

















Other timely reads from Simon Pulse


Crank by Ellen Hopkins


21 by Jeremy Iversen


Uglies trilogy by Scott Westerfeld


Massive by Julia Bell


Rx by Tracy Lynn


PRE-FIX


“Excuse me,” someone said from behind her. “Can I ask you a question?”


Allie turned around to find their original waiter peering down at her. He was even better-looking close-up. She couldn’t help but smile at him. “You just did, but go ahead and ask me another.”


He handed Allie a scrap of paper. “Can you give your sister my number? I’d love to take her out sometime.”


Allie kept her smile frozen on her face and took the scrap. “Sure,” she said.


This type of thing had happened before, so she wasn’t surprised.


What shocked her was the thought that popped into her head as she watched him walk away: If the waiter had seen Allie postsurgery, might he have given his number to her, instead?
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PROLOGUE



Cameron Beekman will never forget the day she learned that she was beautiful. It happened on a Monday, her first day of tenth grade and her first day, period, at Bel Air Prep Academy. She could even remember the exact time, 10:57, and her location, the second-floor girls’ bathroom. To say that her life was never the same after that moment sounds insane, delusional, or at the very least like the beginning of a fairy tale, but it also happens to be the truth.


Before Dr. Glass fixed it, Cameron’s nose was long and hooked, so that even when she was staring straight ahead, her nose pointed to the left. At her old school, they’d called her Beakface. Students wondered aloud how she defied gravity every day, keeping her head up when her big nose just had to be so heavy. They complained, It’s Beakface’s fault that I’m failing. She sits in front of me, so I can’t see the board.


Sure, other kids had big noses too, but only Cameron’s had been singled out. And once she’d been labeled ugly, there was no going back. Or so she’d thought. As luck would have it, two weeks after her surgery, Cameron’s family moved from La Jolla to Bel Air. All she’d ever wanted was to fade into the background, to be ignored rather than ridiculed, and now that she was transferring schools in September, she’d finally have that chance.


Imagine the scene: Cameron with her new nose, wandering through the halls at a different school, in her regulation navy blue blazer, starched white shirt, and itchy gray skirt. Yes, her uniform was horribly unstylish, but it was also just like everyone else’s. She was blissfully anonymous and had never felt so free.


It wasn’t until third-period Spanish class that everything started breaking down. Cameron sat at the back of the room, but for some reason two guys up front kept glancing back at her. They were cute, and that made her nervous. Cameron tried to ignore them. She focused on the blackboard, where her teacher, Señora Pesarro, was outlining students’ responsibilities for the year: homework every night, an oral presentation each quarter, a term paper on Latin American history or literature …


Soon the stares escalated to whispers.


More students were in on it too. A girl with perfect, long, dark, curly hair and beautiful green eyes glanced over her shoulder at Cameron and giggled. Then she leaned over and whispered to the girl next to her. This one had straight red hair that stopped midway down her back. She wore blue and pink PUMAS rather than the school-sanctioned dark loafers.


Cameron could only think the worst—that the girls already hated her. But how had it happened so quickly? As memories from La Jolla flooded back, Cameron bit down on the insides of her cheeks and willed herself not to cry.


As soon as class ended, she ducked into the girls’ bathroom. Since it was empty, she was able to stare at herself in the mirror and assess. Her new haircut framed her face in freshly dyed, blond, shoulder-length wisps. She’d shed her braces weeks before, and there was nothing caught in her teeth, which were now straight and gleaming white. She had a decent tan, and with her new nose, her big blue eyes were even more striking. As far as she could tell, she was completely normal-looking, so why the laughter?


Cameron wondered … Was there something in her posture that said, I’m ugly, or at least, I was ugly? La Jolla was one hundred and twenty-five miles from Bel Air, but had word traveled? Would she have to transfer again? Would her parents consider sending her to boarding school? Because maybe she’d have better luck out of state …


Suddenly the door flew open and in walked the dark-haired girl from Spanish class. Cameron pretended to be busy. Digging around in her backpack, she pulled out a lipstick and popped off the cap.


