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I THINK THIS annoying song will be stuck in my head for the rest of my life.


Two months ago, when Miss Rose first played it for our sixth-grade class, I was actually excited to learn it. I thought it was the perfect choice for our graduation performance since its lyrics are all about remembering good times and staying close with our friends forever—both things I plan to do, obviously.


But now, after practicing it about a million times, I think I’d be okay with never hearing it again. I’ve officially decided I do not like it. There are only so many times you can sing the same words over and over before they stick themselves to the inside of your brain. I even caught myself humming the melody as I brushed my teeth last night. At least once this graduation ceremony is over, I’ll never have to hear it again.


More importantly, when this ceremony is over, I’ll be an elementary school graduate. Junior high, here I come!


Squee!!


As my class starts singing the next verse, I look out into the small crowd of parents in the audience. Mom and Dad are sitting in the third row behind my best friend Sadia’s parents. Well, I’m 99 percent sure that’s Dad next to Mom. He’s holding his phone sideways in front of his face—probably to record the performance—so I can’t see his telltale bushy mustache. Mom is easier to spot. Her brown hair is in its usual neat low ponytail, and her hands are folded in her lap as she smiles up at me.


Miss Rose had our class line up alphabetically by last name, so I’m standing on stage next to Dylan Cohen, who I’m pretty sure is singing the wrong lyrics on purpose for laughs. And it’s really throwing me off! Even though I’m so done with this song, our parents are watching us, and Mom and Dad wouldn’t like it if I didn’t do what I was told.


If I purposely sang the wrong words, Mom would give me that look where she scrunches her eyebrows together, and Dad would cross his arms and sigh—like I’ve disappointed them. I hate the way that feels. Best to just avoid it.


However, Sadia and my other best friend, Tamzin (lucky ducks who both have last names starting with H), seem to think Dylan’s incorrect lyrics are funny. Out of the corner of my eye, I can see them standing together, holding back giggles and trying to sing with straight faces.


I wish I were over with them. Maybe I’d also think Dylan’s singing is funny if I weren’t right next to it. Oh well. At least I’ll get to spend all day with my friends tomorrow at our annual end-of-year slumber party.


Woot woot!


The slumber party is a tradition we started during the summer after finishing third grade—the first summer my parents let me even have sleepovers. Ever since, on the first Saturday after finishing the school year, we spend the entire day over at Tamzin’s house and say sayonara! to the previous grade. It’s our ritual.


But this year, the sleepover is extra important because it’s also the last time I’ll get to hang out with my friends before we start middle school. Sadia is spending all summer at a gymnastics sleepaway camp in Arizona, and Tamzin is going to a summer youth e-sports program in San Francisco. So, basically, other than doing chores and wishing my friends were home, I have no idea what I’ll be up to during the break.


I asked Mom and Dad if I could join Sadia at the gymnastics camp, but they said no, since the sport was way too dangerous because of all the possible knee and neck injuries. And I didn’t even bother asking about going with Tamzin to San Francisco, because my parents don’t let me play video games. They think they’re bad for my brain development or whatever.


I probably should’ve argued a bit more when Mom and Dad said no, but to be honest, since I’ve never tried the activities, I’m not even sure I like gymnastics or e-sports, so I wasn’t positive the activities were worth Mom’s scrunched-eyebrow look and Dad’s crossed arms and sigh.


Tomorrow’s sleepover is really the only thing I’m looking forward to before starting seventh grade, so it absolutely must be awesome.


The song finally ends, and Miss Rose hustles to the podium at the side of the stage and speaks into the mic.


“That was lovely!” She puts her hand on her heart as if that weren’t the millionth time she’s heard us singing it. “Let’s have another round of applause for these sixth-grade graduates before I call out their names and hand out the diplomas.”


The small crowd of parents claps.


When the noise dies down, Miss Rose leans closer to the mic. “Parents, thank you so much for all your support over these last seven years. From kindergarten to now, it’s been such a joy getting to know your children.” She turns her smile back to us up on the stage. “Everyone here at Burbank Valley Elementary wishes you the very best in junior high and beyond.”


I give her a big grin back. I really like Miss Rose, and it still doesn’t feel real that I’m going to be leaving her and this school behind. It’s kind of weird to picture myself as a seventh grader. People in junior high have always seemed so… I don’t know… big and confident, I guess—like they know where they belong.


At least I’ll have Sadia and Tamzin with me. And I know I belong with them. The three of us have been best friends since before kindergarten. I can’t even exactly remember the first time we met—that’s how long I’ve known them. And we’re going to be friends forever.


