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BEST. PARTY. EVER.

I’m pretty sure being twelve will be my most fabulous age yet, even though there are still three days until my actual birthday.

“Hey, Ruby.” Sophie holds up an empty bowl. “Got any more of these awesome chips?”

“Of course.” I take the chip bowl and flash Sophie my brightest BFF smile. She smiles back. It’s kinda weird how she looks right past me, like she’s looking for someone else, but whatever. Sophie’s been my best friend all year, ever since we started middle school. We like the same books, the same movies, and we’re both totally in love with the color orange. I mean, how many people truly love the color orange? It’s fate. I’m sure of it.

I weave in and out of a sea of friends, chip bowl in hand. Someone turns the music up, and dancing and laughing fill the room. I walk just a little bit taller as I realize that all these people are here for me—to celebrate my birthday, the first real birthday party I’ve ever had.

Someone brushes against my arm as I walk by, and the chip bowl wobbles in my hands when I see who it is.

Damon Gorman.

“Where ya going?” Damon’s big brown laser-beam eyes stare right at me, and I think I might pass out—right here at my own birthday party.

“Uhh, chips.” I hold up the empty bowl.

“Cool.” He nods and gives me his famous Damon Gorman smile, perfect with bright white teeth and deep dazzling dimples. He stares at me a couple of seconds longer and then turns away.

I’m still standing there, knees shaking and palms sweating. Uhhhh, chips. Real cool, Ruby. Real cool. For six months I’ve been dying to talk to Damon Gorman, and those are the bewitching words that sprout from my mouth.

I practically fly down the marble staircase. Seriously, I don’t feel my feet touching the floor. It’s a good thing, too, since we have a lot of stairs. Thirty-eight to be exact. I want to get down to the kitchen as quickly as possible so I can get back up to the party room.

Ellie is in the kitchen with a few other people who work at our house. She turns the water off and wipes her hands on a dish towel as I come in.

“What do you need, Bea?” Everyone in my family calls me Bea, because when I was little I couldn’t pronounce Ruby. Ellie says Ruby especially funny, since she rolls her r’s. Some of my friends have a hard time understanding her, but since Ellie’s been with our family since I was a baby, I’m used to her Russian accent.

I hold up the bowl. “More chips, please.”

She takes the chip bowl from my hand and fills it up. “Here you go, bubela.”

“Thanks, Ellie.” I skip out of the kitchen. “You’re the best!”

I head back up the stairs, slowly now that chips are spilling out over the top of the bowl, and toward the party room. It’s supposed to be a library, but since my parents are too busy to read much, they use it for entertaining. The room opens up to a really big deck that overlooks the beach, so guests seem to like it. The music is lower now, and my friends have divided into little groups. Some are at the food table, where I drop off the bowl of chips, some are messing around with their iPhones, and some are out on the deck. I spot Sophie out there with a bunch of other people and notice that Damon is one of them. I floof up my hair and open the double doors that lead outside. Sophie and Damon are standing closest to the doors, their backs toward me.

“I don’t think they’re here tonight,” Sophie says to Damon.

“Have you ever met them?” Damon asks.

“No. I’ve only seen them from a distance, when they came for parent-teacher conferences. It’s driving me crazy! I mean, how long do I have to act like Ruby’s best friend?”

I freeze.

Damon shrugs. “She’s not all that bad. She throws good parties.”

“Sure, but other than that she’s dullsville. For six months I’ve been bored out of my mind, waiting to meet them. Plus, how much more orange can I possibly wear? I look awful in orange. Everybody looks awful in orange.”

I can’t breathe.

“I wouldn’t mind meeting Zack. He could get me World Series tickets.” Damon winks.

Sophie gives Damon a push. “Forget him! What about her? If she met me, she’d see I’ve totally got what it takes to be a supermodel. Couldn’t you see me on next season’s America’s Next Cover Model  ? Lots of supermodels go on to be movie stars, too, you know, which of course is my ultimate goal.”

Tears prick my eyes, and I blink hard.

“Well, they’ve got to show up sometime,” Sophie says. “But maybe they think their daughter is as lame as I do. She stinks at sports. And she’s not even that cute. I mean, how can you have a star baseball player as a dad and a supermodel as a mom and be so—talentless?”

Talentless.

I can’t stop the tears now. They’re streaming down my face. I’m practically blind as I fling open the double doors, run through the party room, and push my bedroom door open. I hurl myself inside, slam the door shut, and throw myself onto my bed.