The girl watched as Cameron smoothed the color over her lips. Something about her—maybe it was the way she narrowed her eyes or perhaps it was her catlike stance—reminded Cameron of one of those lions from a show on the Discovery Channel, right before they attack their prey.


When they made eye contact, Cameron stood tall and braced herself for the inevitable put-down. She even came up with a couple of choice lines on her own, as if thinking them first herself would dilute the pain: Are you trying to use your lips to distract us from your nose? It’s so cute when ugly girls still try so hard.


“I’m Lucy Mathers,” the girl said instead, offering a perfectly manicured hand. Her nails were a deep, dark pink and just long enough to be elegant rather than tacky. “You’re new?”


Cameron nodded. “Cameron Beekman.” As they shook hands, Cameron expected Lucy to laugh and make the Beakface connection.


Instead, Lucy smiled warmly. “I love that shade. What’s it called?”


Cameron flipped over the tube and read the bottom. “Um, ‘Vixen.’ Want to try?”


Without hesitation Lucy took the lipstick and turned to the mirror. “I got in trouble for this so many times last year, but it’s not like anyone is going to give me detention on the first day.”


“In trouble for what?” Cameron wondered.


Lucy laughed. “Wearing makeup,” she said. “So rebellious. I like it.”


Actually, Cameron had forgotten about Bel Air Prep’s no-makeup rule, but she wasn’t going to say so.


“You were in my Spanish class just now.” It was a statement, not a question. Girls like Lucy didn’t hedge. They didn’t need to. “I should warn you about something. Know those two guys who kept looking at you?”


“Honestly? I hadn’t noticed,” Cameron lied, running her fingers through her bangs.


“Trust me, they were,” said Lucy. “Tanner and Sanjay are their names, and they just flipped a coin to see who gets to ask you out first.” Lucy rolled her pretty green eyes. “But I’d say forget them both. Sanjay is a total player and Tanner skipped a grade, so he’s only fourteen. You’ll probably want to date an upperclassman, anyway. Or at least someone with a car.”


Too stunned to answer, all Cameron could do was blink. This girl was talking to her like she was normal. And not even just normal, but cool, like she was one of those girls who giggled over inside jokes with her friends, exchanged notes in the hall between classes, and talked about last Saturday’s aging party. Date an upperclassman, she’d suggested. Cameron had never dated anyone.


Lucy must have mistaken her silence for indifference, because she went on talking. Moving from one subject to another, she reminded Cameron of a slick silver stone, expertly flung so that it skipped along the surface of the ocean. “The guys at our school aren’t even that hot, I know. It’s pretty lame. I keep asking my parents if I can transfer, but they’re like, no way. It sucks. I can’t stand it. Do you know that this school has stricter gym requirements than any other school in LA? And have you seen the uniforms they make us wear? Well, of course you have. You’re wearing one. But did you check the tag on the blazer? It’s a cotton-polyester blend, but they don’t even tell you how much of it is polyester. It could be like 99.9 percent, which is so nasty. You know? It seriously gives me a rash. So who else do you have?”


No one so beautiful had ever talked to Cameron for this long without insulting her. She needed a few moments to process it all. Once she did, she pulled her schedule from her notebook and handed it over to Lucy, still not convinced that this wasn’t an elaborate setup for some horribly cruel joke.


As Lucy surveyed it, her narrow eyebrows arched into perfect inverted V’s. “Cool, we’re in the same history class. English, too—that sucks for both of us. Mr. Turner gives a ton of homework and he wears the same brown jeans every single day.”


Lucy handed back the schedule and linked her arm through Cameron’s. “Come on, or we’re gonna be late. I’m going right by your math class on my way to bio.”


Still not quite believing what was happening, Cameron almost tripped as Lucy pulled her outside.


The next moments seemed to pass in slow motion. Before the door swung shut, Cameron looked over her shoulder for one last glance in the mirror. She hardly recognized the face that stared back at her.


The 10:57 late bell chimed, but to Cameron it sounded more like a game-winning buzzer. Fitting, because as far as she was concerned, she was walking away with the grand prize: Suddenly, almost magically, Cameron had been labeled as, and had therefore transformed into, one of the beautiful people.








