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Kimi prepared herself to face the music.


Darkness surrounded her as she waited onstage. There was no way out of it now. She would have to go on—on national television—and sing a song she could never pull off. The audience would hear her voice—her real voice. And they would laugh in her face. Worst of all, it was her own fault.


When she was younger, Kimi had a recurring dream where she lost the ability to speak. In the dream, she always tried to hide the problem, nodding and smiling as her friends made conversation, but inevitably she ended up in a class where a teacher would ask her to name a state capital or solve an equation out loud. The worst thing was, Kimi always knew the answer—she just couldn’t say it.


Then, standing in silence, she waited there stupidly as everyone around her started laughing. It began as just a light chuckling, almost like whispers all around her, but soon the laughter grew louder and louder until her ears rang. She’d always wake up sweaty and stressed—yet relieved that it had only been a nightmare.


Tonight, though, was no dream.


Nearby, a spotlight turned on, illuminating the show’s guest host, who smiled widely as he introduced her. Then, slowly, purposefully, the light moved through the darkness until it settled at Kimi’s feet. Looking up into it, Kimi felt hot and blind.


Her mouth went dry.


The music started.


She wondered if she’d sing even one word.
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Kimi Chen shivered in the crisp January air. Despite the fact that this was California, winters were still cold, certainly no time to wear a thin silk top. Yet she was doing just that. The winter air pricked at her bare neck like a thousand tiny needles. Pain is the price of beauty, she’d read in the November issue of Vogue. Now she believed it.


Kimi had sewn the silk top herself after watching a winning contestant on Project Runway craft a similar look in the show’s most recent episode. Of course, she’d also added her own flair, accessorizing with a flower pin placed just above her heart and adding a strip of lace around the neckline.


The top hid all of Kimi’s worst features: her too-thick waist, her too-wide hips. Her mother called Kimi’s extra weight “baby fat,” which didn’t help. Was there a worse phrase in the English language? Guys didn’t write love poems to fat girls, and they definitely didn’t date babies.


The top had required hours of painstaking labor to sew, but she had no other option. Thanks to her lackluster report card for the fall semester, her parents had lowered her allowance to subsistence level—not that they’d let her buy anything so trendy anyway.


Naturally, Kimi had hidden the shirt from her mother, burying it beneath a green-and-white school hoodie until her mom’s minivan disappeared from sight. What did her mother know about fashion? She still wore the same blue-gray pantsuit every day—she’d picked it up at Sears three years ago for her job interview at the district attorney’s office.


Kimi shuddered to think that she herself had worn a similar outfit on her first day here at Twin Branches. She’d been going for a sophisticated look, but no one seemed to get it, and it took months before the popular girls stopped joking that she dressed like a Realtor.


Before heading into the cafeteria, Kimi paused for a second and removed a compact from her backpack, quickly checking her skin for breakouts and applying just a little blush—unnecessary, since her cheeks were rosy from the cold. At least her skin looked okay.


And she had a pretty face. Right? She exfoliated, applied whitening strips to her teeth, and plucked her eyebrows regularly. She had also just updated her haircut last night, cutting her own side bangs to take the focus off her too-round face. Bottom line: She was doing as much as she could with what nature had given her.


Of course, the most popular girls at school tended to be skinny, and rich, and effortlessly beautiful. They were born with petite noses and full, pink lips that framed teeth that had never needed braces. But that’s how life was. Some things the universe gave you; the rest you had to earn.


As Kimi passed through the double doors leading to the cafeteria, a wave of warm air rushed over her. The room vibrated with bits of laughter and conversation and smelled of toast and hash browns. During the winter, everyone hung out here until the first bell rang. At the center of the room, she spotted her best friend, Emily Kessler, sitting at a circular table, surrounded by the more popular half of the school’s cheerleading team and their football-player boyfriends.


Of course, even among the popular girls there were three who composed the true social elite of Twin Branches High. Kimi would have given anything to be friends with them. The Big Three were:






	Amanda Applebee. A wide-eyed, very cute redhead. Dumb yet adorable, she was friends with everyone, simply because she didn’t know any better.


	Nicole Black. Generally considered the hottest girl at school, she’d already dated most of the guys at Twin Branches. Her hair was currently brown, but no one, including Nicole, quite knew what color it had originally been.


	Maria Gonzalez. The school’s head cheerleader and queen bee. She’d been spotted in the presence of celebrities, including Justin Bieber, Ryan Gosling, and Snoop Lion (back when he was Snoop Dogg). Rumor had it that she aspired to extend her reign beyond Twin Branches and take over Hollywood.








