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RULE #1

It’s Important to Try to Make Your Friends Feel Good About Themselves as Often as Possible. Then They’ll Like You Better

What’s amazing is how you can be a normal kid one day, and then something happens that completely changes your life.

I mean it. One minute you’re just an average, ordinary kind of girl…not boring, of course, because you’re good at math and science and an excellent big sister to two pretty horrible little brothers—not to mention a really good owner of a kitten, because you want to be a veterinarian someday—but not particularly amazing, either…and then something comes along that changes everything.

Not like aliens coming down in a spaceship and telling you that you are their long-lost queen and that they’ve been combing the galaxy looking for you for years and that that weird freckle on your elbow is actually a homing beacon and proves that you’re one of them.

And then they ask you to come back with them to planet Voltron, where everything is made out of candy and you will be the Voltrons’ leader and you’ll get to have a pet unicorn with wings and get to be a veterinarian without actually having to go through four years of college plus four years of veterinary school, plus an additional three- to four-year residency, the amount of time it takes to become a board-certified veterinarian on planet Earth.

Although that would be very, very cool.

But I mean, like your mom suddenly becoming a TV star.

And okay, my mom isn’t exactly a TV star.

“I just got a part-time job as the movie reviewer for that local cable show Good News!” she explained that night when she got home from her other part-time job as a college adviser (she advises college students on what kind of classes to take. For instance, computer classes, which is what my dad teaches at the same college).

At first there was stunned silence when Mom said this. Because none of us even knew Mom was trying out for the job of movie reviewer on Good News!, which, by the way, is super famous. Not in the whole world, or anything. I mean, Grandma had never heard of it when she came to visit. Good News! is only on our local cable channel 4.

But still, it’s super famous in our town. My best friend Erica has even been on it. Good News! came to her gymnastics studio once and filmed everyone doing their routines before the big statewide gymnastics championship (which Erica wasn’t in but they showed her bringing chalk to a girl who was practicing for it and who came in twentieth).

And Erica’s big sister, Missy, has been on Good News! lots of times, because Missy is a majorette in the marching band at the middle school, and Good News! is always showing stuff like the local marching band competitions, and once even the pie-eating competition at the county fair, which Erica’s older brother, John, was in (only he got disqualified when Erica’s mom found out and told the judges he was underage).

Good News! comes on right after the regular news. It even stars one of the same newscasters as the regular news, Lynn Martinez. She just takes off the glasses she wears while doing the news, changes into a more sparkly shirt, messes up her hair, and suddenly, the regular news turns into Good News! at seven o’clock. So you can forget all about all the bad news you just heard and concentrate on the good news Lynn is about to tell you, like what restaurants are opening up in town, or what new plays you can see at the community theater, or about how the seniors down at the senior center are taking hip-hop dancing classes, or how somebody’s cat is nursing a poor orphan baby deer back to health, or how somebody else is having a sneaker drive to collect sneakers for poor people in Africa who can’t afford their own sneakers.

See? It’s all good news. That’s why they call it Good News!

And my mom was going to be on it! The best show on TV!

I know. Is that fantastic or what? I am the daughter of a celebrity.

“Elizabeth,” Dad said, looking proud but a little surprised, “I had no idea you were interested in telejournalism.”

“Oh, well,” Mom said, fluffing her hair out after taking off her coat. “I saw the ad in the paper and I thought it looked like it might be fun, so I applied. You know I reviewed films for our school paper in college. It’s going to be a little different reading them on camera, but the idea’s basically the same. I’m excited to get back to reviewing.”

And okay, maybe Mom’s not a celebrity, exactly, because Good News! isn’t shown all around the whole country.

But it still seems pretty obvious that because of Mom’s new job my life will never be normal again. It won’t be long before paparazzi start showing up at our house. Maybe we’ll even have to get bodyguards! I mean, when your mom works for Good News!, that is a very big deal.

“The truth is, I suspect I’m the only person who tried out,” Mom said, “because they hired me as soon as they saw my audition. I have a feeling this town isn’t exactly crawling with wannabe local cable news show film reviewers.”

Except that this isn’t true. The reason my mom got the job is that she’s the coolest, most beautiful mom there is. I know this because I’ve met a lot of other kids’ moms.

And okay, my ex-best friend Mary Kay Shiner’s mom has a very fancy job at a law firm and was always saying things into her cell phone like, “Nancy, I needed those depositions yesterday!”

And my other ex-friend Brittany Hauser’s mom has a show cat named Lady Serena Archibald and very fancy high-heeled shoes with feathers on them.

But neither of them is as cool as my mom, who is restoring an old house to make it nice again (even if she’s taking a really long time at it, if you ask me. Though my room is the nicest room of all my friends’, and when they come over and see it for the first time they totally freak out over my wallpaper and lace curtains).

So, you know.

“That’s not true,” Dad said about Mom’s joke that no one else had applied. He was setting out the takeout pizza Mom had brought home for dinner to celebrate her new job. The pizza came from Pizza Express, which happens to be where my uncle Jay has a job. Even though Uncle Jay’s girlfriend, Harmony, didn’t think so at first, being a deliveryman for Pizza Express has turned out to be the best job ever for Uncle Jay. He gets to eat all the pizzas they give him the wrong addresses for—for free!

Only tonight, even though Uncle Jay had come over for dinner, we were having pizza we had actually paid for, since it was a special occasion.

“I’m sure a lot of talented people applied for that job,” Dad told Mom. “You just happened to have had the best audition. The reviews you wrote in college were wonderful. You’ve always had very keen insight into the world of media and entertainment.”

“Yeah, Mom,” I said, scraping the tomato sauce off my pizza slice from underneath the melted cheese. Because one of my rules is Never eat anything red. Frankly, I prefer white pizza, but since I’m the only one in the family who does, I only get that kind of pizza when Uncle Jay delivers one to someone and it turns out Pizza Express messed up and it’s not the kind they actually ordered. “You always have a lot to say about Hannah Montana.”

“Well,” Mom said, “I guess you might be right.”

“What’s the first movie you’re going to review?” Uncle Jay wanted to know. Uncle Jay doesn’t live with us, but he’s always hanging around, even though he has a girlfriend and a job and goes to school at the university.

Mom looked at the paper the people at Good News! had given her. “Something called Requiem for a Somnambulist,” she said.

“Ouch,” Uncle Jay said, I guess because Requiem for a Somnambulist didn’t sound so good to him. It didn’t sound so good to me, either, to tell the truth.

“Wow,” Dad said. “I’m sure you’ll have plenty to say about that one.”

“Are we going to get to be on TV, too?” my little brother Kevin wanted to know.

“Why would we get to be on Mom’s show?” My other little brother, Mark, was chewing with his mouth open, as was his custom. Also speaking with his mouth full of food, violating two of my rules, Don’t chew with your mouth open and Swallow what’s in your mouth before speaking. Having two little brothers who won’t follow the rules of common courtesy at mealtimes makes my life a constant trial.

“Lots of times the kids of movie stars get to be on TV,” Kevin said. “Like when they go to movie premieres.”

I hadn’t even thought about movie premieres! But obviously, we were going to get to go to lots of those. Movie critics always get to see movies before anyone else does. They have to. How else are they going to warn people not to see the bad ones?

And naturally, the only way they can do this is if they go to movie premieres. We were probably going to be meeting tons of stars. Such as Miley Cyrus.

“I’m not going to be invited to movie premieres, honey,” Mom said. “Good News! is not that big a TV show. It’s just on a local station. And besides, most movie premieres are held in Hollywood, and we live very far from there.”

This was really disappointing to hear. Because the truth was, I was totally thinking, just like Kevin was, that I might get to be on Mom’s TV show, too. Or that at the very least, my whole life would change now that I was the daughter of a famous TV film critic, and not simply the daughter of a college adviser and a college professor.

Not that there is anything wrong with those two jobs. It’s just that they are sort of boring compared to being a TV star.

When I went to bed that night, I told my kitten, Mewsie, who is actually growing really fast and weighs six pounds now, which is exceptional for his age according to our vet, Dr. DeLorenzo, that it looked like our chances of hitting the big time were pretty much zero.

“Guess you’re just going to be plain old Mewsie,” I told him as he lay purring on my chest, his nightly routine. It’s very hard to sleep that way, but it’s still nice. “Instead of Mewsie, Celebrity Kitten.”

But when I told my best friends, Erica, Sophie, and Caroline, my mom’s news on the way to school the next day, they all had a different opinion about it.

“I bet she’ll have you on as a guest,” Sophie said. “Like when she reviews kids’ movies.”

“Wow,” I said. I had never thought of this. “Do you really think so?”

“Oh, of course,” Sophie said. “If she’s any good at her job, she’ll want to get the opinion of the target audience. Obviously.” We knew all about target audiences from Erica’s big sister Missy’s teen magazines, which Missy never exactly lets us borrow, but we sneak them from her room whenever she’s away at a band competition or in the bathroom experimenting with a new pimple medication.

Sophie made me feel excited again about my mom’s new job. Even more excited than I would have been about finding out I was actually queen of an alien race. Because, Sophie said when I told her about it—and Caroline and Erica agreed—having a mom who reviews movies on TV is more interesting than being queen of an alien race. Because it’s more realistic.

“You’re so lucky,” Erica said with a sigh. “I wish my mom had her own TV show. But she doesn’t do anything except run her own store of fine collectibles.”

“What about my mom?” Caroline said with a sigh. “She’s only dean of a women’s college. In Maine.”

We all agreed this was a terrible occupation compared to my mom’s new job.

“Maybe my mom will have all of us on her show,” I said. I was just saying this to be nice. I didn’t really believe Mom would have me and all of my friends on her TV show someday. It’s important to try to make your friends feel good about themselves as often as possible. Then they’ll like you better. This is a rule.

“When I go on Mom’s TV show, I’m going to wear velvet pants,” Kevin said. I have to walk Kevin to school every day (and home from school, too) because he’s only in kindergarten and I’m the oldest. It’s okay, though, because all the fifth-grade girls think Kevin is really cute, so having him around has helped me to not get beaten up. At least by fifth-graders.

“Whatever, Kevin,” I said. He doesn’t even own a pair of velvet pants, though he begs for them all the time. The closest he’s come is corduroys, which he pretends are velvet.

“We should start planning what we’re going to wear, though,” Sophie said, ignoring Kevin. “Just in case. I have some totally cool leggings with silver spiderwebs printed on them left over from Halloween that would go great with your twirly plaid skirt, Allie—”

She said this as we stepped onto the playground, which was soggy from last night’s rain. As our feet sank into the inch-deep mud, we noticed a car pull up to the sidewalk next to the school. The passenger side door opened, and Cheyenne O’Malley, the newest girl in our class (she’s here from Canada while her dad is on sabbatical), popped out, wearing a bright pink raincoat and holding a matching pink umbrella, in case it rained later. She closed the car door behind her and, as she went by us on her way to meet her friends Marianne and Dominique, who were waiting for her over by the swings, she put her right foot, in a rain boot with pink hearts printed on it, down in a big puddle on the sidewalk, splashing water all over us.

On purpose.

