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			“It’s going to be fine,” Stella tells me. “Really.”

			I try to nod my head up and down like I agree, but the tears pouring down my face are a pretty good sign that I don’t agree. Like, at all.

			“How…can…they…do…this…to…me?” I sob between huge, heaving breaths. A tangle of strawberry blond curls sticks to my wet cheeks. I am a total mess.

			“Maggie, your dad didn’t lose his job on purpose, you know,” Stella says softly, removing a ringlet that’s plastered to my neck.

			I absolutely love Stella, but sometimes she acts like she knows everything. About everything. Like the time she insisted that her bowl of Lucky Charms had a green heart in it when everybody knows that the hearts only come in pink.

			“Look! Look! I got a green heart in my Lucky Charms!” she shouted one morning after a sleepover at my house. “That’s soooo lucky for me! I’m going to save it and wear it on a necklace!”

			I tried explaining that her green heart was just a messed-up green clover, but she wouldn’t listen. Some things you just have to let go. And I do, because we’ve been friends since before we were born (and our moms have been BFFs since forever) and she really is a great friend. Like, get this: when that green heart shriveled up to half its size but still had plenty of good luck left in it, she gave it to me—not Ginger Poole, not Alexis Parker—me.

			“Of course I know he didn’t lose his job on purpose,” I practically shout at her. “But it still stinks. I’ve gone to Sacred Heart since kindergarten! How would you like to start a brand-new school in the middle of the year? And I don’t know a single kid who goes to Stinkerton Middle School!” The name is actually Randolph J. Pinkerton Middle School, or RJPMS or sometimes just Pinkerton for short. But everybody at Sacred Heart calls it Stinkerton.

			“Wait, yes you do. Doesn’t Izzy Zimmerman go to Stinkerton?” Stella asks, yanking around thirty tissues out of the box and handing them to me.

			Stella and I are in Ranger Girls with Izzy Zimmerman—or at least we were, until Izzy got kicked out for stealing all the cookie money our troop raised. I went all over the neighborhood one day in the pouring rain wearing my too-tight ladybug rain boots to sell seventy-seven boxes of those suckers. Izzy only sold four lousy Snickerdoozles, all of them to her mom. At least I got a merit badge.

			“Oh, sweet,” I say sarcastically, wiping my face with a huge wad of tissues. “The one person I know at my new school is a criminal. This is going to be great. Just great.”

			“You know what? I just remembered I heard she got expelled,” Stella says. “Apparently stealing cookie dough wasn’t her only offense. Get it? Cookie dough?”

			I know Stella is just trying to help, but I can’t even manage a smile. I bury my head in my pillow and groan like I’m about to face the end of the world. Because in a way I am. The end of my world, at least.

			“Let’s see what Magic 8 Ball says!” Stella shouts, grabbing the worn black orb from my nightstand. The screen is pretty scratched up, and the inside usually gets stuck on “it is certain,” so we like it better than the app on Stella’s iTouch. That thing is always saying “ask again later.” How annoying is that? If I’m asking right now, I’m pretty sure I need the answer, like, now.

			Stella opens my closet door and pulls out the black magician cape I got the year we were twin vampire bats for Halloween. Stella always wears it when we consult the Great Eight.

			“Come on, Stella, that cape is ridiculous,” I say. I snatch the ball out of her hand and toss it—hard—toward the trash can next to my desk. Of course I miss by about half a mile. It’s just that kind of day.

			“There’s no such thing as magic, anyway,” I add. “And that thing’s just a dumb old toy. When we don’t like the answer, we just ask it again until we get the one we want. Stupid pretend magic can’t help me now. Nothing can help me now. My life is ruined.”

			“Hey, what about me?” Stella asks, her huge brown eyes filling with tears. Stella is the exact opposite of me, at least in the looks department. I’ve got what my mom calls a “buttermilk complexion” (I’ve never seen freckly buttermilk, but whatever), and Stella has skin the color of a perfectly toasted bagel. My head is covered with unruly reddish-blondish ringlets that tend to grow up and out before they grow down, which is why I only get my hair cut every few years. Right now, it’s about halfway down my back when it’s dry, and I can practically sit on it when it’s wet. Stella’s hair is so black it’s almost blue, and it’s raw-spaghetti-straight and cut into a super-neat bob. One time, we set her hair in my mom’s tiny hot rollers and left them in all afternoon. When we took those curlers out, there wasn’t even one tiny bend on her whole head. How can that happen? It’s got to be some sort of medical mystery, if you ask me.

			“Did you ever think about how my life’s going to change?” Stella demands. “Nothing is going to be the same anymore. Everybody at school knows us as Maggie-and-Stella. I bet there are people who have no idea which one of us is which! Sure, I know everybody at Sacred Heart—but I’m not going to have my best friend around either.” A tear slips down Stella’s face, and she quickly wipes it away.

			“I’m sorry, Stella,” I say, hugging her as hard as I can. “I know it stinks for you too. I just can’t even believe this is happening. This is without a doubt the most horrible day of my whole entire life.”

			The most pathetic part is I have no idea how much worse my life is about to get.
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			I am standing at the bottom of the gigantic set of stairs leading up to RJPMS. I feel like I’m inside a massive pinball machine, getting jostled by kids bumping into me from all sides. Sacred Heart had a whopping 242 students, and that was from kindergarten all the way through the twelfth grade. My new school (ugh, I can’t stand saying that!) has that many kids in one grade. It’s a zoo here. An absolute zoo. With no zookeeper in sight.

			As much as I complained about having to wear a uniform at Sacred Heart, it sure made things a lot easier. I changed my clothes at least fifteen times this morning, finally settling on jeans and a plain gray sweater. My outfit may be drab, but at least it’s not offensive or anything. You should see how some of these kids are dressed. I thought people only wore stuff like this in the movies or on that Don’t Wear That show on TV. There’s one girl in about five-inch high heels and a skirt shorter than some of my bathing suit bottoms, and a guy in a T-shirt so ripped up it looks like he got in a fight with a tiger. My mom would have a complete conniption.

			I navigate my way through a sea of kids as I search for my locker, B163. I just pray that it’s not a bottom locker. Bottom lockers are the worst because you have to crouch down to get in and out, and the person above you is always dropping stuff on your head. Also? That person always acts like they’re doing you some big favor to let you in there for a whole second. The only thing worse than a bottom locker is a corner locker, because then you can’t open your door until the person next to you closes theirs, and you’re always late for class.

			B160, B161, B162…

			There it is. B163. Bottom row. All the way in the corner.

			Why me? I’m a nice person. I hold doors open for old people and brake for squirrels on my bike.

			The bell rings and there’s this crazy burst of activity, but I can’t get anywhere near my awful corner locker so I wait. Finally I see a little opening. I squat down and crawl around a dozen pairs of legs until I reach B163. The door is stuck shut because it’s all dented and crushed in. It won’t budge. I set my stack of books and my lunch bag next to me so I can pull on the rusty handle with both hands.

			Squish.

			Yeah, that would be the sound of my cream cheese and jelly sandwich meeting the sole of somebody’s boot.

			“Ewww, total grossness!” screams the mouth that’s connected to the foot that is now wearing my lunch. I look up for a minute so she can apologize, seeing as she just trampled my sandwich and all. I quickly realize that’s not going to happen.

			“Are you okay?” I hear another girl ask, all concerned. Well, at least someone around here has some manners.

			“Um, yeah, I’m fine—” I start, but then I realize that the concerned girl is not talking to me.

			“Thanks Brit, I guess so. Where did that even come from?” says sandwich-smasher. She starts hopping on her clean foot, kicking the other one and flinging globs of pink cream cheese all over the place. I’m still sitting there on the floor, stunned, when the second bell rings.

			Perfect. I’m late to my first class on my first day at this miserable school. I scoop up all of my stuff and head to the office for a late slip, tossing my bag of mush into a trash can on the way.

			When I open the door to room nineteen, every single face turns to stare at me. And not one of them is smiling or looks even the tiniest bit friendly.

			“You’re late,” says the teacher. “Where’s your slip?”

			“Sorry,” I respond, rushing to hand it to her. “It’s right here.”

			“Is this your first day, Miss…” she glances at the slip in her hand, “Malone?”

			I nod, wishing that a huge hole would open up in the floor and swallow me in one big gulp.

			“Class, this is Margaret Malone,” she announces. “She’s new. Welcome, Margaret. Now please take a seat. We’re on chapter seven.”

			Margaret? Really? That’s my grandmother’s name, not mine! Well, technically it’s mine too, but the only time anybody ever calls me that is when I’m in Big Fat Trouble, and then it’s more like Margaret-Flannery-Malone-You-Get-In-Here-This-Instant. Could this day get any worse?

			I spend the next forty-seven minutes half listening to what the teacher, Mrs. Richter, is saying and half worrying about what I’m going to do at lunch. I purposely packed that sandwich so I could go find somewhere quiet to eat and not have to deal with the lunchroom scene. Now I’m going to have to do it, because I’m not one of those people who can skip lunch. When I don’t eat every few hours, I get all dizzy and cranky, and my stomach makes these really embarrassing haunted-house sounds.

			Finally the bell rings, and I’m the second person out the door. I race as fast as I can to my locker and crouch down to yank on the door. In seconds, I’m surrounded by legs. At least I made it here first.

			I’m rummaging through my stuff when all of a sudden, out of nowhere—CLONK!—someone smacks me across the head with a baseball bat. Or maybe they dropped a sack of bricks or a piano on my head; it’s sort of hard to tell. All I know is that I’m seeing stars. I slump down against my locker and reach up to touch my head where it’s throbbing. The last thing I remember is seeing my hand covered in blood.
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			When I open my eyes, I am lying on a paper-covered mattress in a tiny room. I sit up and look in a medicine cabinet mirror next to me, which turns out to be not such a great idea.

			CHIMICHANGA! I look like I’m on my way to a Mummy’s Revenge Halloween party. My forehead is wrapped in a mile of white bandages, and there’s crusty blood all around the edges. The part of my head on top where there’s no bandage is even worse. It’s a huge, frizzy pouf that looks like a family of rodents got in there and built a ginormous nest right on top of my head. And what on earth am I wearing? I stand up so I can see myself in full, and my head starts spinning. I’m wearing an enormous red sweatshirt with Rudolph (yeah, as in the red-nosed reindeer) on the front. It hangs all the way to my knees, and the sleeves are about ten inches too long.

			A woman wearing a white coat with a pin on it that says NINJA NURSE walks in.

			“What happened to me?” I ask her.

			“History book,” she says simply.

			“A book did this to me?” I say. At least it wasn’t a baseball bat.

			“Yup,” she replies. “Here’s your sweater. Now back to class you go. I’ve got seven kids waiting in line for that cot you’ve got there.” Then she bustles right out of the room.

			I get my second late slip of the day and trudge out of the office, heading for my hateful locker. I get all of my books just as the bell rings. Doors fly open and kids stampede out into the hallways. Where’s that hole in the floor when you need it? But a funny thing happens—and not funny in the Crazy Home Videos TV show way. Nobody even seems to see me. It’s like I’m completely invisible. There are groups of girls all giggling and whispering and bunches of boys slapping each other on the back and shouting at each other over the girls’ heads, and not one person notices that I’m there. Which I guess is better than the alternative.

			I look down at my schedule: Spanish. At Sacred Heart, you could choose your language, so I picked Latin. Well, my mom picked it because she said it would help me with my vocabulary (and don’t tell her I said this, but it totally did). I can’t even ask to go to the bathroom in Spanish!

			I find the classroom and slide into an empty desk in the back. I’m arranging my stuff when a pretty girl appears beside my desk. She has honey-colored hair with just the right about of bend in it and is wearing a black T-shirt that says DRAMA QUEEN in sparkly pink letters across her chest. I smile meekly at her and go back to my organizing.

			But she just stands there, her arms crossed.

			I feel a not-so-gentle hand shove me on the shoulder from behind. “You’re in her seat,” the voice says, in a you’re such a doofus kind of way. “Go find another one.”

			Seriously?

			Drama Queen takes a deep breath and looks around, like she’s being overly patient with me since I’ve totally inconvenienced her. What else can I do? I gather up my things and slide out of the seat. She takes it without a word.

			Yeah, you’re welcome, I think, taking a seat as far away from her as I can.

			Not even the Spanish teacher seems to notice my ridiculous outfit or my banged-up head. I don’t get it. If I looked like this for a skinny second at Sacred Heart, everybody and their mother would be totally freaking out. What kind of school is this? And what sort of people act like it’s normal when someone walks around looking like the main character in Grandma Got Run Over by a Reindeer?

			I watch the clock all through Spanish class. Lunch is next. Gulp. My stomach is already rumbling, and I know I’m going to have to get some food in there or I’ll pass out. Again. I don’t think Ninja Nurse would be too happy to see me.

			The bell rings, and I get swept along in the sea of bodies rushing toward the cafeteria. Everybody just slings their books and bags outside the lunchroom door, so I do the same. Then I take a tray and slide it along the metal rail. I stare at platter after platter of brown-and-green mush, trying to figure out what exactly they could have on them.

			“Corned beef hash or meatloaf?” a lady in a hairnet growls at me. “What’s it going to be? You’re holding up the whole line.”

			“Oh, sorry! Neither, please,” I answer, because they both look like canned cat food. “Just some corn and fruit cocktail, I guess.” Yum. That should fill me right up.

			Being pushed around in the lunch line is nothing compared to walking out into the big wide-open lunchroom. I’ve seen this scene in way too many movies, and I’m not about to go through the whole “this seat’s taken” routine. I hold my tray tightly—please don’t let me trip—and walk straight out the double doors. There’s a little patio out there, and thankfully, it’s totally empty. It’s gray and wet outside, and the cement bench feels like it’s made of solid ice, but at least there’s nobody to ignore me out here.

			I can’t believe this is my new life. When I was a little kid, I used to wish I were invisible. But now that I am, I’d give anything just to have things the way they were. I sure didn’t appreciate what I had when I had it. The worst part is tomorrow is my birthday. Twelve! The big one-two. Who cares, right? Birthdays used to be so cool. Turning ten was huge, because of the double digits and also finally getting to order the full-size spaghetti at Luigi’s instead of that skimpy kid’s plate. And eleven was awesome because I finally got to ride the Super Screamer at Splashy’s Water Park. But what do you get when you turn twelve? Nothing, that’s what. It’s still another whole year until I can see a PG-13 movie, and two more years until my mom will let me babysit. Plus, I have to spend my actual birthday here, at Stinkerton.

			I pick up a banged-up metal spork that looks like it’s gotten stuck in the garbage disposal a few dozen times and shove a bite of cold, mushy corn into my mouth. It would be completely bland if the tears streaming down my face didn’t give it a salty flavor. Happy almost birthday, Maggie Malone. Welcome to your worst year ever.
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			After lunch, I trudge to biology class.

			“Find your partner and get your pigs out of the cooler,” says the teacher, Mrs. Shankshaw. She’s old and brittle and has the scrunchiest face you ever saw. It’s all pinched like she’s outside on a bright, sandy beach and forgot her sunglasses.

			Wait, did she just say get your pigs out of the cooler?

			Just then, a kid plops a tray down on the table right next to me. On that tray—ten inches away from me—is a pig, all right. A puny, gray, totally dead pig. I turn my head away and gag.

			“Does everyone have a scalpel?” Mrs. Shankshaw wants to know. I raise my hand to tell her that no, I don’t have a scalpel—or a partner, or a stomach for dead pigs—but apparently I am invisible in here too.

			“Okay, great then,” she continues, oblivious to me. “Your first incision will be from the top of the throat to the bottom of the umbilicus. Don’t cut too deep or you’ll hit the internal organs.” She sits down at her big desk and focuses on a stack of papers. I lower my hand and slump down in my chair.

			Not getting noticed has one advantage: I have no partner, and no pig, and nobody even cares. I spend the hour holding my nose with one hand to escape the stench—there’s a reason dead pig isn’t a popular candle scent—and sketching with the other. I draw a cute little smiling pig with wings and a halo. Finally the bell rings, and we’re released from the slaughterhouse.

			I make it through world history without any drama. After the day I’ve had so far, I consider that a major win.

			My last class of the day is art. Maybe my bad luck streak is about to end. I love everything about art. I love the way colored pencils smell right after you sharpen them, and I love trying to paint a perfect circle (ever since I heard that’s the hardest thing in the art world to do, I practice all the time), and I really-super-love sketching. At Sacred Heart, I won the school-wide Whiz Kids contest three years in a row, and last year, my self-portrait made it all the way to the state competition level. I got beat by some kid who built this 3-D multimedia diorama of the human body. His dad is a famous surgeon, so we pretty much know who did that project.

			The art room looks a lot like the science lab, with big square tables instead of desks. The tables are covered with buckets of mangled paint brushes and cups of murky water. But still, there’s not a dead pig in sight, which is not something I ever thought I’d be particularly thankful for.

			The art teacher, Mrs. Kibble, walks around the room putting paper plates globbed with tempera paints in the middle of each table. Then she walks around again and places a bowl of sad-looking fruit next to the paints.

			“As you are painting today, try to remember what we’ve learned about perspective and depth,” she tells us.

			Sweet strawberry pie, finally a break! I take a dull, chewed-on pencil from a cup and start lightly sketching the rotting fruit. I don’t want to brag, but my fruit bowl looks pretty darn good. My apples might be a little bit rounder than the ones in the bowl—thanks to all of that circle practice—but I’m really happy with the sketch. When I get to the painting part, my hideous day starts to melt away. I nail the shading on that bruised-up banana perfectly. I think this one might even deserve a frame.

			I’m just about to raise my hand to show Mrs. Kibble my work when the girl across from me lets out the biggest sneeze you ever heard. There’s no build-up or anything, just this gale-force, ear-splitting achooooooooo that sends me jumping out of my seat. Before I can recover from the shock, she lets loose with another gust. When she does, she knocks over two of the water cups between us. I watch helplessly as the murky liquid seeps across my perfect picture, smearing those circles into unrecognizable splotches of brown goo. I can’t even cry. What would be the point? It’s not like it would change anything.

