backward to keep up, despite the fact that she was in serious danger of running into one of the many people rushing in the opposite direction of us. “I told Travis I knew who you were.”


Oh no. This wasn’t good. I’d told Travis quietly. It wasn’t possible anyone had overheard. Unless . . .


I looked over at Kathina, my eyes wide. She sat directly behind Travis, but I didn’t think she’d been there when I gave the news to Travis. Travis must have asked Kathina if she knew who this Vi person was.


“That’s so cool that you like Travis Fisher,” Kathina, totally missing my warning stares, continued. “My best friend likes him too. Do you know Chelsea Tucker?”


Chelsea Tucker was one of the most popular girls in seventh grade. She had long brown hair with red streaks and perfect skin and everyone thought she was beautiful. If she liked Travis, Vi didn’t stand a chance.


Vi was looking at me. Uh-oh. For once the look on her face told me exactly what she was thinking. It wasn’t good.


“I need to speak with you a second,” I told Vi, grabbing her arm to pull her away from this blabbermouth. “Come on.”


Vi was going nowhere. In fact, she’d come to a dead stop in the center of everything. Two people almost ran into her and someone yelled something at her, but Vi didn’t notice any of it. Her stare was firmly fixed on me.


And it wasn’t a happy stare.


I had two choices. I could run as far and fast as my feet would carry me, or I could face this. Running away wouldn’t fix it. I wasn’t sure talking to her would fix it either, but I had no choice. I had to try.


Unfortunately, Kathina was still standing there. As was her friend Robyn. And another girl had joined her too, but she had to be in another grade because I didn’t recognize her.


“Can we talk?” I asked Vi. “Alone?”


“No,” she said. “What did you do?”


“I just thought Travis should know—”


“That was our secret.” Vi stepped closer to me. She was speaking quietly, as though she didn’t want any of these people to hear, but of course they could hear. They were listening to every word of this.


“Excuse us,” I said to Kathina and company.


Kathina and Robyn looked at each other, shrugged, and walked off. The other girl stayed.


“You too,” I added. I didn’t know her, so I didn’t have to be nice.


Vi didn’t wait for the stranger to be completely out of earshot before saying, “I asked you not to tell anyone, and you told . . . everyone?”


“Not everyone. Just . . . Travis.”


My voice drifted off on that last word. Vi was too busy going ballistic to hear me.


“You told Travis? Travis? ”


That last part was a shriek. Luckily, the halls had already cleared out, so no one could hear us. But that also meant we both were probably going to miss our buses, which meant I’d have to start making up with her fast so I could talk her into getting her mom to come pick both of us up. Otherwise, I’d have to call Mom at work, and she would not be happy.


“Just listen,” I said. “He likes you back. I’m sure of it.”


That didn’t get the reaction I’d thought it would. She didn’t light up or smile or anything. She just stood there, frowning at me, her arms holding her books protectively in front of her chest.


“He didn’t know who you were at first,” I admitted. When I saw her frown deepen, I rushed to add, “So I told him we’d be walking together after class.”


She narrowed her eyes. “You told Kathina Freeman,” she accused. “You told everyone.”


“He told Kathina, I guess. He must have asked who you were.”


Why did I get the feeling I was just making things worse? There was only one thing I could say that would even have a chance of making her less angry. I decided to go for it.


“He lifted his eyebrows,” I said.


She didn’t get that, at all. That much was clear right away. She seemed to tighten her grip on those books as she edged backward. She was creeping away from me. I had to say something to keep her there.


“When he saw you,” I explained. “He lifted his eyebrows like this.”


I demonstrated the exact look Travis had gotten on his face when he saw Vi. Okay, so maybe I exaggerated a little. I made it look like a “wow, she’s the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen in my whole life” reaction instead of the “maybe I think she’s cute” expression I’d really seen.
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