I lean forward in line to try to catch their eyes and give them a smile, but neither Sadia nor Tamzin is looking my way.


“Now.” Miss Rose looks down at a piece of paper on the podium and pushes her glasses higher up on her nose. “When I call your name, please come down to collect your diploma.” She clears her throat. “Damien Aarons.”


The parents applaud as Damien, a tall kid with spiky black hair who once got his leg stuck in one of the railings on the playground, walks over to where Miss Rose stands at the podium. She holds out her hand for Damien to shake before taking his rolled-up diploma and returning to his spot on the stage.


Then Miss Rose calls Amber Aguilar, Nadia Bell, and Timothy Bryant. They all shake her hand and collect their diplomas.


“Dylan Cohen.”


Dylan steps forward, and I stand up a little taller.


This is it. I’m next.


This is my final moment as a sixth grader.


I take a deep breath.


“Audrey Covington.”


A jolt of electricity runs through me as I quickly march toward Miss Rose. I have to focus on walking so that I don’t trip in front of everyone. That would be a horrible way to finish out the year.


Right foot. Left foot. Right foot. Left foot.


I can feel the audience staring at me. It makes my neck go all hot and uncomfortably tingly. I wish they’d all look away.


I guess I should explain why. My mom’s mom—my Nana Rhea—is an old famous Hollywood star. Ever heard of the movie Beauty in the Wind? Yeah, she was in that. Loads of other movies too. After she won her Oscar, the front page of the Los Angeles newspaper called her “The Leading Lady of a Generation.” When Nana Rhea showed me that old headline, my mouth instantly went all dry and my stomach felt all wobbly and stretched, like it’d gone through a taffy puller. I mean, I knew my Nana Rhea had been famous, but before then, I hadn’t known she was that famous. It felt like a lot to live up to, especially since in that same article, Nana Rhea was quoted as saying that she had known acting was her calling ever since she was a child.


I’ve never felt a “calling” or anything like that. Unlike Sadia with gymnastics or Tamzin with e-sports, I don’t have a main thing. I guess I’m not sure what my calling is yet.


Luckily, since all of Nana Rhea’s movies came out a long time ago and are really only watched by adults, Sadia, Tamzin, and the other kids at school don’t know or care who my grandma is. And therefore, they don’t expect me to live up to her star-power reputation.


Grown-ups, though, are a whooole different story. Once they find out I’m related to Rhea Covington, they assume I’m comfortable being in the spotlight. But truthfully, it makes me feel like a bug under a microscope—like everyone is just waiting for me to do something a leading lady would do. I think that’s why adults always say to me, “You’re shyer than I thought you’d be!”—it’s because they’re expecting me to be more like Nana Rhea.


I’m definitely not.


Thankfully, Sadia and Tamzin actually like being the center of attention, so they take the spotlight pressure off me. They’re very outgoing, so I bet they’ll make lots of new friends at junior high. Which will be great! I think. I mean, hopefully once people become friends with Sadia and Tamzin, they’ll become friends with me too, since we’ll all be hanging out together. I’m pretty sure that’s how it will work.


I sneak a quick glance at my parents in the crowd and see them both snapping photos on their phones. In the pictures I bet I look like a deer caught in headlights—not that I’ve ever seen a deer caught in headlights, but that’s what Dad says to me anytime I’m forced to do something with people watching me. These better not be the photos that make our holiday card this year.


“Good luck next year, Audrey,” Miss Rose says quietly when I reach her. She takes my hand, shakes it, and hands me my diploma.


“Thank you,” I mumble before hurrying back to my place on stage.


I let out a relieved sigh when I make it back to my place in line beside Dylan and the audience switches their attention to the girl to my left, Caroline Dagwood.


And whoa. That was it. That was my last moment as a sixth grader.


I grip my diploma a little tighter. Is it just me, or does this graduation ceremony feel like it went by kind of fast?


Miss Rose calls out the rest of the names before officially pronouncing us Burbank Valley Elementary School graduates. The audience bursts into cheers, and everyone in my class rushes forward, trying to find their parents off stage.


I weave through the crowd to find my parents, feeling a bit lost in the sea of people. Since I haven’t hit my growth spurt yet, it’s hard for me to see over the tops of my classmates’ heads. Thankfully, Dad spots me and tugs me over.


“Yay, Audrey!” Dad pulls me into a hug.


“Congratulations.” Mom kisses the top of my head and smooths down some of my short, flyaway brown hair.


Dad holds up his phone. “I recorded the whole thing to show Nana Rhea tomorrow,” he says. “She will be sad she missed it.”