Of course, Kimi knew Maria hadn’t always been so popular. Up until Maria was in fifth grade and Kimi in third, the two girls had been neighbors, hanging out all the time despite their two-year age gap. They’d played endless games of checkers, built pillow forts, and argued over which Pokémon they wanted to be.


There was no single event that ended their friendship; rather, Maria had slowly grown apart from Kimi after she left for middle school. Halfway through sixth grade, she had already started faking her parents’ signatures to get piercings and sneaking out with boys, as if overnight she’d turned from a child into a woman.


She’d still hung around with Kimi on occasion over that year, but less frequently, and never in a way that felt as close. Soon she was saying things like “Once you get to middle school, you’ll realize that…” or “That is so fourth grade.”


After Maria hit seventh grade, Kimi barely saw her at all. The next summer, Maria’s family moved across town, and any lingering excuse they’d had to hang out had disappeared. By the time Kimi was in sixth grade and started going to middle school, Maria hardly even made eye contact with her when they passed in the halls, as if any memory of their friendship had disappeared.


So what, though, right? People changed. Kimi couldn’t fault Maria for that. She’d worked hard for her popularity—and sometimes that meant leaving old acquaintances behind. Plus, by then Kimi had moved on and made a new best friend: Emily Kessler.


Kimi smiled. That’s right. There was technically a fourth member of this prestigious “most popular” list. Over the past few months, ever since Emily had risen from social nothing to celebrated athlete (and likely future Olympian), she’d been the most-talked-about girl at school, literally. Kimi estimated that at least 10 percent of all conversations in the hallways centered on everyone’s favorite swimmer.


Unfortunately, Kimi didn’t share Emily’s popularity. Her social stock had fallen drastically, thanks to last fall’s “rate the guys” debacle, in which Kimi’s written assessment of every guy at the school had become public knowledge.


These days, the popular guys shot her dirty looks, and the popular girls barely tolerated her. If she hadn’t been Emily’s best friend, she probably would have had to go into permanent exile. As it was, she had to be content with the role of sidekick.


Today, though, Kimi was hoping to get noticed. If nothing else, she thought, the popular girls should respect my keen fashion sense and skill with a sewing needle, right? She knew for a fact that Maria watched Project Runway religiously.


As Kimi approached the table, Emily caught her eye and smiled warmly, scooting over to make room. Maria, for her part, didn’t seem to notice Kimi was there.


“Nice haircut!” said Emily, checking out Kimi’s fresh side bangs. “You look so different now. Like, sophisticated, you know? Older.”


Across the table from them, Lindsay Vale smirked. “Yeah,” she said. “Now she looks like she’s twelve instead of eleven.”


Lately, Lindsay’s star had risen. Before, she’d been nothing but Dominique Clark’s minion, a pretty blonde with a bad attitude. But Dominique had left shortly after losing several races to Emily at Junior Nationals. Rumor had it that she was training under mysterious circumstances in some foreign country, but no one really knew exactly where she’d gone. Cameron, for his part, said nothing about his sister’s whereabouts, and no one wanted to ask.


Since then, Lindsay had secured a spot on the cheerleading squad, befriended several of the most popular older girls, and made out with Marcus Jones after a football game. Other than Emily, Lindsay had become the most popular freshman at school, and she’d even taken on a follower of her own, a tiny yet pretty girl named Shannon, who agreed with everything Lindsay said. Kimi couldn’t have despised them more.


“I like looking young,” Kimi said, forcing a smile. “When I’m thirty, I’ll probably look twenty-two. Guys’ll be all over me.”


“That’s just sad,” said Lindsay. “Even in your imagination you’re going to be thirty and single.”


“Yeah!” said Shannon.


A few of the cheerleaders around the table laughed, but most of them weren’t even paying attention—which was arguably worse. Instead, they were all looking at Maria, who was showing off her new iPhone. Holding it out, she snapped a picture of herself next to Emily.


“Awesome,” said Maria. “I’m totally posting this in my ‘Pics with Celebs’ album on Facebook.” She looked closely at the photo and then at Emily. “Did I mention that I love your top?”


Kimi grimaced. Emily was wearing a fairly standard gray shirt that Kimi had helped her pick out at Anthropologie a few weekends back. Sure it was cute, but it definitely wouldn’t have made the cut on Project Runway, and Emily definitely hadn’t stayed up all night sewing it.


Emily’s face turned bright red as she looked down at her chest.