			I crumple up my soggy picture and wonder if this is just how it’s going to be from now on. The final bell of the day rings, and I’ve learned exactly one thing today: this Stinkerton place officially stinks. Sort of like my life.
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			I’ve never been so happy to go home in my whole entire life. I’m just not up for unwrapping my skull at the moment, so I squish and smash and shove and eventually I get my bike helmet to fit over my mummy head. I pedal as fast as I can all the way home, trying to get some distance between me and Stinktown, USA. I’m breathless when I finally reach my street and look up to see my neighbor, Mrs. G, right before I turn into my driveway. Her last name is Galifianakis. Can you say that? I can’t either—that’s why she’s Mrs. G to me and my little brother Mickey. I guess she can’t see my bandaged-up head under my bike helmet ’cause I’m pretty sure she’d be concerned. And this Rudolph sweater? Not to be mean, but she might have one similar. Mrs. G may not have great fashion sense, but she’s a wizard in the kitchen and bakes the best sticky buns you ever tasted. I live for a good sticky bun. Sometimes she’s waiting with a plate of them outside for me when I get home, but today she’s just sweeping her steps. Figures.

			I swing my right leg over my bike and hop off. When I do, I spot a brown box next to the front door. I sling my bike between the bushes and the front porch and get a little bit excited. Maybe it’s an early birthday present from Granny Malone or Aunt Fiona. Hopefully Aunt Fiona. My Auntie Fi is a world traveler. My dad calls her a professional vagabond, and I don’t exactly know what that means, but I do know that she sends me supercool presents from far, far away—which is exactly where I’d like to be right now. Last year, she sent me a fancy red silk kimono from Tokyo. I keep it in the box it came in and save it for sleepovers. When I wear it, my friends are all, “Where’d you get that?” and I’m all, “Oh this? Let me see if I can remember…Oh yeah, it’s from Japan!”

			The box on the porch is wrapped in brown paper tied with a string and has tons of weird-looking stamps on it. It’s definitely from Auntie Fi. Maybe this terrible, horrible day is going to have a surprise happy ending. Maybe Auntie Fi is sending me a plane ticket to join her in some distant land—even the dusty outback of Australia or some dilapidated village in Calcutta would be better than here.

			I have, like, ten thousand chores I’m supposed to be doing the minute I get home, but considering the day I’ve had, I think my mom will understand if I try to squeeze a little something good into my afterschool wind-down.

			I rip the brown paper off the box, imagining that inside there’s a bottle of fancy perfume from Paris or maybe a set of those Russian nesting dolls. But when I lift the lid, all I find is a dirty, scuffed-up pair of old cowboy boots. In boring brown. What? I wasn’t expecting any fancy wrapping paper or anything—Auntie Fi would never hurt a tree just so your present could look pretty. But still. Somebody’s dirty old boots? And then I remember: I have a stinky, scuffed-up, super-not-fun life now. So it just makes sense.

			I feel bad for not being more grateful for Auntie Fi’s gift. It’s hard to explain, but my aunt and I have this crazy connection. When we’re together, she always knows what I’m thinking, even if it’s about something totally random. And sometimes I find stuff she’s given me in places I’m absolutely positive I didn’t leave them. I’m not saying it’s a haunting situation or anything, but there’s definitely something different about Auntie Fi. The other weird thing is that we look nearly identical, which isn’t that weird seeing as we’re related and everything, but nobody else in the family looks one bit like us, with our wacky red ringlets and freckly, I mean buttermilk, complexions.

			As the best gift-giver I know, I’m a little surprised that Auntie Fi thought I would love these boots, but times are tough and like my mom says, it’s the thought that counts. I scoop up the paper and the box and tuck the boots under my arm. When I do, a rolled-up piece of paper falls out of one of the boots, along with a spider that scuttles away, probably off to spread some rare, incurable disease. I pick up the paper by a corner and give it a shake. It’s a note from Auntie Fi. Those are always fun! I decide to read it in my room.

			I close my door and flop down on my bed, unrolling the letter.

			Dear Maggie,

			Happy 12th birthday! I’m writing to you from a tent in South Africa, where I’m helping a Zulu tribe figure out a way to filter the water in their village. Can you imagine not having clean water to drink? Life is hard here, but it sure is beautiful too. I wish you could see it. I bet you will someday, if you decide you want to.

			Listen, I know you’re wondering why Auntie Fi sent you some dirty old boots for your birthday. Your dad will tell you it’s because I’m crazy, but the truth is they were mine when I was your age. Those boots are so special that I’ve carried them around the world with me twice, just waiting for your 12th birthday. Turning twelve is a really big deal. You’re not who you used to be, but you’re not who you’re going to be yet either. You’re in between, and it’s kind of like you’ve got a toe in two worlds. It’s a time when YOU get to decide how big you want your life to be from now on. Does that make any sense at all? Probably not now. But it will.

			I know these boots don’t look like much, but trust me when I tell you that things aren’t always the way they seem. You’ll see what I mean.

			Gotta run—there’s a troop of vervet monkeys tugging on my tent! Have fun with the MMBs, and tell Frank I said hi!

			xoxo,

			Auntie Fi

			My dad said it would happen one day, and I guess he was right: Aunt Fiona has officially lost it. What is she talking about, having toes in two worlds? And what could that have to do with these dingy boots? What’s an MMB? And who the heck is Frank? Auntie Fi’s probably eaten too many wild berries or sipped too much wacky voodoo tea at those scary tribal ceremonies she’s always talking about. I pick the boots up off the floor, and a big dirt clod falls off one and crumbles all over my zebra rug. Special? These things? Not so much. Okay, maybe they’d be cute cleaned up with my jean skirt and a sparkly tank top. I wonder if they’ll even fit. After I tap them one last time over my trash can to get the last bit of dirt off, I walk over to my tall stand-up mirror and pull the boots on.

			“Hey there, kid,” says a strange man who is suddenly standing right behind me.
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			“Before you freak out, I’m Frank,” the man says, holding up both hands. At least he doesn’t have a weapon.

			I scream like a banshee (actually I don’t even know what a banshee is or if they even scream, but my mom says that all the time) and twist around, not sure if I should run or fight or just keep screaming. But when I do, the man is gone.

			What the heck? I back toward my door, ducking to see if he’s hiding under my bed or behind my curtains. Did I just imagine him? I’m almost to my door when I see him again, in the mirror. Now he’s standing right next to me! I scramble up onto my bed, grab my dream catcher from its nail on the wall, and hold it up in front of me like a shield. Don’t ask me why—it’s all I can find. I squeeze my eyes shut and brace myself for whatever is about to happen. When nothing does, I gather up enough courage to open my eyes. When I do, he’s gone again.

			I race to my closet, swing open the door. Nothing. He’s not under my bed or behind my polka-dot chair or my curtains either. He’s gone. Which leaves me with only one of two possible explanations for the mystery man in my room: either I’m totally losing it, or I have a concussion and it’s making me see things that aren’t there. I did get bonked on the head pretty good today. I’m praying that’s it.

			You are totally safe and not at all crazy, I tell myself. I do another thorough scan of my room, but there’s no weird man in here. Freaky.

			Get it together, Malone, I tell myself. Why don’t you try to pick out an outfit for your birthday? That always cheers you up. I pull my turquoise sparkly tank and my favorite jean skirt from my dresser. I’m holding the clothes up to try to see how they look when the man pops up right behind me again.

			“We’ve got to stop meeting like this, Maggie Malone,” he says to me.

			I wheel around, snatching up my piggy bank that’s chock-full of quarters, and cock it back ready to fire when I realize he’s gone again. I lean into the mirror to see if my eyes are dilated—that’s a sign of a concussion, you know, which would explain everything—and when I do, there he is again. Maybe crazy runs in the family! Maybe it’s in my JEANS! I drop my jean skirt to the floor.

			“You catching on yet?” the strange man asks, trying to pull his faded jeans up over his big belly. Yeah, that’s not happening.

			“Huh?” I say, because apparently now I’m talking to the peculiar man in the mirror.

			I haul my five-pound piggy bank over my head and hurl it right at him, but it just lands on the floor and shatters into about a zillion pieces.

			“Really, kid?” the man says, like you really thought you’d clobber me with that? “Maybe you wanna take five or something,” he says, shifting his weight from one boot to the other. “I’m Frank, Frank the Genie? Your Aunt Fiona was supposed to mention me in the letter she rolled up in those boots you’re wearing. But of course she forgot to do that, didn’t she? That’s Fiona for you! These things never go like they’re supposed to.”

			“Wait, how do you know my Auntie Fi?” I ask, swinging around to face him. But instead I’m looking at my coat rack, filled with hats and scarves and belts.

			“Your aunt said you were some smart cookie, but you seem to be a little slow on the uptake here, pal. No offense, of course,” Frank-the-genie says when I look back into the mirror.

			He gives me a crooked smile and hikes his eyebrow up on the right side. I think it’s the right side—it’s hard to tell since I’m looking in a mirror. I decide to stay still this time and get a better look at this guy. He seems harmless enough. He’s got a hound dog kind of face with tired-looking, droopy eyes like my Uncle Doyle. He’s wearing cowboy boots that look a lot like the ones Auntie Fi just sent me, and he’s got a big tarnished silver belt buckle that says “Aerosmith” on it, whatever that means. Maybe he’s an alien, not a genie, and that’s the name of his spaceship. To top it all off, he’s wearing this huge, worn-out cowboy hat with hot pink and green peacock feathers on the front.

			“Genies aren’t real,” I tell him, putting my hands on my hips. “And if they were, I don’t think they’d look like you. No offense.” Well, they wouldn’t.

			“Of course genies are real, or else you’d be standing here yapping to yourself, and that would just be nuts,” Frank says to me with a big laugh. “Oh, and no offense taken. But you shouldn’t believe everything you see in the movies. I don’t know a single genie who wears a turban or has a pierced ear. Just so you know.” He pauses to check his watch and looks a little bit freaked out.

			“Oh shoot, I’m running out of time,” he continues. “Do you want to know about those boots you’re wearing or not?”

		

	
		
			[image: chap07.jpg]

			“What about these boots?” I ask Frank, looking down at my feet.

			“Those boots you’re wearing,” he says “are Mostly Magical Boots.”

			“These boots are supposed to be magical?” I ask with disbelief. I mean, they’re not even cute!

			“They’re mostly magical,” Frank says. “And from the looks of that nasty head-wrap thing you’ve got on, you could use a little magic. Or at least, some help picking out hats.”

			“For your information, I was struck down by a gigantic textbook on my first day at my rotten new school,” I explain. “I almost bled to death right there on the dirty floor.” I add this last bit for effect and because, well, I am a teensy bit of an exaggerator.

			Suddenly I remember that Stella is supposed to come over this afternoon. She could be here any minute, so I quickly lock my bedroom door. I wouldn’t want her walking in on this conversation!

			“You wouldn’t be telling a tall tale, now would you, Miss Invisibility?” Frank-the-genie asks me. How does he know about that?

			“Look, mister, I don’t know who you are or who you think you are,” I say, staring in the mirror. “Okay, you say you’re Frank-the-genie, which, can I tell you? That sounds just plain crazy. Who goes around calling himself a genie? I’ve never seen you in my entire life or in my mirror ever before, but all of a sudden, you show up and act like you know me or something. For your information, there’s a word for people who watch people when they don’t know they’re being watched, and it is definitely not genie. It’s stalker!”

			“Somebody’s got her spirit back!” Frank says with a chuckle, adjusting his cowboy hat.

			“That’s a good sign,” he continues. “Okay, Maggie Malone, let’s take it from the top. Like I was saying, those boots you’ve got on there are called Mostly Magical Boots—MMBs for short. They come with magical powers…a very special kind of magic.”

			“What kind of magic?” I ask, getting excited, because who in their right mind (assuming I am, in fact, in my right mind) wouldn’t be excited about possibly being able to wiggle her nose and turn her brother into a hamster or have her room all picked up?

			“First things first,” Frank says. “I show up when the boots show up, and only in the mirror. You can’t look directly at me or you’ll turn to stone,” Frank-the-genie explains.

			I shut my eyelids as tightly as I can. “Yikes! REALLY?” I stammer.

			“No, not really, Maggie Malone,” he says with a big belly laugh. “That one never gets old. I’ll never forget the look on your Aunt Fiona’s face when I gave her the old turn to stone scare. Ever seen Edvard Munch’s Scream painting? She looked just like that. Fiona was the last one to wear the MMBs, you know. Got ’em the day before her twelfth birthday, just like you.”

			“Really?” I ask. “That’s cool! But what—”

			“Let me finish,” he says, cutting me off. “Where was I again?” He starts turning his head to the side as if he’s tuning in to some special genie frequency.

			Just then, there’s a loud knock on my bedroom door. I jump about six feet.

			“Maggie!” Stella yells. “Open up, buttercup! I’m already three months older than you and I’m not getting any younger out here!” Stella knows where the hide-a-key to the front door is, but my mom doesn’t like her to use it so that’s usually a last resort. I guess she must have been out there knocking for a while.

			I look at Frank in a panic.

			“This is definitely not optimal,” he says, rubbing his temples and shaking his head. “I guess it’s time to see if you’re as sharp as your old Auntie Fi says you are. Oh, and not a word about any of this to anyone, you hear?” Frank-the-genie says as he begins to fade away like a watery reflection in the mirror.

			“Use this if you need me,” he tells me, leaning down and sliding a little folding pocket mirror across the floor to me right before he disappears completely. It hits the leg of my tall mirror and is still spinning when Stella gets the door open with a paper clip.
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			“For the love of double-decker moon pies!” Stella shouts when she sees me. “What in the world happened to you?”

			“Bottom locker,” I tell her, stealing a glance in my mirror to make sure there’s no genie there. I can’t even believe I just did that.

			“Ouch,” Stella says, leaning in to inspect my gash. I must not look as freaked out as I feel, because Stella doesn’t seem to notice anything but my head. “Was Pinkerton as bad as everyone says?”

			“Worse,” I tell her, still distracted by thoughts of Frank-the-genie. Did I dream that? I want to say something to Stella, but he did say not a word to anyone. Would that really matter if I imagined the whole thing in the first place?

			“Want to talk about it?” Stella asks—referring to Pinkerton, of course.

			“Honestly, I’d rather not,” I tell her, shaking my head and trying to forget about Frank.

			“It was pretty lame without you at Sacred Heart too,” she says, noticing my bank all busted up all over the floor. “Hey, did you get in a fight with Mr. Piggy? Looks like he lost.”

			“Oh, yeah, I needed some spare change for the snack machines at school—can you believe they have Twinkies for sale in there?” I say, scooping up some broken pieces and trying to change the subject.

			“Hey, what’s with the cowboy boots?” Stella asks, coming over to inspect them.

			Flying spider monkeys, I’m still wearing the Mostly Magical Boots!

			“Oh, these old things?” I say, making my way to my closet. “My mom got them at a garage sale and I was just trying them on. They’re really stinky, so you might want to stay back while I take them off.” I slip the boots off and stuff them up into the way back of my closet and slam the door, wondering if my face is burning red. I never lie to Stella!

			“Well, sorry about your day,” she says. “But I have something that might make you feel better.” She’s holding both hands behind her back. I hold out my hands and close my eyes.

			“Is it chocolate?” I ask.

			“Nope,” Stella says. “It’s the new Tween Scene magazine!” Stella and I love Tween Scene almost as much as we love watching music videos on VTV. She got a subscription for her last birthday, and the day her issue comes in the mail is usually our favorite day of the whole month.

			“And the best part is,” Stella adds, waving the magazine around like a crazy person, “there’s a whole huge section on Becca Starr!”

			We flop down on my bed side by side and start flipping through the pages. “Becca Starr is the biggest rock star on the planet and she’s only fourteen years old,” moans Stella, flipping through about 2,395 images of Becca plastered across the pages. “That’s just two years older than us! It’s totally not fair. Look at her here all hugged up with Justin Crowe. How lucky can you get?”

			“You can say that again,” I say. How does one person get everything—fame, fortune, Justin Crowe—and another person gets a gash the size of Texas on her head and a weird, disappearing cowboy-genie showing up in her bedroom?

			Which reminds me: Frank’s pocket mirror. I’d forgotten all about it.

			“I bet she’s best buds with all the coolest kids in Hollywood,” I say, standing up casually and reaching down for the mirror.

			“No, more like all the coolest kids in the entire universe,” Stella corrects me. “She’s huge in Japan, you know.” Stella points to a picture of Becca with at least four billion adoring Japanese fans surrounding her and making lowercase letter b’s with their hands—the universal “I heart Becca Starr” sign.

			I nod like I’m paying attention, but I’m sort of freaking out about the mirror. I turn it over in my hands. It’s gold—and maybe even real gold since it came from a real genie probably—and covered with sparkly jewels and has initials right in the middle. My initials. MM. I open the mirror and let out a little gasp. It’s Frank’s face in the mirror looking back at me, not mine. I snap that thing shut immediately.

			“Hey, what’s that?” Stella asks, eyeing the mirror.

			“Oh, it’s nothing,” I say, trying to slide it into my nightstand drawer. “Just a birthday present from my Auntie Fi.”

			“A birthday present from your Aunt Fi?” Stella shouts. “Those are the best. Let me see it!”

			The thing about Stella is that there’s no point arguing with her, so I don’t. I hand her the mirror, wondering if Frank is going to strike me down with a lightning bolt or something. In my defense, I haven’t said a word.

			“Super cool,” Stella says, flipping it over front to back and inspecting it closely before handing it back to me. Thankfully she’s way more interested in Tween Scene.

			“Look at Becca getting into that limo in seven-inch high heels,” Stella says, pointing at a glossy picture.

			I close my eyes and try to imagine living that life. Going to glamorous parties and signing autographs and never, ever, ever having to deal with dead pig parts.

			“Becca Starr has got the life,” I say, shaking my head. “She can buy whatever she wants whenever she wants from whatever store she wants. She probably has a whole house full of designer shoes and dresses and fake-fur coats.”

			“And accessories,” Stella adds. “Don’t forget the accessories. Sparkly headbands, gold bracelets, diamond rings, crazy hats, feather boas… She probably has a closet just for earrings.” Stella leans back on my bed, picturing the piles of Becca’s bounty.

			“But only the clip-on kind,” I say. “I read that her body is a ‘no piercing zone.’”

			“Oh, no, look at her here—those are definitely real holes,” Stella says, pointing to a picture of Becca in a gold evening gown with big, sparkly earrings that hang almost all the way to her shoulders.

