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To all the middle-school girls who’ve experienced a totally, utterly cringe-worthy day. I promise, it will pass.












CHAPTER 1
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Secrets, lies, and friends don’t go together.


Paige, Jess, and I have been a trio forever—“PaigeJess AndAbby.” All one word. That is, until it started feeling like “PaigeAndJess” “AndAbby.” I thought it was their fault, but it was me. I had a secret that I couldn’t tell them—the kind that could tear a friendship apart.
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I walked out of Mount Lebanon Middle School with Jess on one side and Paige on the other. The smell of one week of freedom floated among the flurries in the air.


Winter break.


Since third grade, we’d spent winter break together. Every year we’d made a “Winter Break Bucket List” of all the things we’d do together during the week. It started off as princess dress-ups and indoor s’mores, then we graduated to blanket forts and indoor s’mores, then on to snowmen and indoor s’mores, and last year we ambushed the boys from school with snowballs and, of course, we made indoor s’mores. It was during that snowball battle that I fell for my crush. Well, first I fell on him, and then I fell for him. Unfortunately, I’d fallen on/for a guy I could never tell my friends about.


But this year, winter break would be different. For the first time, we wouldn’t be together. Paige was visiting her grandma, while Jess had signed up for the week-long, school-sponsored snow-tubing trip, and I’d been accepted to University of Delaware’s winter STEM program for eighth graders. It was my video application that got me in.… Paige played the role of Absolute Zero, and Jess was Pi.


The three of us sat on the frozen bench and waited for the school bus. The cold seeped through my jeans and chilled me to the bone. We pushed close together to keep warm, creating a literal visualization of PaigeJessAndAbby.


Paige pulled a glove off with her teeth, read her texts, and announced, “I have news.”


We perked up. It was probably a big decision about her next DIY project. Last week’s homemade glitter had sparkled in my hair until yesterday.


She said, “I’m not going to my grandma’s. She booked a Caribbean cruise for herself. Can you believe it?”


“That’s exciting for her!” Jess said. “Who knew Gram was such a jet-setter?”


“Good for Grammy, but what are you gonna do?” I asked.


“Seems the options are limitless.” She looked at me. “Or limited—I guess it depends on how you look at it. I’d never get into the STEM program, as much as I’d love to stay in one of those new dorms.”


Paige’s eyes lit up as she continued, “But I’m going to …” She looked at Jess.


“Don’t say it,” Jess said. “Don’t you dare say it.” She paused. “Go ahead. Say what I think you’re going to say, but you had better say what I hope you’re gonna say. Just sayin’.”


“I’m going on the tubing trip! Eeek!”


“With me?” Jess asked.


“With you!” Paige said. “A group of kids got the flu and dropped out. My mom got me in!”


They squealed and did their best to hug through their puffy winter coats. They would have the best winter break ever. I mean, we would have the best winter breaks ever. Mine at UD and theirs on the school’s tubing trip … together. They would be together in the mountains, and I wouldn’t be there.


I pushed a smile to show my excitement for them.


Paige read my face. “Oh, I’m sorry, Ab. Are you mad?”




Inside I was saying: “I’m not mad, but I’m totally jealous that you guys are going away without me, and I’m worried that you’re going to come back as besties with each other and you won’t need me anymore.”


Instead, I said: “Me? No. No way. You guys will have a great time. That’s awesome.”





“It gets better,” Paige said.


Jess’s eyes sparkled. “Oooo, tell me.”


I echoed with my own forced enthusiasm, “What could be better than that?”


Paige paused for dramatic effect, then said, “Tao’s going—” Tao was Paige’s boyfriend. They were like that uber-popular, uber-good-looking boyfriend-girlfriend pair that everyone envied. Tao was an awesome guy who was friends with everyone. “—and Ben!”


Jess squealed again. Recently Jess had informed us that she liked Ben. “For real?”


Paige confirmed, “They were on the waiting list and they got in.”


Jess stood up and clapped her mittened hands together. “Ben!”


Jess said to me, “When we get back, we’re going to work on a boyfriend for you.”


Paige added, “Yes. Just in time for the dance. We’ll triple-date.”


I said, “That sounds great,” but I didn’t mean it.


Then Jess tugged me and Paige off the bench and put an arm over each of our shoulders. “I wish you were going with us, Ab.”


“Me too,” Paige said.