“Oops!” Cheyenne said, laughing as we looked down at the dirty water stains all over us. “Sorry! I guess that’s what happens when your parents make you walk to school instead of giving you a ride, though.”

Then she ran over to M and D (which is what Cheyenne calls Marianne and Dominique), who let out screams of laughter at the hilarious trick she’d played on us. Cheyenne screamed politely back. Then they started talking about what happened last night on America’s Next Top Survivor, or whatever.

“You know, Allie,” Sophie said thoughtfully as she tried to rub the dirty puddle stains out of her coat, “having a mom who is on TV is only going to boost your popularity at Pine Heights Elementary. No one else has a parent who is a celebrity. Not even Cheyenne, and she’s the most popular girl in our whole school.”

“Cheyenne’s not the most popular girl in our school,” Caroline pointed out. “She’s just the loudest.”

“Popularity isn’t important,” I said. “Being a kind and thoughtful person is.” That’s a rule.

“True,” Sophie said. “But it can’t hurt is all I’m saying. When is your mom’s first show going to be on?”

“Um,” I said, “Thursday night, I think. So people can tell what movies to go see for the weekend.”

“Perfect,” Sophie said. “So by Friday morning, you’ll be the most popular girl around here.”

“Do you really think so?”

Not that being popular was important, of course.

But suddenly, I thought of how cool it would be to show up at school a different way instead of squishing through the mud with my little brother’s hand all hot and sticky in mine. What if Erica and Sophie and Caroline and I showed up at school in a pure white stretch limo, instead of walking? What would Cheyenne and her friends M and D say if they saw that?

If you asked me, this really would be better than aliens showing up and whisking me off to live on a planet where I got a winged unicorn as a pet and everything was made out of candy.

But was it really going to happen?

I guess I was going to have to wait to find out.
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RULE #2

There’s No Kissing in Fourth Grade

Mrs. Hunter, our fourth-grade teacher, who happens to be the prettiest teacher I have ever had and who could totally have her own TV show if she wanted one, said she had an announcement to make.

I was pretty sure the announcement was going to be about my mom getting the job as film reviewer on Good News! I wasn’t certain how Mrs. Hunter found out about it. Maybe she’d ordered a pizza from Pizza Express and Uncle Jay had told her. I’d asked Uncle Jay once if he’d ever delivered a pizza to Mrs. Hunter (because I wanted to know if she lived in a house or an apartment, and if she lived in an apartment did it have an elevator), and he said he’d never delivered a pizza to her.

But you never knew.

Anyway, we all sat very silently in our seats, waiting for the announcement, because Mrs. Hunter, even as pretty as she is with her nice eye makeup and her high-heeled boots, could be very scary when she wanted to be.

I was totally hoping the announcement would be about my mom, because that would make Cheyenne sorry for what she’d done out on the playground. I could just picture how badly Cheyenne would want to come over to my house once she found out my mom was a TV star. Not that I’d ever let Cheyenne come over to my house. Not after the way she’d treated me and my friends. Cheyenne didn’t like to play fun games like super spy (pretending to be a spy by seeing how quietly you could walk around the house and spy on the people in it without getting caught) and science experiment (mixing up all the different cleansers you find under the bathroom sink to see how many it took before you could make an explosion…something we’d never managed successfully so far. But we’d made some really bad smells).

Cheyenne only liked to call boys and ask them if they liked her. Cheyenne is officially boring. That’s a rule.

Still. It would be very satisfying to say, “I don’t think so,” when Cheyenne begged to come home for lunch with me (Cheyenne thought going home for lunch was the height of dorkiness and that getting a hot lunch, like she and Marianne and Dominique did, was the epitome of cool).

What I didn’t want the announcement to be was that Mrs. Hunter was going away on vacation and that we were going to have a substitute teacher. Mrs. Hunter had made an announcement like that once before and it hadn’t worked out so well. At least, not when the substitute, Mr. White, showed up, since some of the boys in the class had decided it would be a good idea to change seats for the week and pretend to be each other. Stuart Maxwell had given Rosemary and me five boxes of Nerds each in exchange for not telling.

“Children,” Mrs. Hunter said as we all sat dreading the return of Mr. White. (It’s embarrassing to watch a grown man cry.) “It is the time of year when all the classes begin preparing for the presentation they’re going to put on for the Pine Heights Elementary School open house. That’s when we invite your parents here to school one evening and put on a little performance to show them what we’ve been learning this semester. Each grade gets a separate night, and each class within that grade does something different. Mrs. Danielson’s class, for instance, is going to put on a presentation about early settlers to this area, which, as you know, we’ve been studying recently.”

I nearly threw up when I heard this. Not because I was nervous about putting on a presentation. But because putting on a presentation about early settlers to the United States sounded so boring. No offense, but if I had been an early settler to the United States, I’d have gone back to where I came from. First of all, you had to go to the bathroom in an outhouse. That is a bathroom that is outside of the house, if you know what I mean.

And all the grades in the whole school were in one room! Which would have meant I’d have had to be in the same room as my little brothers all day.

It’s bad enough having to live in the same house with my brothers outside of school! I’m not spending all day at school in the same room with them.

I was getting a very bad feeling about what we were going to have to do for our presentation. Because I did not want to have to put on some old-timey clothes and stand up and give a speech about walking nine miles to get to the mercantile. No thanks.

Then Mrs. Hunter said, “I thought since all of you have shown so much creativity this year in your essays and drawings on the issue of the environment and what we can do at home to think green, we might do something a little different than the other classes.”

I leaned across my desk to look over at Rosemary, who sits down the row from me, separated only by Stuart Maxwell. Rosemary hunched over her desk to grin at me. I could tell she’d been thinking the same thing about the one-room schoolhouse. Rosemary had had even more reason than me to be afraid of the settler thing. She hates wearing dresses more than any girl in our class. And if we’d had to dress up in old-timey clothes, for sure Rosemary would have had to wear a skirt…a long one. That would have just about killed her.

“For our presentation,” Mrs. Hunter continued from the stool where she always sits when she reads to us from a Madeleine L’Engle book (although now she’d moved on to The Hobbit, by someone else, which wasn’t nearly as good because so far there are no girl characters in it, although sometimes I pretend Bilbo Baggins is a girl, and his real name is Jill, as in Jildo), “I was thinking it would be nice for us to put on a play.”

Everyone in class gasped. Then started chattering excitedly. You could tell right away that the whole class thought the idea of putting on a play was a really, really good one. A much better idea than Mrs. Danielson’s idea about giving a presentation on settlers.

I was excited, too. I had never been in a play before. Well, except for a little baby play in the first grade in which I played the letter A, because my name started with the letter A. But that didn’t count. This would be a proper play, I was sure, in which I would have more lines than A is for apple…and for Allie!

And hopefully I wouldn’t trip over my own feet as I came onto the stage, like I did in first grade, either.

“Oooh, Mrs. Hunter,” Cheyenne cried, throwing her hand into the air, eagerly begging to be called on, as always. Rosemary called Cheyenne a suck-up, a word she’d learned from her older brothers. “Mrs. Hunter!”

Mrs. Hunter looked over at Cheyenne. “Yes, Cheyenne?” she asked.

Cheyenne put her arm down. “May I suggest Romeo and Juliet as the play we put on as a class?” she said. “It is a very moving drama written by a man named William Shakespeare about two teenagers who, even though they are very deeply in love, are kept cruelly apart by their families.”

As Cheyenne said this, she turned her head a little and looked at Patrick Day, who was sitting next to Rosemary in the last row, drawing a picture of James Bond’s car with a periscope coming out of the roof, racing stripes down its sides, and fire coming out of the exhaust pipe.

Rosemary and I exchanged horrified glances, and I saw Stuart Maxwell, who was sitting next to me, make a face, while on my other side, Joey Fields squirmed excitedly. I think he was the only person in the whole class, besides Cheyenne and M and D, who liked Cheyenne’s idea. Everyone else was totally disgusted.

Shakespeare? Romeo and Juliet? I’m not positive, but I’m pretty sure there’s kissing in that.

The thing is, a few months ago, Mrs. Hunter had made a rule that there was no kissing in fourth grade. Also, no “going with” people, or any kind of boyfriend-girlfriend stuff.

The only person who’d been upset about that had been Cheyenne (and Joey Fields, who I think sort of secretly dreams about someday having a girlfriend).

Now, I could tell Cheyenne was trying to find a way to get around Mrs. Hunter’s rule, by having us all put on a play with kissing in it. No doubt she wanted to play Juliet…

…and she probably wanted Patrick Day, the boy with whom she wanted to run off to the Brooklyn Bridge when she turned sixteen, to play Romeo.

Ew!

I could tell the same thought had occurred to Rosemary since she had wrapped her hands around her own neck and was pretending to strangle herself, with her tongue sticking out. It was kind of hard not to laugh. I mean, it’s not like Patrick Day is as cute as Sophie’s crush, Prince Peter, or anything. I have actually seen Patrick pick his nose. And eat it.

“Thank you for that suggestion, Cheyenne,” Mrs. Hunter said, and for a minute I was worried she was actually considering it. Then she added, “But I’m not sure we’re ready for the Bard just yet.”

Cheyenne looked super disappointed. I guessed from her expression that the Bard must be Romeo and Juliet, and felt super happy. Yay! We weren’t doing Cheyenne’s play!

“Instead,” Mrs. Hunter went on, “I took the liberty of writing my own play…one with a part for every single person in this class. Allie, would you mind passing out the scripts you’ll find on my desk?”

I got up and went to Mrs. Hunter’s desk (I sit in the last row with all the worst boys in our class—with Rosemary to help me manage them. Our desks are right next to Mrs. Hunter’s desk, so Mrs. Hunter can help supervise the bad boys. So Rosemary and I end up passing things out all the time. It’s completely routine for us).

“The play is called Princess Penelope in the Realm of Recycling,” Mrs. Hunter explained (which I could already tell because I was reading the title as I passed out the scripts). “It’s about a princess named Penelope who runs away from her father’s castle after he dies and Penelope learns that her stepmother, the evil queen, is going to try to kill her so she can inherit the throne instead of Penelope. While trying to reach the home of her beloved fairy godmother, with whom Penelope knows she’ll be safe, she wanders through a strange and wonderful land, the Realm of Recycling. There she meets many odd creatures, such as compact fluorescent bulb fairies, public transportation elves, recycled paper dragons, water conservation mermaids, unplug-when-not-in-use unicorns, and reusable water bottle wizards, who teach Penelope all about ways she can help save the environment so that her father’s kingdom, which has begun to be destroyed by pollution and her stepmother’s wasteful habits, will be able to be enjoyed by many generations to come. The creatures of the Realm of Recycling then help Penelope escape from the evil soldiers her stepmother sends to kill her.”

Wow! This play sounded way better than Romeo and Juliet. Elves and dragons? Fairies and wizards? And a princess? I totally wanted to be in this play. It sounded fantastic! I couldn’t believe Mrs. Hunter had written it. It seemed like something a professional writer would have come up with.

And I could tell the rest of the class was excited about it, too, if the way people snatched the scripts out of my hands as I passed them out was any indication. Not just the girls, either. The boys, too.