CHAPTER ONE


SUMMER, ALMOST THREE YEARS LATER …


The plot was a familiar one. Cameron had seen it in plenty of movies, on TV, and in books. The nerdy girl ingratiates herself with the in crowd—by way of a makeover, or through dating a popular guy, or via some magical spell—only to find that the crowd she’s been coveting is not very desirable at all. The girls are shallow, cruel, insensitive, and even dull. And the guys? Complete boneheads. But all of those stories got it wrong. Being beautiful translated into being popular, and being popular was even better than winning the lottery. Money couldn’t buy happiness, and eventually it ran out. Being watched, envied, and desired? It never got old. Popularity was the ultimate high.


Sometimes Cameron had a hard time believing just how far she’d come. Yet here she was, eighteen years old and a high school graduate, on vacation in Cabo San Lucas, Mexico, for five whole days.


Stepping out onto the second-story balcony of the beach house, Cameron breathed in the clean, sea-salt-tinged air and looked around. The house was perched on a hill in between the mountains and the Sea of Cortez and surrounded by a garden of cacti, palm trees, and bright pink bougainvillea. The sun radiated through a cloudless sky, warming the air to a perfect eighty-five degrees. Cameron could hear the gentle, rhythmic crashing of waves from every room in the house.


Her four best friends were splayed out on lounge chairs poolside, like dolls living in Barbie’s Dream House. Cameron aimed her camera down at them and began shooting. The scene was idyllic: utopia on an ocean-lined desert. Sure, there were also ten identical houses on either side of them, but if you knew how to capture it at the correct angle—and Cameron did—it would look like a magnificent oasis.


She took a picture of Lucy first, which made sense. It was Lucy who had the vacation house, and it was Lucy who’d convinced her parents that the girls were fully capable of taking a vacation on their own. (They’d all been to the Cabo house before, but never unchaperoned.)


Cameron aimed carefully, framing her friend in the center of the shot, and also including small wedges of sky, sea, bleached concrete, and pool.


Lucy had a swimmer’s body, lean and muscular, and a swimmer’s tan, which looked even more dramatic in contrast to her turquoise bikini. Her long curls draped over one shoulder, and her green eyes were hidden behind dark, oversized sunglasses. Cameron guessed she was sleeping, because otherwise the scene wouldn’t be nearly as peaceful.


Moving her camera to the left, Cameron shot Ashlin, who was very much awake. She sat in the shade of a white umbrella to protect her pale, “twenty minutes in the sun and I’ll fry like bacon” skin. Ashlin’s sunglasses sat propped on her head, holding back her shoulder-length red hair, presumably so she’d have a clearer view of the Us Weekly in her lap. Next to her was a stack of equally trashy magazines, People, Entertainment Weekly, and Star included.


Even though she’d graduated as the school’s valedictorian and was on her way to Stanford, Ashlin obsessed over celebrity culture. Who was cheating with whom and on what movie set? Which actor attacked a photographer on the streets of New York? What band trashed a hotel suite in Vegas? Ashlin actually cared. She devoured the tabloid magazines as if they were rows of chocolate cupcakes and she’d been dieting for months. She was the only person Cameron knew who could make allusions to Kafka’s magical realism one second and the latest episode of The OC the next.


Cameron moved her camera to the other side of the clear, blue swimming pool to shoot Taylor and Hadley together. This also made perfect sense, since the two were inseparable.


They looked, sounded, and acted so similar that even their teachers got them confused.


They were both blond, but only Hadley was naturally so, and they both had green eyes, although Taylor’s were green because of color contacts. Now their twin-pigtailed heads were huddled over a cell phone as they text-messaged someone.


Before Cameron had finished shooting them, though, Hadley put down the phone, yawned, and turned over onto her stomach.


Unsurprisingly, Taylor did the same just a few moments later.


Cameron lowered her camera. Sometimes it annoyed her, the way Taylor always followed Hadley around, looking to Hadley for answers. In the back of her mind, Cameron knew it bothered her so much because she feared she and Lucy shared a similar dynamic. But she couldn’t help that. If Lucy hadn’t talked to her three years ago, on that fateful first day of tenth grade, she wouldn’t be where she was now. She might not have ever realized she was beautiful, or that she could be more than a quiet, studious girl who clutched her books too close to her chest and did her best to stay out of everyone’s way. She might have ended up like Grace, her one friend from La Jolla, who dressed all in black, wore too much dark eyeliner, and sat silently in the back of class, obsessively reading Kurt Vonnegut. So of course she was eternally grateful.