“But here’s the thing with best friends—we’re always together even when we’re apart.” Jess patted her heart through the thick down coat. “Right here.” She was goofy-serious.


“Always. We’re stuck like glue. Gorilla Glue, of course, and sprinkled with glitter and wrapped in a raffia bow.” Then Paige added, “Pink.”


“Well, obvi,” I said. Paige had perfectly described what I wanted forever: PaigeJessAndAbby glued, glittered, and raffia-ed in pink.


They pulled me into a group hug, but things already felt different, like it was their group hug that they’d pulled me into.


The huddle broke up when the bus arrived. The three of us squeezed into one seat.


Manny got on and walked past us. “Have fun at UD, Abs.”


“Thanks, Manny.”


No doubt I’d have fun immersed in STEM for a week, but I also had a serious case of FOMO, and there wasn’t even anything to miss yet.


When Manny was in his seat in the back, Jess asked me, “How about Manny?”


“What about him?” I asked. Manny and I had been friends since second grade. We were neighbors, and our moms were friends.


Jess clarified, “For the dance.”


“Yeah. The triple date. Good idea,” Paige said.


Since I could never go to the dance with my real crush, I said, “Maybe.”












One Week Later
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CHAPTER 2
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Jess’s bedroom was the best: four-poster bed, plasma screen TV, and an amazing, overstuffed walk-in closet. She shared everything in it with me and Paige.


“Your look on the first day back from winter break is essentially your brand for the rest of the school year,” Jess advised.


Paige went for “matchy-matchy” in winter-white jeans and sweater that really popped against her dark skin.


“How about these earrings?” Jess held up a pair of snowflake chandeliers for Paige.


“Nah. Too big for me,” Paige said.


“There’s nothing wrong with the ones you’re wearing, but these will pull the whole look together.”


Paige felt her little pearl studs. “I like these.”


“Me too,” Jess said, “but these are better. Just sayin’.”


That was so Jess. She would say something unfiltered and add “just sayin’,” almost like an apology. Here’s the thing: she wasn’t mean; she was honest. Usually “just sayin’” ended the conversation.


Jess had landed on black skinny jeans, boho top, and wool cap over her long, balayaged, straight brown hair. “This look says ‘totally playful.’”


I eyed my pile of rejections on the floor around me, not sure what I wanted my brand to say.


Our school, “The Mount,” had an ecosystem in which everyone had a label. Mine? Smart girl. Specifically, math. Luckily, it was all on-trend to be STEM-y, because the thing with labels was once you had one, it stuck. Poor Gordon Chang picked his nose in kindergarten, and he’d forever been known as Nosepicker Gordon. So how did the on-trend smart girl dress to reflect her brand?


Then it started … what I’d worried would happen:


“Oh, Paige, remember the time we mixed up the body parts of everyone’s snowmen?” Through a snorty laugh, Jess added, “Abby, it was hysterical. We put a girly wig on the one with the suit vest and a tiara on the one that was supposed to be Chewbacca.”


They burst out laughing. I did too, to join in, but it was sort of like you had to be there. Inside jokes were awkward when you weren’t inside.


Paige’s eyes were tearing up. “Oh, okay, Jazzy …”


At that, Jess laughed harder. She told me, “That was my nickname during break.” And she showed me her jazz hands. Then to Paige she said, “Right, Paigey?”


Paige bent over to hold her belly as she squealed at that. Although “Paigey” didn’t sound like a particularly funny nickname, I giggled about it.




I wanted to say: “I had a fun winter break too. I had a nickname too, ‘Abacus,’ get it?”





But I thought it would need explaining, and then it wouldn’t be funny anymore. It was also awkward having an inside joke when you were the only person inside.


They talked about the lodge, the firepit, s’mores, and sled dogs. Sometimes they’d pause to give a little explanation. The pinging and ponging conversation got faster.


“We made snow angels—”


“Wiped out on the hill—”


“A sheet of ice—”


“It was hilarious—”


“I was dying—”




I wanted to say: “And this kid told a joke about a farmer who had one hundred ninety- six cows, but when he rounded them up, he had two hundred. Get it? Round up? It was soooo funny.”





But this was no time for a math joke.