“It’s… it’s just a shirt,” she stammered. “It’s definitely not as cute as what Kimi’s wear—”


Her sentence was cut off as the first bell rang and the girls stood, picking up their book bags and purses without even glancing Kimi’s way.


As Kimi left the cafeteria, Deependu Mahajan, who, she’d learned, went by the nickname “Dex,” approached her from the side.


“I couldn’t help but notice you hanging out near Nicole Black just now,” he said. “I don’t know if she happened to mention me at all?”


He looked at her hopefully.


Dex was one of the nerdiest guys at school. But since he was best friends with Kimi’s pseudo-boyfriend, Kevin, she’d gotten to know him pretty well—and as impossible as it seemed it would be to get him together with Nicole, Kimi didn’t want to shatter his hopes.


“I, uh, don’t think so,” she said. “But she may have glanced over at you once or twice.”


“I knew it!” he said, suddenly beaming. “Every once in a while I catch her looking. Put in a good word for me, okay?”


“I’m not sure it’ll mean much coming from me,” said Kimi.


“You never know,” he said. “And I can use all the help I can get.”


“I’ll do what I can,” Kimi said, shaking her head. Like it or not, people at the bottom end of the social totem pole had to stick together.


As she turned away from Dex and started walking to class, Kimi couldn’t help but think about the stupid smile on Lindsay’s face as she’d hurled her insult.


“Even in your imagination you’re going to be thirty and single.”


Whack. Kimi imagined smacking Lindsay in the face. Why hadn’t she kept up with her kickboxing lessons? Kimi’s gloves and pads were still hanging in the hall closet, right next to her aikido orange belt, her fencing mask, and her tennis racket with the broken string—each object a testament to her inability to stick with an activity longer than two minutes.


“Are you okay?”


Kimi looked up to see Emily now walking by her side, a worried look on her face.


“Yeah,” said Kimi. “Fine.”


“It’s just… you look kind of, uh, ready to murder someone. And I’m guessing that someone is Lindsay?”


“I just don’t see why she has to go out of her way to be mean to me, like it’s her job or something,” said Kimi. “And the worst part is, all those other girls laugh right along with her. I know I’m not exactly the most popular girl at school, but that doesn’t mean they can just—”


“Hey, it’ll be okay,” said Emily, putting a hand on Kimi’s arm. “Popularity comes and goes. One day you’re everyone’s best friend. The next day they hate you. Then they love you again. I definitely know what that’s like. You can’t let it get to you like this.”


Kimi couldn’t help but smile. Emily was a good friend, always looking out for her, optimistic, hopeful—and all that despite the brutal last year Emily had endured, first losing her sister, and then nearly giving up on her swimming career.


Of course, Emily was also naive. Popularity had arrived at her doorstep, practically gift-wrapped, without her having to lift a finger. She’d never had to try.


“Thanks,” said Kimi, giving Emily a brief hug. “I’m sure you’re right. Things’ll get better.”
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After a brutal morning of pop quizzes and enough note-taking to make her hand cramp up, Kimi was looking forward to lunch. She approached the center table, prepared to vent to Emily immediately, but her best friend was nowhere in sight.


Maria cleared her throat. “If you’re looking for Emily, she’s off with her boyfriend,” she said, acknowledging Kimi for possibly the first time in years.


“Speaking of boyfriends, I think I see yours watching us from over there,” added Lindsay, pointing to the far reaches of the cafeteria, where the nerds sat. In the distance, Kevin Delucca waved for Kimi to come over as his friends Dex and Amir Singh focused on an intense card game.


“He’s not my boy—” started Kimi.


“Whatever he is, it seems like he wants to talk to you,” said Maria. “Don’t worry. We’ll tell Emily where you went if she comes back.”


And just like that, Kimi realized she was not welcome at the center table. Without Emily to stand up for her, she had no choice but to leave. Grimly, she turned and walked toward Kevin’s table, trying to stay calm. If she blew up now, that would be it. The popular girls would giggle about the story for weeks, and any chance she had of ever returning to the center table would be gone.


“Nice haircut!” said Kevin as Kimi sat down next to him. “You look… beautiful. And the shirt is… Wow.”


Kimi blushed. She’d hung out with Kevin pretty regularly ever since their homecoming date, and she’d really started to care about him, but she still wasn’t sure if she liked him as just a friend… or something more.


