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  First, I brush up on the lingo. Ring me instead of call me, tube instead of subway, TV instead of tube, chips instead of

  fries, crisps instead of chips . . . I study the latest on Keira, Kylie and Kate Moss. Even though I’ll be an American in London, I’d rather die than be one of

  those Americans: Hawaiian shirt, cowboy hat, big hair, loud mouth – a general ’tude that they are all that. (You know who you are.) Not my style at all. My plan is to blend in,

  not stick out. What better way to observe British teens in their natural habitat than by being invisible?




  ‘Breathe,’ I say out loud. Standing in my New York City bedroom, deciding what to pack, I feel my chest burn. It’s been nearly impossible to breathe normally since Nell

  Wickham, the editor-in-chief of Scene magazine, looked away from her mirror long enough to smile on me. She called me hers. She even called me ‘Susanna’ instead of every

  imaginable mangling of my name. But, best of all, she entrusted me with a mission: fly to London and report on the local teen scene for the brand-new, aptly-titled Teen Scene magazine. Can

  you believe it? London. As in England. Where the Arctic Monkeys were born and Daniel Radcliffe read his first Harry Potter. The town where tabloids rock.




  I, Susanna Barringer, am going international. I’ve already done New York, Los Angeles and the wilds of Fashion Week. Tomorrow, I take London by storm. The city on the Thames. Where James

  Blunt has a flat and the Queen has a palace.




  Sweet!




  Up to this moment in my ever-blossoming career, I’ve endured multiple humiliations: squeezing into tiny clothes in Scene’s fashion closet, riding to the Academy Awards in the

  trunk of a limo, getting thrown off a set, out of a theatre, exposed from behind a rack of designer duds, seeing my butt on the cover of Scene magazine. Now, those embarrassing days are

  behind me. I’m no longer the nerdy high-schooler who tripped into the internship of a lifetime. It’s my time to shine. Get ready, world! Here I come – Susanna Barringer –

  the fearless reporter who gets the story no matter what.




  Of course, I’ll be flying three thousand miles into a foreign country, by myself, for an entire month. And I’ll be staying with Nell’s sister in a village outside London

  which may be more of a nightmare than a dream. Plus, I have no idea exactly how I’m going to get a scoop and I’ve never liked tea. Do they even have Starbucks in Europe?




  Whatev. I can handle anything that comes my way. Even tea. Or steak and kidney pie. Or a Mini-Me of Nell who makes my life a living hell. Starting tomorrow, I’ll be free to do what

  I do best: defy the odds and show everyone what a mere Millennial can do. I very nearly have it all. Including (sigh) a real, live boyfriend . . .




  Let me back up a few months.




  Irony of ironies, my love life began in the Virgin Megastore.




  ‘Did you see that fact-checker video on Funny or Die?’ Ben McDermott asked me.




  We were sitting in the downstairs café of the Virgin Megastore in Times Square, sharing a brownie. For the first time in my life, I couldn’t even finish my half. Fashion Week was

  over, the school year had just begun. My stomach was doing somersaults. Ben looked unbearably cute. His reddish-brown hair was gelled, his cheeks were pink. When he smiled, the edges of his blue

  eyes crinkled like Christmas paper.




  ‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘It was hilarious.’




  My skin was on fire. Ben wasn’t my boyfriend yet. That day in the café, we were just getting to know each other again. See, Ben McDermott was my first love – in ninth

  grade, when I didn’t know what love was. Not that I do now. But before I could even try to figure it out, Ben moved to Chicago. Yeah, I know. Seriously bunk. Then he moved back and we ran

  into each other and my skin erupted in flames.




  ‘You’re so tall,’ he said to me.




  I was wearing the same Payless platform shoes I’m wearing now. The four-inch height shaves off a cool five pounds. Which, BTW, is how I view my body now: I’m not fat, I’m too

  short for my weight. Unless, of course, I’m wearing four-inch platforms. Then, I’m just right.




  ‘I’ve been working on an online video with my friend, Jason,’ Ben said to me that day.




  ‘Yeah?’




  ‘It’s harder than it looks.’




  ‘Yeah.’




  ‘Still, it’ll be totally cool when we’re done. I’m hoping to use my video to get into the film department at USC.’




  ‘Oh yeah?’