My week had been awesome too, but different from theirs. I’d made a bunch of new friends who I was keeping in touch with on InstaPic, and I’d really loved working through long, complicated equations on a whiteboard with colored dry-erase markers. It was a level of math I could never get at school. I’d figured they wouldn’t understand how my brain had found its happy place. Then I’d received texts from Paige and Jess from the trip, and those had made me less happy. First, there were selfies of the two of them. By the second day, the pics included Ben and Tao. By day three, they were all “coupley.”


I could feel it happening while they’d been tubing. PaigeAndJess was moving away from AndAbby.


Now, here in Jess’s closet, the distance was clear. Every sentence cracked my heart a little.


I’d made a plan for this, but thinking it over, maybe it was a bad plan. I didn’t think I could actually do it.


Jess said, “Oh, Abby, on the last day we did the most amazing thing. We each wrote down one thing we regretted from the trip.”


Paige added, “We kept it a secret. And then we ceremoniously tossed it into the firepit so we could end the week with no regrets.”


Jess said, “It was totally cleansing.”


“Wow, a cleansing ceremony, how very … campy. Sounds great.” I tried to sound like I believed it was great, but come on, how dumb. Besides, what could they possibly regret?


Paige said, “It was a perfect way to end the week.”


“Perfect,” Jess added.


Then the topic shifted to the boys.


“And then me and Tao …”


“There was one time that Ben …”


“The fireworks on the ski hill were so romantic …”


“So romantic …”


Then Paige said, “That’s when Tao kissed me for the first time.”


I had to make this stop.


I wrung my hands as I wondered again about my plan. Maybe it wasn’t so bad.


Could I?


Should I?


Then they sighed in unison about the kiss.


The sigh did it.




I said what I’d planned: “I met an awesome guy last week.”





Talk about regrets—as soon as the words were out of my mouth, I regretted making the plan and going through with it. They fired questions at me:


“You did?” Jess asked.


“Why didn’t you say so?” Paige asked.


“I just did. Just now.”


“Well.” Jess opened her arms. “Do tell.”


And my plan unfolded like the pile of clothes on the floor of Jess’s closet.


“His name is Fabio Risotto.”


“He’s shy …”


“Cute …”


“Loves math …”


“Held my hand …”


With each colorful detail I added, they listened closer than they ever would’ve if I was talking about quadratic equations, coding, or derivatives.


Then something else happened, something I hadn’t planned—I couldn’t stop. The harder they listened, the more my mouth moved.


“Oh, we went to the Rainbow Freaks concert,” I said. Even Fabio wouldn’t be able to get tickets to the Rainbow Freaks.


“No way,” Paige said.


Jess said, “I’m so jelly.”


“We went backstage and got the drummer’s autograph.” Why did I have to add that?


“You did not,” Paige said.


Jess said, “I’m obsessed with the Rainbow Freaks.”


I didn’t want to lie, but I couldn’t control the word vomit pouring out of my mouth, because with each lie I felt “AndAbby” move closer to “PaigeAndJess.”


Before I knew it, I’d bought boots I could never afford, and my family had booked a trip to Aruba for Thanksgiving.


In a matter of a few minutes on Jess’s closet floor, things had gone way beyond my plan, admittedly a stupid plan.


I figured maybe it wasn’t so bad—I could lose the boots, I’d never speak of the concert again, and Aruba could be canceled. But Fabio … The girls were totally curious.


“When can we meet him?” Can you believe he lives all the way in Maine?


“Can we see his profile?” He hates social media.


“Let’s FaceTime him.” Good idea, but he’s shy, so let’s ease into that. Maybe another day.


Unbeknownst to Fabio, one day soon we’d break up, but right now I needed him to Gorilla Glue me to the trio and to help me hide my real crush from the girls.












CHAPTER 3
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It was killing me.


I flipped through my camera roll of pics of PaigeJess AndAbby from before winter break, and I replayed my UD admission video.


My lies and secret crush boiled inside me at 212 degrees Fahrenheit—if I didn’t come clean, I’d boil over. But a confession would surely make me “AndAbby.”


That’s when I scrolled to one of the pictures the girls had sent me from the lodge—the firepit. I remembered the No Regrets Ceremony. I wanted to hate everything they’d done that week, but the more I thought about it, the more I thought there was something to this.


Using my best calligraphy, which Paige had taught me how to do, I made a list of confessions. The first one started: “My heart aches.” Then I wrote one about lying to my friends and one about how I’d made up Fabio. Finally, I revealed my secret crush. Maybe there was something to this No Regrets thing, because writing these down made me feel better.
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