Worst. Party. Ever.
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ELLIE’S KNOCKING ON my door.

“Bea? Bea, are you in there?”

I know I can’t ignore her. She’ll freak out and call the police. Or worse. She’ll call my parents.

I drag myself off the bed and open the door.

“Bea!” She puts her hand on my cheek. “Your guests are looking for you. What happened? Why you crying?”

“Oh, Ellie, it was horrible!” I turn away from her and plop down on my bed.

“Horrible? On your birthday? What could be so horrible, Bea?”

“I overheard my friends talking.” I put the palms of my hands over my eyes. “They’re only pretending to like me so they can meet Mom and Dad.”

“What do you mean, bubela?” She sits down next to me on the bed. “Of course your friends like you.”

“No they don’t. I heard them talking. Sophie . . .” A sob clogs my throat, but I swallow it down. “Sophie said that I was lame and boring and she only wanted to hang out with me to meet my parents.”

Ellie takes my hand. We sit in silence for a few minutes, until she stands up, smooths her apron, and looks down at me.

“Well then, bubela, they do not deserve you. If they cannot appreciate you for who you are, then they are missing out on a wonderful friend.”

I give her a weak smile. “Thanks, Ellie, but what am I going to do? I can’t go back out there. I never want to see them again.”

Ellie points her finger in the air. “I will tell them you are sick, and then we do the FaceTime with your parents tonight and figure this out.”

I nod. “Yes, tell them I’m sick. Because I am, Ellie. I am feeling sick.”

Ellie leaves my room and I’m alone. I start pacing. There’s no way I could face Sophie or Damon again. If they feel that way about me, probably everyone else does too. Everyone at school follows Sophie and Damon like sheep dressed in designer clothing. I’ll say one thing, Sophie should be an actress. She could have won an Oscar for her performance as the Best Friend this last year. She totally had me fooled.

I hate her. And I hate this school. I wince when I think about going back to private tutoring. No way I can do that again. I just want to be a normal girl with normal friends. But there’s nothing normal about my life.

There’s only one solution. I have to switch schools.

Yes, that’s it! I’ll go someplace where nobody knows who my parents are. But how? My parents will have to come to school at some point, and then everyone will know that I’m the daughter of supermodel-turned–TV star Celestine Cruz and Los Angeles Dodgers star pitcher Zack Miller, who People magazine recently dubbed the Sexiest Man Alive. Gag.

Maybe if I could just get out of Hollywood. People here are star crazy, always trying to meet someone who could help their career. It won’t be like that everywhere. I bet the farther I can get from Hollywood the better. I pull my iPad out of the desk drawer and search for a map of the United States. I find the point in the country that’s the farthest away from Hollywood.

Maine.

I google boarding schools in Maine. There are only a few, and most of those are high schools. I have to find one that has a middle school, too.

Bingo.

Midcoast Academy. Grades six through twelve.

It’s perfect. And it’s 3,174 miles away.

Now I just have to convince my parents to let me live across the country for the next six years. Without them. Without Ellie. Without anyone we’ve ever met before, in a place we’ve never even been before, to a school I found on the Internet.

I sit on my bed and groan.

I’m not sure how long I’m there for, but it’s dark outside by the time Ellie comes back in.

“Okay, Bea, they are all gone.”

“Good.”

“Sophie said to tell you she hopes you feel better.”

“Right,” I half say, half snort.

“Come on.” She pats my knee. “It’s time for the FaceTime.”

“It’s eight o’clock already?” I ask.

“Yes, so let’s get the FaceTime set up, eh? We do not want to be late for your parents.”

I click on the FaceTime icon. A few seconds later two boxes appear on my screen. Mom’s face is in one box; Dad’s face is in the other.

“Hi, baby,” Mom says, beaming. She’s still in full makeup, and her black curly hair is all sparkly. The America’s Next Cover Model stylists like to put glitter in it before taping.

“Hi, Mom. Find the next top supermodel yet?”

“Oh, who knows. These auditions are grueling. And wow, is it cold up here in Wisconsin.”

“Hey, you beautiful women. Don’t leave me high and dry. Get it? High and dry? Because I’m in the desert?”

“Ha-ha, Dad.” Dad has the worst jokes, but I smile anyway. “How’s spring training going?”

“Hot! I’m ready to come home to easy breezy California. I can’t wait until I can snuggle with my girls.”