“Of course,” Mrs. Hunter went on in a warning voice, as if she could feel the tremor of delight that was going through Room 209, “this isn’t going to be an easy play to put on. There are a lot of lines that will have to be memorized, and a set that will have to be built, and costumes to make, and stage lighting to design, and…well, it’s going to take all of us pulling together if we’re going to make this work. We’ll be spending all of our art and music classes from now until the open house working on Princess Penelope in the Realm of Recycling.”

Cheyenne raised her hand again. She had a copy of Mrs. Hunter’s script in front of her, because I’d already passed them out to her row.

“Oooh, Mrs. Hunter,” Cheyenne said. “Mrs. Hunter!”

Mrs. Hunter looked over at her. “Yes, Cheyenne?” she said in a sort of tired voice.

“Mrs. Hunter,” Cheyenne said, putting her hand down. “I just want to say, on behalf of the class, that I think this play sounds really, really good. And I would like to volunteer to play the part of Princess Penelope.”

The minute she said the words “Princess Penelope,” about half a dozen other hands went flying up into the air, all belonging to other girls in Room 209. Every single girl whose hand was up wore an expression that showed she felt outraged over what Cheyenne had just done.

All the girls in our class, practically, wanted to play the part of Princess Penelope.

“Girls,” Mrs. Hunter said. “Put your hands down. You’ll all get a chance to audition for the parts you want. That’s why Allie is handing out the scripts now. I want you to take them home and give them a read-through tonight. Figure out which parts you’d like to try out for, and then I’ll hold auditions tomorrow and make the announcement of who got what part on Friday. We’ll start rehearsals on Monday.”

Well! This was a much better way to do it than just giving the part to whoever asked for it first. Everyone had to try out, and whoever did the best job got the part. Kind of like the way my mom had gotten the job of film reviewer for the show Good News!

Except that she’d been the only person who’d applied. At least according to her.

After I’d finished passing out all the scripts, I went back to my desk and picked up the one I’d set down for myself. Mrs. Hunter was still talking about the play, but I wasn’t paying attention anymore. I was too busy reading.

Wow. Princess Penelope had a lot of lines. As I read through them, I could sort of see that Princess Penelope was the star of the play.

Well…her name was in the title.

Hmmm. It would be kind of cool to play a princess in the class play. Especially if it was the main part. I mean, it would be a lot of lines to memorize.

But think how proud my parents would be when they showed up at the open house, and we put on Princess Penelope in the Realm of Recycling, and I was Penelope! Good News! might even have me on their show as a guest to talk about my performance—I’m the daughter of one of their stars, after all.

Even better, I wouldn’t have to work too hard on my costume, because I already had a princess gown: the flower-girl dress I’d worn for my aunt Mary’s wedding last summer (if it still fit). It would be perfect! It was a long dress, and made out of shiny gold fabric (Aunt Mary got married in a fancy restaurant at night). It totally looked like something a princess would wear (if I got my mom to do my hair in a bun or braids wrapped around my head).

The problem was, I wasn’t the only girl in my class who wanted to play Princess Penelope.

But whatever. I’d figure out a solution to that problem when the time came.

In the meantime, figuring out how I was going to beat Cheyenne for the part we both wanted? That was going to be a pleasure.
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RULE #3

It’s Rude to Tell Someone They’re Only Going to Get Something Because No One Else Wants It, Not Because They Earned It

I was so busy poring over my copy of the script, I didn’t even hear the bell for recess ring. So I didn’t have any idea what was going on until I noticed Caroline, Sophie, Erica, and Rosemary all standing around my desk, holding their coats.

“Oh,” I said, looking up. “Hey, you guys.”

“Aren’t you coming outside?” Erica wanted to know.

“Yeah,” Rosemary said. “Are you just going to sit there all day?”

“Huh?” I said, embarrassed I’d been so absorbed in what I’d been doing. “Sorry. I guess I didn’t hear the bell.”

“I guess not,” Sophie said with a laugh. “You must really like that play.”

But I noticed she was still holding her copy of Mrs. Hunter’s script as well. Even though we were supposed to be going outside to play.

“I do,” I said, getting up and going over to the coatrack. “It seems really good. Right? I mean, did you get a chance to read it?”

“I did,” Caroline said. Caroline is one of the fastest readers in our class. She read each of the Harry Potter books in a day. Even the really long ones. “It’s good.”

“Which part do you think you’re going to try out for?” I asked as I put my coat on.

“I’m going to try for the fairy godmother of reusable cloth shopping bags,” Erica said. “Because I’ve always wanted to be one. A fairy godmother, I mean.”

I wasn’t actually surprised to hear this. After all, Erica loves doing nice things for people. She’s always breaking up arguments and telling everyone how nice they look, even when they look awful (that’s actually one of my rules: that you should always tell people they look nice, even when they don’t. This makes people feel good, so they’ll like you better. Erica is very good at this rule).

“You’d be really good as the fairy godmother,” I said to Erica.

“Wouldn’t she?” Sophie said. “That’s what I told her! But she doesn’t think she’s going to get the part.”

“Oh, I’m not a good enough actress,” Erica said. “I tried out for The Sound of Music when they did it in the community theater last year, and my sister, Missy, made it to callbacks, but I didn’t.”

“You’ll get it,” I told her. “I just know you will.” I couldn’t imagine anyone else in our class getting the part of the fairy godmother. Mostly because I couldn’t imagine anyone else wanting that part. I mean, who would want to play the fairy godmother when she could be a princess?

But I didn’t say that out loud, because it’s rude to tell someone they’re only going to get something because no one else wants it, not because they earned it (that’s a rule).

“Oh,” Erica said, her eyes filling up with tears of gratitude. “Thanks, Allie!” She reached out and gave me a hug. I hugged her back.

See? Just like I said. Total fairy godmother. Or godmother, anyway.

“I want to play one of those evil soldiers,” Rosemary said, her dark eyes flashing with relish. “Maybe I’ll get to carry a sword! And kill Princess Penelope for trying to escape the Castle of Plastic Doom.”

“Princess Penelope doesn’t die at the end,” Caroline said as we went down the stairs to the playground. “The evil queen does.”

“Oh.” Rosemary looked disappointed. “Well, I still want to play an evil soldier. Maybe I can stab Patrick. What about you, Caroline?”

“I’ve never really been interested in acting,” Caroline said, to my surprise. “I’ll maybe try out for the unplug-when-not-in-use unicorn or something, if we have to be in it. But I’m more interested in running the lights or set design or something.”

I was shocked. I couldn’t imagine anyone not wanting to be in a play. Who wouldn’t want to be up onstage, wearing a costume, pretending to be someone else in front of everyone? That seemed insane to me. The only thing better, if you asked me, would be to be a veterinarian and save baby animals.

Then again, Caroline is a very practical kind of girl. And acting isn’t the most practical kind of thing.

“Who do you want to try out to be, Sophie?” Caroline asked.

To my surprise, Sophie looked shy.

“Oh,” she said. “I don’t know.”

“You do so know,” Rosemary said. “Spill it.”

“No,” Sophie said. “I don’t have any idea. Really. There are so many great parts, it seems like.”

Which was when it hit me:

Oh, no! Sophie wanted the role of Princess Penelope!

Of course! That’s why she was acting so shy…She didn’t want to admit it, because she was too modest to say she thought she was a good enough actress to get the lead role.

But that’s exactly what she was thinking—the same as me!

I don’t know how I knew. But I knew, all right. Because I wanted the exact same role.

“Oh, my gosh, Sophie,” Erica said. We were outside by then. The sun had finally come out and was drying up the mud puddles. “You just have to try out for Princess Penelope!”

“That’s right, Sophie,” Caroline said. “If anyone could beat out Cheyenne for that part, it’s you.”

What? I couldn’t believe Caroline had just said that. What about me? Couldn’t I beat out Cheyenne for the part?

“I mean, everyone knows you’re the prettiest girl in our whole school,” Caroline went on.

“Oh, now,” Sophie said, looking embarrassed. “Not the whole school.”

“Well, at least in our grade,” Caroline said. “Right, Allie?”

The truth was, I had to agree. With her dark, curly hair and big brown eyes, Sophie was extraordinarily beautiful. She might not have looked like a traditional golden-haired storybook princess, but then, neither did Cheyenne, since she had dark hair, too (Cheyenne just acted like a traditional storybook princess, always brushing her long hair at recess, over and over again, and putting it into various sparkle clips).

But Sophie looked like some kind of princess, anyway. When we played queens at recess, Sophie was always the queen the evil warlord was in love with, because it was so easy to picture someone falling in love with Sophie. She was just that beautiful.

“Yeah,” I said grudgingly. I mean, as much as I wanted to play Princess Penelope myself, I had to admit Sophie did look more like a princess than I did. If looks were what Mrs. Hunter was going for, Sophie was definitely going to get the part over me. Besides, I like Sophie. I didn’t want to hurt her feelings or anything. “Yeah, Sophie. You should try out for Penelope. You do really look like a princess.”

“And you’re kind,” Erica said to Sophie. “And sweet like a princess, too.”

“And intelligent,” Caroline said, “like a princess, too. Way more than Cheyenne.”

“Oh, you guys!” Sophie said, laughing. “Stop it! You guys are too nice to me!”

The thing was, everything Caroline and Erica had said was true. Sophie is beautiful, kind, sweet, and intelligent.

But.

But what about me? I mean, I know I don’t necessarily look like a princess. I’m not as beautiful as Sophie, or as kind or as sweet.

But I’m just as intelligent—maybe more so! I did way better than her in the spelling bee! And I get better grades than Sophie in math and science!

Plus, I’m a very good actress. At least, I think I am. True, I only had that one line in first grade.

But everyone thinks my death scenes during queens are very realistic.

And yet no one had mentioned me trying out for Princess Penelope! What was going on?

“You’ve just got to audition for Princess Penelope, Sophie,” Caroline said. “Otherwise, Cheyenne will get it. And she’ll drive us all even more nuts.”

“Yeah,” Rosemary said. “No way am I putting up with Her Royal Brattiness.”

“Well,” Sophie said, tucking some of her curly hair behind her ear, “maybe I will.”

“What about you, Allie?” Rosemary asked. “Which part are you going to audition for?”

Of course I couldn’t say I wanted to try out for the part of Princess Penelope. Not now, when everyone had been going on about how fantastic they thought Sophie would be in that role. Because that would seem like I was bragging that I was just as pretty as Sophie, or something. Which everyone knew I wasn’t. Most of all me.

So I just shrugged and said, “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe I’ll go out for the part of one of the creatures who live in the Realm of Recycling, or whatever.”

“You don’t sound very excited about the play,” Caroline said.

Um, why would I be, when all my friends had basically just declared that the only girl in the whole school pretty enough to play the part I wanted was Sophie? Not that I didn’t love Sophie—because I totally did—but it might be nice if people would just give me a chance to audition for the part before they all decided Sophie was so perfect for it.

But of course I couldn’t say any of that, either.

“Oh, I’m excited,” I said instead. “I just haven’t had a chance to read the whole thing yet. I’ll look it over and find a role for me. I’ll know which one I want by tryouts tomorrow.”

Except that of course I knew that by tryouts tomorrow, nothing was going to change. I was still going to want to play Princess Penelope, the part Sophie wanted and the part everyone thought she was so perfect for.