Nana Rhea lives about twenty minutes away in Hollywood and would usually come to things like this, but since she’s moving houses tomorrow, Mom thought it was best for her to stay home and pack. Which, truthfully, was kind of a relief.


I love my Nana Rhea—don’t get me wrong—but if she were here at my graduation, there’d be even more eyes on me. Plus, I don’t need someone who used to perform for a living watching me sing the annoying graduation tune.


“Excuse me,” says an unfamiliar voice from behind me.


I turn to see a tall woman with short, graying hair peering down at me with an excited grin.


“Sorry, but Rhea Covington is your grandmother, correct?” Her eyes light up as she stares at me.


I immediately shrink back. The hot and tingly feeling returns down my neck as I feel the attention spotlight turning on me. This woman is probably expecting me to give her a dazzling smile or show some great talent. I don’t have either.


Mom steps forward and puts an arm around my shoulder. “If you don’t mind, we’re just enjoying the school graduation.”


The woman gives an apologetic nod. “Of course, of course. Just wanted to say that I loved Beauty in the Wind. It was incredible. I wish Rhea Covington were still acting.”


“Okay,” Mom says, giving her a blank expression.


Unsure what to say next, the tall woman gives an awkward smile and walks off.


“Some people,” Mom grumbles.


Dad squeezes Mom’s arm.


I shake off the bad tingly feeling and look away from my parents to see Sadia and Tamzin, both still holding their diplomas, walking toward me. Sadia has long, shiny black hair with bangs cut straight across her forehead, and Tamzin has shoulder-length blond hair with a streak of it dyed hot pink. It looks so cool. I once asked Mom and Dad if I could dye my hair with a temporary streak—just to see how it looked—but they said the hair coloring had too many bad chemicals.


“We’re officially seventh graders!” Sadia cheers when she reaches me.


“We are,” I giggle.


“Let’s walk to Deena’s Ice Cream to celebrate,” Tamzin suggests. “We could get double scoops!”


“Yes,” Sadia agrees. “We deserve to get double scoops. Seventh graders get double scoops.”


Sadia and Tamzin high-five, then look at me expectantly.


“Uhhh.” I make a face. Deena’s Ice Cream is more than a mile walk from here, and I’m not allowed to walk that far without an adult. “I’ll have to ask my parents,” I say.


Sadia rolls her eyes. It’s the same look she gave me when I told her Mom and Dad wouldn’t let me go to gymnastics camp with her. She’s used to me saying stuff like this. Out of the three of us, my parents have the most rules, so it’s not surprising that I have to ask their permission to do stuff my friends are allowed to do.


I turn to get Mom’s attention. She’s chatting with Dad. “Hey, Mom?” I tap her arm. “Can I walk to Deena’s Ice Cream with my friends?”


Mom puts her hands on her hips and looks down. “By yourselves? Which adult is going with you?” She eyes the three of us.


“Umm…” I look over at my friends, and they shake their heads to signal that no adult is joining us. I snap my head back to Mom. “Just us,” I say, trying to sound mature, independent, and very seventh-grader-y.


Mom frowns. “That’s too far for you girls to walk on your own. Dad or I could come with you, though, if you really want to go.”


I quickly glance back at my friends, but they’re sharing an expression I can’t really read. They don’t exactly look happy with Mom’s suggestion.


“Uh, no. That’s okay,” I answer.


“You sure?” Mom asks. “I don’t mind driving you.”


Out of the corner of my eye I see Sadia slowly shaking her head.


“No, thanks,” I say quickly. If Tamzin and Sadia don’t want to be driven by my parents, then neither do I.


“Okay,” Mom says, shrugging, before going back to talking with Dad.


I turn to face my friends. Tamzin blows a strand of hair out of her face, and Sadia crosses her arms just like Dad.


“Want to walk somewhere closer?” I ask, hoping they aren’t too disappointed by my suggestion.


“Like where?” Sadia raises an eyebrow.


“We could go hang out by the swings in the park,” I try.


“I don’t know,” Tamzin sighs. “That seems a little… boring?”


I grimace. Tamzin has been saying this to me more and more. I want to leave boring behind in elementary school. I wish I had something more interesting to suggest—like playing video games or doing flips on a trampoline—but nothing comes to mind.


It was easier to come up with things to do when Sadia and Tamzin still liked hanging out in the neighborhood park. I still like hanging out in the park. At least I think I do. It’s true we haven’t actually done it in a while.


“Yeah,” Sadia agrees. “And we used to do that in fifth grade. We’re seventh graders now.”


“Okay,” I say, feeling sudden pressure to think of something better. “What if we went back to my house and watched a movie?”