“Three more days,” Mom says. She takes off her chandelier-size earrings. “You know we’re always together on your birthday, Bea.”

“Speaking of birthdays, how was your party today?” Dad asks.

“Oh, it was good.” I just can’t bear to tell them the truth right now. They’d be so upset for me, and I know how tired Mom is after a shoot. Dad looks exhausted from practicing all day.

“So, have you thought about what you want for your birthday?” Mom asks.

“Yeah, I think I have.”

“Are you going to tell us?” Dad laughs after a long pause.

“Can I tell you when you get here?”

“But then we won’t have it ready on time,” Mom says.

“It’s not that kind of present,” I say.

“I’m intrigued.” Dad smiles that famous smile of his, the one that makes the edges of his bright blue eyes all crinkly. Sometimes I think he’s more well-known for his smile than he is for his fastball. His nickname isn’t the Pretty Pitcher for nothing.

“I’ll tell you all about it when you get home,” I say. “Only three more days.”

And that’s when I’ll spring it on them. I’ll tell them about Sophie and the party and Midcoast Academy. There’s no way they’ll be able to turn me down. It’s the only birthday gift I’m going to ask for. They’ll have to give it to me.

They’ll have to.
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I TALK ELLIE into letting me stay home on Monday. She makes me go to school on Tuesday, but I figure I can fake it for one day.

My “friends” decorated my locker for my actual birthday, and when I get to school, they’re all cheering and clapping. Sophie’s leading the pack, of course.

“Happy birthday, bestie!” Sophie squeals, and gives me an air-kiss and a hug.

“Hey, Ruby.” Damon puts his arm around my shoulder. I can’t believe I actually liked him. Now instead of getting butterflies in my stomach when I look at him, I feel like I’m going to throw up. And not in the good way. “Happy birthday. I’m glad you’re feeling better.”

“Thanks.” I channel my Mom and flash my best Celestine Cruz smile. Maybe I did inherit the performing gene, because nobody can tell I’m faking. I’m not sure I can keep this up all day, though. By second period I’m exhausted. My head hurts, my cheeks hurt, and I’d really like to punch Sophie in the nose. I don’t know how my parents do this for a living. Smile through the pain. That’s what Mom says when she has to do a fashion show with a headache, or if she and her director argue just before a taping. I’m smiling so much today that I think my face might stick like this forever.

By lunch I’m totally fried.

“Hey, bestie.” Sophie elbows me gently in the side. For a second I consider elbowing her back . . . only much harder. “You okay? You’re so quiet today.”

“Just tired I guess.”

“Awwwww.” She puts her arms around my shoulders and squeezes. I try not to flinch. Then she babbles on about how great my hair looks today (I didn’t even brush it) and how we should totally go get matching mani/pedis over the weekend.

I somehow make it through the next few periods with my fake smile and my fake friends. When the bell finally rings for dismissal, I jump up, grab my stuff out of my locker, and head to the parking lot. Like a lot of kids, I take a car home.

“Hello, birthday girl!” Curtis is standing next to the limo. It’s such a relief to see him, black suit pressed neatly as always, chauffeur’s hat placed squarely on his head, and a huge smile as he opens the door for me. “How was your day?”

“It was okay.” I climb into the backseat.

“Just okay? Anything special happen on your birthday?”

“My friends,” I begin, barely choking the word out, “decorated my locker.”

“Nice!” Curtis smiles at me in the rearview mirror.

“Do you know if Mom and Dad are home yet?”

“They might be,” Curtis said. “Jimmy was scheduled to pick them up at two.”

My parents have a lot of people who work for them. Curtis and Jimmy are the drivers. Curtis usually takes me to and from school, unless he’s on vacation, and then Jimmy takes me. They’re both really nice, but I like Curtis a tiny bit better. He seems to know when I don’t feel like chatting, so he’ll just keep quiet. Like now.

We pull up to our gated street and drive up the long, circular driveway. Jimmy’s car is already there, so I practically leap out of Curtis’s car before it even stops. Ellie must have heard us pull up, because she’s already at the front door.

“Are they home?” I ask it so loudly that my voice echoes off the paving bricks.

Before Ellie can answer, Mom and Dad appear in the doorway.

“There’s my baby!” Mom yells, and pulls me into her arms.

“Mom!” I squeeze her as tight as I can. She smells like vanilla and lavender, and her cashmere cardigan feels warm against my face. It’s not a sweater I recognize. She’s got it paired with black leggings and thigh-high boots. It’s a good look, but then of course a supermodel would look like she stepped out of a fashion magazine. I just wish her clothing choices would be more . . . her.