			I decide to let that one go.

			“Doesn’t she always look so amazing?” I ask. “Can you imagine getting your hair fixed perfectly every day and having your makeup done by real professionals, not your mom or one of those ladies with the carts in the mall?”

			“And staying in fancy hotels—the ones where they bring food into your room on a tray? ‘Here you are, Miss Malone, hamburger and French fries with a side of jellybeans, minus the gross white ones, and a chocolate milk shake to drink.’” Stella stands, pushing a pretend tray across my bed before plopping back down against the mountain of stuffed animals on it.

			“She probably has tutors that come to her so she doesn’t have to worry about getting bonked on the head by books if she’s got a bottom locker or accidentally bringing a Number One pencil to math class,” I say.

			“I bet she doesn’t even have to do PE or a science fair project,” Stella adds. “How great would that be? I’d give anything to be her—even for just one day.”

			“Right?” I say in agreement, shaking my head at the unfairness of it all.

			“I’ve got to go home now,” Stella says, slapping the magazine shut. “My creepy cousins are coming over for dinner.”

			“The ones that bring their cats over on leashes?” I ask.

			“Yep, those are the ones. See ya!” We high-five and she’s out the door. I lock it behind her, open my closet, and pull the MMBs down from the shelf. Then I slip them on and flop down across my bed, waiting for something magical to happen.

			Nothing.

			Stella’s Tween Scene magazine crinkles underneath me, and I pull it out. I flip through the pages, imagining what it would be like to be a world-famous rock star.

			“Ugh,” I moan, turning to my side and pulling my knees in close. “I want Becca Starr’s life.”
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			What’s that weird rumbling noise? I wonder, sitting up in bed. And where did these hot pink satiny sheets come from? I don’t remember my mom buying—

			I don’t have time to finish my thought, because all of a sudden, there’s a massive earthquake and everything on the bed—including me—goes flying and lands on the floor with a huge thud.

			“Are you okay?” The door whips open and a pretty lady pokes her head in. “There was a tire in the road, and the bus driver had to swerve at the last second so he wouldn’t hit it. Do you need help getting up? Are you hurt? Can I get you anything? Should I call a doctor?”

			Nothing this strange lady is saying makes any sense at all to me. I must be having a dream. I shake my head back and forth, trying to wake myself up.

			“Becca, are you okay?” the lady says, marching right over to me and shaking me by the shoulders. “Becca, say something. Please!”

			Becca? Did she just call me Becca?

			“Um, yeah, I think I’m fine,” I say, grabbing onto the bed and pulling myself up.

			“Are you sure?” the nice lady asks, sitting down on the bed next to me. She is wearing black jeans and a purple hoodie and has a clipboard stacked with papers on it in her lap. A tag clipped to a strap around her neck reads BECCA STARR STAFF. Beneath that it has the name Violet Kelly.

			“Because if you are and since you’re awake and all,” she goes on, “maybe we should go over your schedule for today. We’re almost at the arena anyway.”

			Either this is the most realistic dream I’ve ever had, or I’m actually her. I’m Becca Starr. But it can’t be. It just can’t.

			“Yeah, right, my schedule, of course,” I stammer, figuring I should go along with this craziness until I figure out what’s going on. “Let’s definitely go over that.”

			“Are you sure you’re okay?” the Violet-person asks.

			“Me? Oh, yes, totally fine. Really. Couldn’t be better. Yup. I’m just dying to get a peek at that schedule is all.”

			“Okay, if you’re sure…” she says, flipping over the first page on her clipboard. “Let’s see. When we get to the Superdome, you’ll go right into class so we can get that out of the way before hair and makeup.”

			She keeps talking, but I’m not really listening. So I am her, at least in this ridiculous dream. And I’m on a tour bus, apparently, on my way to an arena to do a show. Violet must be my assistant, or one of them. Maybe I have a whole bunch of assistants! For the love of gooey green gumdrops, this cannot really be happening. Did she just say the Superdome?

			“How many people does the, uh, Superdome hold again?” I ask, trying to sound casual.

			“Twenty thousand or so,” Violet says. “You’ve only done the ’dome, like, a billion times. Are you nervous today or something?”

			“No, of course not!” I answer as fast as I can, nearly tripping over my words. “I just don’t think I’m really awake yet.”

			“Well, it has been a crazy week, that’s for sure,” she agrees, saving me without even knowing it. “Six cities and two thousand miles in seven days might even be a record. Anyway, after hair and makeup, you have your photo shoot with Justin, next we’ll do a quick sound check, and then you’ve got that commercial to shoot—the producer promised me it won’t take too long since they’ve shot everything but your scene.”

			All I hear is blah, blah, blah, JUSTIN.

			“Justin?” I ask. She doesn’t mean THE JUSTIN CROWE, does she?

			“Yes, Becca. Justin Crowe. The guy you’re doing your next album with? Seriously, you’re starting to freak me out a little.”

			“I think I need a glass of water or something,” I tell her.

			“Red!” she shouts, turning her head toward the door. “Becca needs water! Pronto!”

			“You got it, Vi!” comes a voice back through the door. “Coming right up.”

			Before I can even count to seven, the door pops open a few inches and a hand appears holding a frosty bottle of water with a straw in it, just the way I like it.

			A beverage put right in my hand the second I ask for it? I could get used to service like this, I think, grabbing the water and taking a huge gulp.
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			“You sure you’re okay, Becca?” Violet asks.

			“Sure, yup, totally,” I tell her. “But maybe you could give me a second to, uh, freshen up a little?”

			“No problem,” she says, walking toward the bus-bedroom door. “Call me when you’re ready.” She shuts the door, and I scramble over to a mirror, not at all sure what to expect.

			I still look like me—Maggie Malone! So how can I be her? What in the world is happening here? And I don’t suppose there happens to be an earth-to-genie walkie-talkie on this thing. Wait, the mirror! Frank said I could find him there!

			“Frank,” I whisper, leaning in close to the mirror. “Frank! I need you, please. Pretty please with whipped cream on top! Frank, can you hear me?”

			“Maggie!” bellows Frank, coming into focus behind me. He’s wearing a black, furry bathrobe and has a towel wrapped turban-style on his head. You know, like a genie. I can’t help it, I whip around again—but of course, he’s not there.

			“Or should I say Miss Starr,” Frank-in-the-mirror says with a laugh.

			“What…is…happening?” I ask in a panic.

			“Yeah, well, we didn’t really get to go over the details of those Mostly Magical Boots,” Frank says with a sigh.

			“You think?” I ask. “Maybe you could fill me in now. Wait, is that a rubber duck in your hand?”

			“You caught me just getting out of the bath, what can I say?” Frank says. “But we don’t really have time for stories, Maggie. The mostly magical part of the boots is that when you put them on and say the magic words, you get to step into somebody’s life for a day.”

			“What magic words?” I ask. “You didn’t tell me anything about magic words! What did I say? And how did I get here?”

			“You wished for somebody else’s life,” Frank says simply. “Whenever you do that while you’re wearing the MMBs, the next time you wake up, you’re her. It’s pretty simple.”

			“Well, that might have been some good information to give me up front!” I tell him. “So what do I do now?”

			“Do?” Frank laughs. “You spend a day as your favorite rock star, that’s what you do.”

			“But I don’t know anything about being a rock star, Frank!” I wail.

			“But you know everything about Becca Starr,” Frank tells me. “And besides, the great thing about the MMBs is that this life you’re living? It’s like it’s been yours all along.”

			“Huh?” I say, completely confused.

			“It’s complicated, kid,” Frank says, “and we really don’t have time for a history-of-magical-boots lesson. Just trust me—and yourself. You’ll get the hang of it.”

			“Well, what if I don’t like it and I want to go home?” I ask.

			“What do you think this is, a taxi service?” Frank asks. “Once you’re in the boots—and in the life—you’re in, period. You wake up as that person and you go to bed as that person. When you wake up again, you’ll be the one and only Maggie Malone.”

			“Okay, my mom is going to totally freak out if I just disappear for a whole day!” I whimper, starting to panic even more.

			“Relax, Malone,” Frank says. “Time stops when you’re in the boots. Your mom will never even know you were gone.”

			“Promise?” I plead.

			“Promise,” Frank insists. “You’ve got this.”

			“Well, what if I need you?” I moan.

			“Your pocket mirror comes with you,” Frank says. “It’s in your pocket right now. Get it? Pocket mirror? I love that one.”

			I reach into the pocket of my pajama bottoms, and sure enough, it’s there. Frank is still holding his big belly and laughing when there’s a knock on the door.

			“You ready, Becca?” Violet asks right through it. “We’re at the ’dome, and we’re on a tight schedule, you know.”

			“Coming!” I shout as I watch Frank fade away before my eyes. I quickly pull on a T-shirt and pair of jeans I find folded on a shelf next to the bed and slip the mirror into my back pocket.

			You’ve got this, I repeat to myself, opening the door. Yeah, right.

			I follow Violet straight through the middle of this gigantic, fancy bus. I probably don’t have to mention that it doesn’t look like any bus I’ve ever seen. Hot pink velvet dotted with sparkly, silver stars covers the cushiony walls. There’s a kitchen off to the right that looks like it’s never been used and a long, white leather couch on the other side with a shiny metal table. To top it all off, the floor and ceiling are covered with tiny disco lights. I bet those lights change colors. I saw that once in a limousine when my aunt got married. Violet would know.

			“Hey, Violet?” I call ahead.

			“Becca, are you mad at me or something?” Violet asks. “You haven’t called me by my whole name since the beginning of your first tour.”

			Forget the blinky lights—not important. Be cool, Malone!

			“What? Oh, no! Sorry, um, Vi. I think I just need some food.” I figure that’s a harmless enough excuse for acting like a nut job. Everyone gets a little crazy when they’re starving. And I am ravenous.

			“Oh, you’re hilarious this morning,” Vi laughs. “You never eat breakfast! But if you’re hungry, I guess there’s time to grab a quick bite.” She stops and looks at me square in the eye, and I have to resist the urge to look away. “You sure you didn’t hit your head on the nightstand when you rolled out of bed?” she asks. I nod. She stares at me for another second before stepping aside and pressing her clipboard to her chest to let me off the bus. She leads me under a tent and into the biggest breakfast bonanza of my life.

			Here’s another thing about me: I live for breakfast. I could eat it for every single meal of every day. In fact, I probably average about nineteen breakfasts a week. And this place has about thirty times more food than any breakfast buffet I’ve ever seen. I think I am in heaven.

			I pick up a plate and start piling it with bacon. Then I notice the sausage. Are you kidding me? Sausage and bacon on the same day? That doesn’t happen in real life. I move on to the pastries—sticky buns (my favorite!), chocolate croissants, jelly doughnuts. And eggs—leaky ones, with the yellow ooze coming out on the sides—just the way I like them. When I get to the pancakes, there is no more space on my plate. How sad is that? I carefully lay a short stack across my meat and pour syrup over the whole mess. I firmly believe that just about anything tastes better with syrup on it. If you haven’t tried it on pork chops, you’re missing out.

			“O-kay, Bec,” Vi says, raising an eyebrow. “Going for the lumberjack breakfast today, are we?”

			I just shrug.

			Vi pulls a walkie-talkie from her hip. “Louisa?” she calls into it. “Becca is walking in five.”

			As in minutes? I look at my heaping plate that I can’t possibly consume in that amount of time. I do the best I can to prioritize, stuffing in a couple good mouthfuls of the most fantastic, buttery pancakes I’ve ever tasted. I grab a bite of sausage and cram it in there too, even though I haven’t swallowed the pancakes yet.

			“All right then, let’s go,” Vi prods, snatching up my plate and handing it off to a guy in a white chef’s hat. Torture! The best breakfast I never got to eat.

			We walk to the far end of the tent where it’s attached to a building. Violet flashes her badge, and a security guard pushes open a giant set of double doors. We wind our way down a crazy-long hallway filled with doors, then another, and then one more. Vi stops in front of a door that looks just like all the rest and swings it open.

			I think I might faint.

			Becca’s entire band—including the kid who does flips across the stage at every concert and her three backup dancers who are also on that TV show Dance Rock USA, plus the drummer chick who has her own clothing line—are sitting around two long tables. They all look up. I smile and hold up my hand in a frozen wave like I’m pledging something really important.

			“Hey Bec,” says this whole room full of famous people. To me. I cannot make a sound. The last time I was totally speechless was when Ricky Garfinkle’s shorts fell down in the lunch line and he was wearing underpants with rainbows and unicorns on them. I wish I could unsee that. I also hope I can keep it together in front of these super-cool teenage professionals. At Stinkerton, all I wanted was for someone to notice me. My mom says it all the time: be careful what you wish for.
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			“Please grab a seat, Becca,” Louisa says nicely. I am guessing she’s the teacher or tutor or something like that. Vi hands me a stack of books and paper and leaves.

			“Today we need to review chapters eleven through seventeen for your test next week,” Louisa tells us. I flip through my book—that’s, like, a hundred pages! I wonder how long “school” lasts and if there’ll at least be a potty break. I’m guessing there’s no recess around here.

			“You’re welcome to work alone or pair up and do some practice tests,” Louisa adds. Wow, we get a choice? I like being treated like an adult!

			I turn to the backup dancer sitting closest to me. Her name is Macy McLean and she’s fifteen; I know this because I’m a huge fan of Dance Rock USA. She’s got at least thirteen piercings in each ear—all real, from the looks of it—and either her mom is way better than mine at putting on temporary tattoos or this kid who’s not that much older than me is sporting real ink. Let’s just say she doesn’t exactly look like a bookworm. If I’m going to pair up with anybody and not get crushed like a bug, I’m thinking it’s her.

			“Want to be partners?” I ask.

			“Sure,” she says with a big smile. “Let’s make each other a practice test.” Then she winks at me.

			Oh, I get it! We don’t actually have to do this crazy math stuff. Phew! I mean, I get straight As at home and all, but this book is a few years ahead of me. I smile back at Macy and we each take out some paper.

			I can’t wait to see what Macy is going to do. Maybe she’ll write a funny poem like Stella always does or make up a friendship quiz. I decide to draw her a picture, since that’s my thing and I’m pretty good at drawing horses.

			“You ready to switch?” Macy asks a few minutes later. I scribble “I (heart) horsing around!” at the top of my page, fold it in half, and slide it across the table to her. Then I open hers.

			Macy did not write me a funny poem or make up a friendship quiz. She also didn’t draw me a picture. No, Macy filled her page with about four hundred and fifty tiny, perfectly neat, totally impossible math equations. We each stare at our papers for a second and then at each other.

			“Becca, what is this?” she whispers, looking worried.

			“It’s….well…it’s a horse,” I say. “I’m sorry, Macy. I just can’t concentrate today. And this stuff is really hard.”

			“Why didn’t you tell me you were having trouble?” she asks. “You know I’m always happy to help you with your schoolwork. I am a math tutor on the side, you know. And science and Latin, of course.”

			Well, knock me down with a squirrel sneeze! Apparently I was wrong about Macy not being the brightest bulb on the porch. And I guess when people treat you like an adult, you’re supposed to act like an adult too. I’m going to have to work on that one.

			Just then, Vi sweeps into the room.

			“Sorry crew, we have to cut today’s lesson short,” she announces. “Becca needs to get into hair and makeup, and the rest of you have your workout in five.”

			We start packing up our stuff.

			“Can I keep your horse?” Macy asks with a smile. “It’s super cute. I might see if my tattoo guy can copy it!”

			“All yours,” I tell her, absolutely positive that if I turn on Dance Rock USA someday and see Macy McLean with a tattoo of my horse on her arm, my head will explode on the spot.
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			After the super-awkward horsing-around fiasco, I am ready to sit back, relax, and get pampered. Vi leads me through another series of hallways to a room full of mirrors with those big round lightbulbs going up the sides.

			“Hey, Miss Thaaang!” shouts a spiky-haired dude in studded jean cutoffs, a white tank top, a fringed black leather vest, and combat boots. Is he serious? I wonder. “Give me the shake, girlfriend!” he shouts with a southern twang, extending a single finger toward me and planting his other hand on his hip.

			Completely confused, I reach out and attempt to shake his long, outstretched finger.

			“No, the shake! The way only the fabulous Becca Starr can do it. I want the shake before you get in my chair!”

			Really? The shake. What would Becca do? I have no idea. I mean, I know everything about her, but I don’t actually know her.

			“Oh! You want the shake!” I say, deciding to give it one more guess. I throw my arms up over my head, start flashing major jazz hands, and wiggling my butt side to side really fast. I’m just getting into it, turning around in a circle, when Vi steps in.

			“You know what, Chaz,” she says, “Becca’s not really feeling it this morning, okay? And we’ve got a lot of work to do here.” Vi walks me over to Chaz’s swivel chair. Chaz looks at me like I’ve lost my little rock star mind. If only he knew.

			“Get you anything before we get started, love bug?” Chaz asks as he surveys my curls.

			I’m about to say no thank you when I remember something. I’m a world-famous rock star! I read an article in Tween Scene about celebrities and the crazy things they ask for. One actor-guy only drinks from a specific brand of bendy straws, and another band has to have exactly one hundred white roses with all of the thorns cut off waiting in their dressing room when they get there. I sort of want to try that.

			“Um, could I maybe have some, um…jellybeans?” I ask.

			“Coming right up,” Chaz says without any hesitation at all.

			“But not any white or yellow,” I say. Why not milk this a little bit? If I only get one day to be a rock star, I want to make it count!

			“Or orange,” I add. “Or blue. Actually, you know what? Could they just bring me the red and black ones?”

			“No problem,” Chaz says, reaching for the walkie-talkie on his hip.

			This is crazy! Stars get whatever they want, no questions asked? I’d ask for a pony and a swimming pool with a high dive and an amusement park in my backyard!

			“Anything else?” Chaz wants to know.

			“Maybe a Coke? With a lime in it? No, wait. Make that four limes. Well, four slices, not four whole limes!”

			“Coke with four lime slices,” Chaz repeats, his walkie-talkie poised in front of his lips. “Anything else?”

			Could I ask for them to serve the Coke in a crystal goblet shaped like a shoe? Or have the whole thing delivered by a clown, or a lady in a goat costume? That would be awesome! But maybe a tiny bit unnecessary. I wouldn’t want people thinking Becca had turned into a total diva on my account.