“Your TV has those weird parental restrictions,” says Sadia.


I tug at the sleeve around my wrist. “I just don’t think I’m going to be able to talk my parents into letting me walk to Deena’s without them. It is kind of far.”


“Well, we’re allowed to go,” Tamzin says, sharing another look with Sadia. “Our parents don’t think it’s a far walk. We’ve done it before.”


“Oh,” I say, deflating. They’ve walked to Deena’s Ice Cream without me? When? Where was I? It’s not like my family has gone anywhere recently. “You guys are going right now?” I ask, hoping they’ll stay around a little bit longer to hang out while our parents all talk.


They look at each other and nod.


“Okay,” I say, trying to put on a smile.


It’s a little frustrating that my friends won’t do something I can join in on too, but I don’t want them to see that I’m disappointed—especially not so close to the sleepover. They might get irritated if they think I am upset, and I’ve seen the way Tamzin and Sadia argue with each other when they are annoyed. I always stay out of it. It’s much easier to just be easygoing than to risk fighting with them. It’s not worth ruining what we have over a little, tiny thing. Right?


“No worries,” I say, putting on a pretend “I don’t really mind” expression. “I probably have to do stuff with my parents later anyway. I’ll see you tomorrow for the sleepover, though!” I give them a half-hearted smile.


They both smile back, but it looks sort of forced.


Sadia and Tamzin give me a wave before darting away through the crowd. I sigh as I watch them leave, wishing I was trailing after them.


At least I’ll spend the entire day with them tomorrow.


Tomorrow everything will be fine. I’m sure of it.
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AS SOON AS my parents and I get home from graduation, I sprint to my room to start packing for the sleepover. I could pack in the morning, but I’m too excited to wait. Plus, I’m still feeling a little let down that my friends went to Deena’s Ice Cream without me, and I think getting ready for tomorrow will take my mind off it.


Tamzin and Sadia probably—no, definitely—didn’t mean to leave me behind. They did want me to come with them.


Unfortunately, just as I’m starting to feel a bit better, my parents come into my bedroom to rattle off their usual slumber-party rules. You’d think now that I’m a sixth-grade graduate, my parents would realize they don’t have to go over all their rules before every sleepover. But nope. They don’t.


“Still no PG-13 movies, Audrey. I know you’re an elementary school graduate now, but that doesn’t mean you’re old enough to watch those yet,” Mom says as I shove pajamas into the overnight bag on my bed. It’s already stuffed with a sleeping bag, a swimsuit, fluffy socks, a phone charger, and a toothbrush.


“And no soda,” Dad chimes in. “A couple of pieces of candy are fine, but soda has too much sugar. I was just reading an article about the effect soda can have on children’s teeth.”


I shove my hairbrush into a side pocket and nod without really paying attention. If Mom and Dad notice I’m in an unusually low mood, they don’t ask why, which is perfectly fine with me. I wouldn’t tell them why I was disappointed even if they did bring it up. Mom already thinks my friends don’t have enough boundaries, and I don’t want to have to defend them to her right now.


“Make sure Mrs. Harrison calls us if you girls end up leaving the house,” Mom adds.


“Yeah, yeah, I know,” I say as I try to zip up the overstuffed bag. My parents’ sleepover rules have never changed. I could probably list them off in my sleep! And I’ve never broken any of them. My parents only let me go to sleepovers in the first place if I promise to follow their rules exactly. So even if I wanted to try staying up past ten (like Sadia and Tamzin are allowed to), I wouldn’t want to risk my parents finding out and not letting me go again.


“Remember to text us right when you get there,” Dad says, giving me a stern look.


I make a face and snap, “But I’ve been to Tamzin’s a billion times!”


Dad crosses his arms and sighs. His gesture makes my shoulders rise up to my ears. Maybe I shouldn’t have snapped at him. I do feel a little guilty now.


“Most accidents happen when kids are within three miles of their home,” Dad says.


“Exactly,” Mom says, nodding. She bites her lip. “On second thought, call us when you get there.”


“Okay,” I sigh, hoping this conversation ends soon so they get out of my room. There’s no real point in arguing with them anyway—they never budge on relaxing their rules.


I want to text my friends to ask if there is anything else I should pack, but my parents will get grumpy if they see me staring at my phone while they’re talking to me. They think that’s rude.


“Good.” Dad claps his hands together. “Well, we will leave you to it. I’ll call up when dinner is ready.”


“Mkay.” I scan my room for anything else I should try to fit in my sleepover bag.