“Pervert on the balcony!” Lucy yelled, suddenly awake.


Everyone looked up, and as they saw Cameron with her camera, a flurry of activity ensued. Ashlin spread her magazine over her hips. Hadley and Taylor both screamed and rolled over, wrapping their towels around their bodies.


“Put the camera down. Now!” Taylor yelled, crossing her fingers as if to ward off the devil.


The way they reacted, one would have thought Cameron was pointing some sort of assault rifle, rather than her new digital camera (a Canon single-lens reflex, the best graduation gift ever), at them.


Only Lucy surveyed the scene coolly. Propping herself up on her elbows and tilting her head to one side, she called, “I get veto power. Come down here and show us what you’ve got.”


“Hold on,” Cameron replied, before doing just that. Once she and more importantly her camera were down by the pool, everyone huddled around.


Ashlin turned it on and started going through the pictures displayed on the digital screen in back. “Oh my gosh, I look so bad in that one. I didn’t know you were taking pictures at the airport this morning. You should have warned us.”


“Too true. It’s one thing to have ice cream for breakfast,” said Lucy. “But having photographic proof that we had ice cream for breakfast is another thing entirely.”


“And I have Chunky Monkey all over my face in that one,” Ashlin cried.


Cameron squinted at the tiny image. “Um, I’m pretty sure that’s a zit.”


“Oh, great. That’s so much better,” Ashlin said. “Let me delete it, please?”


Cameron shook her head. “I don’t want to erase anything until I see them on a bigger screen. I promise I’ll get rid of anything unflattering.”


“Can’t you just do it now?” Ashlin begged.


“Okay, but just this one.” Cameron reluctantly took the camera back and erased the shot.


Hadley reached for it next, saying, “I never saw the pictures from your graduation party. Can I take a look?”


Cameron put her camera back in its case. “They’re all on my computer, at home.”


“And they’re all of her and Blake,” Lucy added. “They’re so cute, they seriously make me want to hurl.”


Having recently been dumped—two days before the senior prom—and having vowed to hook up with no fewer than three random guys in Cabo, Lucy was on an antiboyfriend kick. Cameron understood where she was coming from, but that didn’t make her comments any less annoying.


“All I have here are my shots from this morning,” she said. “But I’ll be taking a ton of pictures this week. I was hoping you guys would pose for me at the beach later.”


“How come you’re so camera-happy today?” asked Ashlin.


“She’s always camera-happy. I mean, she just won the annual photo award for, like, the third year running,” Lucy pointed out.


“True, but school is out,” said Hadley. “So what’s the deal?”


Cameron explained, “I just found out that David Champlain is teaching a photo workshop at UCSB.”


“Who?” asked Taylor.


“He’s this amazing photographer who was on staff at Vanity Fair and he’s also shot every cool ad you can think of—Prada, Guess, Louis Vuitton. Now he does art stuff. I saw an exhibit of his at the Museum of Contemporary Art, and I just found out that he’s going to be teaching at UCSB. The problem is, this is a one-shot deal. He’s only doing it for the first semester, and when I called the school so I could register, I found out that they have a really strict no-freshmen rule. So I figured I’d send my portfolio to him beforehand and beg.”


“You’ll get in, no problem,” said Hadley.


“Yeah,” Taylor agreed. “You always get whatever you want.”


No one objected to this, and Cameron felt like the sun was shining on her and her alone. Even though she’d moved to Bel Air almost three years ago, she was still surprised, sometimes, that the beautiful people actually liked her.


Hadley dipped one foot into the pool. “Oh, it’s cold. I thought the heat was on.”


“It is,” said Lucy as she stood up and retied the straps of her bikini top. “It takes a while to kick in, though. I’m going to take a walk on the beach. Anyone want to come?”


“I will,” said Ashlin.


“Us too,” said Hadley, answering, as usual, for both herself and Taylor.