			“I think that should do it,” I tell Chaz.

			“So you know what today is, right?” he says after placing my order. “That’s probably why you’re acting a little…funny. Girl, I get it. But we’re gonna make this as painless as possible. Quick and easy, ready?” He reaches his hands up into my hair and yanks the bottom half right out.

			“Holy smokes!” I scream. “Mother of a beetle’s cousin, that hurt! Am I bleeding? Everything’s going black! I’m going down!” I grip both sides of the chair, trying not to fall on my face for the second time today.

			“What?!” Chaz says, all surprised. “Sweetie, we went with the glue-on hair extensions last time, remember? You said they were more comfortable for sleeping. Now look at these gorgeous new ones, made just for you!” Chaz holds up a mound of strawberry blond curls that look exactly like my own hair. “Since this is a big week, I’m going to put in the individual ones. It’ll only take a couple of hours to do it.”

			“Wait, we’re not going to straighten this mess?” I ask, hoping, wishing.

			“Oh, right!” Chaz roars. “And disappoint all your little curly wig-wearing fans? Your curls are worth half the price of admission, sweet thang!” He tilts my head forward, bends down, and gets to work. My jellybeans and Coke arrive, and get this: it’s a gigantic bowl of nothing but black and red beans, and my Coke has exactly four perfectly ripe slices of lime in it. It’s hard to swallow with my chin tucked down to my neck, but somehow I manage.

			I finally look up after, I don’t know, maybe eleven hundred hours and realize that I have approximately four times the number of crazy curls that I was born with and a monster crick in my neck. They like my curls? Huh. Well, it looks kind of good, I guess—in a world-famous rock star kind of way.

			Chaz grabs my face in his hands, air-kisses me on each cheek, and tells me I look divine, then hands me over to Vi.

			“Thanks, Chaz,” I say. For the torture treatment.

			Vi shuffles me over to the other end of the room where a table is laid out with enough makeup to fill up a department store. I start to relax. I mean, if I know anything at all, it’s that this part is going to be waaaay more fun than the hair nightmare I just lived through.
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			The tallest woman I’ve ever seen in my life, whose nametag says Lisbeth Kruger, comes over to me and gives me a quick once-over. I get the distinct feeling that she’s not all that happy with what she sees. Without warning, she grabs my chin in her hand, gives me a weird little smile, and starts ripping my eyebrows out with pointy tweezers. One at a time. It feels like she’s sticking scorching-hot needles into my face.

			“Umm, Lisbeth?” I mutter, trying to blink back tears. “That really hurts.”

			“I know it’s not your favorite,” she says. “But we do what we have to do, right? Or are you finally ready to go with the tattooed brows? It really would be much easier—for all of us.”

			Get a tattoo? On my face? What planet are these people from?

			“Yeah, that might be a good idea,” I say. “Maybe we could schedule that for next week or something.” I feel bad throwing Becca under the bus like that, but honestly. If I came home with a tattoo on my face, I am positive my parents would send me off to one of those boarding schools like my cousin Seamus went to after he got caught stealing Milk Duds from the 7-Eleven.

			I sit in this makeup chair for what feels like a hundred million years and get smeared, smudged, and glossed within an inch of my life. I decide to keep my eyes closed and wait until Lisbeth is totally done to see my magical transformation. She spends at least a year applying eye shadow with the softest brush you ever felt. I wonder if it’s made out of mink or something, but I decide that it’s probably not because Becca is a huge animal-lover, like me. I would fall asleep sitting here if my mostly empty stomach wasn’t rumbling louder than a chainsaw. I wonder if Lisbeth can hear it, but if she can, she is being very polite about it. After an eternity, she glues these fake lashes that look like sparkly spiders to my eyelids and announces that she’s done. I open my eyes (I actually have to peel them apart since the spider-lashes weigh about seven pounds each) and I see…wait for it…me. Maybe a little shinier and sparklier, but it’s still just me—with even bigger, curlier hair.

			I can’t believe Becca does this every single day, I think. I’m pretty sure that would drive me totally bonkers. Maybe being a rock star isn’t as glamorous as I thought.

			“You look fabulous, Bec,” Vi says, helping me up from the chair. “Let’s get you over to wardrobe ASAP or you’ll be late for Justin.”

			Okay, maybe it’s a little bit glamorous. Jeez Louise, who am I kidding? Wardrobe and Justin Crowe. Somebody pinch me. Wait, never mind. I’ve had enough pain for one day.

			The wardrobe room is about the size of my classroom at school—if you cleared away all the desks and lined the walls with rolling clothes racks. There must be thirty of them, all packed solid with the craziest, most beautiful clothes you can imagine. I walk around checking out the haul, afraid to touch anything. There’s everything from sequin-covered miniskirts and long, ruffled jackets to this incredible pair of stretch-leather jeans that look like someone glued lace right over the top. One whole wall has racks stuffed with shoes from floor to ceiling. All of this is for me. Well, for Becca technically. But today, she’s me. Or I’m her. Whatever.

			“Salut, ma cheri!” a voice behind me booms. “Ça va bien?” I turn around and nearly fall over backward. Standing not three feet away from me is Toni Laroux, the famous fashion stylist from the TV show Wear Ever. I know Toni speaks English since I’ve never missed a single, solitary show, but maybe Becca is fluent in French on the sly and that’s their little thing. Which would royally stink for me, seeing as aside from fries, my knowledge of French is, like, zero.

			Toni leans in, squeezes my shoulders, and does the double-cheek kiss thing.

			“Hi, Toni,” I mumble. “Er, I mean, saloomahshurry.” I try to say it just the way she did.

			Toni collapses into a fit of giggles. “Oh, Becca,” she gasps. “You absolument have not been listening to the French CDs I gave you, you naughty girl.”

			“I can order apple pie à la mode for dessert,” I tell her. Well, it’s true—and it’s all I’ve got.

			“This is a start,” she laughs, shaking her perfectly blunt bob. How many close calls can one girl survive, I ask you?

			Toni turns and pulls out—of all things—the leather-and-lace jeans. Talk about a step up from a reindeer sweatshirt! “These look like Justin Crowe style, no?” she asks. As if I’d know!

			“I was thinking these with a simple T-shirt and piles of necklaces and maybe a gorgeous belt,” she continues. “You like?”

			“You’re the boss, Toni,” I tell her.

			“Ah, cheri, you must be aware of the fact that around here, the boss is you,” she says, rifling through racks of necklaces and pulling out her favorites. She hands me the jeans, the T-shirt, and ten pounds of jewelry—including a pair of giant hoop earrings. The clip-on kind. I knew it! I can’t wait to tell Stella. Oh, shoot. I can’t tell Stella. Rats!

			“Allons-y!” Toni says, waving her hands in crazy circles, obviously wanting me to do something—like get dressed. But where?

			“Right here?” I ask, feeling my face turn bright red. Well honestly, I don’t have a clue.

			She points to a curtain in the corner, which I hadn’t noticed before. “Vi said you were not yourself today,” she says. “Don’t tell anyone, but I think I like this Becca even better than the old one. She is very funny indeed.”

			At least I’m good for a laugh, I think, trotting off to the dressing area to slip into my rock-star gear. I let Becca’s jeans drop to the floor, and when I do, my gold pocket mirror flips out of the back pocket and sails across the tile floor, spinning right in front of Toni. Oh, nuts! I’ve stripped down to my skivvies so I poke my head out of the opening in the curtain.

			“Becca, love, what is this?” Toni asks, picking up my genie information portal like it’s just some beautifully bedazzled compact, inspecting both sides.

			“Oh, I need that!” I blurt out before I can think. How could I be so careless? Toni’s gonna faint on the spot when she looks into that mirror and sees Frank’s leathery face staring back at her! But there’s no time. She opens the mirror and I squeeze my eyes shut, bracing myself for the screams of horror to follow.
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			“Ah, voilà!” Toni says, smiling, pleased with her reflection.

			Really? Voilà? Frank wasn’t there? I really need more information on how all this works.

			I throw the T-shirt over my head and lunge out of the dressing room. I almost slam one of Toni’s French fingers inside the compact in my rush to snatch it back.

			“Sorry, Toni!” I stammer, scampering back into the dressing room. “It’s just that’s a cherished family heirloom is all. It’s really, really old—and fragile.”

			“Really, cheri?” Toni asks, questioning my claim. “It looks perfectly modern and positively chic, I think.”

			“Nope. Extremely old, from an ancient ancestor,” I explain. “I’m pretty sure my great, great…great grandmother brought it over from her homeland on the Titanic…wait, it wasn’t the Titanic…maybe it was the Mayflower…well anyway, it was way back in the days of yore.” What on earth am I talking about?

			“How fascinating!” Toni says without a hint of skepticism, like she believes me, but I’m not sure. “What is the meaning of the letters M and M in gorgeous jewels on the top? It is exquisite, absolument!”

			“Oh!” I say. This one’s easy. “Yeah, that’s because it belonged to my Granny Malone. Her name was Margaret Malone too! I mean—NOT TOO—there was just her—she was the one and only Margaret Malone. Those are her initials.” Seriously, Malone? Why don’t you just dig yourself a hole and jump into it?

			I am full-on freaking out at this point since I figure I’m cold busted. My excessive, over-the-top explanations are only making things worse. I pull the robe off the hook inside the dressing room and open the compact to consult Frank on exactly how to backpedal out of this tall tale I’ve spun. I open the mirror and there’s Frank, shaking his head.

			“Way to oversell it, Malone!” Frank says. “But don’t fret, Frenchie there is none the wiser. I’m pretty sure she bought your Titanic story hook, line and sinker!”

			“Cool,” I answer back, not thinking, as I shut the compact.

			“What is cool, Becca, my pet?” Toni asks. “You have caught a chill? I will have the heaters brought in immédiatement.”

			“That would be great, Toni,” I say exhaling, completely relieved. “Thanks.”

			Crisis averted! Time to get into my rock-star duds. The leather jeans slide on like butter and fit like they were made by hand for my body. I squat down and stand up, and they don’t wrinkle or pucker even one tiny bit. They almost look like they were painted on. My mom would have a full-blown heart attack if she saw me in them, so—as cool as it would be to have her see her own daughter being a famous rock star—it’s probably a good thing she’s not here. I add the belt and an army of necklaces, then pull back the curtain and shuffle out in my bare feet.

			Toni is standing there holding a pair of silver ballet flats in one hand and a pair of platform wedge-heel boots in the other. “I think we will go with the flats for now, since you have a long day,” she decides. “Plus we don’t want Justin to feel shrimpy.” It’s all I can do not to throw my arms around her and hug all of the air right out of her lungs. I mean, I love clanking around in my mom’s heels at home for fun, but this is different. The last thing I need is to be teetering around on six-inch heels and trying to look cool and then tripping on my face in front of none other than the Justin Crowe.

			I slip into the ballet flats as Vi bursts back into the room. “Oh good, you’re dressed,” she says. “Justin’s bus just got here. You ready?”

			That’s like asking an elephant if he’s ready to go skydiving, I think, but I can’t exactly say that. Instead I nod my head yes and follow Vi out the door on spaghetti legs.
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			I get the twitchy leg shakes whenever I’m nervous or excited. Like when I have to stand up in class and give a report or when I can’t close my eyes the night before we leave for a super fun summer vacation. But this is different. Right now, I’ve got the twitchy leg shakes mixed with some major jumpy tummy—the kind that makes you feel like you’re going to toss your cookies any second.

			Maybe it’s a good thing I don’t have any cookies to toss—there wouldn’t be time for that anyway. Vi walkie-talkies ahead to let Justin’s crew and the photographer know that “Miss Starr is moving,” and just before we arrive on set, another pair of double doors flies open like magic. I have to admit, it’s awfully cool having someone announce your every move like it’s actual news.

			Right away, I see him. Justin Crowe. He doesn’t have a real spotlight shining out of the top of his head, but he might as well. I don’t know how to explain it, but he practically lights up the whole room. He’s surrounded by a bunch of people huddled together wearing headsets. Until the big metal doors slam shut behind us, echoing a loud boom throughout the ginormous room. He turns toward us and breaks into the biggest, most beautiful smile I’ve ever seen, and I think I might just melt right into the cement floor. Is this really happening? To me? The closest I’ve ever gotten to anybody super famous was when I was four and my parents took me to see The Jiggles and I got my picture taken with the guy in the grape suit. I’m pretty sure that doesn’t count anymore.

			Justin keeps grinning—right at me—and holds up one finger, to say just a sec. That’s cool, I think to myself. I can wait just a sec for Justin Crowe. As he turns back to the headset people, he does something that makes my head spin: he flashes me the I heart Becca Starr hand symbol, right off his left shoulder. Seriously? He hearts me! Justin Crowe hearts me! This is the single most superb day of my entire life. Wait, it’s not technically my life, I remind myself. But it is today, and it’s totally, amazingly, ridiculously awesome.

			Justin’s crew scatters, and he comes running over to me, scooping me off my feet and spinning me around. Spinning. Me. Around. Is there anything better than being spun around by Justin Crowe? I can say, for sure, the answer to that question is no. No, there is nothing better than that.

			“Becky!” Justin says. Becky? Either he doesn’t actually know my name or we are total BFFs. “What’s up? I’ve missed you!”

			“Uh…yeah! I know!” I stammer. “I’ve missed you too!? It’s been, like…how long has it been?”

			“A whole month since our duet at the VTV Music Awards,” he says. “Can you believe it? And you’ve been around the world and back since then! Hey, we really missed you at the Vanity Square party last week.”

			I nod like a cartoon bobble head, terrified to say the wrong thing. Or anything at all. Get with the program, Malone. You’re supposed to be a rock star. You’d better start acting like a rock star. 

			“Dude, I hear that scene was totally bangin’, for real!” I say.

			“What did you just say?” Justin asks, looking at me sort of funny.

			“What?” I say, cocking my head to the side and giving it another try. “I’m just busting a rhyme, double time, dog!” I get my shoulders into it a little bit to boost the confident rock star effect, but I’m crossing my fingers hoping that sounded a little better.

			He stares at me for a beat and a half and then busts out laughing. “Oh, I get it!” he laughs, shaking his head. “You’re being that wannabe rock star kid backstage at Madison Quad that time, right? He was all I’m talking to rock stars so I’m going to talk just like a rock star. Like we talk like that! People kill me.”

			“I know, right?” I say, feeling like the world’s biggest dork. “People are ridiculous sometimes.”

			Like, especially me—right now. I’m totally blowing it. But what do I do? Justin actually seems pretty…normal. Maybe I should try being a normal person too. That I know how to do.

			“Tell me what’s up with you,” I say, because it’s always nice to ask people about themselves.

			“Same stuff, different day,” Justin says, pulling up a folding chair for me and sitting backward in another. “On the road, on the bus, in the chair, sit around and wait. Of course, I love the fans and the performing and all that just like you do, but the whole thing can get exhausting. And lonely.”

			Rock stars get lonely? But there are all these people around all the time! I guess there’s not a lot of hanging around, though. I think about all the time I spend with Stella at home. I sure would miss her if I lived on the road.

			“Are you sleeping any better lately?” Justin asks.

			“Umm…I rolled out of bed this morning—right onto the floor!” I say, hoping this is something that might actually happen to a rock star.

			“That’s classic!” Justin laughs. “You always crack me up.”

			Right then, my stomach rips out an embarrassing, monster rumble.

			“Dude! It sounds like a bowling alley in there!” Justin laughs again. “Have you eaten lunch yet?” I thought I loved him before, but I really love him now.

			“I’d kill for a cheeseburger,” I admit.

			“Me too,” he says and calls across to a guy talking to the photographer. “Hey, Butch! Can we get a couple of cheeseburgers over here, pickles on the side? Thanks, man. You’re the best.” He turns back to me with that smile again. “Pickles on the side for my high-maintenance friend.” Becca and I both love our pickles on the side. Talk about a lucky coincidence!

			Vi hears this and quickly jumps in. “Actually, Butch, Becca will have a peanut butter protein shake. Tell Chef it’s for her—extra creamy. Thanks!” She comes over to Justin and me. “Bec, you know you can’t have solid food once you’re in full makeup!”

			Rats! Make that double rats with stinky rotten goat cheese on top! No burger and I happen to be allergic to peanuts. I won’t be able to sing a note once my throat closes up, and all the makeup in the world won’t be able to hide the head-to-toe hives I’ll break into if Mr. Peanut even looks at these perfectly polished lips.

			“Oh, yeah. Sorry, Vi!” I say. “But about that shake… Can we hold the nuts today? I’m sort of in a chocolate mood. Maybe I could just have a plain milk shake—with extra protein, of course.”

			“Sure, not a problem,” Vi says. “And then we’ve got to wrap up this catch-up session. The guys are starting to load in the gear, and we’ve got some amazing pictures to take.”

			Out of nowhere, a team of hair and makeup artists appears and starts in again with the glosses and powders and sprays. I slump back in my chair. Didn’t we just do this?
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			After seventeen costume changes, eleven lip gloss reapplications, and at least a zillion blinding flashes in my face, the photographer—only the uber-famous Zane Black, the guy who shoots for all the big, glossy fashion magazines—declares that he’s got what he needs. Not a minute too soon, buddy, I think. My face aches from smiling.

			“So guess what, B?” Justin asks as the crew packs up their gear. “I get to stay for your show tonight! I was supposed to have to take off, like, now—but I convinced my manager to make a little magic with the schedule. I’ll be up in the box cheering for you. I’ll be the one holding up the biggest ‘b,’ so look for me.”

			He gives me The Smile and a huge hug, and I think my heart actually stops beating. “Break a leg, Becky,” he adds, and I smile weakly. I know that means “good luck” but right now I’m hoping that I don’t actually break an actual leg.

			“Sound check in five!” shouts one of the headphone guys. “Rory, get Becca mike’d up.”

			“On it,” says Rory. He strolls over to me, and before I can even say hello, he twists me around roughly so that my back is to him. I don’t even have time to think before he yanks the back of my shirt up really high. What in the name of Ursula’s ugly uncle is he doing? I grab the front of my shirt to keep it from riding up too. I feel a cold hard box being pressed against my back and then clipped to the top of my leather pants. Rory yanks down hard on the box, pulling the back of my pants down with it. Hello, if he makes me flash some cheek I’m seriously going to lose it here!

