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To Sophie, Ellie,

and John,

for loving me

silly and steady
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It ain’t normal for me to feel nervous about nothing, but I got knots this morning. It’s the first day of seventh grade. I’m feeling shy. I’m a lot of things, but shy’s not one of them, so I don’t know what’s wrong with me.

I went through, like, umpteen million outfits before I settled on this one. A pair of old pink tights I turned into leggings by cutting open the feet ’cause they’re too short for me. My daddy’s faded old T-shirt with KEEP ON TRUCKIN’ across the front. It was one of his favorites, but he left it behind. Finders keepers. Losers weepers. I hope he’s weeping, ’cause I’m done with weeping. I belted the shirt with twine I braided. Dangling off the two ends are clusters of paper clips in rainbow colors.

Didn’t get to go back-to-school shopping. After we got home from Ocean City, my ma was sore in ways I can’t even start to describe, and that made her good and fed up with Benny and me. Daddy didn’t come back home with us. I should’ve held my tongue, but I brought up how we needed school supplies and new shoes and clothes, especially Benny ’cause he’d get plastered showing up first day of third grade in my old flip-flops. Ma lost it. She lit a cigarette, inhaled big like she was fueling up to smoke me alive, evil-eyed me, crossed her legs, and shook her foot like it was revving up to kick me across the living room.

Then our yellow Lab, Charlie, sat next to her on the couch. Ma rested her hand on his head and said, “Well, then, I guess Charlie’s gotta go.”

“No, Ma,” I said.

“Dog food don’t grow on trees. Up to y’all,” she said.

“I got an idea. You could quit them cigarettes,” I said.

Benny started whimpering and hugging all over Charlie, and I could feel my heart cracking into a million pieces.

“In your dreams, Mick. You could quit eating,” she said, and blew out a long stream of smoke.

“Ma, I need food to stay alive. You don’t need no cigarettes to stay alive. You telling me you’d rather have your daughter starve to death so you can keep smoking them cancer sticks?”

I was going to slap her with “What kind of mother are you?” but I held back. Her foot was twitching so mad that her slipper flung off. And she wasn’t bothering with no ashtray. Her trigger-happy thumb flicked ash everywhere, burning tiny black holes on the carpet and the couch. She didn’t snap back at me like she normally does with some whip sting of a comeback. She just fidgeted all nervous, looking like she was at a loss. Then her lips trembled like she was about to cry.

Ma raised me and Benny by three rules: Don’t cry. Don’t beg. Chin up.

Ma is country strong. Daddy used to say she’s built Ford tough. She grew up on a farm in Ohio, tending to horses, cows, chickens, and pigs. She killed chickens with her bare hands. She got no mind for fairy tales and beauty pageants and princess tears. She hated me being in all them pageants. Didn’t make no bit of sense to her.

When I saw Ma’s eyes filling with tears, I knew we were in a bad way. A weight of worry came knocking at my gut. I felt sorry, so I folded and said, “Never mind. We’ll make do.”

So this here outfit’s how I’m making do. At least I’m having a good hair day. I fashioned myself a nice thick headband using Daddy’s one and only necktie, teased the top of my hair poofy and flipped up the ends so I look like Frances “Gidget” Lawrence. Yeah, Gidget from that old TV show nobody but me watches. I’m not one to get easily roped in by sap and circumstance, but that girl makes me happy. That last snapshot in the intro of her being kissed on the cheek by Don Porter, who plays her dad, always makes me sigh.

I sigh, checking myself out one last time in the mirror.

Stuck on the frame of the mirror is my friend Ok’s postcard. I miss him. He was my one and only buddy at school last year. I kind of forced him to be my friend, but there weren’t no way we would’ve ended up friends if I hadn’t. I taught him how to roller-skate. We did the talent show together. He braided my hair. A whole big thing went down with him running away from home, which ended up happily ever after, thanks to yours truly, you’re welcome. I practically saved his life. I wish he hadn’t moved.

First day of seventh grade would be a slice of key lime pie if I knew Ok was going to be on that bus saving me a seat. Or in that cafeteria eating his Korean food, waiting for me to sit next to him.