And if I auditioned for that role, too, everyone was going to be mad at me for trying to steal Sophie’s part.

What was I going to do?
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RULE #4

Whenever Possible, Try to Be Born into a Family with No Little Brothers

Even though I read through the entire script of Princess Penelope in the Realm of Recycling when I got home from school that day (after ballet lessons), I couldn’t find a single character in it that I liked better than Princess Penelope.

Oh, there were other parts for girls. There was a fairy queen (she was the leader of the fairies who lived in the Realm of Recycling. The fairy queen teaches Penelope how much better it is to use compact fluorescent bulbs over regular bulbs, because they last longer and use less energy. Then she helps Penelope find her way to her godmother’s house).

And there were a couple of mermaids who teach Penelope the importance of water conservation, like taking shorter showers and turning off the water while you brush your teeth.

And then there were some girl elves who teach Penelope how she should always walk, bike, carpool, or take public transportation instead of using a car, since that will lessen her carbon footprint. And a unicorn who advises Penelope to unplug appliances when they aren’t in use, as this will save energy as well.

And then of course there was Penelope’s fairy godmother, and her horrible evil stepmother, the queen, who lives in a plastic castle and doesn’t believe in recycling, and just wastes valuable resources and litters every chance she gets, because she believes the scientists are wrong about global warming and that we don’t need to save our environment for the next generation (and since she’s going to kill Penelope, anyway, I guess her reasoning kind of makes sense).

But why would I want to play a fairy or an elf when I could be Penelope, who was so important that her name was in the title of the play?

On the other hand, I didn’t want to make everyone angry with me. I had said I was going to audition for some other part. So I couldn’t just go try out for the part Sophie wanted.

Could I? I mean, wouldn’t that be wrong?

I was sitting in my favorite reading spot after dinner—on my window seat, with Mewsie curled up next to me—trying to decide what to do, when the door to my room suddenly burst open.

At first I thought it was the aliens, who’d come to tell me my ride to planet Voltron was ready.

But it turned out it was just my uncle Jay playing tackle football in the hallway with my brother Mark (even though Mom said not to play tackle football in the hallway outside the kids’ rooms anymore. That’s a rule). He had dived for a pass and crashed into my door, causing it to fly open.

The loud noise made Mewsie spring to his feet, all his long fur rising up to stand on end, so that he looked like a little gray-and-black-striped ball of hair with legs as he stalked around, hissing angrily.

He didn’t mean it, though. He calmed down right away as soon as he saw who it was.

I didn’t calm down right away. I was really mad.

“Stop it,” I yelled when Uncle Jay went rolling all over my floor, with Mark chasing after him, trying to grab the ball away. “You know you two aren’t supposed to be doing that up here!”

“Well, well, well,” Uncle Jay said. He lay collapsed beneath Mark, who had both hands on the ball, trying to pry it out from Uncle Jay’s fingers. “What’s eating you?”

“What’s eating me is that I would like to have some privacy once in a while,” I said, stepping over them just as Kevin appeared in the doorway to see what all the commotion was about (he’d been in his room practicing the song “It’s the Hard-Knock Life” from the musical Annie, which he didn’t even need to know for the open house. The kindergartners were just singing a song about rainbows. Kevin sings so loud you can hear him all over the house. His main regret in life, besides not having velvet pants, is that he can’t be in Annie because he’s a boy and there are no boy orphans in Annie).

“What’s going on in there?” Kevin wanted to know.

“Nothing,” I yelled, and slammed the door closed. Not in his face, exactly. But almost.

“Hey,” Kevin yelled from behind the closed door. “I’m gonna tell. You aren’t supposed to slam your door in people’s faces! That’s a rule!”

“Well, I’m gonna tell on these guys,” I yelled back. “They aren’t supposed to play sports up here!”

“No one is going to tell on anyone,” Uncle Jay said, handing the ball to Mark and getting up. “Because your parents aren’t home. They went to that movie your mom has to review. So I’m in charge.”

Uncle Jay opened my door and revealed Kevin on the other side, looking upset because he wasn’t in on the action.

“Now, Allie,” Uncle Jay said, turning around to face me, “what’s really wrong?”

“Nothing,” I yelled. “I just want some privacy, like I said!”

Instead of giving me some privacy, Uncle Jay walked over to the window seat, where I’d left Mrs. Hunter’s script lying facedown. He picked it up and started to read it.

“Oh, sweet,” he said. “A play. Are you in this, Allie?”

“Not yet,” Kevin said, coming into my room to look over Uncle Jay’s shoulder at the script even though (a) I hadn’t given him permission to, and (b) he can barely read, being a kindergartner.

“She has to audition,” Kevin explained. “It’s the play her class is putting on for the open house. I heard Allie and her friends talking about it as they walked me home from school.”

Seriously. I have no privacy whatsoever.

Whenever possible, try to be born into a family with no little brothers. That’s a new rule I just made up.

“This is great,” Uncle Jay said, flipping through the pages of the script. “What part are you going to audition for, Allie?”

I sank down onto the window seat beside him. I had pretty much given up on the idea of ever getting any privacy.

“Well,” I said, “I want to audition for the part of Princess Penelope. But the problem is, one of my best friends is going out for that part. And I’m afraid if I try for it, too, she’ll be mad at me. And so will all my other friends.”

Uncle Jay kept flipping through the script. “Why would they be mad at you?” he wanted to know. “When I was a drama major, we all lived by the rule that everyone could try for the part he or she wanted, and may the best man—or woman—win.”

I had never thought of it that way. It sounded so…simple. And like a really great rule.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I still think if I did that they might be mad at me. Because Sophie…Well, she really wants the part. And besides, she just looks like a princess. And I don’t.”

“You can say that again,” Mark said. I leaned over to punch him in the arm, but Mark ducked just in time, so my fist hit air. Mark laughed.

“Who among us can say how a princess is supposed to look?” Uncle Jay asked, ignoring our fighting. “There’ve been many princesses from all over the world—Africa, Japan, Thailand, Hawaii—and I’m sure they haven’t all looked the way we in the West think traditional princesses should look. But does that make them any less royal? And besides, I’m sure your teacher, whom I’m assuming is directing this fine dramatic piece, has her own vision for how her characters should look. How do we know she wasn’t picturing you when she wrote the character of Penelope?”

I stared at him, feeling slightly less depressed about the whole thing. “Do you really think she might have been?” That would be incredible. The truth is, Mrs. Hunter once told my grandma I was a joy to have in the classroom. That was a little like being a princess. Sort of.

“All I’m saying,” Uncle Jay replied, “is that we don’t know. And neither do your friends. So you might as well try out for the role if you really want to, because otherwise a part of you will always wonder, ‘Could I have been Princess Penelope, if only I had tried?’ And you don’t want to go through life wondering what might have been, do you?”

“No,” I said, shaking my head. That would be terrible. But not as terrible as Sophie and those guys being mad at me.

“And how do you even know your friend is going to get the part?” Uncle Jay asked. “Some other girl might get it—not you or your friend.”

I sucked in my breath.

“Cheyenne O’Malley wants to try for it, too!” I cried. “And if she got it, it would be awful! We all hate her!”

“It’s wrong to hate people,” Mark said automatically. But only because he’d heard it on TV, not because he actually knows Cheyenne O’Malley.

“So the fact is,” Uncle Jay said, “some other girl could get the part, some girl you don’t even particularly like. Wouldn’t your friend be happier if you got the part rather than some girl you didn’t like?”

I had never even thought of that, but Uncle Jay was totally right! I mean, what if Mrs. Hunter ended up giving the part of Princess Penelope to Cheyenne? How would Sophie and those guys feel then?

And it could totally happen! Because clearly Cheyenne wanted the part just as badly as Sophie and I did.

“You should totally try out for Princess Penelope, Allie,” Kevin said to me. “I’m sure Sophie will forgive you.” He added thoughtfully, “Someday.”

“Yeah,” Mark said. “And since you’re probably not going to get it, anyway, who even cares?”

“Hey,” Uncle Jay said disapprovingly. “Let’s not be unsupportive of one another’s dreams, okay? If we aren’t there for each other, who else will be?”

“Yeah,” I said, giving each of my brothers a dirty look.

“I have an idea,” Uncle Jay said. “Let’s show our support for Allie by helping her practice for her audition.”

“Okay! How will we do that?” Kevin wanted to know.

“We’ll take turns reading all the other lines, while Allie reads Princess Penelope’s dialogue,” Uncle Jay said. “That way she’ll be prepared for the audition tomorrow, because she’ll have an idea how the lines she says should sound.”

“I’d rather play indoor football,” Mark grumbled.

“Just for that you get to be the evil queen,” Uncle Jay said, smacking Mark on the top of his head with the rolled-up script.

So we spent the next hour doing what Uncle Jay had suggested. He and Mark read all the other lines in the play, while I read all of Princess Penelope’s. Occasionally, Uncle Jay let Kevin “read” a line (meaning that Uncle Jay whispered the line into Kevin’s ear and Kevin said it aloud with great dramatic flair).

“‘Americans used fifty billion plastic water bottles last year,’” Kevin read out loud (or repeated what Uncle Jay whispered to him). “ ‘Seventy-six percent of which were not recycled. It will take over one thousand years for them to decompose!’”

“‘Oh, no, reusable water bottle wizard,’” I cried. “ ‘I had no idea!’”

“‘Yes,’” Kevin said. “‘That’s why you should reuse your water bottles, or better yet, just drink out of a glass!’”

By the time we’d finished the whole play, I felt like I had a real grasp of Princess Penelope’s character, like I knew what made her tick, as Uncle Jay put it. He said it was important for any thespian (which means actor or actress) who knows her craft to have such a feel for her character that she could tell the director what kind of cereal that character had for breakfast.

I decided that Princess Penelope would eat Count Chocula, because she’s a princess and can have whatever kind of cereal she wants (we aren’t allowed to have sugary cereals in our house, because Mom says sugar makes us hyper).

We’d finished the play and were getting ready for bed when I asked Uncle Jay why, if he knew so much about acting, he’d decided not to stay a theater major.

“Oh, that’s easy,” he said. “Because as a career, it’s totally cutthroat. I prefer the gentler climes of creative writing. And now, because I don’t have rehearsals, I have my evenings free to hang out with you guys.”

Awww!

As I drifted off to sleep that night, I couldn’t help feeling like I was way better prepared for the audition than either Sophie or Cheyenne. I mean, I had rehearsed the part I wanted with a semiprofessional actor! Or at least a former theater major. I highly doubted the two of them had done the same.

And even if they had, had he given them such good advice as: figure out what your character ate for breakfast?

Probably not.

I was going to be the best Princess Penelope Mrs. Hunter had ever seen. And if my getting the part hurt Sophie’s feelings, well, that would be okay. She’d get over it, just like Uncle Jay had said.

Probably.
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RULE #6

Friends Try to Make Friends Feel Better

In honor of her television debut, my mom was having a little party at our house. She had invited Erica’s family, including Erica’s big sister, Missy, and older brother, John, and my uncle Jay and his girlfriend, Harmony. They all showed up right before dinner, because Good News! is on at seven. Dad was serving his championship chili, along with nachos and a specialty drink for the adults in a funny glass shaped like a cactus. Us kids got to drink plain old juice.