			“That staying?” he growls.

			“Yup! Not going anywhere!” I insist, pulling my pants back to my hips.

			Rory shoves an earpiece into my ear and plugs in the wire. “Okay, let’s do a line check,” he says, twisting me back around, and not very gently, I might add. “Give me a test.”

			Um, what’s the capital of North Dakota? Can you name all seven dwarves? What’s fourteen times fourteen?

			I clear my throat. “Testing, one, two, three…” I say, but nobody besides Rory can hear it, because the most horrible screech you’ve ever heard in your whole life—the kind that makes you cover your ears and double over—fills up the entire ’dome and bounces off the ceiling and walls like we’re inside a giant popcorn popper.

			“Jeez, Curtis, would you level that already?” shouts Rory—right into my ear, which is still echoing from the screech.

			“Sorry, Rory,” Curtis calls back. “Okay, try it again.”

			“Hey, Becca, maybe you could just say check-check like we always do,” Rory says in a very unpleasant tone. He is not happy with me right now, that’s for sure. Maybe his boxers are stuck up his butt or something. I decide to call him Gory Rory—in my head, of course.

			“Now?” I ask, my ears still pounding.

			“No, darling, a week from now,” Rory says all sarcastically. “Yes, now! What do you think this is? A picnic in the stinking park?”

			The other thing about me? I don’t like it when people are rude to me. Like, I can’t stand it. At all. My eyes start to fill with tears, and all I can think of is the sparkly-spider lashes and the dozens of layers of makeup and powder beneath them and the melting-clown mess I’m going to be if I even think about blinking. Why did I ever think I wanted to be a rock star? Maybe because I had no idea what it was all about. I wish I were somewhere else right now. Anywhere else. Even worse-than-awful Stinkerton.

			Get it together, Malone. This is it. You’re doing great, don’t mess it all up now. You can do this. You will do this. You don’t have a choice.

			I square my shoulders. “Check-check,” I croak. It comes out like a froggy whisper, but at least there’s no screech.

			“What on earth is going on up there?” Rory roars again, this time even louder. “You bozos want to give me any juice, or do you want me to try to guess what she’s gonna sound like tonight? Unbelievable.” He mutters the unbelievable part under his breath, and I decide that his boxers are not only up his butt but they must be crawling with fire ants. I know it’s not a nice thing to say, but I sort of hope they are. I mean, I truly, honestly can’t stand this guy. This is actually a good thing, because now I’m not so much upset as I am mad. And nobody better mess with Maggie Malone when she’s mad.

			“We got it fixed, Rory,” Curtis shouts. “Bad connection. Try it again—it should be good now.”

			“It better be,” grumbles Rory.

			“Check-check,” I say, loud and clear. The sound of my voice fills the arena, and I get chills down my own spine.

			“Beautiful,” Rory says. “All right, give me a line. And before you can ask what I mean like you’ve never done this before, I am asking you to sing something, princess. Anything, I don’t care.”

			That I can do. I mean, I know every word to every Becca Starr song ever recorded, and I don’t know about onstage at the Superdome, but at home in my shower, I’m not half bad. You’re a rock star now, so act like one. Don’t hold back! Show them what you’ve got.

			“Way back when, before I knew,” I belt out, loud and proud. I close my eyes and pretend it’s just me, Maggie Malone, singing into my bottle of conditioner. Not to brag or anything, but I think I sound pretty good. I’m about to really get into it when Rory shuts me down.

			“That’s fine,” Rory says, cutting me off. He doesn’t smile or anything—I don’t know if he’s even capable of smiling—but at least he doesn’t look like he’s going to bite my head off anymore. Mickey might like it if I came home headless, but my parents would bust a serious gut.

			The rest of Becca’s—I mean my—band gets the same lovely Rory treatment, one by one. When he’s satisfied, he stalks off the stage without even a “see ya.” That’s right, take a hike, Gory Rory.

			“We put up with him because he’s the best,” says a voice behind me. I turn around, super happy to see Vi.

			“I guess,” I say. “But does he have to be such a jerk?”

			Vi just shrugs, and I decide right then and there that when I’m a world-famous rock star, I will have a very strict No Jerks policy. If you want to work for Maggie Malone, you’d better be nice. End of story.

			“Hey Bec, I have some bad news,” Vi says, steering me back down the hallway. Man, am I beat. I look at my watch and thankfully it’s still pretty early. I’m definitely going to need a little nap if I’m going to be expected to perform an actual rock concert tonight.

			“What’s up?” I ask Vi, picturing myself sliding into that delicious satin bed.

			“Your mom called,” Vi says, not looking at me. “She can’t make the show tonight. She said to tell you she’s really, really sorry but her fund-raiser co-chair got sick and she has to run the whole auction tonight by herself and she knows that this happened last time and the time before that too but there’s nothing she can do and she promises she’ll make it up to you.” Vi spits this last bit out in one rush of a breath, and even I can tell she’s trying to cover for Becca’s mom. It’s no biggie to me, of course, but I feel super sad for Becca. Her own mom doesn’t come to her shows?

			I think about my mom. She’s never missed a single soccer game or school play or even a silly field trip. Never, not even once. I decide to do something really nice for her when I get home, like make her breakfast in bed or pick up all the disgusting dog poop in the backyard without even being asked. I follow Vi back to the bus, thinking how weird it is to feel sorry for Becca Starr.
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			I barely have one foot on the bus when Vi stops me.

			“Hey, Bec,” she says. “Where’re you going?”

			“Yeah, I’m kind of beat,” I explain. “I was just going to take a quick power nap before the show.”

			“You’re funny,” Vi says. “Seriously, if you need the potty, go ahead, but we’ve got to get to the soundstage for your commercial shoot in less than thirty. Hair and makeup will meet us there.”

			Those guys again?

			“I guess I’m good,” I say, jumping back down off the bus.

			“Great, ’cause your car is already here,” Vi says, looking at her clipboard and speaking into her walkie-talkie. “Moving!”

			We walk around the back of the bus where my “car” is parked. And it’s definitely no car—it’s a super-stretch, supremely stylin’ limousine. Yeah baby! That’s what I’m talking about.

			I pick up my step, trying not to break into a sprint toward the limo. I’m reaching for the handle when a dude in a black suit stops me. “Allow me, Miss Starr,” he says, all serious. How could I forget? A rock star doesn’t open her own car door!

			I slide across buttery leather seats and immediately take my shoes off so I can feel the plush carpet under my feet. There are mile-long black couches running down both sides of this thing. I’m not even kidding; I bet I could fit my whole Ranger Girls troop in here. There’s the longest sunroof I’ve ever seen over my head, so I start fiddling with the buttons until I find the right one to open it. Vi is talking on her phone, of course.

			“Tell them we have no comment,” she says, sounding pretty irritated. We buckle our seat belts, and the limo starts moving.

			Vi is chatting away, and I’m staring up at the sky flying past, and all of a sudden, I can’t stand it. I know I shouldn’t unbuckle but I just can’t resist. I stand up right through the middle of the sunroof and open my arms wide, feeling the wind whip through my hair. Heaven! I think to myself. I’d do this every single day of my life if I was Becca Starr.

			Right then, two hands grab me around my waist and pull me back inside the limo lickety-split.

			“What are you DOING, Becca?” Vi says, trying not to raise her voice. “Chaz is going to have a panic attack when he sees what you just did to your hair!”

			“I’m sorry,” I say, feeling my curls—they are a little twisted up. “I just wanted to…” My eyes start filling with tears.

			“No, you know what?” she says, getting herself back together. “I’m sorry. I’m just a little stressed—that phone call—never mind, it doesn’t matter. They’re going to have massive fans blowing straight at you for this commercial anyway, I’m sure.”

			“They are?” I say, confused.

			“Remember?” Vi asks. “The Japanese car commercial? I showed you the storyboards last week. It’s the one where you’re in the convertible.”

			Before I can ask any more questions, the limo stops in front of this humongous metal building in the middle of nowhere. Vi hops out, and I have no choice but to follow her. This is where we’re filming a real commercial? Looks more like an abandoned paper plate factory or something. We walk inside, and it’s like stepping into another world. We’re in the middle of some big city at night with tall buildings and twinkling lights, a starlit sky, and a full moon overhead. I’m not sure you’d actually be able to see the stars in a big city like this, but it looks really good.

			There are at least a hundred people rushing around with headsets on. One of them rushes up to Vi and bows, like he just finished his second grade Thanksgiving play. Then Vi bows right back at him. Next thing I know, I’m bombarded by all those people in headsets bowing at me. Just in time, I remember what my Aunt Fi told me about the bowing custom in Japan—it’s a respect thing—so for once in this crazy rock star life, I know what to do. I bow at everyone and they all bow back. It’s hard to keep a straight face.

			Vi shuffles me through hair and makeup. Chaz only has a mini freak-out when he sees my windblown hair and gets it back into place pretty quickly.

			There’s a red convertible parked in the middle of the fake city street. The guy in charge comes over to Vi, motions toward the car, and says something in Japanese. It’s kind of hilarious when he says the thing in Japanese because he gets this super excited look on his face. Vi nods and comes over to me.

			“Okay, so here’s the deal,” she explains. “You’re gonna get in the car, they’re gonna get the fans blowing, paparazzi are going to swarm the car flashing bulbs, and you’re going to say, KONO IWA! You know, with lots of feeling and excitement.”

			“Wait, do they know I’m not old enough to actually drive a car?” I ask, because I’m just twelve, and Becca’s only fourteen!

			“Yeah, they don’t care,” Vi says. “Repeat after me, KONO IWA!”

			“KONO IWA,” I echo back.

			“Again,” Vi says.

			“KONO IWA,” I say again. “Wait, what does that even mean?”

			“What?” Vi says, looking up from her clipboard. “Oh, I don’t know. I can find out, if you’d like.”

			“Well, don’t you think we should know what I’m saying?” I ask. “I mean, what if they’ve got me saying I LOVE HULA-HOOPING POLKA-DOTTED PANDAS or something?”

			“Listen, Bec,” Vi comes in close, whispering into my ear. “They’re paying you two million dollars to say two words—that’s a million dollars a word. I think it’s something like ‘this car is awesome!’ but I’ll find out if you want me to.”

			“Yes, please,” I say with a smile. It just seems like the responsible thing to do. And just as I start to feel the tiniest bit thirsty, somebody puts a cool soda in my hand.

			Vi comes back from talking to the man in charge. “It means THIS ROCKS! Okay, are we all good?”

			“All good!” I say and step into the car. They start up the music and the fans and the photographers get into position around the car. Vi points to me when it’s time for me to do my thing.

			“KONO IWA!” I say with as much feeling as I can muster in a foreign language I don’t speak. The bowing man says something to Vi.

			“Again, Bec!” Vi says from the side of the set. “With a little less excitement—more rock star attitude, please!”

			I squint my eyes and turn my head a little to the side and say, “KONO IWA.”

			The guy in charge is waving his hands, trying to explain to Vi what he wants. “That’s better, Bec!” Vi yells, “But they want a little more everyday American teenager vibe.”

			I say THIS ROCKS! in Japanese at least sixty different ways and finally get it right.

			We walk out of the warehouse and I can’t stop saying it: “KONO IWA!”

			“You love doing commercials, don’t you, Bec?” Vi asks, putting an arm around me.

			“Yeah, that was really fun!” I say.

			“You know what else is really fun?” she asks me, sliding into the limo. “You did such a great job, they just gave you that car!”

			“But I can’t even drive!” I remind her.

			“Yeah, like I said,” Vi reminds me, “they don’t care!” And we laugh together—until Vi gets another call, of course.
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			We make it back to the bus in record time.

			“Okay, Bec, you’ve got thirty minutes of downtime to chill,” Vi says. “I’ll be back with your dinner.” I nod, and she closes the door to my bus-bedroom.

			I unload the necklaces and bracelets lining my neck and arms, peel off the sticky leather jeans, and pull on some stretchy leggings, a hoodie, and Becca’s bunny slippers. I have a pair almost exactly like them at home, and I’d wear them to school if my mom would let me. They’re that comfy.

			I’m about to curl up with a magazine when there’s a knock at my door.

			“Come in!” I shout. Vi nudges the door open. She’s got her cell phone in one hand and she’s covering the mouthpiece with the other.

			“So sorry to bother you, Bec, but I’ve got Jonie Lake on the line,” Vi says. Jonie Lake? Sister of a striped stegosaurus! Jonie Lake is the infamous, thousand-year-old entertainment journalist who gets her kicks ripping celebrities apart in her gossip column for Starz magazine. She’s had so much plastic surgery she looks like a cross between the Joker from Batman and one of those creepy dolls whose eyes are supposed to close when you lay her down but they get stuck open all the time. Talk about scary with a capital S.

			“What does she want?” I ask nervously.

			“What she always wants,” Vi says. “A comment on her absurd, made-up story. This time, she’s going to be writing about how all of your Becca Starr merchandise is manufactured by underpaid children in Chinese sweatshops.” Vi sighs and shakes her head. “No comment, I assume?”

			“But…but…why wouldn’t I comment?” I stammer. “That’s a horrible thing to print!” Then I have a terrifying thought.

			“It’s not true, is it?” I ask.

			“Oh Becca, of course it’s not true,” Vi assures me. “Nothing that vile woman prints is true! You know that.”

			“Then…shouldn’t I defend myself?” I ask.

			“You certainly can,” Vi says. “You just usually don’t want to deal with it.”

			“Well, I feel like dealing with it today,” I tell her. “I’ll take the call.”

			Vi lifts both eyebrows but says nothing as she hands me the phone. I take a deep breath before speaking into it.

			“This is Becca Starr,” I say with confidence I definitely don’t feel. “May I help you?”

			“Jonie Lake here,” she growls. “So, you got kids in China, working their little fingers raw for peanuts so you can make millions selling piece-of-junk dolls that don’t even look like you, if you ask me. Any comment?”

			“First of all,” I say slowly, “I’d like to know where you got this information.” It’s not just a stall tactic. In my journalism class at Sacred Heart, you weren’t allowed to make any sort of claim without being able to back it up. That’s pretty basic stuff, in fact.

			“Can’t reveal my sources, sorry,” Jonie snarls. “You got a comment? I’m on a deadline here.”

			“My comment is that it is absolutely not true, not a single word of it,” I say. “All of my products are made right here in the United States. And for your information, I don’t make millions off those dolls. In fact, I don’t make a penny. I donate every single cent I make on my merchandise to the Pack It Up Foundation. You are welcome to confirm that with them.”

			I so nailed that! Stella and I have watched the Becca Starr documentary at least a dozen times, so I’ve actually seen her manufacturing plant. It’s in somewhere like Detroit or Pittsburgh or one of those other cities where they make a bunch of stuff. I can’t remember exactly, but I’m positive it’s in the United States because they made a big deal about it in the movie about how hardly anybody makes anything in the United States anymore, which is sad. Then later in the movie, there’s this whole scene about Becca’s work with Pack It Up. Every year, she gives them money to buy backpacks and fill them with school supplies for kids who can’t afford to buy them. Becca even helps them pack those bags herself. I’d never even thought about not having enough money to buy a pencil before I saw that. It’s a tearjerker of a scene, and after we saw it the first time, Stella and I both took our entire allowance and stuck it in an envelope and mailed it right off to them, along with my favorite Crazy Kitten pencil case packed with as many supplies as we could stuff in there.

			“Well, that’s not what my source said, so I guess you don’t really have anything to add,” Jonie grumbles. And then there’s a click.

			Is this some kind of joke? She was asking me about me! And I told her the truth and she didn’t even care. And now she’s going to print her evil article full of lies, and there’s nothing I can do about it? It’s so totally not fair.

			This is almost exactly like that time at Sacred Heart when somebody started a rumor that Sally Keester had six toes on her left foot. Nobody even knew how the rumor started, but it sure did spread like wildfire. As if it wasn’t bad enough having to go through life with a last name that’s another word for backside, that poor girl walked to school in the snow wearing sandals all winter, just so people could count her frozen toes for themselves. (There were only ten. And she asked me to count them, for your information.) Even after Sally nearly got frostbite, kids still said she had one little piggy tucked underneath the others. Some of those kids still call her Six Toe Sally to this day. Why are some people mean for no good reason? It should be against the law.

			I look at Vi helplessly and hand her the phone. A tear slips out of the corner of my eye. Vi sits down next to me.

			“Sweetie, this is all part of being a star, you know that,” she says, hugging me. “People are going to say what they’re going to say and think what they’re going to think, and all you can do is keep being you. You know as well as I do that this will only make headlines until she makes up something even worse about somebody else. Until then, all you can do is ignore it. Besides, who cares what a bunch of strangers think? Those of us who know and love you are the only ones who matter, anyway. Right?”

			I nod and look down at my lap. Vi stands and slips quietly out of the room. Who knew being a rock star would be such a roller-coaster ride?
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			I try to take my mind off the Jonie Lake disaster by thinking about food. I am so hungry I could eat a hot dog, which may not sound like much, but I haven’t eaten a hot dog in four years. That was when I nearly choked to death on one at the Sacred Heart Harvest Carnival. Tiffany Treadmore said that’s what I got for trying to eat on the Whirly Bird, but I think she was just mad because some of my ketchup flew onto her Rocking Rolls T-shirt when that Bird started Whirling.

			Knock, knock.

			“Come on in,” I call.

			“You ready for dinner?” Vi asks, peeking her head back in.

			“Is water wet?” I ask.

			Violet laughs. “I’m glad to see you’re feeling better and that you didn’t let that Jonie Lake thing get you too down. We need you to be on your game tonight and not be worrying about that crusty old toad.”

			Vi’s right, there’s nothing I can do. I’m not wasting another ounce of brain space on dinosaur-face. Right now, I’m thinking about dinner—as in real, solid food that I get to eat. Pretty please with pineapple on top, let it be something good.

			I follow Vi out to the living room of the bus to find a silver domed plate waiting for me. I slide into my spot at the table and lift the lid. Yes! I’m staring at a plateful of spaghetti with meatballs the size of my head. I dig right in because you never know how long you’ve got to chow down around here.