Instead, I’m going to be all by my lonesome again. Worst thing about not having a friend is there ain’t no Teflon. There ain’t no home base. There ain’t no one to stand next to and feel like weirdos together. By myself, I’m an open target. It don’t help none that I’m so proud. It’s the pride that brings on the attacks. They see me like I’m some poor fat lazy white trailer trash who shouldn’t dare express herself, let alone be proud. Who does she think she is?

I wish I didn’t care about the teasing, but I do. I put on a good show and act like it don’t bother me none, but it does.

Where’s Ok Lee when I need him? He’s way in another county, that’s where. I’ll bet he’s a bundle of nerves too, ’cause he’s starting a brand-new school. And I know for a fact he did not grow one inch over the summer or don’t look any less Chinese. That’s how they teased him, no matter how many times I told them he ain’t Chinese—he’s Korean. Fat poor white girl and skinny little Chinese boy with porcupine hair. Together, we were a team of Teflon.

I miss him. We’re pen pals now. He sent me a postcard cut out of a Life cereal box. L-I-F-E in rainbow colors. “Who’s there?” was written on the back. The only reason he did that was ’cause I sent him a postcard I cut out from a mac and cheese box with “Knock! Knock!” written on the back. I guess it’s my turn now to answer who’s doing the knocking.

“Michaela Shannon McDonald,” I say to my reflection with my back straight and fists on hips. “Get out there and be your absolute ultimate.”
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The science teacher looks like Tinker Bell. She’s the size of a fairy. On the top of her head sits a bun that reminds me of a Pillsbury Grands! Homestyle buttermilk biscuit. She walks like she’s gliding onto a stage. I’ll bet she was a ballerina back in the day.

She writes her name on the board. TRZETRZELEWSKA. She pronounces it. Her voice don’t match her looks. She sounds like she chain-smokes five packs a day. And when she says her name, it’s like a train with a lisp chugging along some tracks badly needing repairs. She didn’t even bother teaching us how to say it. She told us just to call her Ms. T and said, “I pity the fool.”

Some of us groan. Some chuckle.

We get assigned seats. Two to a table. In alphabetical order. Lab partners for the entire year. The kids whine, but I don’t mind it. I think assigned seating’s a good idea. It keeps a kid from being the odd one out. I’ll bet if we had assigned seating during lunch, it’d save a bunch of kids from being nervous wrecks.

Ms. T goes down the list like she’s deaf to the fussing. She comes to the Ms.

“Michaela McDonald,” she calls.

“It’s Mickey, please,” I say.

“Mickey.”

I take a seat.

“Sun Joo Moon,” Ms. T calls.

No answer.

“Sun Joo Moon?” she calls out again.

No one steps forward.

Great. Just great. Ain’t I the lucky duck, getting stuck with a real winner like this Sun Joo Moon kid. Can’t even tell if it’s a boy or a girl. What I can gather is that Sun Joo Moon can’t show up on the first day of school. What loser skips out on the first day of school? I’ll tell you. A lifelong ne’er-do-well, a certified good-for-nothing.

So while everyone else gets a partner, I’m stuck here with an empty chair. Hi. How’d your summer go? Mine was the pits. Lost a friend and my daddy all in one fun-in-the-sun sweep.

Ain’t no reason for me to take it personal, but it feels personal. It’s the first day of sixth grade all over again. Ain’t middle school supposed to get easier? I’m getting all knotted up thinking about walking into that cafeteria, and lunch don’t happen for three hours.

Every table’s got two textbooks. One for me. One for my missing partner. Life Science. The cover’s got a picture of a shark. Some budding artist from years past drew a stickman clamped between the shark’s teeth. Fat drip-drops of blood. The fattest drip-drop’s got HELP written in it.

The tabletop is black and sticky and all scarred up with cuts and gashes. I don’t know if this rumor’s true, but I heard seventh graders had to dissect pickled worms, frogs, rats, cats, and piglets. I try not to think about it, but the more I hear Ms. T’s gravel-hard voice, the more I’m convinced she might be into that kind of thing. Suddenly, the air smells like nail polish remover, and my head feels like it’s stuffed with feathers.

Ms. T gets down to business. She erases her long name and writes “CELL” on the board. No icebreaker. No getting-to-know-you games. She tells us to open our textbooks to a diagram of a plant cell. Looks just like a cartoon. Heavy on the bright colors. Mega eager beaver to be liked. Desperate for attention. Screaming all-eyes-on-me. The big blue glob is called a vacuole. Pink, blue, green, red, and purple critters surround it. Reminds me of a lava lamp. Makes me sleepy just looking at it.