Mom lets go, and Dad moves in for a bear hug. “Happy birthday, Bea.”

“Thanks, Daddy.” He’s wearing his favorite brown leather jacket, which crinkles softly when I hug him.

“So,” Mom says, her brown eyes shining. “I thought we could go to Sarriette’s for dinner tonight.

“Sarriette’s?” My stomach rumbles just thinking about it. Their ravioli is to die for. “You want to go out?”

“Well, it is your birthday.” Mom brushes my hair behind my ear.

“Yeah, but you know what happens when we go out.”

“I had my publicist call Sarriette’s and ask them to give us a private room and let us in the back door. Nobody will even know we’re there.”

I bite my lower lip. Even when we try to sneak into places, someone somehow always finds out. Either some tourist with a cell phone snaps a picture, or the paparazzi jump out of the bushes. Mom and Dad are used to the attention, but they hate when photographers get in my face. I have to admit—I hate it too. But thinking of Sarriette’s ravioli trumps thinking of the annoying paparazzi, so I smile.

I put on a silver dress with sparkly spaghetti straps that I made myself. It took me two months, but I think it’s my best one yet. Just deciding where to place the rhinestones took weeks. I wanted to make sure they were sparkly enough to be noticed, but not so sparkly that they took away from the shine of the fabric.

I dig through my closet and find a pair of silver ballet flats that match the dress perfectly. I leave my hair long and loose, and when I glance in the mirror to put on some lip gloss, I think that maybe I’m starting to look a little like Mom. We have the same black curly hair and olive skin, but my blue eyes and dimples come straight from Dad. I sigh. Who am I kidding? Sophie was right. Somehow these features look amazing on my parents, but when combined on my face, they just look weird.

There’s a knock on my bedroom door. I open it to find Dad standing there, dressed in blue jeans, a white shirt, and a black tie.

“Your chariot awaits, Bea.” He bends his elbow, and I slip my arm in his. We prance down the stairs and out to the waiting car, my dress following me like a cloud of silver. Jimmy is there, waiting for us to climb in.

“Where’s your mother?” Dad asks me.

I shrug. “You know she takes forever to get ready.”

“I’m coming, I’m coming,” Mom calls from the front porch. Her heels are at least three inches tall, but she effortlessly glides down the porch stairs toward the waiting car. I look down at my ballet-slippered feet and decide that no matter how hard I try, I’ll never be as glamorous or beautiful as her. Never.

Mom slides in next to me, and Jimmy closes the door behind her. He then makes his way to the driver’s seat, and we roll down the driveway toward Sarriette’s.

Nobody says anything about my dress. As usual. I shake off the slight sadness I feel. I’m sure if my parents weren’t so busy, they’d notice my designs.

“Isn’t this so nice?” Mom squeezes my arm with one hand and uses the other to look at her makeup in a compact mirror. “All of us together?”

I smile. We haven’t been together in weeks. It’s been like this since I was little, so I hardly remember any other way. Ellie takes care of me most of the time, and I FaceTime with my parents every night. I never realize just how much I miss them until they come back.

We pull into a dark parking lot, and the car stops at what I assume is the back door of Sarriette’s. Jimmy gets out first, and Mom, Dad, and I stay in the car. He knocks on the door, and a guy in a suit steps outside and talks with him. He nods, and Jimmy comes back to the car to open the door for us.

“Looks like we’re all set.” Dad rubs his belly. “I can taste the garlic from here.”

Suit Man opens the door for us, and we walk through a very busy kitchen. Pots and pans clang, until the workers look up and see us. The clanging gets quieter. A few stare, but nobody says anything. Suit Man leads us into a small, back room with just a few tables, and motions to one of them. I can hear the hustle and bustle of people talking and plates clanking from the next room, but I can’t see anyone else. As promised, we’re alone.

A waitress comes in with water and menus.

“I think we know what we’d like,” Dad says to the waitress, who smiles politely but looks at him with googly eyes. Even people who aren’t baseball fans recognize Dad, since he’s always in lots of magazines, and he’s even a spokesperson for a really popular men’s cologne that smells like a combination of fresh air and Astroturf. “Bea?”

“I’d like the ravioli, please.”

“And I’ll have the caprese salad,” Mom says.

