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Prologue

Sometimes I look around the cafeteria at lunch and wonder why 

everything is set up the way it is. Why the jocks sit near the front. 

And the Science Club kids sit in back. And the manga kids sit near 

the ice cream freezer. Why the volleyball team sits near the win-

dows and the orchestra kids sit near the tray conveyor belt. Which, 

by the way, is kinda unfortunate.by the way, is kinda unfortunat
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I guess I’m lucky I’m into sports. Otherwise I might end up 

here:

It’s not that my friends aren’t smart, too. Okay, maybe not 

smart-smart. But there are times I think . . . 

I doubt anyone else in my group thinks about this stuff. They 

probably don’t see the point of being friends with anyone else. 

Not sure if that’s good or bad.
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All I know is, more and more, I kinda like getting to know 

different kinds of people.

I just wish . . . 

. . . we weren’t so divided.
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TYLER

I’m sure lots of kids are sad when winter break is over. Like the 

ones who get picked on at school. Or the kids who go away with 

their families to Florida and have to come back to the cold and 

snow. Even the ones who stay home during break and do regular 

stuff (playing video games, watching movies) probably hate it 

when they return to school.

Me? I’m the opposite. I love going back. I know that sounds 

weird, but if you lived in my house, you’d understand. It’s not 

exactly an amusement park.

when they return to school.
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Things haven’t been the same since Zach—that’s my big 

brother—went to high school. Now he always goes out with 

friends or to practice or work. When he is home, he stays in his 

room and plays bass guitar or talks to his girlfriend. Zach stopped 

playing Fortnite with me a while ago.

And all my mom wants to do—when she’s home—is play 

Scrabble.
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But I understand Zach. If I had a driver’s license and my own 

car (bought with money from a tae kwon do assistant’s job), I’d be 

gone, too. But that’s not happening for:

I did try to make the most of being home. I played video games 

and pickup basketball at the Y with Anthony Randall and Joe 

Lungo the first week. But a huge blizzard kept us home the rest of 

break. All I did was practice my trumpet and draw.

I did get special permission (think: begging), to go to Antho-

ny’s house for Christmas Eve. He’s my best friend (don’t tell 

Joe!).
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But I understand Zach. If I had a driver’s license and my own 

car (bought with money from a tae kwon do assistant’s job), I’d be 

gone, too. But that’s not happening for:

I did try to make the most of being home. I played video games 

and pickup basketball at the Y with Anthony Randall and Joe 

Lungo the first week. But a huge blizzard kept us home the rest of 

break. All I did was practice my trumpet and draw.

I did get special permission (think: begging), to go to Antho-

ny’s house for Christmas Eve. He’s my best friend (don’t tell 

Joe!).

Anthony and I have known each other since preschool. I’ve 

only known Joe since last year when we came to Lakefront 

Middle from different elementary schools. We were put on the 

same team in sixth grade (our school is so big, they divide the 

classes into “teams”), and that’s when we became friends. 
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Anyway, back to Christmas Eve, which was awesome. Anthony’s 

parents made this whole spread, and nothing was from a frozen bag. 

Anthony has two little two sisters who talked nonstop and fought over 

the butter rolls. His huge shaggy dog, Phineas, was under the table the 

whole time, taking turns licking crumbs and my big toe.

His dad asked me lots of questions, which totally mortified 

Anthony but didn’t bother me. My dad usually asks me the same 

two things on the phone when we talk:

Maybe he’d ask more, but he’s always interrupted by Michelle.* 

*more on her later
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As you’ve probably guessed, my parents are divorced. Which is 

no big deal, I know. So are every other kid’s. But my mom works 

a lot, and even though she’s a good parent and involved and all 

that, she’s pretty tired out by the end of the day. 

And since she had to work most of break and only wanted a 

few low-key Scrabble nights, that just added to the boredom.
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I just got back to school. Guessing I’ll be the only one happy 

to be here.

Definitely will be happy to be around my friends.

And pumped for my favorite classes, like PE and Ms. Laurie’s 

art class. I started taking art this year, and I’m hooked. After our 

winter Zentangle project, I went home and made, like, five more 

Zentangle* drawings. 

*a form of meditative doodling using structured patterns

to be here.
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I’m at my locker before homeroom. Anthony, in full winter 

gear, walks over. That’s what I love about the guy—he never cares 

what anyone thinks.
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Technically, we can play apart and talk on our phones, but it’s 

way more fun in person. I love playing at his house, mainly ’cause 

of my gaming partner:

Anthony unloads about forty pounds of outerwear in his 

locker while I dump my slushy coat and hat in mine and grab my 

binder. 
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Anthony and I make our way through the jungle—aka main 

hall—trying to dodge a couple of scary-looking eighth graders 

(fourteen-year-olds with beards just isn’t right).

13
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Before winter break, Emmie Douglass wrote me a really mushy 

love letter that I wasn’t supposed to see. Joe found it and showed 

it to me (and half the school). I guess he thought it was funny, but 

it was totally uncool of him to do that.

Even though she said she wrote it as a joke, I felt really bad 

that she was embarrassed. So I started talking to her. And didn’t 

mention the note again. Now we’re kinda friends and hang out 

in art.
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We all crack up. I pretend to vomit, and that’s the exact moment 

Celia walks by with her girl posse.

Now it’s my turn to go Flamin’ Cheetos. Celia is the queen bee 

of our class. We dated for two weeks in the beginning of seventh 

grade. Two of the longest weeks of my life.
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After that, I gave up on dating in middle school. Which, by the 

way, is just holding hands in the hallway and surrendering half 

your french fries.your french fries.
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The three of us head to our homerooms—Anthony and I in 

one direction, Joe in another.

We walk in and see some guys from basketball. The season 

started last month, but we didn’t have games or practice over 

break. We’re so ready to get back to it, and we talk about our 

upcoming big game with Valley Bottom Middle. We’ve gotta beat 

them so we can go to the playoffs.

Mr. Fazekas blows 

in, red-faced from the 

cold, and takes roll. 

Mr. Fazekas blows 

in, red-faced from the 

cold, and takes roll. 
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I sneak-text Joe a meme of an evil-looking chipmunk in a 

popcorn bowl and label it:

Joe sends me:

I’ve missed these stupid sneaky school texts. I put my phone 

away and breathe in that familiar combo of textbooks, floor 

cleaner, and body spray.
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I’m not worried about getting sick, and I’m excited about get-

ting back into practice and stuff. But for some reason, Ethan’s 

words give me a funny feeling.

The bell rings.The bell rings.
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We laugh and walk into science. Yeah, it feels good to be back.
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