They head toward the door, but before they step out of my bedroom, Mom stops and says, “Oh, and Audrey?”


“Mhmm?” I look up at her.


“Congrats again on graduating sixth grade.” She smiles.


I give her a half grin back, starting to feel a little better.


Mom walks out of my room right as I feel my phone buzz in my back pocket. I pull it out and swipe it open.


But when I read the text, hot sweat instantly coats my forehead.


I must be seeing this wrong. Or maybe I need glasses?


Yes, that must be it—I’m losing my eyesight. That, or my friends meant this message for someone else. There is no way I’m the person this text is supposed to be for.


I read it again.




we don’t think you should come to the sleepover tomorrow. no offense, but you can’t do anything cool. maybe that sounds mean or whatever but you would understand if you were us. sorry.





The text is from Tamzin, but she’s added Sadia to the chat.


I’m about to type a text back—something like, I don’t think you meant to send this to me haha—when my phone buzzes again, and another text appears in the thread.




Yeah. Sorry, Audrey.





It’s from Sadia.


A large lump forms at the back of my throat. I don’t think my friends even know any other people named Audrey. Which means… this text really is meant for me.


I blink, and the words in the texts all start to jumble together.


I’ve been uninvited from our annual sleepover.


By my best friends.


On our graduation day.


Over text.


…


I let out a panicked giggle.


No. There’s no way! There has to be some mistake. Or it’s a joke. They would’ve said something at graduation if they planned to uninvite me, right?


I write back a message and quickly hit send.




What? I don’t understand??? Is this a joke?





I stare at the screen until a third text comes through. It’s from Sadia again.




Not a joke. There are some things we want to do now that we’re technically in Jr High and we know you won’t be allowed to do them. And we already decided what movie we want to watch tomorrow and if you come, we won’t be able to see it.





My back stiffens.


A movie? That’s what this is about? Yeah, okay, it’s true my parents probably won’t let me watch whatever they’ve picked out, but that doesn’t mean I can’t still come to the party. I could just do something else while they watch! That’s an easy solution!


I quickly send a text back.




It’s not a big deal. I don’t have to see the movie. I can still come.





A few seconds later another text from Tamzin quickly lights up my screen.




it’s not just about the movie, you know? you’re only allowed to do boring things. you can’t even do the things we like to do.





Boring. There’s that word again. Before I’ve had a chance to reply, there’s another text from Sadia.




Your parents are just too strict. We don’t want their rules ruining our fun.





I stare at the words, reading them over and over.


There it is. The source of my problem: my parents and their rules. My friends want nothing to do with them.


I’m too stunned to look away from the phone. It feels like I’ve been punched in the gut.


Uninvited.


Bile rises into my mouth, and it tastes sour and thick. Tears well in my eyes, and I know if I blink, they’ll run down my face. I want to write something back, but I’m not sure what to say.


Sorry about my parents?


Please let me come?


I’m going to show up tomorrow anyway whether you guys like it or not, and you’ll just have to deal with it?


My fingers tremble as I type and delete several messages, but nothing feels right to send. The longer I stare at my phone, the tighter my throat gets. My chest heaves as I suck in air to keep myself from sobbing.


Okay, sure, I can’t do all the same activities as them, but I thought we were all best friends! I thought we knew we belonged together. Don’t they realize that if I don’t go to this sleepover, I won’t see them all summer? If I don’t go tomorrow, the first time I’ll see them again is when we start seventh grade!


Another terrible thought hits me.


Wait—do they… do they not want to hang out with me next year either? Have I just been completely dropped by my best friends?!


I suck in a breath.


If Sadia and Tamzin don’t want me hanging out with them in junior high, I’ll be totally friendless! How am I supposed to make new friends when I don’t really have anything in common with any other kids at school? My parents would never let me hang out with skateboarding-obsessed kids who spend all their free time at the skate park by the beach and always break their arms. And I doubt the super popular girls who already wear makeup to school would want me hanging around, especially since I can’t even try makeup. And there is a zero percent chance I’ll fit in with the drama kids who audition for every school musical—that’s way too much spotlight for me.


But it’s not like I play any sports or have any other interesting hobbies people might be into either! Whenever I’ve asked Mom or Dad to sign me up for a sports team, they’ve always had a reason to say no. And the one time I tried to convince them to let me play the drums, they said the instrument was way too loud, so they made me take snooze-worthy piano lessons instead! No one will want to be friends with me just because I can play a few old classical piano songs. The only cool thing about me is Nana Rhea, but even if people at school did care who she was, I don’t want to be known only because of her. Then kids might expect me to be the life of the party and have amazing stories like she does.
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