Cameron looked toward the house. “I’ll meet you guys out there. I want to call Blake first.”


“Ha, I win,” Taylor laughed as she hopped from one foot to the other.


“What?” asked Cameron, turning around.


“We placed bets on how long you’d be here before calling Blake,” Lucy explained. “I thought you’d wait until tomorrow, at least.”


“I knew it would be this afternoon,” said Taylor. “I figured you’d want to call him as soon as the plane landed, but you knew we’d make fun of you for it. So you tried to draw it out as long as possible.”


Cameron couldn’t exactly object, since Taylor had called it pretty much on the nose.


As her friends filed down the cement steps to the beach, Cameron headed in the opposite direction, slipping through the sliding glass doors and into the house. Then she pulled her cell phone from her backpack, flopped down onto the white, overstuffed couch, and put her feet on the glass coffee table (something she’d never have been able to do if Lucy’s parents had been there).


“Hey, cutie,” she said to Blake as soon as he picked up the phone.


“Hi,” he replied. “How is it down there?”


“Amazing,” said Cameron. “It’s so warm, and the beach is stunning.”


“Rub it in, why don’t you. I so wish I was there.”


“I wish you were too.”


“If your friends didn’t have that ‘no guys allowed’ rule.” “It is our last time all together,” said Cameron. “For a while, anyway.”


“Tell me about it,” said Blake.


Surprisingly, Cameron felt her eyes tear up. Not because she’d be separated from Blake for five days, but because this was essentially a sad preview to their real good-bye in the fall. Cameron was going to UC Santa Barbara in September, while Blake was on his way to UC Santa Cruz. Sure, they planned to stay together, but it wouldn’t be the same, and they both knew it. The drive between the two schools was four and a half hours without traffic—and there was always traffic.


“We still have the summer,” said Cameron.


“True, and I just heard back from the Joshua Tree people. We got a great camping spot. We’ll be the first at the park to see the sunrise.”


“Wait, why would we be up that early?”


Blake laughed. “You’re gonna love it.”


“Know what I love?” said Cameron. “Indoor plumbing. You really shouldn’t underestimate it.”


This was a game they sometimes played. Cameron acted like a high-maintenance heiress, while Blake played the rugged outdoorsy guy exasperated by his girlfriend’s demands. Neither acknowledged that in many ways they genuinely did live up to the stereotypes they were mocking, because that would have spoiled the fun.


“Camping is awesome,” said Blake. “Trust me.”


“That’s what you said about Leo Carillo, before our tent was invaded by ten thousand red ants.”


“Oh, please. I only counted three.”


“Three hundred you mean.” Cameron sighed an exaggerated sigh. “Don’t you know that for every single ant you see, there are a hundred more waiting in the wings?”


“Paranoid much?”


“I’m not making it up. It’s a fact.” Cameron was emphatic.


There was often an inverse relationship between what she insisted was true and the actual truth, but Blake knew better than to argue.


“Okay, fine,” he relented. “There were three hundred ants. It could have been a lot worse, though. It could have been three hundred cockroaches.”


“Gross!” yelled Cameron.


“All you needed was more time to adjust. Camping for one night doesn’t really count.”


“If it doesn’t count, then why couldn’t we go to Jake’s Barefoot Bar for dinner? They make my favorite fish tacos on the planet and we were only eighteen miles away.”


“You can’t go to a restaurant when you’re camping.”


“Your logic is flawed,” Cameron replied. “Because you already said it didn’t count.”


“Okay, fine. It’s silly of me to argue with someone who’s always right. I’ll make it up to you. We’ll go to Jake’s as soon as you get back from Cabo. Straight from the airport, I promise. Now I’ve gotta run or I’ll be late for work.”


“Call me tomorrow,” said Cameron. “And don’t OD on garden burgers.”


It was a necessary warning. Blake waited tables at the Banana Leaf Café, a vegetarian restaurant in Venice. When he worked, he was allowed to eat all he wanted for free, and more than once he’d come home stuffed to the gills and too sick to go out.