“To Liz’s debut,” the adults kept saying as they clinked their glasses. Then they laughed like crazy.

Harmony was super impressed by Mom’s new job. She’s studying to be a journalist at the same college where Mom and Dad work and where Uncle Jay goes. She’s a big fan, it turns out, of Good News!

“Have you gotten to meet Lynn Martinez?” Harmony asked Mom. Lynn Martinez is the main host of Good News!

“Yes,” Mom said. “She’s very nice.”

“I’ll bet,” Harmony said. “Do you think you could get me an internship there with her this summer?”

“Uh,” Mom said, “maybe. I’ll ask.”

“Thanks. It would mean so much,” Harmony said.

“This is so exciting,” Erica kept saying as we shoveled nachos in our mouths (mine didn’t have any salsa on them, though, because of my rule about not eating anything red). “Aren’t you excited, Allie?”

“I’m totally excited,” I said. Everyone was excited, except for Erica’s sister, Missy, who wouldn’t stop texting her friends, and her brother, John, who was playing indoor football upstairs with Mark (I could tell from all the thumping, although my mom hadn’t figured it out yet).

“Aren’t you excited, Missy?” Erica asked her sister.

“Yeah,” Missy said, not sounding excited at all. She didn’t look up from her cell phone’s keypad. “I’m so excited I could just die.”

“She doesn’t mean it,” Erica told me apologetically. “She’s really excited. Living next door to you is like living next door to a movie star.”

“I know,” I said. I mean, I didn’t want to sound like a braggart. But it was true.

“Hey, everyone, she’s on, she’s on,” Mrs. Harrington, who was more excited than anyone, called from the TV room. So we all ran in there.

And there was my mom, on TV!

It’s amazing to see your own mom, someone you’ve known your whole life, practically, on a famous TV show. She looked so great, and not nervous at all. It was hard to hear what she was saying, because everyone was screaming so loud, but I think mostly she was saying not to go see Requiem for a Somnambulist, and why.

“If you’re looking for a preachy, pretentious snorefest of a film on which to waste ten dollars and fifty cents, I could not recommend Requiem for a Somnambulist more,” Mom said, smiling into the camera. “Or you could just save your money and stay home and watch Good News! instead.”

The minute she appeared on the TV screen, my real-life mom went, “Oh, no!” and put both hands over her mouth.

“What’s wrong, Liz?” Dad asked, laughing. “You look great.”

“You look fantastic, Elizabeth,” Mrs. Harrington said. “That’s a great color on you.”

“I picked it out for her,” Kevin said, all proudly.

But Mom still looked upset. “They have no budget for a makeup artist,” she said. “So I did my own. Lynn kept saying to be sure to use a heavy hand because the lights really wash people out, but I had no idea—”

“You look really pretty, Mom,” I said.

But Mom just said, “Where are my eyelashes? I look like a rabbit.”

“You don’t look like a rabbit, Mom,” I said, peering at the TV. In no way did my mom look like a rabbit. Besides, even if she did, wouldn’t that be a good thing? Rabbits are cute and cuddly and everyone loves them. Even if they do poop in your hand.

“Ha,” Missy said, looking up from her cell phone keypad. “You do kind of look like a rabbit, Mrs. F.”

John and Mark had come down to the TV room to join us. John started laughing.

“John Junior! Melissa Ann!” Mrs. Harrington said. “Do you want to go home right now?”

“Yes,” Missy said.

“Ignore her, Elizabeth,” Mr. Harrington said. “You looked great. And thanks to you, I’ll be telling everyone in my office not to see Requiem for a Somnambulist, based on your advice.”

Uncle Jay brought Mom another specialty drink. He said, “Here’s to the star!”

Mom drank her specialty drink in practically one gulp. “I think I’m going to step outside for a minute for a breath of fresh air.”

The phone started ringing, so Kevin ran to answer it. “Hello, this is Kevin Finkle speaking,” he said. All of us kids were supposed to answer the phone that way (only I said, “This is Allie Finkle speaking,” and Mark said, “This is Mark Finkle speaking.” It is a rule).

“Mom,” Kevin yelled after he’d hung up, “that was Mrs. Hauser. She says to tell you she just saw you on TV and you looked really great!”

“Fantastic,” Mom said. Only she didn’t sound like she actually thought it was too fantastic.

“Now, Liz,” Dad said. “You’re overreacting.”

“Am I, Tom?” Mom asked him. “Am I, really?”

The phone rang again. Kevin ran to get it. “This is Kevin Finkle speaking.”

“Allie,” he called after a moment, “it’s Caroline.”

Erica and I ran to the phone.

“Hello?” I said, holding the receiver so Erica could listen in, too.

“Oh, my gosh, Allie,” Caroline cried. “We just saw your mom—”

“I’m here, too, Allie, I’m over at Caroline’s on the extension,” Sophie cried.

“—and she was so funny,” Caroline said.

“And she looked so pretty!” Sophie said.

“She thinks she looked like a rabbit,” I said.

“Why would she think that?” Caroline asked.

“I don’t know,” I said. “She just does.”

“She didn’t look anything like a rabbit. She looked totally beautiful,” Sophie said. “I called my mom, and she thought so, too. Plus, she thought the stuff she said about that movie was hilarious.”

“My dad thought so, too,” Caroline said. “He was laughing. Wasn’t he, Sophie?”

“He was,” Sophie said.

“That’s good,” I said. “I’ll tell my mom.”

“So, see you at the stop sign tomorrow?” Caroline said.

“Yeah,” I said.

“I’m so nervous about the play,” Sophie said. “I’m so nervous I can’t eat. My mom is worried I’m giving myself an ulcer. I’m really scared Cheyenne is going to get the part of Princess Penelope.”

“She won’t,” Erica said.

“She won’t,” I echoed, even though I had no way of knowing that for sure. Still, friends try to make friends feel better. That’s a rule. “She’s too big a crybaby.”

“Maybe Princess Penelope is supposed to be a crybaby,” Sophie said.

“No,” I said. “Princesses aren’t supposed to cry. Princesses are strong. They have to be, for the lightbulb fairies and transportation elves they’re supposed to protect.”

“Oh,” Sophie said. “I never thought of that.”

The call waiting went off. “That’s the other line,” I said. “I have to go.”

“Okay,” Caroline said. “See you tomorrow.”

“See you tomorrow,” I said, and hung up. “This is Allie Finkle speaking,” I said to whoever was on the other line.

“Hello, Allie Finkle,” said a lady. “This is your mother’s friend Joyce from work. Is she there? I’d like to tell her what a great job she did on Good News! just now.”

“Sure,” I said. “I’ll go get her.”

So. It was starting. Basically, my mom’s first TV appearance had ended only five minutes ago, and she was already a celebrity! My dramatic life change was about to begin.

Sure, after everyone went home, my dad made me help him fill the dishwasher.

But I didn’t mind because soon, I knew, we’d have a housekeeper to do all that, just like Mary Kay Shiner. Maybe even a butler. I mean, the family of a big TV star couldn’t be expected to empty and fill their own dishwasher! That would just be ridiculous. After this week, I’d probably never have to do a single chore again.

It was really hard to sleep that night. For one thing, Mewsie was still so excited from the party (he loved having company) that he kept bouncing around my room, batting his catnip ball back and forth. It was really, really annoying, but he was still too little to let outside—especially at night.

Plus, I couldn’t stop thinking about my new life as the daughter of a TV star. When I got to school, probably the kids were going to swarm all over me and stuff. It was going to be really hard to sign all those autographs without getting a wrist cramp, but I was just going to have to try. I didn’t want them to think I was a snob like Cheyenne!

Then there was the part where I was maybe—probably—going to get the role of Princess Penelope. This would obviously make people even more jealous of me. I mean, if it happened. Which it might not. But it probably would. I was going to have to be very sympathetic to Sophie when she started crying because she didn’t get the part of Princess Penelope.

I wouldn’t be at all sympathetic to Cheyenne, though. Because I didn’t care about her at all.

Even though I thought I’d never fall asleep, I must have, because I woke up the next morning to find Mewsie massaging my hair and making tangles out of it, as usual. I carefully untangled his claws and got dressed, putting on my best purple leggings and jean skirt, my high-tops and my most colorful hoodie. I knew it was important to look good for my first day as a TV star’s daughter, and as the star of my class play…but not too good. I really didn’t want people to think I was a snob.

Because that’s what happens when you’re a star, and all. Most people love you.

But some people can’t rise above their jealousy. They warn about stuff like this all the time in Missy’s teen magazines.

When Erica came to pick me up to walk me to school, she didn’t seem to notice how carefully I’d picked out my clothes, or the beautiful styling job I’d done on my hair, using many multicolored sparkle clips.

But that was okay. I realized it was just because I’d been so subtle about it.

And when we got to the stop sign, Caroline and Sophie didn’t notice, either. That was okay, too.

“Allie,” Caroline said, instead of saying anything about my new look, “your mom was so good last night.”

“And she looked so pretty,” Sophie said.

“I know,” Erica said. “Didn’t she? I didn’t think she looked like a rabbit at all.”

“I wonder how many people saw her,” I said. That wasn’t really what I wanted to know, though. What I really wanted to know was if Mrs. Hunter had seen her and been so impressed by all the fine actresses in my family that she had decided to give me the part of Princess Penelope.

“Probably the whole town saw her,” Erica said.

“Everyone who wasn’t watching Entertainment Tonight,” Caroline said.

“No one watches that show,” Sophie said scornfully. “It’s boring.”

“Missy watches it,” Erica said. “She always wants to find out what her favorite teen sensations are up to.”

“Oh, well,” Sophie said. “Missy.” And she rolled her eyes.

We were at school by then, and Kevin, bursting with the desire to spread the news about our mom to the kindergarten set, dropped Erica’s and Caroline’s hands and went running toward the jungle gym, screaming, “My mom was on TV last night!”

Cringing with embarrassment, I looked around for somewhere to hide. But it was too late. Some fifth-grade girls, who always keep an eye out for Kevin’s arrival to see what extraordinary outfit he might have on, came up to me right away. One of them, who had red hair pulled back in Hello Kitty barrettes, asked, “What’s he talking about?”

“Oh,” I said. This so wasn’t happening how I’d pictured it. Where was my long white stretch limo? And where were my bodyguards to protect me from the paparazzi? “Nothing.”

“It’s not nothing,” Sophie said excitedly. “Her mom is the new film reviewer on Good News! She was on last night. She called that new movie Requiem for a Somnambu-whatsit a preachy, pretentious snoozefest.”

The red-haired fifth-grader looked surprised.

“That was your mom?” she said. She called across the playground to another group of fifth-grade girls. “Hey, Katie! Guess what? The little pirate kid’s mom is the new film reviewer for Good News!”

The fifth-grader she was calling to stopped texting and ran over to where we were standing. The friends she’d been with put away their cell phones and came running over as well.

“No way,” Katie said to me. “That was your mom?”

“Yeah,” I said. I couldn’t believe all these fifth-graders were actually talking to me. And for once, it had nothing to do with my brother showing up at school in a funny costume.