Kevin was definitely handsome. Tall and thin with messy brown hair, he looked a little like Liam Hemsworth from The Hunger Games, though not as dour. But he didn’t act like the other guys she’d dated. Kimi and Kevin had sat through a half-dozen movies together at the local theater, and he hadn’t so much as tried to hold her hand, much less kiss her. And now here he was, saying she looked beautiful.


Dex snorted and muttered “Get a room” as he turned three of the cards in front of him sideways and then announced “Fireball.”


Amir rolled his eyes.


“Thanks for nothing,” Kevin said to Kimi. “You distracted me.”


“Don’t blame the girl,” said Dex. “You were going to lose anyway. Besides, this is the perfect chance to switch out the card games for a little role-playing.”


Dex reached into his bag and took out a book titled Monster Manual.


“This edition isn’t necessarily compatible with the new rule set I’ve been working on, but there are some really excellent crossbreeds of dragons and—” He stopped for a second to catch his breath. “The point is, we have enough players now. Kimi can be a healer, and we can finally start a real campaign!”


“Say the word dragon one more time and I’m eating lunch in the library,” said Kimi. “Let’s get one thing straight. I may be sitting here for now, but it’s temporary. So don’t count on me sticking around for any of your campaigns.”


“Wait,” said Kevin. “Don’t leave. He’ll be cool. Right, Dex? I’m sure we can make it through a lunch or two just, you know, having a conversation.”


Dex shook his head and reached down for a pair of oversize headphones. “Fine,” he said. “Go ahead, then. Converse. I’ll try to amuse myself on YouTube.”


“Look,” said Kimi, smiling—playfully, she hoped. She knew Kevin was trying. “I like hanging out with you, Kevin, I really do. But let’s keep the Magic talk to a minimum if we’re going to keep eating lunch together, okay?”


Across the table, Amir had cracked open a sci-fi novel, and Dex was snickering to himself, watching videos on his phone. A few seconds later, he started softly singing, “Monday, Monday, gonna skip school on Monday…”


“Are people still listening to that song?” asked Kimi.


“Just Dex,” said Kevin, shaking his head. “He tends to keep thinking things are funny for a long time. He still makes references to Tron….”


“Guys,” Dex was saying between chuckles. “Guys, you have to check this out.”


In the distance, a different sort of laughter arose from the center table. Kimi wondered what joke she had missed. Just this morning, she and Emily had been sitting there, privy to every last comment and nugget of gossip. Now she didn’t even know what they were laughing about. A few seconds later, she heard Lindsay and Maria giggling yet again. Kimi resisted the urge to look.


Dex started singing a new song, and Kimi exhaled, trying to stay calm.


“You seem tense,” said Kevin. “Did something happen?”


“Nothing happened,” said Kimi. “It’s what hasn’t happened that’s the problem. Everyone loves Emily because she’s an amazing swimmer. No one makes fun of her hair or her clothes. They scoot over for her when she wants to sit down. But me? They think they can just ignore me and I won’t exist anymore, and you know why? Because unlike her, I’m not good at anything.”


“You’re good at lots of stuff!” said Kevin. “You’re always designing cool outfits, and based on what I saw during our brief time at homecoming, I’d say you’re the best dancer I know. Oh! And you nailed ‘Poker Face’ when you sang it at Amir’s karaoke party.”


“I’m okay at a lot of stuff,” said Kimi. “That’s different from standing out. Lots of people are good at stuff. I want to be great at something.”


“I think you’re great,” said Kevin. “Who cares about the rest of them?”


“I do,” said Kimi, looking back toward Maria and her friends.


“Oh, man,” said Dex, taking off his headphones. “I started following links from that ‘Monday’ video. Do you realize how many girls our age make horrible music videos online? They can’t even sing, but their videos have over a million hits. Ridiculous! Especially when my Doctor Who podcast only has a few hundred subscribers.”


“That’s it!” said Kevin.


“What?” asked Kimi, completely sarcastic. “You want me to be on Dex’s podcast?”


“Not that. Listen. You’re a way better singer than most of the girls who make those videos,” said Kevin. “Not to mention cuter. If you recorded one, you could show everyone how great you are.”


“Are you kidding me?” asked Kimi. “Those girls probably get laughed at all the time. I wouldn’t be caught dead doing a stupid YouTube video.”


“Don’t be so hasty,” said Kevin. “Honestly, success is success. Even if you get famous for doing something stupid, you’re still famous. Plus, I bet you could make something way better than most of these songs. And I haven’t even gotten to the best part. I’ve got a cousin over in the city who works at a recording studio. He could definitely hook us up.”


“I don’t know,” said Kimi. “People would think I’m a total loser.”