  Stop saying, yeah, Susanna! I screamed in my head. What happened to the stellar vocabulary that got you two bylines in Scene magazine?! And did he just say USC?? As in

  US California?




  Ben must have sensed me freaking out, because he asked, ‘Wanna roll out of here?’




  ‘Affirmative,’ I said, sounding like the doof of the century.




  We stood. I wobbled in my platform shoes. Up the escalator and through the revolving door, we emerged into the neon circus of Times Square. Tourists bumped into us as we walked. I wanted to grab

  Ben’s hand, but waited for him to grab mine. I still wasn’t sure where we were heading – relationship-wise – and I wanted him to lead the way.




  ‘Chicago is awesome,’ he said. ‘But I’ve missed New York.’




  Before my brain had the chance to review what my mouth was about to say, I blurted out, ‘I’ve missed you.’




  Instantly, my eyes went wide and my skin went pale. I wanted to gobble up the words the moment I spat them out.




  ‘I mean—’ I spluttered. But it was too late. There, beneath the blue globe of Planet Hollywood, Ben McDermott sent me into orbit. He took my face between his two warm hands and

  kissed me. Right there on Broadway and Forty-Fifth.




  ‘I’ve missed you, too,’ he whispered. Then he kissed me harder.




  ‘Susanna!’ Mom interrupts the sweet memory of Ben’s first two kisses by yelling down the hall.




  ‘What?’ I yell back through my bedroom door.




  ‘Mel is here,’ she says.




  My heart plummets. Mel (Amelia) is my best friend. Ben (sigh) is my boyfriend. The boy I’ve kissed hundreds of times since that over-the-moon moment in Times Square. Tonight, on the night

  flight out of JFK airport, I’ll be leaving them both behind.
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  ‘Light raincoat.’




  ‘Check.’




  ‘Dark sunglasses.’




  ‘Check.’




  ‘Cool walking shoes.’




  ‘Check.’




  I hold up my white Reebok sneakers. Amelia groans.




  ‘Even I know those aren’t cool walking shoes,’ she says.




  Mel has a point. Wearing giant white boats on my feet will instantly expose me as an American. But platform sandals? Flip-flops? How can I take the risk? It rains in London. Even in

  summer. Like New York, it’s a walking town. I’m supposed to cross London Bridge with bare toes? Somehow it doesn’t seem right.




  ‘I’ll upgrade when I get there,’ I say. ‘My job on Day One will be to scope out the British shoe situation, and use my emergency money to give my feet a stiff upper

  lip.’




  Mel laughs. Then she falls backward on my bed.




  ‘An entire month,’ she moans. ‘How will I live?’




  I join her on top of my puffy white quilt. Together, we stare at the ceiling.




  ‘You’ll continue to save the world,’ I reply, ‘while you continue to save for Harvard. Hopefully, you’ll squeeze in a few moments to email me every single

  day.’




  ‘Why won’t Nell give you an international cell phone?’ she asks.




  I laugh. ‘Nell barely gave me a plane ticket. Not that I’m complaining.’




  How could I complain? How many high-schoolers are allowed to spend a month alone in another country? With a paycheck, no less. Granted, it’s a puny paycheck. But still, I’ll be on my

  own in London with my own money. Maybe I’ll buy two pairs of shoes. And a handbag to go with them. Not that your bag has to match your shoes. A valuable lesson I learned at

  Fashion Week.




  My room grows quiet as Mel and I wander into our own thoughts. Then I release one of mine into the air.




  ‘Ever feel like you’re at the edge of adulthood and all it takes is one tiny tiptoe for your entire childhood to be over?’




  Mel looks at me thoughtfully and nods. I’d been having sporadic deep thoughts since Nell convinced my parents that I was mature enough to handle a month on my own in Europe.




  ‘Face it, Susanna,’ she says, ‘your parents never would have allowed this if you were any other girl.’




  We both know what she’s talking about. I, Susanna Barringer, am a very specific type of girl. A virgin. With a capital ‘V’. Amelia is a virgin, too. So is Ben. Or so he says.

  But I believe him. His cheeks get seriously hot when we kiss, and I can feel his heart thudding. Together, we’ve run the bases a few times, but never hit home plate. Honestly, it just never

  felt right. I’m not one of those ‘Abstinence Only’ freaks. ‘Abstinence for Now’ is more my style. What’s the rush? My first time will only be first once. I need

  to be sure I’m in love. Not to mention the fact that, thanks to biology, a girl can’t just walk away from a mistake like a guy can. Not that Ben ever would. But he could.