			“As soon as you’re finished eating, we’ll get you in for your final hair and makeup touch-ups and then we’ll do this deal,” Vi says. “You’ve got about twenty minutes or so.”

			And then she leaves.

			Have you ever eaten a whole meal at a table all by yourself? It’s weird, let me tell you. At home, dinner is loud and fun and even when Mickey is getting yelled at for making farting sounds with his armpit or trying to slide bites of food to our dog Willy, everyone’s usually laughing and happy. But I have nobody to talk to, not even Vi, who is probably off doing something Very Important for me. Is this what my life is going to be like when I’m back home, as me, at Stinkerton? I don’t want to be the Girl Who Eats Alone forever. I shudder and try to shove that thought out of my brain.

			When every last morsel of food is gone, I wipe my mouth and lean back. As much as I want to lick the plate, I don’t. Even without my mom here to tell me not to, I know that would be really bad manners. I wonder if she’d be proud of me. The sun’s starting to go down, and back at home, that’s when I usually do my homework while my mom starts dinner. She doesn’t need to help me much with it anymore, but I still do it in the kitchen because I like having some company. I’m really starting to miss her. I wonder if Becca misses her mom all the time…or if she’s just used to it by now.

			Vi rushes back onto the bus. “Okay, superstar. Security says seats are already starting to fill so we need to get moving. We don’t want a repeat of what happened in London last year, do we?”

			I have no idea what happened in London last year, but Vi’s raised eyebrow is enough to tell me it was not fun. I shake my head no.

			After another round of hair and makeup, Vi scoots me over to wardrobe for my first costume. I go straight into the dressing room since I know what to do this time. I’m blabbering to Toni from behind the curtain about how gorgeous the tiny sequins are on my perfectly fitted, silver slip dress when I notice a rumbling above my head, like the whole arena is moaning or something.

			“Umm, Toni?” I ask through the curtain. “What’s that sound? Do they have messed-up plumbing in this place or something? It sounds like the roof’s about to cave in.”

			“Ah, cheri, that is the sound of your adoring fans anxiously awaiting your arrival, of course!” Toni says. “They seem extra excited tonight, yes?”

			I get a lump in my throat as fear shoots through my body like a lightning bolt. I’d sort of forgotten about the whole twenty thousand people I’d be singing in front of. I feel a little dizzy as I emerge from the dressing room.

			“Magnifique!” Toni says, throwing her arms in the air like a gymnast who just nailed a perfect landing. I give her a huge hug because, well, I really need a hug.

			Vi steps in. “The warm-up band is clearing the last of their gear now,” she tells me. “You’re on in five. All set? You look great!”

			I sort of nod. You didn’t like being invisible? Not a problem, Malone.

			“Miss Starr is walking,” Vi announces into her walkie-talkie and starts moving for the door. I wonder if it would look suspicious if I asked her to come back and help me unglue my feet from the floor.
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			“You coming?” Vi asks, turning around. “You look a little pale,” she says, handing me water with a straw. “Hydrate! And here’s your set list. I know you like to hold it in your hand before you go on.”

			I take a look and I know all of the songs. Every one, completely by heart, which is a relief, but how will I sound? I mean, Rory didn’t exactly give me time to get my groove on during the sound check. Just pretend you’re alone, in the shower, singing your heart out like you always do.

			Vi gives my arm a nice tug, and I manage to unstick my feet. She’s leading me through the hallway maze when some headphone guy pops out of a door and gets me mike’d up while we’re walking. It’s still not a super-fun experience, but I’m not about to complain. At least it’s not Gory Rory.

			The nervousness that started in my toes has spread all over my body, and I can feel my ears getting hot. That’s not good. The last time that happened was when I was in the second grade Christmas pageant. I had a pretty minor role—I was the innkeeper, for Pete’s sake—and all I had to say was, “I am sorry. There is no room for you in the inn.” But by the time Joseph and the Virgin Mary (who was riding on Willis Freedman’s back since he was the donkey) made it next to me at center stage, all I could hear was the blood pumping inside my thick skull.

			“Uhh…uhh…” I said and looked at Mrs. Finklestein, who looked at me like, Say it! Say it! But I couldn’t. I was frozen like a stone troll in The Hobbit. With my mouth hanging open. The only reason I know that I looked like a baby bird waiting for his mom to feed him a worm is because every student was given a DVD copy of the play as a keepsake. And for months, every time Willis Freedman saw me in the hall, he’d drop his jaw and laugh. Jerk.

			So right about now, I’m wondering why, of all the lives on the planet that I could have chosen to step into, why, oh why, did I choose one where I would most definitely have to perform in front of people? And not in front of the whole school, but in front of the equivalent of the whole county. The closer I get to backstage, the louder the blood pumps in my ears. How am I going to do this? I decide I need a mini genie conference, so I have no choice. I give the desperate peepee plea.

			“Vi,” I say, trying not to let my voice quiver. “I know this is a terrible time, but I’ve got to hit the bathroom before I go on.”

			“WHAT?” she answers, shuffling papers and grabbing her walkie-talkie. “Well, better now than in the middle of the show. BUT HURRY.”

			I skedaddle into a big, empty backstage bathroom, into a stall and whip my pocket mirror out of the little tote I’m carrying that will be taken back to wardrobe as soon as I hit the stage. I told Toni it was my good luck charm and that I felt like my great, great, great granny Malone was somehow with me onstage if I could keep it with me until I go on. I think she got a tear in her eye. She also promised to take it back to the bus for me. She’s so taken with the whole tale I’ve spun, I just know she’s gonna ask to hear more from the real Becca Starr. Oh well. Can’t be helped. I open the compact, but only see my own reflection in the glass.

			“Frank! Frank!” I say in a whisper that quickly turns to a yell. “Where in the world are you? I’m dying here!”

			Finally, Frank shows up, and I hear Hawaiian music in the background.

			“What’s up, Magpie?” Frank says, sipping something from a coconut. He’s clearly someplace tropical. “You having fun?”

			“Um, no! No, I’m not!” I say, a little irritated because he’s just so relaxed. “Where the heck are you, anyway?”

			“Macau,” Frank says. “Do you know where that is, Maggie Malone?”

			“Uh, no, and I’m not in the mood for a geography quiz, Frank. I’m scared stiff! I’m losing my marbles here, and was supposed to be onstage five minutes ago!”

			“Uh huh,” Frank says, taking a long pull on his coconut drink.

			“I think I’m ready to go back home now,” I finally say. “Wait, I don’t think I’m ready, I know I’m ready. I did this, okay? I got to live Becca’s life and it was great and all of that—well, mostly great, anyway. But all good things have to end, so let’s get me back to 337 Willow Avenue. Please and thank you.” I squeeze my eyes shut because I figure Frank might not want me to see what happens when he beams me back home.

			“I can’t do that, kid,” Frank explains. “And anyway, you’re just now getting to the best part. You see, each life you step into will involve a certain task, a challenge, if you will. And I hope you will. Because if you stare that challenge right in the eyeballs, you’ve got it licked for life. Not many people get that opportunity, you know.”

			“Ugh!” I say, irritated. “Really?”

			“Yes, really, Maggie Malone. Now get out there and look your fear in the face. And remember, it’s as if this life was always yours. Now go live it!” Frank says and leans back onto a lounge chair, tipping his cowboy hat over his face.

			I guess we’re all done here.

			“Becca?” I hear Vi’s voice say. “WHAT is going on? WHO were you just talking to?”

			I hadn’t heard her come in. YIKES. Think fast, Malone!

			“Um…” I say, sliding the compact back into the tote and opening the stall door. “Yeah. I figured I’d run through a few of my positive affirmations while I peed. Deekap ChoCho told me I should do that before I perform. Well, he didn’t say that part about peeing while I say my affirmations, but…”

			Vi takes me gently by the arm and guides me out of the bathroom, saying, “You, my dear, are a piece of work today.”

			My little talk with Frank didn’t do much to calm my nerves. It feels like every cell in my body is on high alert when Vi helps me up onto a small, square platform under the stage.

			“All right, Bec. Give ’em a good show. And remember: have fun!” Vi says, adjusting a few stray curls and stepping back off the platform. She flashes me a big grin and the “b” sign. I give her a shaky smile and a thumbs-up in return.

			Have fun? That’s a tall order. I’m just looking to survive.
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			My knees are wobbling uncontrollably as I hear a loud boom like fireworks, and then the platform starts rising. Get a grip, Malone. Ready or not, here you go!

			I rise up to stage level in a sea of fog. As it clears, I realize I am standing face-to-face with a bajillion girls who look just like me. And man, are they going CRAZY. I’m talking full-on, hog wild, cuckoo-ca-choo crazy, worse than the time my four-year-old cousin Cameron ate that jumbo Fun Dip, three sticks and all. They’re screaming, jumping, and crying (why are they crying?!) and I haven’t even opened my mouth yet. Becca Starr gets all of this just for showing up? Crazy!

			Their high-pitched wailing pierces my ears. At least I can hear something over the blood pounding in there. I hear “‘Dance Like You Mean It’ in 3, 2, 1!” inside my earpiece. I step off the platform as the guitar player gives me a nod, like start singing. I can feel my lower jaw starting to go slack. My chin hits the mike with a loud thud. The band looks at each other, confused, and starts to repeat the intro. Get it together, Maggie. You’re not in the second grade anymore. Look your fear in the face! I look up and realize that because of the blinding stage lights, I can only see the first three rows of fans. They seem to really dig whatever I do, so I decide to just focus on them.

			“Are you guys ready to dance?” I ask the first three rows, but the whole dome erupts in a booming “YEAH!” I really should’ve expected that kind of volume, but I’ve never had 20,000 people answer a question before, so I jump about three feet in the air. The band plays louder, and I know it’s time to do this thing. The first bit of the song is kind of a rap. Stella and I used to sing it every day when we rode our bikes to school together. Anyway, I know it by heart so I go for it.

			“So you THINK you can dance, you can really, really dance?” I start rapping and dancing with the backup dancers like I’ve done this routine, like a million times, because the truth is, Stella and I have performed it in my bedroom at least a million times. Maybe more.

			The song goes pretty well, but there isn’t really much singing involved. The next song is still a pump-you-up, get-those-wigs-a-wagging kind of song—“Party Like a Rock Star.” I have to say, it’s not my favorite, but I know it because they play it on 95.9 The Whiz all the stinking time. That one’s super loud with a ripping guitar, so you can barely even hear me singing. As I wrap it up, I see Toni at side stage waving at me like come on, let’s go! I run off the stage, and the backup dancers take center stage to entertain the crowd while I…yeah, I don’t know what I’m supposed to be doing back here.

			I follow Toni down six metal stairs and when I get to the bottom, at least four sets of hands start ripping my clothes off, yelling at me—and each other. They pull my slip dress right up and over my head so I’m like, hello, practically NAKED in the middle of all these people, but no one seems to care. Did I mention I’m a teensie bit modest?

			“Arm, Becca! ARM!” a frantic-looking lady towering over me shouts for me to slide into a long-sleeved lace top, which is kind of hard, considering my arms are drenched with sweat from the lights and the dancing.

			“Oh, sorry!” I say, starting to comprehend what we’re doing here.

			Then another woman at my feet yells, “Left foot—NOW!”

			These people are animals. It’s freaking me out how they’re pulling and pushing me—I think one of them scratched me on the back. I haven’t had so many people screaming at me since the sack race on field day last year when I fell down and couldn’t get back on my feet until after Annie Spelzer had crossed the finish line. Being yelled at didn’t help then, and it’s not helping today.

			“Becca! Please focus! You act like you’ve never done this before!” the giant woman says, whipping me around, putting a belt on my waist.

			“Easy there, tiger!” I say, grabbing the ends of the belt and buckling it myself. Vi appears out of nowhere, grabs my arm, and hustles me back up the stairs. Holy smokes. How many more costume changes do I have to endure?

			The next song is a ballad, “I Still Believe.” That means it’s just me and my guitar player at the front of the stage. No fun backup dancers to distract from my less than perfect dance moves. No backup singers to fill in if I croak out the wrong note. I know five people just dressed me, so why do I feel completely naked?

			I focus on my first three rows of expectant fans looking up at me as I approach the stool at the front of the stage. The guitar player runs through the beginning bit. I take a deep breath and start to sing. BUT NO ONE CAN HEAR ME. I look around. My curly-haired twins look confused. I’m confused. I smile a half smile and spot mean Rory on the side stage with his face as red as a ripe tomato, so furious he looks like he’s going to explode. Technical difficulties. The cheers in the audience turn to a low hum, and I make a vow right on the spot that if this microphone starts working, I will never hide my gum wrappers between the couch cushions or call my brother Icky Mickey ever again. I tap on the mike and a loud boom, boom, boom fills the arena. And then everything goes quiet.

			I look over at Rory and he’s waving his big arm, like AGAIN!

			“Let’s try that again,” I say quietly, almost to myself. But they hear me this time, and the arena explodes once again with screaming, jumping, cheering fans.

			The band kicks up and I start to sing, “Way back when, before I knew, some fairy tales just don’t come true…”

			And here’s the freakiest part: I sound exactly like her. Becca Starr’s velvety voice booms out of my lungs like it’s always been there, waiting to be heard. My heart feels like it’s going to explode with happiness. I am a real-life rock star and my fans love me. I close my eyes and belt out the words, and I’m pretty sure every person in the arena is singing along with me. Me! Remember this moment forever, I beg my brain, pretty sure that won’t be a problem.

		

	
		
			[image: chap22.jpg]

			I don’t mean to sound full of myself or anything, but the next song comes and I am on fire on the stage. I don’t miss a single beat, and when the backup dancers join me, I fall right in line. I am a real-life, full-fledged, bona fide rock star. Mostly Magical Boots? Try Totally Magical Boots. I could do this all day, every day.

			Eventually I wrap up the show with Becca’s first-ever hit song, “Breaking Hearts,” and when I do, I swear to you, the entire audience is a sea of b’s. We heart you, Becca Starr! We heart you with all 20,000 of our hearts! It’s the craziest thing I have ever seen in my life.

			After my final bow, I step forward to the edge of the stage. I’m past the blinding row of lights so I can see that practically every person in the whole crowd—mostly girls around my age and younger—is reaching for me and screaming. I try to touch as many of those hands as I can, and when I do, each one of those girls screams even louder and looks like she’s going to lose her mind or faint right there on the spot. I hope somebody on my team knows CPR.

			Out of the corner of my eye, I see Rory giving me the wrap it up signal. He wants me to leave the stage? But why? This is the best part—like saving the frosted part of your cupcake for last! I decide to ignore him and head over to the left side stage and give them a little Becca love. The whole left side of the arena goes wild as I pace back and forth, high-fiving every hand in my path. It wouldn’t be right to leave the right side hanging, would it? I skip across the stage and start blowing kisses that way.

			I look up and see Justin smiling down at me, and I blow him a big kiss. Then I look over and think I can actually see steam coming out of Rory’s ears. Ugggh! Okay, I guess it’s got to end sometime.

			“Good night, everybody! I LOVE YOU, NEW YORK!” I shout (I’ve always wanted to say that!) and run off the stage, right over to Vi.

			“Great show, Becca!” she says, giving me a huge hug. “But we’re in Houston.”

			“Whoops! Sorry!” I say. “It just sort of slipped out.”

			“No biggie,” Vi says. “I’ll deal with that tomorrow. You ready to get comfy?”

			I am so ready to get comfy. I can practically feel those furry slippers hugging my feet already.

			“Starr,” I hear a voice behind me yell, just as Vi and I link arms and start to make our way toward the backstage exit.

			I turn around and see Rory’s mean old face. He’s giving me the iciest stare I’ve ever seen.

			“Yeah?” I call back, planting my hands on my hips.

			“Pull that little routine again and you can find another sound engineer,” he says. He bends back over on the floor and starts ripping tape off some of the wires behind stage. He’s clearly done with me, but I am so not done with him. I walk over and stand directly over him.

			“Rory, can I talk to you for a second?” I ask his back.

			“What do you need now?” he barks at me without even turning around.

			“It’s just, well, I just,” I stutter. Man, this is not easy. I take a breath. “I really don’t like the way you talk to me.”

			Rory stops what he’s doing and stands up really slowly. He turns to face me, glaring.

			“Oh, really?” he hisses sarcastically. “And what are you going to do about it, little miss superstar?”

			“I’m going to fire you,” I say before I can stop myself. Holy fish sticks, I cannot believe I just said that. Me! Maggie Malone. I just fired Becca Starr’s big-time sound guy.

			“You can’t fire me, you little brat,” Rory spits.

			“Actually, yes, she can,” says Vi, who has snuck up behind us. “Becca’s the boss.” She puts her arm around me.

			“You’ll both be sorry,” he shouts, dropping all of his gear and storming off the stage.

			“I doubt it,” I say to Vi with a little giggle.

			“Well, he sure had that coming,” she says. “And good for you, Becca. That was very brave. You’ve wanted to fire him forever. I was wondering if you’d ever get up the nerve to actually do it. So, now are you ready to get comfy?”

			I nod. I can’t wait to chill on the bus and watch some TV and have a little snack. That is, if I don’t pass out first from being more tired than I was after riding every ride twice at Disneyland.

			“Okay,” Vi says. “Go get changed then. I’ll meet you back here in five.”

			“Huh?” I say.

			“Your meet-and-greets are waiting. And then you’ve got autographs. We won’t run out of pens like last time,” Vi assures me.

			Meet and greets? Autographs? Are you kidding me? A rock star’s work is never done. But that’s okay, ’cause I am on top of the world right now. I totally rocked the house—I mean the Superdome! And now I get to feel the love all up close and personal. This has got to be what it’s all about.
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			I swing back through wardrobe to slip out of my last sweaty, sparkly outfit. Toni hands me a soft, colorful T-shirt dress, a cozy red cardigan (because it’s actually freezing in this place when you’re not racing back and forth across a stage), and a pair of cushiony flats.

			I skip around the corner with these big security guys surrounding me on all sides. As I get close to the room where I’ll be signing autographs, I can hear the chanting. “Bec-ca! Bec-ca! Bec-ca!” How awesome is that? I have to say, I’m kind of getting used to the beyond bonkers fan-love these people have for me—I mean Becca. I wonder if I would ever get tired of it. Probably not.