“The cavatelli and broccoli for me.” Dad hands the waitress our menus, then adds, “With extra garlic.”

After we place our order, the subject turns to school, which of course I knew it would. This is my chance. My big moment to tell them what I want for my birthday.

“Actually,” I begin. “School hasn’t been great.”

“Oh no, honey.” Mom furrows her eyebrows. “I thought things were going well.”

“They were,” I say. “And then they weren’t.”

“What happened?” Her eyebrows are practically touching now.

“My friends just didn’t turn out to be who I thought they were.” It took me days to come up with that line, and I practiced it again and again. I don’t want to give them too much information, but I want to make my point clear. I think that line says just enough without giving up too much. At least I hope so.

“So that brings me to my birthday present.” I take a deep breath in. My parents are staring at me, and Mom’s eyebrows are still furrowed.

“I’d like to go away to school.” There. I said it. I exhale.

“What do you mean, away?” Mom asks.

“Like to a boarding school. In Maine.”

“In Maine?” Dad asks. Now his eyebrows are furrowed too.

“Yes. It’s called Midcoast Academy. And I’d like to go there.”

“How did you hear about this place?” Mom asks.

My palms get sweaty. I knew this question was coming, and I’m prepared. I hold my head up high. “I did some research.”

“Research?” Dad squints his eyes, which is what he does when he’s confused.

“Yes.” I hold my head up higher.

“You do know how far Maine is from California?” Mom asks.

“Yes, I do.”

“Why would you want to be so far away, Bea?” Dad rolls up his sleeves, but he keeps looking at me through squinty eyes.

“It’s not that I want to be far away,” I say. “It’s just that I want to go to this particular school.” Although this isn’t the entire truth, it sounds very convincing coming out of my mouth. Probably because I’ve also practiced this line a hundred times. So far, I’ve anticipated all of their questions.

“What is it about this school that you like so much?” Mom asks. The waitress comes into the room with dinner salads. We all stop talking while she puts them on the table.

“I want to broaden my horizons,” I say, after the waitress leaves.

“Broaden your horizons?” Mom asks slowly.

“Yes. I’ve lived in California for my whole entire life. You and Dad are friends with celebrities, so I know a few celebrity kids, but I don’t know any normal kids. And I know you think the kids I go to school with are normal kids, but they’re not. Normal kids don’t get dropped off at school in limos. Normal kids aren’t obsessed with being famous.”

“You think your friends at school are like that?” Mom asks.

“I know they are.” I swallow the lump forming in my throat.

“Well, Bea,” Dad says in between bites of salad. “This is a pretty big decision. I think your mom and I need some more time to think about it.”

“But today’s my birthday. It’s all I want for a present.”

“I know, hon,” Mom says. “But this isn’t a decision we can make in one night. We need to check out the school, learn more. Maybe we can all go visit over the summer and you can start next year—”

“I don’t want to start next year.” I blink back tears. “I want to start now.”

“Why all of a sudden?” Mom asks.

“It’s not all of a sudden.” I twist my napkin around my fingers. “I’ve been thinking about it for a while now. It’s just that you haven’t been here to talk about it.”

“We’d hardly ever see you.” Mom squeezes my hand.

“We’d still FaceTime. That’s what we do now anyway.”

I try not to play the guilt card too often, but tonight I have to put it on the table. I know my parents feel guilty that they’re not around as much as they’d like. As I look at their faces, I know I got them. They feel bad.

I’m just not sure if they feel bad enough.

The waitress comes with our main course. Even though my stomach is jumpy, I practically inhale my ravioli. It is that good.

“I know this isn’t the present you really want.” Dad hands me a small box, gift-wrapped in shiny orange wrapping paper. “But we hope you like it.”

I unwrap the box, open it up, and find a silver chain with a shiny ruby dangling from it. “Thank you,” I say. “I love it.” And I really do. I almost feel bad for trying to guilt my parents into letting me go to boarding school.

Almost.

I decide not to say anything more about school until we get home. I don’t want them to think I don’t appreciate their gift.

After scarfing down a double-chocolate-mousse cake, we pay the check, and Suit Man escorts us out of the room. He opens the back door, and we head back to the parking lot, where we are met with a sudden bombardment of cameras and flashes.

Dad puts his arm around my shoulder and shields my face with his jacket. There are paparazzi everywhere. Jimmy is trying to drive the car toward us, but photographers just jump right in front of him. I wonder if it’s illegal to run them over.