“That’s really cool,” a fifth-grade girl in a pair of jeans with rhinestones on them said. “What movie is she going to do next?”

“I don’t know,” I said. I couldn’t believe it was finally happening. I was becoming famous. And I hadn’t even been kidnapped by aliens or cast as Princess Penelope yet!

“What’s going on over here?” someone wanted to know, and we all looked around to see Cheyenne and her friends M and D approaching. Cheyenne looked mad. Why did she look so mad? Had Mrs. Hunter told her who’d gotten the part of Princess Penelope already, and it hadn’t been her? But how could she? School hadn’t even started yet.

“This girl’s mom is the new film reviewer on Good News!” the red-haired fifth-grader told Cheyenne, pointing at me.

Cheyenne looked at me and sneered. “So? I’ve never even heard of that show.”

Caroline and Sophie and Erica and I all looked at one another. Who had never even heard of Good News!? It was, like, the most famous show in our town ever.

You could tell the fifth-grade girls all felt the same way, since they started laughing. Only not with Cheyenne. At her.

“You’ve never heard of Good News!?” the girl in the rhinestone jeans said. “It’s only the most popular show in our whole town. What’s wrong with you?”

Cheyenne’s face turned a funny color of pink. The thing is, the fifth-grade girls are the coolest girls in our school. Getting made fun of by them is the worst. It’s almost as bad as getting made fun of by Cheyenne.

“Well,” Cheyenne said, sticking out her pointy chin, “I’m from Canada. We don’t have that show there.”

“Well, you live here now, don’t you?” the red-haired fifth-grader asked. “You better start watching it, if you want to know what’s going on.”

With that, the fifth-grade girls turned and walked away.

Meanwhile, Cheyenne’s face turned bright red. Because of course she thought she already knew what was going on. Finding out she didn’t was quite a surprise to her. It was such a surprise that even her best friends, Marianne and Dominique, giggled at the shock of it.

This caused Cheyenne to twirl around and say, “Shut up!” to them. Then she stuck out one hip and put her hand on it and said, “Well, I guess we’ll find out who knows what’s going on today when Mrs. Hunter tells us who got the part of Princess Penelope, won’t we, Allie?”

So. She didn’t know yet, after all. The reason she’d been all mad when she’d stomped up to us had been because the cool fifth-grade girls had been paying attention to us, and not her. That was all.

“I guess we will,” I said. I added in my head, but not out loud, And it’s going to be me. The reason I didn’t say it out loud was because I didn’t want to make Sophie feel bad. I knew how much she wanted to play Princess Penelope, and that she was probably going to cry when she found out I’d gotten the part and not her. Friends don’t try to make friends feel bad on purpose. That’s a rule.

That was also why Cheyenne wasn’t our friend. She was always trying to make us feel bad. And none of us had ever done anything to her except try to be nice.

I couldn’t wait until Mrs. Hunter told everyone I had gotten the part of Princess Penelope. Sure, it was going to be sad when Sophie cried.

But it was going to be awesome when Cheyenne did. And this time, her tears wouldn’t be fake.
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RULE #7

No One Likes a Sore Winner

“I hate her,” Sophie said after Cheyenne had stormed off.

“No, you don’t,” Erica, always the peacemaker, said. “It’s wrong to say you hate people. Even Cheyenne.”

Except that I didn’t think so. And neither did Sophie, it turned out.

“I still hate her,” Sophie said. “If she gets the part of Princess Penelope, I’m transferring to a different school.”

Oh, no! Did this mean if I got the part, Sophie would transfer?

“What if Dominique gets it?” I asked carefully, as an experiment.

“She won’t get it,” Sophie said with a sniff. “Her audition stank.”

Uh-oh. This was terrible. If Mrs. Hunter gave me the part—and she was probably going to—one of my best friends was going to stop being my best friend, and maybe even transfer to another school! Oh, why had I even listened to Uncle Jay and auditioned for Princess Penelope in the first place? Uncle Jay gave the worst advice of all time. Well, some of the time.

It was right after that that the bell rang to show it was time to line up to go inside. As we got into our lines, Mrs. Hunter noticed me looking at her, and she smiled. I thought this must mean I got the part of Princess Penelope, but my hopes were crushed when all Mrs. Hunter said was, “I saw your mother last night on television, Allie. She was wonderful.”

Wonderful! Mrs. Hunter thought my mother had been wonderful on TV! And she’d said so in front of the whole class! So loudly that Joey Fields went, “Your mom was on TV, Allie? Why didn’t you tell me?” And Stuart Maxwell tried to snatch my scarf off and throw it down the stairwell as we were going up the stairs, but Rosemary caught it just in time and gave it back to me.

“Your mom was good,” Rosemary said. “But her eyes looked kinda funny.”

I stared at her. “What?”

“Her eyes looked funny,” Rosemary said. “Like a mouse or something.”

“They did not,” I said.

“All right,” Rosemary said. “I’m just saying. There’s nothing wrong with mice.”

What was Rosemary talking about? My mother looked nothing like a mouse. Okay, maybe she looked prettier in real life than she had on TV. But everyone did. I looked different in mirrors than I did in my school photos, didn’t I (usually better, since school photographers always seem to catch me smiling all goofy)?

Anyway, Mrs. Hunter saying my mother looked wonderful on TV was a good sign that I’d gotten the part of Princess Penelope. I mean, wasn’t it? Otherwise, wouldn’t she have just said my mom had done a good job or been nice or whatever? Wonderful means delightful, which is like joy, and Mrs. Hunter had once said I was a joy to have in the classroom. So that’s practically like saying I got the part.

Then Mrs. Hunter was asking us to please take our seats, that she had an announcement to make. We all knew what that meant:

She was going to announce the cast list for Princess Penelope in the Realm of Recycling.

You could have heard Uncle Jay microwaving leftover pizza in his apartment over on campus six blocks away, that’s how quiet it was in Room 209 as Mrs. Hunter unfolded the cast list. Everyone was dying to hear what part they had gotten.

“First,” Mrs. Hunter said, “allow me to tell you what a spectacular job I thought all of you did at the auditions yesterday. You were very prepared, and you tried very hard, and I really appreciate that. I wish I could have given all of you the parts you wanted, but I couldn’t, so instead I gave each of you the part in which I believe, knowing all of you as well as I do, you will most excel, and give the best performance. I really hope you will accept my decisions. Now, I’ll start with the evil queen’s soldiers.”

There were hoots and fist pumps of excitement as Stuart Maxwell, Patrick Day, and a few other boys plus Rosemary all discovered they’d gotten the parts they’d wanted (well, Patrick and Stuart weren’t too stoked to find out Rosemary was going to be a soldier along with them, since that meant they wouldn’t be able to get in as much trouble as they would have liked. But she was sure excited).

Mrs. Hunter then moved on to the reusable water bottle wizard, the part Joey Fields had really wanted. Not surprisingly, given that Joey F was the only one who’d auditioned for it, he got the part. Joey closed his eyes and gave a silent Yessss!

Next, Lenny Hsu learned he’d gotten the part of the recycled paper dragon (again, he’d been the only person who’d auditioned for it). He barely looked up from his book on dinosaurs upon learning this.

Caroline looked relieved when she found out she was playing the unplug-when-not-in-use unicorn. This was the part she’d auditioned for. It had very few lines, exactly what Caroline wanted. She just had to prance around the stage and point Princess Penelope in the right direction through the magical woods with her horn, then explain that unplugging electronics when not in use saves one thousand pounds of carbon dioxide and $256 per year per household. I guess Mrs. Hunter had been as impressed by Caroline’s prancing as we all were, since she gave Caroline the part.

But then Mrs. Hunter read off some names of people who most definitely were not happy with the parts they’d gotten…like some of the girls who’d auditioned for the part of Princess Penelope. They were stunned to discover that, instead of the princess, they’d been awarded parts as public transportation elves or water conservation mermaids. Dominique and Marianne looked like they were about to cry upon learning that they were compact fluorescent bulb fairies. I saw Cheyenne throwing them fake sympathetic smiles. I knew they were fake because Cheyenne is incapable of feeling real sympathy for anyone but herself. I knew she was just waiting to hear her own name read off, along with the words “will be playing the part of Princess Penelope.”

Well, as far as I was concerned, Cheyenne could wait until the cows came home, but Mrs. Hunter was never going to say those words. Because that part was mine.

Then Mrs. Hunter said, “The part of the fairy godmother of reusable cloth shopping bags will be played by Erica Harrington.”

Erica gasped and then twisted around in her seat to look at me. “Yay!” she mouthed joyfully.

“Yay!” I mouthed back. I was really happy for Erica, because she’d wanted to play the fairy godmother so badly.

“The part of the fairy queen,” Mrs. Hunter went on, “will be played by Cheyenne O’Malley.”

Cheyenne wasn’t the only person in Room 209 who gasped upon hearing this—but she might have been the only person in the room who didn’t gasp in a good way. You could tell she was totally horrified.

“Mrs. Hunter,” Cheyenne said, her hand flying up into the air. “I’m afraid there’s been some mistake. That’s not the part I auditioned for. I tried out for Princess Penelope!”

“I realize that, Cheyenne,” Mrs. Hunter said. “But I think, based on your performance yesterday, that you’ll be better in the role of the fairy queen, which is a very good part as well.”

Cheyenne’s mouth fell open. Also, her eyes bulged out of her head a little.

“But that’s not the lead,” Cheyenne said. “I’ve always had the lead in every play I’ve been in. Back in Canada, anyway.”

“Well, I pictured you as the fairy queen from the play’s inception,” Mrs. Hunter said. “It’s a lovely part. You’ll be able to wear lots of sparkles and a pair of wings along with a beautiful gown and a tiara of compact fluorescent lightbulbs. Plus, you’ll be the head of all the other fairies.”

The other fairies, Marianne and Dominique, looked over at Cheyenne expectantly, as if to say, Hey! Remember us? We wanted to play Princess Penelope and we’re stuck with being compact fluorescent lightbulb fairies, too. Hello! I mean, at least Cheyenne got to be a compact fluorescent lightbulb fairy queen.

But Cheyenne barely glanced at them.

“I don’t want to be a fairy queen,” Cheyenne said. “I want to be Princess Penelope. And I’m telling my mother!”

With that, she folded her arms across her chest, turned her head to look out the window, and dismissed us all.

Mrs. Hunter said, “Well, I’m sorry to hear that. Do let your mother know that I look forward to hearing from her, as always,” and returned to her list.

There were only two names she hadn’t read off yet—mine and Sophie’s. And I knew why.

Obviously, I’d gotten the role of Princess Penelope. I couldn’t think what other part hadn’t been assigned yet, but clearly Sophie was getting that one…

…and just as clearly, she was going to cry when she found out I was Princess Penelope and she wasn’t.

So I couldn’t act too excited when I found out. Even though, of course, on the inside I would be bursting with happiness.

No one likes a sore loser like Cheyenne. That’s a rule.

But no one likes a sore winner, either. That’s another rule.

So if you win, it’s rude to be too celebratory about it and rub it in other people’s faces. It’s important to accept victory modestly.

Then you can celebrate all you want in private, where the losers can’t see you (that’s another rule).