I yawn.

Then suddenly I’m wide-awake, ’cause standing at the door is our guidance counselor, Mr. Fox, with a new family. They look like Koreans. I guess they could be Chinese or Japanese or Vietnamese or any number of Asianese, but I’d put my money on Koreans on account of my friend Ok Lee being Korean and that’s just what I’m used to and I guess that’s just what I’m sorta wishing for since him and me got along so good and I’m missing my friend.

“Good morning, Ms. T,” Mr. Fox says, tapping the door with his knuckles. His mustache looks like a hairy horseshoe hanging out of his nostrils.

She looks up over her glasses, which are about to slide off the tip of her nose.

“I apologize for interrupting. We have a new family. This is Mr. and Mrs. Moon. This is their daughter, Sun. Did I get that right? Or is it Sun Joo? What would you prefer to be called?” Mr. Fox asks.

The girl don’t answer. She’s hanging her head so low, from where I’m sitting, she could pass for being headless. She leans against her mother, who nudges her away and whispers something to her. I’ll bet it’s aigo-aigo, which is what Ok’s mom used to say when she got fed up. It sounds just like “I go, I go,” which makes bingo sense ’cause it’s like saying “I’m sicka this. I’m done. I’m outta here.” I go. I go.

The girl’s fear is filling up the room like Benny’s farts fill up our apartment after he eats pork ’n’ beans.

I got a mix of sweet and sour feelings about this girl. On the one hand, I feel sorry for her like I want to pop out of my seat, take her by the wrist, lead her to the chair next to mine, and tell her everything’s going to be all right. On the other hand, I feel frustrated like I want to take her by the shoulders and give her a good shaking and a strong talking-to about how this is her one and only life and there ain’t no time to waste on being scared and feeling like you’re less than. Chin up.

“Moon, Sun Joo,” the dad says.

“Moon?” Mr. Fox asks.

“Yes,” the dad says.

“All right. This is Moon,” Mr. Fox says.

“Your seat’s right there,” Ms. T says, pointing her nose to my table.

I raise my hand.

Some kid in the back fake-coughs to cover up calling her a Moonie.

Some other kid chuckles.

I raise my arm and wave my hand ’cause I got something to say.

“Yes?” Ms. T says.

“Yes, ma’am. Mickey here. I just want to clarify that the new student’s last name is Moon. That’s just how they order names in their country. The last name comes first. The first name comes second, and the middle name comes last. So I’m pretty sure she don’t want to be called Moon, Mr. Fox, just like you don’t want to be called Fox,” I say.

The class laughs.

“Is that right?” Mr. Fox asks the dad.

“Yes,” he says, and nods.

“Her name Sun Joo,” the mom says, and nudges the girl into the classroom.

Her body moves like a puppet on strings. She don’t want to come in. I can actually make out the top of her backpack ’cause her chin is digging a hole in her chest.

Mr. Fox, her mom, and her dad leave, shutting the door behind them. This here’s where Sun Joo’s gotta decide if she’s going to be a baby and go chasing after her mommy and daddy or if she’s going to girl up and claim her rightful seat or if she’s going to just stand there like a zombie.

One one thousand. Two one thousand. Three one thousand. Four one thousand. I’m counting in my head. I’m at six one thou- when she hustles over to our table and sits down. Just like that. In a blink. She moved lightning quick. Ants-in-her-pants quick. Like she was thinking the faster, the better. Like when you gotta peel off a Band-Aid? You don’t wanna take your time with pain. You wanna get that over with.

I wanna give her a high five, but the poor thing is frozen stiff again. Can’t even take off her backpack. Head’s hanging down. Back’s curled like a roly-poly. I wonder if a poke will straighten her up.

Ms. T’s going on and on about the mighty mitochondria, how nothing can do nothing without it ’cause it’s the engine that makes energy out of food. Food. Lunch. Cafeteria. I get to worrying again, not so much for me, but for my new lab partner. If she thinks making this entrance was hard, wait till lunch. Her head’s going to be hanging so low, she’ll be sweeping the floor with her bangs.
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I’m inching my way over to the cafeteria ’cause if I time it just so, I could end up spending most of lunch waiting in line for my food instead of wandering from table to table, wishing someone would take pity on me and let me sit next to them.