  And I couldn’t. So, I prefer to wait.




  ‘Maybe you’ll lose it to Prince William,’ Mel jokes.




  ‘Now that would be a scoop!’ I say.




  Still staring at the ceiling, I imagine being with Ben. He is totally awesome. My cheeks flush just thinking about him. But, is it love? True love? The type of love that

  elicits a deliberate, romantic, fireworks-inspiring home run? And, why am I using a stupid baseball analogy anyway? That’s not the way I view sex at all. For me, my first time will be more

  like spinning through a field of sunflowers on a warm day. Feeling both exhilarated and relaxed. Tall and small. At one with Mother Nature. Ready to bloom.




  ‘Sweetie?’




  Mom pokes her head into my room. My three brothers – three-year-old triplets – shove their way in behind her.




  ‘Melly!’ Sam says, dashing over to Amelia. His mirror images – Evan and Henry – climb onto the bed with Mel and me.




  ‘Sanna!’ Henry squeals.




  ‘The three-ring circus wants to say goodnight,’ Mom says, laughing.




  My mother sits at my desk and pushes her hair off her face. The Trips climb onto my bed and cuddle Mel and me.




  ‘I’m going to miss this slobber,’ I say.




  ‘We’re all going to miss you, honey,’ Mom replies.




  I hug each wriggling bundle and kiss them each on top of their silky blond heads. Mel kisses them, too. In their pyjamas, smelling of shampoo and soap, I’m overcome with the desire to

  cuddle my brothers and never let them go.




  ‘Say, “goodnight Susanna”,’ Mom says.




  ‘Say gnigh, Susanna,’ Evan repeats.




  I laugh. Mom stands and corrals the Trips through my open doorway.




  ‘Book time, boys, then bedtime,’ she announces, leaving me feeling suddenly weepy.




  ‘I’m going to miss those little goofballs,’ I say.




  Amelia quickly rises up from my bed.




  ‘If you run into Sir Paul McCartney,’ she says, ‘tell him to start dating women his own age.’




  ‘You’re leaving already?’ I sniff.




  ‘You know I can’t stand goodbyes. And you’re disintegrating fast.’




  As always, my BFF is right. I feel the way I felt before the first day of high school. A sort of lonely excitement. I know a great adventure is ahead, yet, at this moment, I long to stop the

  clock and stay right where I am. In my childhood. Before one tiny tiptoe ends it all.




  Mel pulls me to my feet. I hug her hard. She hugs me back, even harder, then leaves without another word. It’s our new way of saying goodbye. Never saying it at all.
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  August in New York City is a sweaty, stinky soup. Tonight is no exception. I smell the city through my open bedroom window. It’s garbage night. The steamy air falls

  heavily on my skin.




  ‘All packed?’ Dad brings me an iced coffee.




  ‘You look like you need that more than I do,’ I say, while I sit on top of my suitcase in an attempt to zip it up.




  My dad, the nerdy CSI, was out all day at a downtown crime scene. His hair is flat and his lips are pale. Unlike TV’s crime scene investigators, Dad doesn’t wear Armani suits or

  ‘product’ in his hair. And the female CSIs in his office would never wear a tight cami that revealed their cleavage. We laugh every time we see the television show, it’s so

  unreal. Though my dad has to admit it’s far more riveting than the real job. On TV, the case is solved within an hour.




  ‘Need a second butt?’ Dad asks me as I totter on top of my suitcase.




  I wince at the thought.




  ‘Can you rephrase that? Something less horrifying?’




  He laughs. Dad puts the iced coffee on my dresser and helps me close my bursting suitcase. I’ve packed everything I own that doesn’t look American. Nothing with stars or stripes.

  Mostly, I’m bringing the black shirts and black pants that Sasha, the fashion diva of Scene magazine, gave me to create what she insisted should be ‘the core’ of my

  wardrobe.




  ‘Begin with black and pop with accessories,’ she advised me.




  ‘Even in summer?’ I asked.




  ‘Wear black cotton.’




  ‘I look like a penguin,’ I said.




  ‘Yes, you do,’ she replied, ‘which is why you need to wear black.’