One of the photographers steps right in front of me, and Dad shoves him so hard that he falls. I stumble over him and wind up on my butt. Dad pulls me up and out of the way of the others, who seem to be multiplying. The bright lights are blinding me, and everyone’s yelling at once—including Mom, who’s using some very rude words. Jimmy finally reaches us and stops the car. He jumps out of the driver’s seat and opens the back door. He grabs Mom’s arm and ushers her in. I put my hands over my ears and squeeze my eyes shut as Dad pulls me into the car and slams the door.

The second the door closes, Jimmy peels out of the parking lot onto La Cienega Boulevard.

“Are you okay, Bea?” Dad asks.

“Yeah,” I say. I look down at my beautiful silver dress, which is covered in dirt. At least it’s not ripped. I’m sure I can get the dirt out. A rip would have been much harder to fix.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Miller,” Jimmy says. “They appeared out of nowhere.”

“That’s okay, Jimmy,” Dad says. “They always do.”

“We were so careful.” Mom throws her hands up in the air. “What is wrong with these people? Why can’t they let anyone enjoy a family night out?”

“They’re pariahs,” Dad says, “but they’re just doing their jobs.”

“Maybe, but I don’t know how they sleep at night.” Mom’s face is flushed.

I bite the inside of my cheek. “This is why I want to go to Maine.” I’m surprised by how quietly this comes out.

Mom and Dad just look at me.

“This isn’t normal,” I say.

Now Mom and Dad look at each other. I swear they have some secret mind-reading thing going on. Mom sighs, and Dad nods. It’s not an actual conversation, but I know they’re thinking the same thing.

“Okay, hon,” Mom says. “We’ll look into this Midcoast Academy. No promises, though. We need to learn much more about it.”

I lean over and give Mom a giant hug. I immediately know, deep down in my heart, that they’ll let me go. I try to hide my beaming smile as I think about the fact that I will soon be away from Sophie and Damon and Hollywood and paparazzi. I will soon be a student of Midcoast Academy.

I will soon be normal.
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I GO TO school the next day but fake feeling sick, hoping everyone will leave me alone. It doesn’t work.

“How was Sarriette’s?” Sophie asks during lunch.

“How’d you know I was at Sarriette’s?” I pull the lid off my bowl of fruit salad.

“There were pictures online. Your dad’s arm was blocking most of your face, but of course I knew it was you.”

At least my face wasn’t showing. My parents hate it when my picture gets out.

“So your parents are home?” Sophie pops a piece of pineapple into her mouth.

“Yeah, till Friday.”

“Maybe I can come over after school this week. We can hang out.” I stare at her. My blood boils as I look at her fake smile and her fake fingernails and the fake BFF necklace that I gave her for Christmas. I want to tell her that I know. I want to tell her that she isn’t fooling me. I want to tell her that she’s evil and rotten and mean. I want to tell her, but I don’t. I do, however, notice that she’s got lettuce in her teeth. I don’t tell her that, either, and knowing that she’s walking around with green teeth calms me down a little.

Somehow I make it through the rest of the day, and my parents are both on the deck when I get home.

“How was school, Bea?” Dad asks. He’s standing over a pitcher of iced tea and pours me a glass.

“Not great.” I take a sip. “Did you get a chance to look at the Midcoast Academy website?”

“Yes,” Mom answers. “And while it looks lovely, you can’t tell everything from a website. I think we need to visit. Maybe we can do that next month when Dad and I are home for a few weeks and—”

“I can’t wait another month,” I interrupt her.

“It’s just a month, hon.” Mom takes my hand.

“That’s another month I’d have to spend at school.” Tears fill my eyes, and no matter how hard I try to suck them back into my head, it’s no use. They spill out.

“Oh, hon.” Mom stands up and pulls me into a hug. “What is going on at school?”

I have no choice. If I never want to step foot in that school again, I know I’ve got to talk. In between sobs, I tell them everything. I tell them about Sophie and Damon and how they think I’m lame and boring and ugly.

“Bea.” Dad takes my shoulders. “Those kids are just insecure and mean. I hope you don’t believe what they said.”

I don’t know what I believe. All I know is that the thought of going back to that school and seeing Sophie’s awful face makes my insides feel all twisted up.

“You are a beautiful girl, inside and out.” Dad smiles and his eyes crinkle. “Your real friends will see that.”

“That’s just it,” I say. “I don’t have real friends here. That’s why I want to try something new.”
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