I’m not even thirsty, but I stop at the fountain and let the water wash over my lips.

I don’t even need to go, but I stop at the bathroom, take a stall, count to thirty-seven, flush, wash my hands real thorough, dry them real thorough, and take a good hard look at myself in the mirror.

I give myself a strong talking to inside my head: Mickey McDonald, if you can’t muster it up for yourself, then muster it up for that new girl, Sun Joo. Poor thing’s probably lost in that cafeteria, don’t know where to stand in line, don’t know what she’s eating, wandering from here to there, bumping into tables, getting called a Moonie. Poor thing needs you. Now go be your absolute ultimate.

I march out of the bathroom. I make my way to the cafeteria, dodging the eighth graders who roll through the hall like bowling balls. The doors are wide open like the mouth of some beast swallowing up kids and then spitting them out. The noise sounds like one ongoing burp.

I walk in. I stand in the free-lunch line. I don’t know why they make the poor kids stand in a different line. Grilled cheese and tomato soup on the menu. I’m suddenly starving. I take a tray. I help myself to a carton of chocolate milk. It’s sweating with condensation. I look around. I don’t see her.

I do see Asa Banks. He’s with his disciples. They always look like they’re having such a time. Half of me says to get in there. Join in the fun. You’re friends now ’cause of that thing that happened with Ok last year. Kinda-sorta. Other half says that’s not where I belong, no matter what we went through. That was last year. This is now. One-on-one is one thing. Big setting like this is a whole other thing. Besides, I ain’t all over the names he called me last year, and I want me my own disciples.

I’m so hungry I feel dizzy. I can’t wait to sit down, so I take a big bite of my grilled cheese, the fat dripping down the corners of my lips. It’s so greasy they oughta call it grease cheese. The tomato soup looks like what you’d throw up after eating tomato soup.

I don’t see her.

There’s Lawrence Elwood. He hugged me after the talent show last year. He said into my ear, “You should’ve won.” He’s sitting with Justin Hill, Shaundra Nelson, and Stacy Blake. Looks like a double date. Maybe I should’ve worn my roller skates today.

I still don’t see her.

There’s Sydney Stevenson. She’s like the shining star of Landover Hills. She sits between her disciples, Nawsia Daniels and Tammy Radison. All three are wearing matching step team outfits—black leggings and red T-shirts that say HEAD OVER HILLS. Step’s way cooler than cheerleading. If you make the HOH team, you got yourself a squad of automatic friends. I got a mind to ask about tryouts. I walk over and say, “Hi.”

They don’t hear me.

“Hi,” I say louder.

I know they heard that, but they’re ignoring me.

Getting ignored feels worse than getting teased. At least you’re getting attention when you’re being teased. This here’s like you don’t exist. I keep walking.

I still don’t see her.

I need another bite of that grease cheese. I plop my tray down wherever, sit wherever, and wolf down my sandwich and gulp down the tomato soup, not bothering with a spork. As I’m washing it all down with chocolate milk, some kid nearby says, “Slow down, hungry, hungry hippo.”

I look over. It’s Frankie Doo-Doo. His last name’s really Dooley, but he’s famous for acting like a piece of doo-doo. He got the biggest, curliest ears that stick so far out they look like brain parts spilling out of the sides of his head. I should ignore him, but Landover Hills ain’t no place for turning the other cheek, so I let my words shoot: “Hey, Mr. Potato Head, Dumbo wants his ears back.”

The boys sitting nearby say, “Oooooooh.” They laugh, punching one another’s arms.

I catwalk over to the trash, take my chocolate pudding cup off my tray, and dump the rest of my lunch. There’s an unopened pudding just sitting there in the bin, so I quickly grab that and strut out of the cafeteria, feeling sorry for insulting Dumbo ’cause I love Dumbo, and Frankie Doo-Doo ain’t good enough to be likened to Dumbo, who’s taught me to love what’s different about me and use whatever holds me down to lift me up.

I stash my two pudding cups in my backpack and walk down the hall like I got a pair of wings. Like I just won the Little Miss Tiara pageant and I’m doing my victory lap. The noise coming out of the cafeteria? That’s wild applause.

