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—Booklist
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“It’s a smart, sensitive portrait of an age when change is in the air.”

—Publishers Weekly

“A compassionate and honest look at the heart and mind of a twelve-year-old girl and the battleground of middle-school friendship.”
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“[A] charming and authentic first purchase.”
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FOR ELLIE AND VIOLET. AGAIN.

In fact, I now fear you will never let me dedicate a book to anyone else.
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1.


“Come on!” I said. “Come on!”

The school bus groaned to a halt in front of Big Red, which was what everybody called my house, because it was big and you guessed it. I got up and bolted down the aisle, throwing my backpack onto one shoulder and calling out, “See ya!” to Stella and Naveen and anyone else who was listening, and “Thanks” to our driver, Gus. Then I jumped down onto the gravel driveway and went through the gate of the white picket fence, which we always left open, and up the three steps to the front porch and through the front door, which had an anchor knocker that no one ever used. I went straight into the old bathroom and was careful to close and lock the door because otherwise it opened on its own, which meant the mailman could see you through the window next to the front door.

A stinkbug sat perched on top of the T.P. roll so I shrieked, took off my shoe, whacked it, and yelled, “URRRRRGH!” Then I scooped it into the trash with a big wad of paper. I flushed just as the stinkbug, true to its name, started to make the room smell sour.

Back in the foyer, I grabbed my backpack and hurried through the dining room and into the kitchen, where I stopped to pet our very old, very big, very white dog, Angus, who was lying in a heap by the kitchen table, where my parents were sitting.

“How’s my favorite daughter?” my mom asked.

“Still your only daughter!” I said.

I went through the doorway into the newer section of the house, then upstairs and across the loft that looked down onto the kitchen. I said, “Oh, and Dad, I killed a stinkbug and it’s stinking up the bathroom trash.”

“Kate,” my father moaned. “You’re not supposed to kill them!”

“I know,” I said. “But I was peeing and I panicked!”

I went into my room, where I put my backpack on my desk chair. Lately my mother had been making a fuss about my leaving stuff everywhere and how she wasn’t my servant and on and on. I was making an effort.

I ran back downstairs and through the kitchen and out the screen door in the dining room to the back porch, where I tapped my mother’s wind chimes to wake their sounds, then took the stairs down to the yard slowly, like I had ever since I’d fallen down them when I was seven and needed seven stitches on my forehead. Past the pear tree and around the vegetable garden toward the barn, the stream was loud—the last snow of the season had finally melted last week—and it sounded excited. Like even it knew that the kittens were here.


For social studies homework, we were supposed to make a shoebox diorama of a scene from our life. I’d thought about doing a little scene of me sitting on the old metal bench down by the stream, where I liked to race boats or look for frogs and tiny fish. But I was really hoping that Pants had come through for me because a diorama of me and Pants and kittens in a barn would be awesome. I wasn’t sure Mrs. Nagano and the rest of the class would appreciate my current first runner-up idea—a little scene of my mom and dad fighting about money at the kitchen table while Angus and I looked down from the loft.




I crossed my fingers as I dragged the old barn door open and went past my ballet barre into the part of the barn that Dad had started turning into a guesthouse a while back. I heard teeny, tiny mews as I peeked around the corner.

Pants and her one-two-three-four-five new kittens had made a little home for themselves in an area that had been framed out to one day be a bathroom. For a bed, they were using a piece of insulation that had fallen out of the unfinished wall.

I squealed and Pants raised her head. Realizing it was only me, she put it back down. I’d named her when I was four—her back legs were white, making it look like she was wearing pants—but she wasn’t our pet. Not like Angus. She just lived in our woods and sometimes in the barn. We never fed her or anything but she did okay on her own and her kittens (or at least a few of them) probably would, too.

“Congratulations, Mama Pants,” I said, then went inside to tell my parents the news.

Dad was putting down his phone and was saying to Mom, “Well, it’s done. It’ll go up tomorrow.”

They both looked miserable when they spotted me.

“What’ll go up?” I asked. If I got to work right away I could finish my diorama in time so I could still go out and scooter on the tennis court, which wasn’t actually a tennis court—just a big blacktop. My parents thought it was funny to call it a tennis court but I’d never been sure why.