			I take a deep breath and smile. When the security dudes open the door for me, the chanting turns to high-pitched, burst-your-eardrums screaming. Yeah, I might be able to do without that part. Whoa.

			My fans, mostly moms and daughters, are gated off with a red velvet rope, and they are going completely crazy. The girls are screaming and crying and jumping up and down. A few of the moms are too. Some of the moms are holding their daughters back as they reach out to touch me when I walk by. One lady apparently let go of her little gremlin because all of a sudden, I feel this yank in the back of my head.

			Sister of a twisted sock monkey! Somebody just pulled my hair out! Just a little bit, but what in the world? Are these fans totally nuts?

			Vi rushes over to me. She is not happy. She yells something I can’t hear at the security guys.

			“I’m so, so sorry, sweetie!” she says. “They’re just so obsessed with your hair. I promise it won’t happen again.”

			“What? Why would they do that? They want a souvenir of me? Ewww!” I yell so Vi can hear me over the screaming.

			“I know, I know,” she says, encouraging me. “This is not your favorite part, but remember, the fans are why you get to be the world-famous Becca Starr, right?”

			I nod in agreement, rubbing the back of my head.

			Vi walks me into another gated-off section with special red carpet and fancy, satin curtains around it. I plop down on the little couch, take a few big swigs of water, and catch my breath.

			“Do you need a minute or are you good?” Vi asks.

			“I’m good,” I say, because by now I know I’m supposed to say that, even if I’m not.

			I had no idea what a “meet and greet” was when Vi first said it, but it doesn’t take me long to figure it out. Of all of the millions of kids who want a piece of Becca, a special handful get to spend a whole two minutes in her—I mean my—company.

			Vi brings in my first meet-and-greet, a mother/daughter duo. The mom sits down next to me, smiling like the cat that caught the mouse. The little girl stands smack in front of me. She seems really nervous and for some reason, she’s not saying a thing.

			“Becca, this is Harmony Lynn and her mom Shayna Lynn,” Vi tells me. “They drove all the way from Abilene to see you tonight.”

			“Harmony Lynn! You stand straight up, girl, and do it just like we practiced!” Shayna Lynn is barking like a dog and poor Harmony Lynn, who must be about six years old, looks terrified.

			Do what? I wonder. Then Harmony Lynn starts to sing in a sweet, raspy little voice that I can barely hear over the crowd.

			“If this is the road, then where do I go? Nothing’s for real, when it’s all for show…”

			“That’s enough!” the mom yells, turning to me. “She doesn’t do that next part too good yet. But what do you think? We think she’s got what it takes to make it big in the singing world. That’s why we named her Harmony. We knew the second she popped out she was gonna be a star. Just like you, Becca. Do you think she’s got what it takes? Do you? Do you?”

			“Well, I…I think she’s great!” I stammer, not knowing what else to say and looking over at Vi.

			“And here’s her picture from the Abilene Teeny Queen Pageant,” Shayna Lynn says, shoving a wrinkled newspaper clipping in my face.

			Vi picks up on what’s happening and slips her phone into her pocket.

			“Okay, ladies, a quick picture and then we’ve got to keep things moving,” Vi announces.

			“Our number’s on the back of that clip, Becca! Let us know what you can do for Harmony Lynn here!” Shayna Lynn yells as she is ushered out.

			Was that an audition? Super-duper weird. But if I’ve learned anything today, it’s that things can always get weirder.
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			“Okay, Bec, next we have Angel and her mom Betty-Jo,” Vi says, giving me the heads-up as Angel and her mom come in. “You’ll remember them from the Dallas show?”

			The little girl grabs a bottle of water from my side table like she owns the place and plops down way too close to me.

			“So here’s how I see it, Becca,” Angel starts, smacking her chewing gum and breathing a burst of sickeningly sweet berry right into my face. She can’t be more than eight years old, even though she’s carrying a grown-up purse and is wearing high-heeled sandals. “Your third costume change is getting really tired looking. You need to get something new there, and I suggest a bright blue. That’s really good for TV too, you know. And that backup dancer girl? The one with the nose ring and the spiky hair? She has got to go.”

			“Oh…well, I—” I begin, but Angel is not finished.

			“And you totally didn’t do that flip over thingy with the boy dancers during ‘Saturday Night Par-tay’ like you did in Topeka,” Angel continues. “Big mistake. Overall, I’d give tonight, like, a six.”

			I sit there with my mouth kind of hanging open. Who does this girl think she is? Some kind of big-time Becca Starr expert? To think Becca has to put up with rude kids like this every day! Wow. I’d like to tell this little monster where to shove her stinky mouthful of Dubble Bubble. But I don’t.

			“Al-righty then, Angel! And what an angel you are. Thanks for the feedback and we’ll see you in Austin,” Vi says, rolling her eyes in my direction and sending them on their way.

			“What’s Angel’s deal?” I lean in to ask Vi.

			“Oh, you can’t possibly have forgotten about your traveling fan club, could you?” Vi laughs. “Angel is the kid whose dad started Little Kibble Kitten Chow. Her parents homeschool her so she never has to miss a concert. You know, they ride around in that bus that looks just like yours, and they put your picture right next to Angel’s on the side of it? It’s totally creepy. And obnoxious, right?”

			“Umm, yeah, a little bit!” I say, thinking how I definitely could not handle these people on a daily basis.

			Next comes a sweet little girl, maybe about five years old, dragging a dirty blanket behind her. She’s sucking her thumb along with a corner of the blanket and snuggles in next to me. Her dad stands off to the side.

			“What’s your name, sweetie?” I ask. She’s totally cute.

			“Bailey,” she answers, looking up at me with big brown eyes.

			See? This is what all of these “meet and greets” should be like, I think to myself.

			Her dad steps in to make Bailey’s request for her.

			“Bailey would like to get a picture of you with her woobie, if that’s okay,” he asks, very respectfully.

			“Sure!” I say. Because how sweet is that?

			The little girl hands me her blanket and I have to tell you, the smell almost knocks me over. It’s sticky and crusty at the same time. Blech! I hold it out to the side and smile with her for the picture, but Bailey looks down, like she’s going to cry.

			“Umm,” her dad says hesitantly. “She’d like it if you would put a little bit of it in your mouth. Like she does—just the tip. If you don’t mind!”

			Surely, he’s joking, I think. But no.

			Bailey looks up at me, all hopeful with those big brown Bambi eyes. She is smiling and trying not to cry at the same time.

			Oh, for the love of stinky baby blankets! “Okay, Dad, are you ready?” I yell. I take the disgusting woobie, and for one half of one second, I stick that thing in the corner of my open mouth and smile. I almost gag, but Bailey is grinning ear to ear.

			“Wait, I’m not sure my flash went off…” the dad is saying, fiddling with his camera, as Vi ushers them out through the gate.

			Where’s the germ juice? I need a breath mint! Is this what Becca has to deal with every night? What’s all that security for anyway?

			I meet a ton more kids and some of them are totally normal and don’t tell me what I did wrong or ask me to chew their gum, which is a relief. I sign autographs until I can’t feel my hand anymore. A lot of the fans even seem like girls I’d be friends with back home at first. Except when I talk to them, they start shaking and crying. And every single one asks me to sign my autograph to “my BFF” and tells me how much she loves me. How weird is that? They don’t love me! I mean Becca. They don’t even know her!

			It’s after midnight when the whole crazy backstage thing is finally over. I limp back to the bus with Vi. I’ve never stayed up this late at my own sleepover party or even ’til the ball drops on New Year’s Eve.

			“Great show tonight,” Vi says. “You were on fire! I don’t think I’ve ever seen you so…”

			But I’m sound asleep before she can even finish her sentence.
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			The pounding sound keeps getting louder. I can’t figure out what it is. The warm-up band banging out some crazy drumbeat? Two million feet attached to a million stomping fans? Maybe it’s the roadies loading the gear onto the bus. Whatever it is, I wish it would stop. My head is throbbing and my eyelids feel like someone superglued them shut. It’s probably the sparkly-spider lashes all stuck together. Did I even wash my face before I fell into bed last night? I honestly can’t remember.

			“Margaret Flannery Malone, for the love of lasagna, open this door!” shouts a voice from very far away. “I’ve been calling you all morning. Is your phone off the hook or something? Ummm, HAPPY BIRTHDAY! Hey, are you still sleeping? It’s almost nine o’clock! I brought doughnuts—with rainbow sprinkles! Open up already!!!”

			I sit up in bed and pry my eyelids open. There’s my polka-dot chair in the corner, and my zebra striped rug and the purple vanity table that I helped my mom paint. I swing my feet around and they land on the floor with a loud plop that startles me. Why am I wearing a dirty, scuffed-up old pair of—

			The MMBs.

			The whole day—all of it—comes rushing back to me in a flash. The bus, falling out of bed, Vi and her clipboard, the breakfast tent, Chaz and the hair extensions, Lisbeth and her tweezers, mean old Gory Rory, the Superdome, the fans, hanging out with Justin Crowe… It was real. I was her and it was real and now it’s over. I jump off the bed and race over to my mirror. I don’t look any different. Am I different? I’m not sure yet.

			“Hang on, Stella,” I shout, pulling off the boots and shoving them back into my closet, up on the highest shelf I can reach. I unlock my door, and Stella practically knocks me over in her rush to get in.

			“Honestly, Maggie, are you sick or something?” Stella wants to know, pushing my stuffed animals aside so she can plop down on my still-warm bed. She has her laptop with her and she fires it up. I slide in right next to her.

			“I mean, HAPPY TWELFTH BIRTHDAY!” Stella announces all official-like with big ta-da hands. She puts the plate of doughnuts in my lap and starts clicking away at her keyboard. “Anyway, check this out: Becca and Justin are boyfriend and girlfriend.”

			“Um, I don’t think they are—” I start to say, but Stella interrupts me.

			“They are too, it’s all over the web,” she points to the supposedly true news story that has a picture of Becca and Justin hugging.

			“I think they’re just good friends,” I say. “I wouldn’t believe everything you read.”

			“You got a better source?” Stella asks.

			“Well, no, but—” I stammer.

			“And get this,” she says, all excited. “Check out this picture of Becca yelling at some poor guy that works for her. She must have a real temper. Or maybe she’s becoming one of those total divas. It happens in Hollywood all the time, you know.”

			I look at the picture. It’s Becca looking steamed all right. And the guy she’s steamed at? None other than mean old Gory Rory.

			“Well, that’s because—” I stop myself just in time. “I mean, that guy is probably some big jerk, and she’s yelling at him because she’s sick of him being totally rude to her all the time. Or something.”

			“It says here that she fired him!” Stella gasps. “What did I tell you? Diva!”

			“You never know—” I say, but Stella interrupts me again.

			“Look at this,” she says, scrolling down the page. “Here she is lounging on the beach in Mexico. Life is so totally not fair. I mean, she gets to lie around all day and sing for a couple of hours at night. Tough life. Where do I sign up?”

			“I bet it’s not as glamorous as you—er, we—think,” I say. “I mean, she probably has to be on the road a lot, driving from show to show and all, and think about what goes into a concert! The lights and the equipment and the microphones… There’s so much that can go wrong, it must be really stressful. I’ll bet even all that fussing over your hair and makeup gets old after a while…” I decide I’d better stop talking before I blow my own cover.

			“If it makes you feel better to pretend Becca Starr has this really awful, miserable life, knock yourself out,” Stella says, snapping her computer shut. “I’m pretty sure her life is perfect.”

			“Like my mom always says,” I tell Stella, “you don’t know what you don’t know until you spend a day in someone else’s shoes.”

			And boy, do I know.
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			My alarm startles me awake to the sound of disc jockeys laughing way too hard, bantering back and forth about something that makes no sense to me. I’m still pretty tired from my birthday weekend extravaganza.

			I didn’t want a birthday party this year, so on Saturday night, my parents took the whole family, plus Stella of course, to the Ichihana. My brother Mickey and I love that restaurant because the chef wears this ridiculously tall white hat, chops the food up right there in front of you, and plays tricks on the kid having the birthday. This chef was pretty impressive and caught, like, three shrimp tails in his lofty hat. And a raw egg that didn’t even break. Then he tossed a delicious shrimp bite right into my mouth.

			After dinner, Stella and I put our drink umbrellas behind our ears and danced in our seats when they beat the drum and sang the birthday song to me. It was a great night and after dinner, we had a sleepover at my house and stayed up way past our bedtimes making up dance routines and doing our toenails and watching Frenemies reruns. I went to bed around eight o’clock last night but I still feel like I could sleep for another year. Which would be awesome, because then I could snooze right through the rest of sixth grade at Stinkerton.

			But I know that’s not an option, just like I know my mom will go batty if I’m not up and dressed when she calls me for breakfast, so I blink hard and try to stretch myself awake.

			Finally I shuffle across my room to the blue sparkly tank top, black cardigan, and jeans I laid out the night before. Dread fills up my now twelve-year-old body. All the excitement of being Becca Starr, a super-fun birthday weekend, and now I’m right back in the same spot, getting ready for another agonizing day at my monster of a stinking school. When I was Becca Starr, if I was confused or angry or scared, all I had to do was pull out my MM pocket mirror and get some good genie advice from Frank. I could use a little of that right now.

			I get dressed and sit down at my desk. Then I pull the pocket mirror from the way back of my desk drawer and open it up.

			“Good morning, Maggie!” Frank says from inside the mirror. He’s here! SWEET! “Ready for another adventure already?”

			“Um, not really,” I stammer, because I remember I wasn’t supposed to bother Frank until I was ready to take the MMBs for another spin. “I just wanted, you know, to say hey. And so…hey.”

			I realize my voice sounds pretty shaky on that second hey because Frank asks, “You okay, kid?”

			“Uh, yeah, not exactly,” I say, slumping down in my chair.

			“Do me a favor,” Frank says. “Go back and read that letter from your Aunt Fiona again, the one that came with the boots. You’ll understand what you have to do. The choice is yours. Now I gotta go. There’s a kid in Taipei trying to strap a pair of jetpacks onto the back of his MMBs. Shame the boots don’t come with a healthy dose of common sense.”

			“What?” I ask again, completely confused.

			“You get to decide, kid,” Frank says, starting to fade away.

			“Wait! Decide what? Choose WHAT?” I ask, pulling the mirror closer, but Frank is fading fast.

			“See you next go-round, Maggie Malone!” he says as his reflection turns to mine.

			Flaming fiddlesticks! Does he have to play the mysterious disappearing genie card EVERY time?

			I stash the mirror back in the far corner of my desk drawer and go to my super-secret box under my bed where I keep my diary, every birthday card I’ve gotten since I was a baby, and now, Auntie Fi’s letter. I scan the letter, trying to figure out what Frank wants me to remember from it. What exactly am I supposed to decide?

			I read: “Trust me when I tell you that things aren’t always the way they seem.” Well, that certainly turned out to be true. I mean, the life of a rock star sure isn’t what I thought it would be. But what does that have to do with me, now, today?

			And then I read: “You get to decide how big you want your life to be from now on.”

			How big I want my life to be? I hadn’t really noticed that part of the letter before. What does that mean, anyway? Not helpful, Frank. What good is having your own genie if he disappears right when you need him the most?
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			I brush my teeth and figure it’s time to do battle with my unruly ringlets. But instead, I decide to just wet my hands, scrunch my curls, and let a few fall toward my face, the way Chaz did when I was Becca, which is exactly what Auntie Fi does, now that I think about it. These curls aren’t so bad, really—I think maybe I just need to stop getting in fights with them.

			I grab my lunch bag and smear some butter on an already toasted English muffin. My mom has everything laid out for me—even OJ in my favorite tiny, blue juice glass. I look at the clock on the microwave and realize that my mini-Frank conference has almost made me late.

			I yell into my mom’s steamy bathroom where she’s showering, “Bye, mom, I love you!”

			“Love you more!” she calls back. “Have a great day!”

			“I will!” I say, because that’s what I always say. But I have a sinking feeling my day is going to be about as great as trick-or-treating in the rain. On crutches. With your dentist.

			Stella and I figured out that if we meet at exactly 7:36 a.m. on the corner of Spruce and Maple, we have enough time to ride together for three blocks before she turns left toward Sacred Heart and I hang a right for Stinkerton. We brake on the corner before heading off in our different directions.

			“Good luck at Stink Town,” Stella says with a half-smile and a thumbs-up.

			“Hey, Stella, I was thinking,” I say, a little hesitantly, scarfing the last of my muffin and washing it down with some fairly fresh water from my squirt bottle.

			“Yeah?” she answers, adjusting her bike helmet.

			“Since I’m going to be going to Stinkerton, like, probably forever, maybe we should start calling it Pinkerton,” I say. “I don’t know, I just think it might help.”

			“Totally,” Stella agrees. “It can’t hurt.” Then she gives me a big, goofy overbite grin.

			“Do I have poppy seeds in my teeth?” she asks. “My mom ran out of cinnamon raisin bagels and gave us the poppy seed ones. Am I good?”

			“All good!” I confirm. “See you this afternoon!” And we wheel off in our different directions.

			It’s kind of crazy how Pinkerton is almost exactly as close to my house as Sacred Heart. I’m glad I don’t have to cross a major four-lane or anything—not that my mom would let me do that on my bike. I pull up in front of the school and slide into the spot on the end. I like the end spot the best. It gives you a little elbow room, unlike my locker. As I’m twisting my lock, I notice a girl who’s probably in my same grade locking her bike up on the opposite end. She looks up at me but quickly turns away. I figure I’ve got three minutes to get into my locker and to class so I skedaddle as fast as I can.

			I make my way through the crowd to my locker and duck down, holding one hand over my head for protection, just in case. I keep my lunch bag in the other hand, which makes it a little hard to unlock my locker. But you really can’t be too careful around this place. When I stand up, I’m nose to nose with a blond-haired, blue-eyed girl—the same one who stomped my sandwich on Friday.

			“Excuse me,” I say, trying to step around her.

			“No prob,” she says, moving out of my way. She actually smiles when she says it, but I’m sure it’s really one of those nasty “I’ll get you later” sort of smiles. I tuck my chin to my chest and rush off, making a mental note to stay as far away from her as I can.