Twenty minutes to kill. I got nowhere to go. I stop at the bulletin board where signup sheets are posted for organizing the winter dance, joining the Spanish club, trying out for cheerleading, and SGA nominations. I go through the list of nominations, looking for my name ’cause you never know. Someone might could’ve nominated me. Hope don’t ever run dry in my heart. Looks like Nawsia and Tammy nominated Sydney Stevenson to run for president. Looks like Cookie Monster nominated Tinkie Winkie. My name’s not on the list. If I had a friend who nominated me, oh boy oh boy, that’d be like winning the Powerball jackpot of friends.

I walk to the end of the hall. I grab the railing and go up the stairs like it’s my mountain to climb. I’m fording streams. I’m following my rainbow. Then I hear whimpering. It sounds like Sabrina when she ain’t feeling good. Sabrina’s my oldest cat. I got three cats and a dog. Sabrina’s got a long list of health problems. It makes me crazy sad to hear Ma say that kind of misery needs putting out.

I stop and bend down to look between the steps. There in the corner under the staircase sits a balled-up pill bug. I know the top of that head.

“There you are!” I call out through the steps.

I hurry down the stairs, plop myself down next to her, and say, “I’ve been looking for you. My name’s Mickey. I’m your science partner. Remember?”

The girl’s pressing her face into her kneecaps. Her arms are tight around her legs. Her sneakers are brand-spanking-new, whiter than fresh marshmallows. A rainbow, embroidered on the side, ends with BEST FRIEND in gold letters. Her double-knotted laces look plump like noodles, and instead of crisscross, she got them strung all lined up like a white picket fence. I’m shocked I didn’t notice her shoes during science class ’cause they scream, Look at me.

“I like your sneakers,” I say.

She’s quiet. At least she don’t sound like a sick cat no more.

I open my backpack, pull out two chocolate puddings, and ask, “Want one?”

No answer, but she does turn her head a little, peeking through her hair, which is acting like one of them bead curtains.

I’m trying to remember how to say hi in Korean. Ok taught me, but I can’t remember it exact. Something like onion-hi-say-yo-yo?

“Here,” I say, and hold up a pudding cup. “Go on. Take it. Bell’s about to ring. Food ain’t allowed in the classrooms, so eat up. It’s good stuff.”

I tap the cup against her fingers, but she don’t take it.

“Fine,” I say, and put it upside down on the top of her head.

I peel off my lid and take a lick of the pudding. Sun Joo’s watching me, wearing that cup on her head like a mini top hat.

I dip two fingers into the pudding, scoop out a blob, smear a horseshoe mustache on my face, and do my best Mr. Fox, saying, “What’s your name? Is it Moon? Is it Sun? Is it Joo?”

Pudding’s dripping off my chin. She cracks a smile. I see her teeth through her curtain of hair. The cup on her head slides off, and like a pro, she catches it in her hand.

“Good catch,” I say, and lick off some of the mustache. I wipe the rest with my daddy’s tie.

She’s holding her head up. With her chin pressed on her knees, she checks out the pudding cup. She peels back the lid nice and slow, sniffs it, takes a lick, and says, “Chocolate.”

“Yeah, it’s chocolate pudding,” I say, and squeeze my cup so a blob rises to the top. I slurp it up.

She hands me the cup.

“You don’t want it?” I ask.

“No, thank you,” she says.

The way she’s talking so polite and proper to me makes me feel like a grown-up.

“That’s fine. More for me,” I say, and take the cup. I squeeze it too hard, and the blob of pudding plop-lands on my leg, making a doo-doo stain on my pink tights.

“Oh no,” Sun Joo says.

“Aigo,” I say.

“You go?”

“Oh, I ain’t going nowhere. I said aigo. It’s Korean. Ain’t you Korean? Aigo, aigo. Don’t you say that when something don’t go right?”

“Uhhhh. Aigo,” she says, lifting her head up. First time I’ve seen her face without her hair acting like blinders.

Covering her mouth, Sun Joo nods and chuckles. I got her to laugh. She ain’t balled up like a pill bug no more either. I lick the pudding off my leg. It’s good stuff.