“Allie Finkle,” Mrs. Hunter read from her list.

I leaned forward a little in my chair, trying to contain myself. I wasn’t going to jump to my feet or anything, let alone climb on top of my desk and do a self-congratulatory victory dance.

But I might do one tiny fist pump. Just a little one. I mean, I could celebrate a little. After all, I’d earned it. I’d worked hard on that audition!

“…I’m giving you the part of the evil queen,” Mrs. Hunter said.

Yay—

Wait. What?

What had she just said?

“Cool, Allie,” Rosemary, down the row of desks from me, whispered. “We’ll get to be in tons of scenes together!”

“And the role of Princess Penelope,” Mrs. Hunter went on, “goes to Sophie Abramowitz.”

Sophie, in her seat a few rows ahead of mine, let out a little shriek. Then she put both hands over her mouth and said, “Oh, my goodness! Oh…my goodness! Me? ME?”

“Yes, Sophie,” Mrs. Hunter said, smiling at her. “You. Now, class. We don’t have very much time. I want everyone to start trying to learn their lines right away. I want them memorized by the end of next week at the latest. Now, let’s get out our math books and turn to page two-ten. We’re going to be working on fractions this morning.”

Except that I didn’t get out my math book. And I didn’t turn to page 210.

Because I couldn’t move. I just couldn’t believe it. I mean, I just couldn’t believe it. I’d tried out for the role of Princess Penelope—I’d worked really, really hard on my audition—and yet, somehow, I’d ended up as the princess’s evil stepmother?

How could something like that even happen?

I mean, no offense, but I had been the best Princess Penelope at the auditions. I’m not even being a braggart, either, when I say that. I had practiced with an actual theater major (well, he was at one time). Uncle Jay had totally coached me. I hadn’t overacted like Cheyenne. And I had even made Mrs. Hunter laugh during my audition!

And okay, maybe she wasn’t supposed to have laughed. But come on!

And I know I don’t look as much like a princess as Sophie does. I’m not totally beautiful in the traditional sense the way she is.

But I know I’m a better actress. I’m not saying that to be mean. And I would never say it to Sophie’s face.

But that doesn’t change the fact that it’s true. And I know it.

So why would Mrs. Hunter—my Mrs. Hunter, the best teacher I’d ever had—give me the worst part in the whole entire play? The part of the evil, mean sorceress who spends the play trying to kill not only the pretty heroine but everyone else in the Realm of Recycling? A character who litters? A character who thinks global warming doesn’t exist even though ninety-eight percent of scientists do, and who doesn’t realize you can save a tree by recycling a stack of newspapers only three feet high? The character everyone hates? Why? WHY?

It didn’t make any sense. Had I done something to make Mrs. Hunter hate me? I couldn’t remember doing anything to make Mrs. Hunter hate me. But maybe I had, by accident or something. Maybe I had disappointed her in some way, and so in revenge, or to teach me a lesson, she was making me take this awful, awful part.

Or maybe…maybe Mrs. Hunter was mad at my mom. Maybe Mrs. Hunter had really loved Requiem for a Somnambulist and was mad that my mom called it preachy and pretentious.

But no…that made no sense. She had said my mom’s performance on Good News! the night before had been wonderful. Why would she say that if she didn’t agree with my mom’s review?

No. It must be me. It must be me Mrs. Hunter hated.

I wanted to cry. A few moments earlier, I had been telling myself not to celebrate too hard in order not to hurt my best friend’s feelings.

And now I was sitting there, trying hard not to burst into tears in front of the whole class.

Only not really, because no one was even paying attention to me. Everyone was too busy buzzing about Sophie and her remarkable achievement.

And Sophie was being fittingly modest, acting just the way a proper princess should, saying, “Oh, thanks,” and “Well, I’m just going to do my best,” and “It’s all Mrs. Hunter’s doing, really, for giving me the chance.”

I’m sorry, but even though I know it’s wrong to hate people, a part of me hated Sophie just then!

Well, okay, maybe not. But a part of me really disliked her. Just a little. Because that should have been me saying those things! How come no one was crowding around my desk, congratulating me?

Oh, wait. I know why. Because everyone hates the evil queen!

To prove it, Stuart Maxwell just threw a wadded-up piece of paper at me and went, “Ha. Evil queen. That suits you, Allie!”

I wanted to cry even more when he said that. But instead, remembering I was an actress, I acted like I didn’t want to cry. I said, “Well, you’re an evil soldier. And you work for me, the evil queen. So you have to do what I say. And I say, shut up.”

He looked at me with his eyebrows raised and went, “You can’t tell me what to do.”

“Yes, I can,” I said. “I’m the queen. So I’m the boss of you.”

Defenseless in the face of such logic, Stuart did the only thing he could, which was take out a piece of paper and frantically start drawing headless zombies.

I kind of knew how he felt. I mean, I would have started drawing headless zombies, too, if I thought it would have made me feel better.

But I knew the only thing that was going to make me feel better was…well, getting to play Princess Penelope.

But since I knew that wasn’t going to happen now, I guessed I was going to have to settle for going up to Sophie myself when the bell for morning recess rang, and say, “Hey, Sophie. Congratulations. I’m really glad you got the part you wanted.”

And act like I mean it.

Which was exactly what I did. While Cheyenne stomped off to go call her mother on her cell phone and tell her to call Mrs. Hunter, I went up to Sophie and congratulated her for getting the role of Princess Penelope. The role I thought I should have gotten.

Because that’s what gracious losers—and best friends—do.

“Oh, my goodness, Allie,” Sophie said, throwing her arms around my neck and giving me a huge hug. “Thank you so much! And I’m so sorry you didn’t get it. You were really good, too.”

“Yeah,” Caroline said. “But it’s okay, because Allie didn’t really want it the way you did, Sophie. She just tried for it to make sure Cheyenne didn’t get it.”

I practically had to blink back tears when I heard that. I didn’t want it as much as Sophie? Um, yes, I so totally had.

But considering I hadn’t gotten it, I guess it was just as well everyone thought this.

“Yeah,” I said casually, hugging Sophie back. “I’m fine with the part I got. I mean, it’s not like I’m going to go call my mother and complain, like Cheyenne.”

“Can you believe she’s doing that?” Sophie let go of me and pushed some of her curly hair out of her big brown eyes. “Talk about being a princess! She must think she is one or something!”

“Totally,” I said.

“You’ll make such a good evil queen, Allie,” Erica said. “You’ll be the best evil queen ever.”

I just stared at her. “I will?”

“Of course,” Sophie said.

“You’re always the best when we play queens at recess,” Caroline said, seeming to agree with Sophie and Erica. “Why wouldn’t you make a great evil queen? And you know Stuart and those guys will do what you say.”

My shoulders sagged. “Oh,” I said. “That’s right.” No wonder Mrs. Hunter had given me the part of the evil queen! It wasn’t because she hated me. It was so the boys playing the evil soldiers would obey me. I sat next to them all day, didn’t I? Well, me and Rosemary. She probably thought Rosemary and I would keep them in line at rehearsals the same way we did all day in the classroom.

Well, it wasn’t fair! Just once, I wanted to get to play the part of the pretty princess instead of the tough girl who keeps the bad boys in line.

But I guess that was never going to happen. At least, not with this play. And not with this teacher. All my hopes had been raised that, for once, things might turn out differently, only to be dashed.

And I knew exactly who to blame for that. For the raised hopes, anyway.
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RULE #12

When You Know the Right Thing to Do, You Have to Do It

So. It was all up to me.

I’d always known that, in the end, it would be.

Well, Mrs. Hunter didn’t have to worry. I was ready. I knew all of Princess Penelope’s lines and her blocking. I was completely prepared to step into her part. I even had a costume—my gold flower-girl dress. I would wear it with my black patent leather party shoes (if they still fit…I hadn’t tried them on in a while).

Of course, there was the small question of who would play the part of the evil queen.

But I even had an answer ready for that: Mrs. Hunter, of course. Mrs. Hunter could play the evil queen herself. There was no reason why she shouldn’t. She wasn’t doing anything during the performance, anyway, except running around making sure we had our props, like Erica’s reusable cloth shopping bags and such, and seeing that we got onto the stage on time, and opening and closing the curtains.

But Mrs. Jenkins could do all that. She was only the principal, after all.

And yes, I did feel bad for Sophie. Of course I did.

But she had made her own misfortune by letting her celebrity go to her head. I mean, my mother was the star of a local cable television program, but had I let that go to my head and become super bossy and started telling my friends that I hated them? No.

Sophie really had no one to blame but herself.

“But has Mrs. Hunter asked you to take over Sophie’s part?” Mom inquired that day at lunch. Because I’d brought down my flower-girl dress for her to iron, assuring her I was going to be needing it that night at the open house.

“Well,” I said. “Not officially. But I’m positive she’s going to.”

“Oh, honey.” Mom took the dress from me. “If she hasn’t asked you, I really don’t think you should get your hopes up.”

“But, Mom,” I said, “there’s no one else she can ask. Cheyenne has been acting horribly lately. There’s no way Mrs. Hunter is going to ask her to play Princess Penelope. And I’m the next-best actress in the whole class. I mean, not to be a braggart or anything.”

“She really is good, Mom,” Kevin chimed in from the kitchen counter, where he was eating grilled cheese. “You should see her. She killed.”

“Well, I hope you’re right,” Mom said. “Because I hate to see you disappointed. And your father was really looking forward to seeing you in his Dracula cape.”

“This will be much better,” I assured her. “You’ll see.”

It had been hard walking a sobbing Sophie home for lunch. Mainly because I’d been waiting for her to apologize for saying she hated me, only she hadn’t. Not even once. Possibly because she’d been crying so hard over losing the part of Princess Penelope. Still, you would have thought she’d stop to think about my feelings, for a change.

We’d tried to support her as best we could, telling her that maybe Mrs. Hunter would change her mind.

But of course I for one didn’t really believe that. I suspected Sophie had been rehearsing the part of Princess Penelope so much she had actually temporarily turned into a princess herself and thought she could start telling other people what to do (like me with my shoes for my evil queen costume) and had failed to remember the number one rule—Treat people the way you yourself would like to be treated (like the way she’d told me that she hated me).

Especially since Sophie refused even to consider apologizing to me. She kept saying she thought Mrs. Hunter should apologize to her for taking her out of the play.

She never even mentioned apologizing to me.

Oh, yes. The part of Princess Penelope was going to be mine, all right.

Erica was really worried about Sophie—especially when we were walking back to school after lunch, and Caroline appeared all alone at the stop sign where we usually met to walk to Pine Heights together.

“Sophie’s mom says she made herself too sick from crying to come back to school,” Caroline explained worriedly. “So she has a stomachache and is going to stay home for the rest of the day.”

“Oh, no!” Erica cried. “That’s terrible.”

“Well,” I said philosophically, “Sophie brought it on herself. She should have apologized to all of us for being so bossy.” I didn’t mention that she should have apologized to me for saying she hated me. That seemed like it should have been a given.

“Yes,” Caroline said. “But don’t you think the whole thing was only nerves about tonight?”

“Or maybe she thinks she really is a princess,” I said.