“No offense, but look what table you’re sitting at now. You have nowhere to go but up,” said Kevin, smiling. “Of course, if you’re happy here with us, we’re more than glad to have you.”


Kimi picked up Dex’s phone and looked at the video that was playing. In it, two blond girls were singing some kind of anthem about how much they liked BeDazzling their iPhones.


“I’ll think about it,” she said, shooting one last glance back at the center table. It looked hopelessly far away.
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“More chicken?”


Before Emily could say a word, Kimi’s mom heaped a huge portion of stir-fry onto her plate.


Typical, thought Kimi. Half the time, Mom is taking food off my plate.


Of course, if Kimi ate the same portions as Emily, she’d bloat to the size of a whale in a matter of weeks. Not that Kimi resented Emily—she knew that the amount of time Emily spent in the pool meant she needed to replace eight thousand or so calories a day. Still, it was hard to watch Emily polish off plate after plate of delicious food without feeling a twinge of resentment.


“Kimi tells us you set another record,” said Kimi’s mom, leaning over to set a scoop of rice next to the chicken on Emily’s plate. “Your parents must be thrilled.”


“I don’t think my dad will be thrilled until I’m wearing a gold medal,” said Emily. “But, yeah, I guess he’s pretty happy with my progress.”


“You know, Daniel is in the same dorm as Jenny Lodge over at Stanford,” said Kimi’s dad. “Silver medal last summer. Very impressive.”


Here we go again, thought Kimi. I should have known they couldn’t go a whole meal without mentioning their precious son and the fact that he’s at Stanford.


It wasn’t that she had any problem with Daniel per se. Five years older than she was, Kimi’s brother was a complete enigma in her mind. Even when he’d lived at home, he’d spent hours hunched over his computer. Most of their interactions had consisted of him focus-testing various computer games on her, then berating her for breaking them or failing to follow the tutorials.


“We’re thinking of signing Lily up for swim lessons,” added Kimi’s mom. “Not that she can put in as much time as you, of course. She’s too busy with piano. Her teacher thinks she might be the next Lang Lang.”


“Who’s that?” asked Emily.


“Some pianist,” said Kimi.


“The best in the world,” said a small voice from across the table, and Kimi looked up to see her younger sister, Lily, staring at her. Just eleven years old, Lily was already playing complex Mozart and Rachmaninoff pieces that gave professional pianists fits. Kimi was proud of Lily’s accomplishments, but hearing their parents constantly praise Lily also stung. Kimi couldn’t remember the last time they’d bragged about anything she’d accomplished.


“The best for now,” said Kimi’s mother, shooting Lily a smile.


Kimi sighed and took a small bite of chicken, trying to savor every last bit of its taste. Meals like this, with fresh-cooked food and the whole family sitting around the table, were rare. Most nights, it was either takeout or leftovers, with her parents, both exhausted from long hours at work, sitting in front of the TV, their eyes glazed over.


Tonight, though, they had “company,” and that meant pretending that this sort of meal was normal. Her parents even cooked differently when guests like Emily came over, softening the spiciness of the food and forgoing the usual bok choy and Chinese broccoli for more American-friendly fare that Kimi hated to admit she preferred.


“Lily is also an A student,” added Kimi’s father after a pause. “Of course, they say talented musicians are often good at math, so—”


Emily looked up between forkfuls and made eye contact with Kimi. She must have sensed some kind of frustration on Kimi’s face because she interrupted, saying, “You must be really proud of Kimi, too. Have you seen the latest outfits she’s been sewing? They’re pretty impre—”


“Outfits?” asked Kimi’s mom. “I thought you were just borrowing my sewing machine to patch old jeans.”


“Exactly,” said Kimi, trying to think fast. Her mom had never approved of her fashion choices, calling them frivolous and distracting. “A couple patches and Emily thinks I sewed the pants myself.” She laughed awkwardly and shot a look at her friend.


For a moment, Kimi’s mom regarded the girls suspiciously, then, not wanting to make a scene, she reached forward and calmly poured herself a cup of tea.


“I’m just saying, she’s talented,” said Emily after a second, giving Kimi a meaningful glance. “She should be proud of herself.”


“Of course I agree,” said Kimi’s mom, sipping her tea. “But one needs to make the distinction between talent and accomplishment. The world is full of talented people who end up accomplishing nothing with their lives. Only when natural ability meets hard work and perseverance do people become exceptional. Think about it. How many ‘talented’ swimmers do you know who’ve lost races to you for lack of conditioning?”
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