The bell rings.
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I got me a lunch partner. Didn’t take but three days for Sun Joo and me to come to an understanding that we should sit together in the cafeteria. I can’t say we’re best friends yet, but this here’s the start of something, and it sure beats her crying under the stairs or me eating all by my lonesome and roaming the halls. We are, no doubt about it, the oddest of the oddballs of seventh grade, but who cares. We got each other for these thirty minutes. That’s what counts.

Sun Joo waits for me at the back table. She don’t take out her lunch box until I sit down with my tray of school lunch. I thought this was ’cause she was being all polite, but then I figured out it was ’cause she was embarrassed of her lunch box. She didn’t want to take that thing out without me sitting there to block anyone’s view of it. I don’t know why she’s so embarrassed about it ’cause it’s the prettiest lunch box in the whole wide world. It’s this pink plastic treasure chest thingy that reminds me of a box of Whitman’s chocolates with a lid and all, but Sun Joo’s lid got this cute rainbow on it, and it’s got words, too. “Happiness is like the smile of a rainbow with colors that sparkle of joy and love.” The girl’s into rainbows.

She opens the lid, quickly tucks it under the box, and hovers over her food, hiding it.

“It’s okay. I ain’t going to take your food,” I say, opening my chocolate milk.

“No, not like that,” she says, and picks at her rice. She got chopsticks in the box, but she uses the school’s spork instead.

The food in her lunch box is so neat it don’t even look like real food. There’s rice on one side of the box. Slices of pink blocks on the other side. Next to that are slices of yellow coin-looking thingies. I see strawberries tucked here and there. A boiled egg. It’s like an art project.

“What’s that there?” I ask, pointing at the pink blocks.

“Spam. You want?” she says, pushing the box toward me.

“Sure! Oh man, what you got looks way better than what I got,” I say, pointing down at my tray of mashed potatoes, Salisbury steak, and mushy green beans all sopped with beige gravy. “You want to try some of this?” I ask.

She scoops up some mashed potatoes with gravy and tastes it. She nods and says, “Is not bad.”

“You want to swap?” I ask.

“Swap?”

“Yeah. You know. Like trade. You get mine. I get yours. Swap,” I say.

“Swap. Okay. We swap,” she says.

With the tray of school lunch in front of her, Sun Joo sits up straight like she ain’t embarrassed no more. I’m good at chopsticks, so I use her rainbow chopsticks, poking them into the rice.

“Did you make this?”

“No, my grandmother. She make,” she says.

“Lucky duck,” I say, chewing the rice. It’s sweet and tangy.

“Duck?”

“Yeah, like quack-quack duck, but it ain’t like quack-quack. It’s just a saying. It means, like, I wish I had me what you have. I want me a grandma who packs me these kinds of lunches. This is like princess food. It is so yummy,” I say, taking a bite of Spam.

She watches me eating up her food and says, “I think you are so friendly and so nice.”

I smile so big the chewed-up Spam in my mouth nearly falls out. I swallow and then say, “Why, thank you, Sun Joo Moon. Thank you so much. That truly warms my heart. But I can’t take all the credit for that ’cause you bring out the nice in me. You really do. You know how, like, some people just rub you all wrong and next thing you know you’re fuming mad and all irritated and calling them names and you don’t even know why? But you’re nothing like that. You push all my nice buttons. You really do.”

Sun Joo smiles and nods like she gets what I’m saying, but I don’t know for sure ’cause I’m gabbing a mile a minute with no plans on stopping. I’m on a roll.

“But I’m afraid being nice don’t get you too far in this neck of the woods, if you know what I’m saying. Like you kinda have to have a streak of mean if you’re going to be somebody around here. I’m talking somebody with a capital S. You gotta have attitude. Like that girl Sydney. See her over there? See how she holds her nose up and swings her hair like that? It’s like she’s queen of the hill or something and the rest of us is a bunch of nobodies. You know, her friends nominated her for president. Oh man, I wish I had friends like that. Always right by my side. Nominating me. Following me around. Telling me how pretty I am. I think I’d make a great president. I got so many ideas to change this place up. I’d represent everyone, especially the nobodies. I’d help everyone. But for girls like Sydney, it’s not about making the world a better place, it’s not. It’s all about power and popularity. Want to hear something pathetic? I’m probably going to vote for her ’cause she’s got that star power.”
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