			I have a great morning, in the sense that I’m not late to a single class, nothing falls on me and slices any body parts open, and I don’t trip and crack my front tooth or anything. It’s pretty sad that this is what having a great morning means to me now, but it is what it is. I’m trying to ignore the growling in my stomach, because I’d rather not think about the lonely lunch hour that starts in one minute.

			Man, that minute went fast. The bell rings, and the entire school rushes toward the cafeteria. I grab my sandwich from my locker and dart into the bathroom. I decided earlier that I was going to eat in a bathroom stall. It’s totally gross, I know, but at least it’s warm in here.

			I listen as girls come in and out, giggling and chatting. They don’t sound so horrible from in here, but I’m sure that’s just because I can’t see them ignoring me. Finally there’s a quiet spell, so I wrap up my lunch trash and tiptoe out of my stall. When I round the bend toward the sinks, I catch a glimpse of the mirror and let out a scream.

			“How’s it going, kid?” says Frank. Frank-the-genie is here, at Stinkerton, in the girls’ bathroom mirror. As my mom would say, jumping Jehoshaphat! I have no idea what that means, but I like the sound of it.

			“What are you doing here, Frank?” I hissper. I made that word up. It’s like a hiss and a whisper combined. I bend down to see if there are any feet in any stalls.

			“It sort of seemed like you could use a little help,” Frank says.

			“I’m doing fine,” I tell him, pointing at my head. “Look? See? No blood!”

			“Did you reread your aunt’s letter?” he asks.

			“Of course I did,” I tell him, a little bit insulted. I’m about to tell him that he doesn’t know a thing about me if he even has to ask me that, but right then two girls walk into the bathroom and make a beeline for the two sinks next to me.

			My heart is pounding in my ears just like it did when I was onstage as Becca Starr. I lock eyes with Frank in the mirror and send him a silent message: HELP ME, FRANK. HELP ME NOW!

			“Relax, Malone,” Frank says. “They can’t see me. Or hear me. But if you talk to me, they’ll hear that, so try to be cool.”

			Try to be cool, he says. That Frank is hilarious.

			“Hey, did you finish your pig dissection diagram?” one girl asks the other.

			“Ugh, I did,” her friend answers. “Thank goodness that’s over! Can you say dis-gus-ting?”

			I’m trying to look very busy washing my hands when I hear Frank’s voice.

			“You know you can chime in there any time, right?” Frank says. I glance up at him but say nothing. “Oh, I get it. You’re waiting for them to talk to you! Well, that’s a great plan…if you want things to stay exactly the way they are. When your aunt said that part about deciding how big you want your life to be, she wasn’t talking about whose shoes you were going to step into next. She was talking about you. Think about it. How big do you want your life to be, Maggie?”

			I just don’t know what to do. I open my mouth to say something just as the girls finish up at the sinks and bustle out of the bathroom.

			“Maybe next time,” Frank says. His face fades just as the end-of-lunch bell rings.

		

	
		
			[image: chap28.jpg]

			I shuffle into the freezing-cold biology lab. There’s a table in the back where nobody is sitting yet, and I start to make a beeline for it. Then I hear Frank’s voice in my head. (At least I think it’s in my head. It could be coming through the loudspeakers, for all I know. I’m not sure about a lot of things these days.)

			When your aunt said that part about deciding how big you want your life to be, she wasn’t talking about whose shoes you were going to step into next. She was talking about you.

			I really, super-want my life to be good. I want to make new friends. I want to like it here at Stink—Pinkerton. I want to not be invisible anymore. What would Becca Starr do? I ask myself. Piece of cake: she’d sit wherever she darn well pleased. Why shouldn’t she? And why shouldn’t I?

			“Is this seat taken?” I ask a girl who’s sitting by herself, writing something in a spiral notebook.

			“Nope, it’s all yours,” she answers, hardly looking up.

			“Thanks,” I say, sliding into the seat next to her. She goes right on writing.

			Well, this is going well. People here at Pinkerton just must not be very friendly. I mean, why doesn’t she…

			Just then, the sandwich-stepping girl breezes in and sits down right across from me. She’s got that same little smile on her face, the one that makes me want to run right back to my bathroom stall. But I can’t do that. I won’t do that. I’m not exactly sure how big I want my life to be, but I’m pretty positive I want it to be bigger than a bathroom stall.

			You’ve been on a stage singing for thousands of total strangers, I remind myself. You have your own genie. You’re funny and intelligent and kind and, don’t forget, you’ve lived the life of an actual rock star. Start acting like it.

			“I’m Maggie,” I announce, just like that, my voice shaking a tiny bit. “I’m new.”

			“Alicia,” the sandwich-stepper says, holding out her hand to introduce herself. I shake it, and it’s actually a nice, solid handshake. My dad always says you have to watch out for limp-fish handshakers. If we’re going on handshakes alone, Alicia might just be okay. Maybe that’s even a genuine smile after all. “Nice to meet you.”

			“Nice to see you too,” I say, because my mom says it’s smarter to say nice to “see you” instead of “meet you” in case you met that person before and don’t remember. It’s a cover-your-behind move. Thankfully, Alicia doesn’t remember the reindeer-rocking, mummy girl from last week. I decide to just go with it.

			“That’s Crystal,” she says, pointing to the girl next to me. “She’s cool and the smartest girl in the sixth grade. Maybe the whole school. You must be pretty smart yourself to snag a seat next to her!”

			Crystal looks up and smiles, then goes back to her notebook.

			Alicia slides her biology book to the side. Underneath it is a folder with a picture of Becca Starr on the front.

			“Hey, you like Becca Starr?” I ask.

			“Are you kidding me?” Alicia laughs. “Who doesn’t like Becca Starr? She’s totally amazing. Have you ever been to one of her shows?”

			“Yeah, well, no, well, actually—” I stutter. I’m trying to figure out how I can possibly answer this question honestly when a pretty girl with honey-colored hair slides up behind Alicia and clears her throat. I do a double take. She’s not wearing the same T-shirt, but I’d know that DRAMA QUEEN face anywhere. It’s the girl who apparently owned the seat I was sitting in that first day in Spanish class. Looks like she owns the one Alicia is in now too, even though the one right next to it is wide open.

			“What’s up, Lucy?” Alicia says, all cool-like.

			“That’s my seat,” Lucy huffs.

			Alicia pretends to look around her.

			“I don’t see a name tag or anything, and I’m sitting in it now, so I guess you’ll have to find somewhere else to park it,” Alicia says with a shrug. For a minute, I think Lucy might push her out of the chair or start stomping her feet like a buffalo, but finally she lets out a big, noisy arrrgh and storms off in a huff.

			“That’s Lucy St. Claire,” Alicia leans in toward me and whispers. “Otherwise known as Lucifer. She’s the worst—thinks she owns the school just because her grandfather bought new bleachers back in like nineteen-something. Anyway, don’t let her push you around, okay?”

			I nod and smile.

			“Anyway, Becca is coming to town next month, and I’m going to the show with some friends,” Alicia goes on. “Do you want to come with us?”

			“Can you teach a rock to stay?” I answer before I can stop myself. That’s a Maggie-and-Stella joke, and for a second, I wish I could take it back, in case Alicia thinks I’m a big dork now.

			Alicia laughs. “Good one! Okay, I’ll email you all of the details. Here, write down your email address.” She pushes her Becca Starr folder toward me and I jot it down.

			“Um, there’s just one thing,” I say, sliding the folder back toward Alicia. “My best friend from my old school? She’s like the biggest Becca Starr fan on the planet. Maybe in the universe. Would it be okay if she came too?”

			I hold my breath. As much as I want to make new friends, Stella comes first. She’d be crushed if we didn’t go to that show together, and besides, I’d never throw her under the bus like that or just ditch her for some new friends. We have history—and you can’t jeopardize that.

			“The more the merrier,” Alicia whispers as Mrs. Shankshaw shuffles in the door.

			“Today we are going to be comparing and contrasting plant and animal cells,” Mrs. Shankshaw says. She opens a cabinet door and starts plopping microscopes randomly on tables. “You know the process. Grab a partner and find an open microscope.”

			“Want to be partners?” Alicia asks.

			I nod, and we stand up to make our way to a nearby open microscope. As we do, I notice a girl just standing in the doorway. I realize she’s the girl from the bike rack this morning.

			“Um, excuse me—” she says, holding a late slip out to Mrs. Shankshaw as she walks by. Mrs. Shankshaw promptly ignores her—probably because she doesn’t even see her.

			“Hang on a second,” I say to Alicia, walking over to the girl, who I notice has a Band-Aid across her nose. I have a feeling I know what’s going on.

			“Are you new here?” I ask her.

			She nods her head. The poor thing looks as if she’s about to break down bawling. I’ve sure been in those shoes.

			“Bottom locker?” I ask, pointing at her nose.

			She nods again.

			“I’m Maggie,” I tell her. “Maggie Malone. What’s your name?”

			“Elizabeth O’Connor,” she says in a mouse voice.

			“Well, welcome to Randolph J. Pinkerton Middle School, Elizabeth O’Connor,” I tell her, linking my arm through hers.

			“Is it as bad here as everyone says?” she whispers as we make our way through the room.

			“Not if you don’t want it to be,” I tell her.

			I give her my biggest smile, and her face lights up. When it does, I realize I don’t just want my life to be big. I want it to be huge.
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			Just like I love to try out new lives, I also love to try out new words! Here’s a list of some sort-of-fancy words I used in this book that you might not have known before. I included a synonym for each, but you could probably figure out what they mean from the way I used them in the story. Now that you know these words, don’t be afraid to use them. Being smart is totally cool.

			1.	absurd: crazy 

			2.	advantage: benefit

			3.	alternative: possible choice 

			4.	ancient: old

			5.	appreciate: enjoy 

			6.	approach: draw near

			7.	attempt: try 

			8.	aware: conscious 

			9.	bland: tasteless

			10.	bombarded: attacked 

			11.	brittle: weak 

			12.	budge: move

			13.	buffet: food bar

			14.	casual: offhand 

			15.	challenge: test 

			16.	character: role 

			17.	comprehend: understand 

			18.	confirm: insist

			19.	conniption: fit 

			20.	consume: eat 

			21.	crew: team 

			22.	crumple: scrunch 

			23.	declare: announce 

			24.	desperate: urgent 

			25.	distant: faraway 

			26.	drab: boring 

			27.	effect: impact 

			28.	emerge: come out 

			29.	excessive: exaggerated 

			30.	exquisite: beautiful 

			31.	extend: offer 

			32.	fantastic: delicious 

			33.	fret: worry 

			34.	gale: windstorm 

			35.	gash: cut 

			36.	genuine: real 

			37.	gigantic: huge 

			38.	haul: loot

			39.	insist: demand

			40.	instant: on-the-spot

			41.	introduce: acquaint

			42.	incision: cut

			43.	incurable: fatal

			44.	jeopardize: risk losing

			45.	jostle: shake up

			46.	limp: hobble

			47.	lofty: tall

			48.	mane: hair

			49.	merit: excellence

			50.	minus: without

			51.	motionless: still

			52.	navigate: steer

			53.	oblivious: unaware

			54.	option: alternative

			55.	optimal: best

			56.	pathetic: pitiful

			57.	pause: stop

			58.	peculiar: odd 

			59.	process: procedure

			60.	professionals: experts

			61.	puny: small

			62.	ravenous: starving

			63.	recover: bounce back

			64.	request: inquiry

			65.	resist: combat

			66.	rodent: rat

			67.	scorching: burning

			68.	skepticism: disbelief

			69.	sole: bottom of a shoe

			70.	solitary: alone

			71.	stall: delay

			72.	stench: bad smell

			73.	superb: best

			74.	surround: enclose

			75.	survive: continue to live

			76.	swivel: spin

			77.	task: assignment

			78.	temporary: not permanent

			79.	umbilicus: navel

			80.	unruly: wild
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			Every day is Freaky Friday for Maggie Malone and her Mostly Magical Boots. Whenever she slips on the MMBs, Maggie gets to be whoever she wants for a whole day. And whose life could be more fun to try on than the glamorous Princess Wilhelmina of Wincastle’s? Even better—Wilhelmina is a bridesmaid in the Royal Wedding of the Century!

			But little does she know that even pampered princesses have whopper-sized problems—and hers is an evil archenemy named Penelope. Will she survive Penelope’s tricks or will the whole wedding turn into a royal disaster?
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			“So how are things over at Stink—at Pinkerton?” Stella asks. 

			See, before I went to Pinkerton, Stella and I—and everyone at Sacred Heart and pretty much all over the rest of the world as far as I can tell—called my new school Stinkerton. But I decided if I was going to be stuck at this place, I was going to have to give it a chance. And as soon as I made that decision, things really did seem to get better. 

			“Actually, things are getting royally ridiculous over there,” I tell her. 

			“Oh yeah?” Stella says, looking up from her laptop. “Tell me more!” 

			We are flopped out on my zebra rug, scanning the Celebrity Times homepage, which is our favorite thing in the world to do, besides ride our bikes to Dippin’ Donuts and chow down on crullers the size of our heads. 

			“Well, there’s this big deal about the Pinkerton Ball and Royal Court Assembly and everybody is going totally nutso about the whole thing,” I explain. “It’s pretty ridiculous if you ask me.” 

			“A Royal Court Assembly?” Stella laughs. “That’s hilarious! What does that even mean?” 

			“Well, the 6th and 7th grades each pick three Princess Apprentices—stop laughing!—who kind of serve the 8th grade Pinkerton Princess when she’s elected. Like, you get to carry her books and order her lunch and stuff. Seriously, Stella. It’s not that funny.” 

			Stella is rolling back and forth on my zebra rug, bent legs stomping and making sounds like a spastic hyena. I do love her, but she really can take things a teensy bit too far sometimes. 

			“I’m sorry, Maggie... I just... I can’t... Princess... Apprentices...” she spits between spasms. “Princess Apprentices!” 

			“It’s not that bad,” I say, feeling my cheeks beginning to burn. “It’s actually a real honor to be picked to be an apprentice. And last year, the 8th grade Pinkerton Princess was crowned Marshmallow Festival Queen for the whole county.”

			“Marshmallow Festival Queen? Seriously, Maggie,” Stella says, sitting up. “You’re starting to scare me with all this fake, made up royal talk. You want to talk about princesses? Check this out.” 

			Stella slides her laptop my way and points to the Celebrity Times home page. 

			“Now here’s a real princess.” Stella angles the laptop so we can both get a look at Princess Mimi, the one and only Princess Wilhelmina of Wincastle. She’s holding a ribbon next to a beautiful black stallion, probably after one of those big fancy horse shows she’s always doing.

			Stella and I have been kind of obsessed with Princess Mimi ever since we were eight and Tween Scene magazine did a big cover story on her. Mimi had just turned ten at the time and I guess over in Wincastle, that’s a major big deal. They had this week-long party for her with about thirteen different cakes, each one the size of a kitchen table. They showed her being escorted into one of the parties by an army of soldiers all dressed in red, and of course she was wearing a real diamond tiara which Stella and I agreed was the coolest thing ever. It’s sort of embarrassing to admit, but until I read that article I didn’t even realize that princesses were real. Seriously. I mean I knew they had princesses in the olden days, but I kind of thought they died out like dinosaurs or something and that they were mostly made-up for fairy tales and movies. I certainly didn’t think there were princesses my age out there in the world right this very minute being all royal and everything. 

			But since I figured that out, Stella and I have spent a lot of time imagining what Princess Mimi’s life might be like. We decided she probably sleeps in her tiara and has a solid gold hairbrush and monogrammed toilet paper. (We also designed our own personalized TP, just in case we found out we were princesses. Mine was going to be pink leopard print and have MM on every square; Stella picked turquoise circles with one big aquamarine S in the middle. I tried to argue that turquoise and aquamarine are pretty much the same thing and didn’t she want a little contrast, but when Stella gets her mind set on something there’s no use even trying to change it.)

			“Jeez,” Stella says, skimming the story. “Could Princess Mimi’s life get any better? She’s fourteen and owns an entire country. Not to mention a yacht and a plane and a stable full of horses. And she’s on the cover of a zillion magazines every single month. Can you imagine being called Your Royal Highness, like, for real? ‘Oh, did somebody call Her Royal Highness? Yup, that’s me, right here!’ Seriously.”

			“And she has front row seats at all the fashion shows and gets driven around in a limo,” I add, forgetting all about pretend Princess Apprentices for a minute. We flip through a slideshow with pictures of Princess Mimi lounging on the back of a ship, loaded up with shopping bags and riding a horse that looks exactly like Black Beauty from the movie. “I’ll bet she never has to do chores or make her own bed,” Stella says with a sigh. “She probably even has a Royal Tooth Brusher to do that for her.”

			“She’s big-time into volunteering, too,” I say, because my mom says it’s more important to focus on what people do rather than what they have. 

			“I’m just saying the girl’s pretty much got it made. I’d love to have her life.”

			“Who wouldn’t?” I ask. 

			“Well, at least you’ve got that Princess Apprentice thing going on at school,” Stella says. “I’m sure it’s pretty much the same thing.”

			“Very funny,” I say, giving her a sideways shove that sends her rolling around the floor again—the girl seriously cracks herself up—but I’m hardly paying attention anymore. Or, I think to myself, I could slip into my trusty MMBs and become actual royalty—the one and only Princess Wilhelmina of Wincastle—for a whole entire day. 
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			You know how you can build a much better fort or clubhouse with a bunch of your friends than you could ever build all by yourself? Well, the book you’re holding is a lot like that. With that in mind, we would like to thank our brilliant, beautiful, intrepid agent Michelle Wolfson, whose passion, tenacity, and humor truly know no limits. Next, we would like to acknowledge our exceptional editor Aubrey Poole, whose keen eye and bottomless enthusiasm for this project made it better in every way. And finally, we offer our humble gratitude to our friend Jerry Jenkins, who got elected to the unpaid position of generous mentor and never once complained or asked for a raise. We are eternally grateful to you all.
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			Jenna McCarthy is a writer, speaker and aspiring drummer who has wanted magical boots since she learned to walk. She lives with her husband, daughters, cats, and dogs in sunny Southern California.

			As a writer and lover of international travel, Carolyn Evans has shucked pearls in Australia and biked the foothills of the Himalayas. Now she’s happy at home with her husband and kids living by a river in South Carolina, dreaming up grand adventures for Maggie Malone.
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