“Honey.” My mom came and took my hand and guided me over to the table.

“Your father and I—” She paused and looked at my dad. He raised his eyebrows and she sighed and took her long hair and twisted it to fall over one shoulder. “There’s no easy way to say this.”

I’d imagined this a bunch of times because of all that fighting.

Drumroll, please . . .

THE DIVORCE.

Just a few nights ago, I’d climbed into bed with my headphones and phone, listened to the song that brought my parents together, and imagined how it all might end. The song’s called “Semi” and my dad wrote it when he was in an indie rock back that used to play all over New York City and up and down the East Coast. They were a guitar band, but for “Semi,” Dad heard a part for a violin in his head. So he’d put an ad in an arts paper and my mother, who was trying to make a living as a violinist at the time, answered and helped finish the song. She started coming to gigs to play with the band on “Semi” and pretty soon they were married. Listening to the song made me feel sad that maybe their love story was coming to an end. But that didn’t explain the phone call.

“We’re selling the house, Kate.” My dad held my gaze.

Everything went very still.

Through the open window I heard the stream surge.

It made no sense.

We loved Big Red.

Everybody loved it.

Me, my parents, Angus, our relatives, my friends, my parents’ friends—pretty much anybody who had ever walked through the door. This was where we had big family reunions where people pitched tents in the yard and all the cousins stayed up late watching movies on a sheet hung between two weeping willows. This was where me and Stella and Naveen spent long summer days jumping rope on the tennis court and having picnics on the little island that formed when the stream split in two during the high season.

“But why?” I asked.

“It’s too much house for us,” Dad said. “We need to downsize.”

It was true that it was a big house for just the three of us and Angus, but that had never bothered anyone before. One of my mom’s favorite jokes was that we had a “napping room,” which was a guest room, of course, but she really did like to nap there.

A lot, lately, come to think of it.

“But where will we live?” I asked.

My parents passed a look back and forth.

“We’re not actually sure,” Dad said.

“We’re probably moving in with your grandma and grandpa for a little while,” my mom said. “I’ll take a little break from work or maybe do some stuff remotely, if I can, and your dad can freelance from there. Until we can figure some things out.”

My mom’s parents lived about an hour away. We went to their house for dinner maybe once a month and sometimes my aunt Michelle and uncle Keith would be there with my cousins Tom and James, but . . . living with them?

None of this made sense.

“But this is where my friends are,” I said. “Where my school is, and my dance classes and, well, everything.”

If we were living an hour away, how would that even work?

“We’re not happy about it either,” my dad said.

“Then why are you doing it?” I asked, my voice loud.

“It’s complicated, Kate.” He took off his glasses, rubbed his eyes.

“Use small words.” Now louder.

“We know you’re upset,” Mom said, “but it’s no reason to be fresh.”

Across the street, Troy, who’d gotten his license about a year ago, was pulling out of his family’s driveway, car radio blasting.

What else was there to say or do?

Cry, maybe?

Scream?

For a second I wished they were getting a divorce. I felt like it would be better than this.

“So! We need to get the house ready to show.” My mom got up and started to straighten the utensils in a jar marked UTENSILS on the countertop. “And we’ll need to think up some fun stuff to do when the agent is showing the place, okay? There’s an open house scheduled for Sunday so we’ll need to clear out.”

“This can’t be happening.” I stormed out of the room.

“Kate!” my dad called, but I heard my mom say, “Let her go.”

So I went up the new stairs and across the loft and said to them, “Oh, and by the way, Pants had kittens.”

I slammed the door to my room.

Grabbing my phone and falling onto the bed, I texted Stella, My life is over.

She wrote back, ???

I tapped out, Selling Big Red, and the words got blurry because tears were forming in my eyes. Moving. Don’t even know where.

I couldn’t even text about it anymore. I couldn’t even see. I managed, Gotta go. Bye.

C U tmorrow, she said. Hugs.

A stinkbug slowly crawled out of the shoebox I’d set aside for my diorama.
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“Humor will reel readers in, but heart will keep them riveted.”

Gordon Korman
New York Times bestselling author of the Swindle series