After hanging up, Cameron walked back to the master bedroom she was sharing with Lucy and turned on the shower. The cool, steady stream of water was a refreshing break from the hot sun, just as Cabo was a refreshing break from her regular life. Not that her regular life was so bad. After all, Cameron had a sweet, gorgeous, and totally devoted boyfriend, amazing friends, cool, lenient parents, and a sister who was maybe a tad dorky, but still very chill. Plus, she had an entire summer of freedom. All she had to worry about was working on her portfolio and maintaining her tan. The possibilities stretched endlessly before her, kind of like the vast Sea of Cortez, which she could see from the shower window.


Cameron was just stepping out of the stall when she heard Lucy burst into the room and announce, “You won’t believe our luck. Totally hot guys at three o’clock.”


“What?” Cameron wrapped a white, plush towel around her body and headed out of the bathroom.


Lucy stood in front of the mirror over the dresser, brushing out her hair. “You know how our neighbors rent out their house sometimes?” She pointed her brush to the left, presumably toward said neighbors’ house.


Cameron shrugged. “Um, no.”


“Well, they do,” said Lucy. “And this week it’s rented to a bunch of hot guys, and it’s perfect because there are six of them. One for each of you and two for me. And don’t you get all moral on me. Blake is in LA, which is a thousand miles from here. Plus, cheating when you’re in a foreign country is technically not even cheating.”


“I didn’t realize.” Sure, Cameron played it cool, but she couldn’t ignore the flutter of curiosity this news brought. New guys were the best kind, so full of possibility.


Lucy egged her on. “Flirting isn’t cheating. Enjoying yourself isn’t cheating.”


Not that Cameron needed to be convinced. “Fine,” she said. “Just let me get dressed.”


“Okay, but hurry up.” Lucy started for the door but then paused and glanced over her shoulder. “So how come you never told me that the guys from La Jolla were so hot?”


“What?” Suddenly unsteady on her feet, Cameron grabbed the edge of the dressing table. While it seemed too dramatic a gesture, she couldn’t help herself. She felt jolted whenever any reference was made to La Jolla, which reminded her of her former life: the one where she wasn’t beautiful and popular, the one where she was in fact teased and ridiculed. It had been more than three years since then, but the pain was still raw.


“You heard me,” said Lucy, staring at her curiously. “Take a look.”


Cameron stepped out onto the balcony and saw a group of guys playing touch football on the beach down below.


“Can you believe how lucky we are?” Lucy followed her outside.


Cameron nodded silently. Lucy was right. The guys were cute, but that wasn’t why she kept staring, and that wasn’t why she suddenly had a very bitter taste in the back of her throat.


The problem was, Cameron knew these guys. Every single one of them. They were Braden, Emmett, Hunter, Devon, Max, and Travis, the very same people who had once made her life so miserable.


“Will you hurry up and get dressed?” said Lucy, nervously watching as Hadley and Taylor approached the guys.


Cameron didn’t move. Nor did she say anything. She couldn’t.


“Wait, what are you staring at?” asked Lucy. “See that one with dark hair and the goatee? He’s mine. I also call the one with the shaggy blond hair. And the one with the short dark hair …”


Feeling quite suddenly like she’d woken up after a night of pounding tequila shots—which is to say, fuzzy-headed and on the verge of puking—Cameron walked back inside. She sat down on the edge of the bed.


“What’s wrong with you?” asked Lucy, hands up in an exaggerated shrug.


“Nothing,” Cameron whispered.


“Well, are you coming?”


“I think,” said Cameron, flopping down onto her back and staring up at the ceiling, “I think I’m going to need a minute.”





CHAPTER TWO


Allie Beekman had been told that Dr. Glass was many things: a top Beverly Hills plastic surgeon, the husband of supermodel Venus Alder, and a virtual miracle worker. This was all very hard to believe, because to Allie he seemed like nothing more than a slick older man with a too-bright smile.


His office was full of leather and glass and shiny metal. There were sharp right angles everywhere, and there was nothing organic, nothing living or breathing, in the entire place except for Allie and her mom. She wasn’t yet willing to grant Dr. Glass regular human-being status. His features were too chiseled, like the statue of David she’d seen in her art history textbook. Also, he wore his shirt unbuttoned too far, exposing a tan chest that seemed surprisingly smooth for someone his age.
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