  Any other girl would have been bruised by Sasha’s remarks, which of course I was, until I tried on my new Goth wardrobe and saw that she was right. Black is slimming . . .

  particularly when worn with my four-inch platform shoes from Payless. Which I’m wearing on the plane.




  ‘When do you expect Ben?’ Dad asks. My suitcase is finally closed and we’re both panting. ‘I’ll need some youthful muscle to get this luggage in the car.’




  Chuckling, I say, ‘Save him for my carry-on bag.’




  As if on cue, I hear the faint buzz of our apartment’s intercom announcing that Ben is downstairs. Dad hands me my iced coffee and wipes the water mark off my dresser with the tail of his

  shirt. Kissing me on the forehead, he turns to leave.




  ‘Wait a sec,’ I say.




  ‘Hmmmm?’




  My eyes instantly flood with tears. A jumble of words tumbles through my brain. Thank you for trusting me, Dad. I’m going to miss you SO much. Will you miss me? Did I say thank you? Do

  you know how lucky I am to have parents like you and Mom?




  ‘You’re the best,’ I splutter.




  He grins and cups my chin with his warm hand.




  ‘And I was only aiming for the top ten,’ he says.




  ‘Hey.’




  Ben appears in my doorway carrying a bouquet of flowers. Long-stemmed sunflowers. Can you believe it? Unable to hold it in any longer, I disintegrate into a mass of snot and sobbing.




  ‘Oh, uh—’ Wide-eyed, Ben stands frozen. The sunflowers tremble in his hands. ‘Are you okay?’




  ‘Yes,’ I blubber. ‘I’m fine.’




  Dad pats Ben on the shoulder and says, ‘We leave in fifteen minutes.’




  The moment he’s gone, I fling my arms around Ben’s neck and say, ‘You’re the best of the best.’




  Then I cry some more. How can I be leaving my life, my best friend and a boy who brings me sunflowers?




  The elevator is waiting. So is my mother.




  ‘Email me the minute you get there,’ she says, engulfing me in a bear hug. ‘Keep your room neat in Nell’s sister’s house. Beware British strangers – their

  accent makes them sound nice. Don’t be fooled. If you get into any kind of trouble, remember the police are called Bobbies or Coppers.’




  ‘You read too much Agatha Christie, Mom. Those terms are ancient.’




  ‘Aren’t lawyers called solicitors?’ Ben asks. ‘Is bail called bail?’




  Mom shoots Ben a look.




  ‘I’ll be fine,’ I tell my mom, blinking my puffy eyes. ‘You’ll be proud of me.’




  ‘I already am,’ she says.




  Grunting, Ben hauls my carry-on bag into the elevator.




  ‘You sure you’re only going to be gone a month?’ he quips.




  ‘Charles and Camilla may invite me fox hunting,’ I say. ‘I need to be ready for anything.’




  Ben grins and runs one hand through his reddish hair. I smell the Chapstick on his lips. The fabric softener in his clothes. I feel . . . once again, I’m not sure what I feel. Is it

  love? The real deal? How can you know? And how can I allow myself to totally give my heart to a boy who’s aiming for USC when I’m hoping for NYU? Can love survive forty-eight states of

  separation?




  All I know for certain is, Ben is my favourite male name. Along with Brad (as in Pitt), Emile (as in Hirsch) and Johnny (as in,

  even-though-you’re-old-enough-to-be-my-dad-you’re-still-hot Depp). And, though Ben is my boyfriend, celebrities are still my first love. Plus, showing the world, along with

  Scene’s snooty editor-in-chief Nell Wickham, that a teen can get a great story, is still my life’s goal. That and single-handedly reversing our country’s double standard

  over weight. Why do girls have to look perfect to be popular, while boys can look so-so? My master plan is to expose the hypocrisy and give us curvy girls a break. Though that might take

  awhile.




  True love? The one? Well, Mom says I’ll know it when I feel it. Amelia agrees with her, even though she’s only read about all-consuming passion in books. And, the one time I

  asked my dad when he knew he was truly in love with my mom, he said, ‘When she was pregnant with you, I was constantly on the verge of tears.’ Whatever that means. So, as far as

  I know, when I’m absolutely positively in love, I’ll stop questioning it and start feeling it. At least that’s what I’m hoping.
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