“Come on,” Caroline said. “Sophie doesn’t think she really is a princess.”

“Then why was she telling me what to do with my own costume?” I asked. “And why did she say she hated me?”

“Well,” Caroline said, “maybe taking the afternoon off will give her a chance to cool down.”

Maybe it would. But maybe it would also be too late for her to get the part of Princess Penelope back.

Because maybe it was mine now.

What if Mom invited Lynn Martinez from Good News! to the show tonight to see me? They were such good friends now, on account of sharing that tip about false eyelashes, she probably would.

And if Lynn saw me as Princess Penelope, she would probably ask me to come on her show so she could interview me. And then a talent scout from Hollywood would see me and ask me to star in my own reality show about a fourth-grade animal lover with two pesky little brothers whose mother is also a TV star.

The only problem with this plan was, when we got back to school, Cheyenne was going around saying Mrs. Hunter planned to ask her to play Princess Penelope.

“Naturally,” Cheyenne said, loud enough for all of us to hear her over by the swings, where we were standing. “I mean, who else would she ask at the last minute, but the one semiprofessional actress she has in her class?”

“But what about your fairy queen costume?” Dominique asked her. “You said your mom spent over two hundred dollars on it.”

“It can easily be converted to a princess costume,” Cheyenne said. “Simply by removing the wings.”

“Oh!” Erica said when she overheard all this. “Do you believe them? Talking about taking over Sophie’s part like she’s dead or something. You know, Mrs. Hunter would probably still give the part back to Sophie if she’d just apologize to Allie.”

I didn’t want to tell Erica she was wrong straight to her face. First of all, I for one didn’t plan on forgiving Sophie that easily. And second of all, I didn’t want to get her hopes up, either.

“Well, it’s good to make alternative plans,” I said. “I mean, just in case Sophie doesn’t come back.”

“But you don’t really think Mrs. Hunter would give the part of Princess Penelope to Cheyenne, do you?” Erica looked worried.

“Probably not,” I said. “I think Mrs. Hunter would probably give the part to the next-best person who auditioned for it.”

Erica thought about that. “Well, Marianne and Dominique weren’t very good. And I can’t imagine her giving it to Elizabeth or one of the other elves…and Caroline, you wouldn’t want it, would you?”

“No way. I love being a unicorn. But who else…” Then I caught Caroline looking at me. “Allie. Would you want it?”

Erica’s eyes widened. “Allie? Really? Do you know all of Sophie’s lines?”

“Sure,” I said, shrugging modestly. “Memorizing lines is easy.”

“But then…” Erica looked stunned. “Who would play the evil queen?”

“Mrs. Hunter, I guess,” I said with another shrug.

“But you’re so good as the evil queen,” Erica cried. “We love you as the evil queen. You make us laugh!”

I stared at her. “Really?” I knew I made Mrs. Hunter laugh. And my little brother. And the boys. But not the rest of the class.

“Really,” Erica said. “Oh, you can’t not play the evil queen. You’re so good at playing her! The play won’t be as good without you!”

I had never considered this before—that I was so good at playing the evil queen, the play might not be as good if I played Princess Penelope instead. I had wanted to play Princess Penelope so badly, that was all I had ever really thought about.

“It really would be a shame,” Caroline said. “I don’t think Mrs. Hunter would be as good as you are at playing the evil queen.”

“Well,” I said. I looked down at my feet. I was still wearing my red high-tops. It had been too much trouble to take them off after rehearsal…although it had occurred to me if I was going to be playing Princess Penelope that night, I’d have to take them off, anyway. Unless I decided Princess Penelope was the type of character who would wear high-tops. You never knew. As I portrayed her, she might be. “I guess we’ll see how it goes.”

When we got into Room 209 after lunch break, the mood of the class was somber. You could tell everyone had noticed Sophie hadn’t come back from lunch.

“Well, class,” Mrs. Hunter said, coming to the front of the room. “It appears that Sophie Abramowitz won’t be able to perform tonight as Princess Penelope, and we’re going to need to replace her part. Is there anyone here who thinks she knows her lines well enough to—”

Even before the words were all the way out of Mrs. Hunter’s mouth, Cheyenne’s hand shot up into the air. Not to let her have the advantage, I put my hand in the air, too. Mrs. Hunter looked at both of us.

“Cheyenne and Allie, you both think you know all of Princess Penelope’s lines?”

Cheyenne put her hand down and turned in her chair to look at me. I would not be exaggerating if I said she was giving me the stare of death.

“I know Princess Penelope’s part cold, Mrs. Hunter,” Cheyenne said. “And furthermore, Dominique knows my part, the part of the compact fluorescent bulb fairy queen, cold, and can easily step into my place. Her part, as you know, has few spoken lines, and the lines she does have can easily be given to Marianne. Whereas I don’t imagine anyone here knows all of Allie’s lines.” Cheyenne’s tone implied that no one would want to bother memorizing the evil queen’s lines.

And basically, she was right.

I glanced desperately at Mrs. Hunter. Surely she would say, “Actually, Cheyenne, I know Allie’s part, and I’ll be happy to play the evil queen so that Allie can play Princess Penelope, because she is such a better and more talented actress than you, and we all want her and not you to play the part of the princess. So just pipe down.”

Only Mrs. Hunter didn’t say that. She looked over at me and asked, “Well, Allie? Is there anyone you can think of who would be willing to take the part of the evil queen?”

In the last row, where I sat, both Stuart Maxwell and Rosemary swiveled in their chairs to face me, their faces masks of astonished betrayal.

“You can’t quit playing the evil queen to play the stupid princess,” Rosemary hissed down the row at me. “That part is so dumb! You’re so funny as the evil queen!”

“Yeah,” Stuart whispered. “And besides, princesses stink!”

And Patrick, down at the very end of our row, leaned forward to whisper, “Who’ll help me with my lines if you’re not around as the queen? Huh? Who?”

Beside me, Joey made growling noises, a clear indication he was just upset in general.

Blinking, I put my hand down. As much as I didn’t want to admit it, Cheyenne was right. The evil queen did have a lot of lines…and of course, there wasn’t anyone who knew them all and could—or wanted to—take over my part. It didn’t look like Mrs. Hunter wanted to.

And so it seemed as if I was stuck playing Queen Melissa the Maleficent, whether I wanted to or not. Story of my life.

“That’s okay,” I said to Mrs. Hunter, even as I saw all my Hollywood dreams slipping down the drain. “Cheyenne can have the part. I’ll just go on playing Queen Mel—I mean, the evil queen.”

“Well,” Mrs. Hunter said, “that’s settled, then. Why don’t we turn our attention to social studies.”

So. It was over. I was just going to be plain old Allie Finkle—not Allie Finkle, Superstar, or Allie Finkle, Best Actress in a Starring Glamorous Role—forever. Would no one ever recognize that there was princess potential in me? Or was I going to be stuck being the evil queen—what Uncle Jay called a character role—for all time?

And okay, it was nice that I was able to make kindergartners and my friends and the boys in the last row of Room 209 laugh.

But it would have been nice to have had my princess power recognized for once.

And now Cheyenne—bratty, horrible Cheyenne—was going to get what she wanted. Again.

And the worst part was, I could see her sitting over there looking all pleased with herself, passing notes with M and D. She really was going to turn into an evil queen—an actual one, who went around murdering anyone prettier than her—if this kept up. Cheyenne always got what she wanted…high-heeled zip-up boots, pierced ears, hundred-dollar amethyst earrings, the most expensive costume, and now the lead in the play…

But wait.

Wait a minute.

She didn’t have to get this. Not if I had any say in it.

Because even though no one wanted me to play a princess, that didn’t mean I couldn’t act like one.

Or rather, like a queen.

I knew how to do the queenly thing and save the day. I guess I’d known it all along.

And when you know the right thing to do, you have to do it. That’s a rule.

Yes. It really was all up to me.

I guess I’d always known, in the end, that it would be.

Which was how, after school, instead of going straight at the stop sign, I convinced Erica to turn down Caroline’s street. And we all three of us walked to Sophie’s house and knocked.

“Oh, hello, girls,” Sophie’s mom said when she came to open the door. Sophie’s mom was working on her PhD, so as usual, she was dressed in sweats and had a pencil stuck haphazardly into her hair. “Did you come to check on Sophie? Isn’t that sweet of you. She’s feeling a bit better. She’s up in her room. Why don’t you go up to see her?”

“Thank you, Mrs. Abramowitz,” we said, and ran up the stairs to Sophie’s room.

Sophie was in her nightgown in her canopy bed, rereading a Little House on the Prairie book, one of her favorite comfort books. When we barged into her room without knocking, her cheeks got a little pink, but all she said was, “Oh, hey, you guys,” in a weak voice. She was still pretending to be sick. I knew she was pretending because nobody gets sick as much as Sophie.

“Sophie,” I said, getting right down to business. Because that’s how queens do it. “We need you to come back to the play. It’s an emergency. Cheyenne got the part of Princess Penelope in your place.”

Sophie’s dark eyes flashed a little at that. But then she controlled herself and looked back down at her book.

“Well,” she said softly, “there’s nothing I can do about that. Mrs. Hunter kicked me out of the play.”

“Only because you wouldn’t apologize to Allie,” Erica cried. “Just apologize, and she’ll let you back in. I’m sure of it!”

“Yes,” Caroline said. “I’m sure Mrs. Hunter doesn’t want Cheyenne to play Princess Penelope. She wants you to play her. That’s why she picked you and not Cheyenne in the first place. All you have to do is apologize. Just say you’re sorry.”

When Sophie looked back up at us again, her eyes were filled with tears.

“Oh, but how can I?” she wailed. “I want to. You have no idea how much! I feel terrible for the way I acted. I let being the star of the play go to my head. I know I did. I was horrible to you, Allie. You don’t know how sorry I am. But it’s too late now! I know it is.”

“It’s never too late, Sophie,” I said, going over to the bed and sitting beside her. “Have your mother call the school. I’m sure Mrs. Hunter is still there, getting ready for the open house. You can talk to her, and then when we go to school for the play tonight, you can apologize to me in front of her, I’ll forgive you, and everything will be all right.”

“You don’t think Cheyenne will be upset?” Sophie asked worriedly. “I mean, about getting my part and then me showing up and taking it away again?”

“Of course she’ll be upset,” I said. “But who cares? Cheyenne is always upset about something.”

Sophie bit her lip. Then she closed her book and threw back her comforter.

“All right,” she said. “I’ll do it. Because it’s true. I really am so, so sorry for the way I acted toward you, Allie.”

“That’s all right,” I said. “I forgive you. That’s what friends are for.”

And we all hugged Sophie…

…even though, if you ask me, she didn’t totally deserve our forgiveness. But, being a queen, I forgave her, anyway, because it was the queenly thing to do.

Besides, it was for the good of the play, so that’s all that mattered.
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Allie Finkle’s Rules


	Never eat anything red.

	Don’t chew with your mouth open.

	Swallow what’s in your mouth before speaking.

	It’s important to try to make your friends feel good about themselves as often as possible. Then they’ll like you better.

	Popularity isn’t important. Being a kind and thoughtful person is.

	Cheyenne is officially boring.

	There’s no kissing in fourth grade.

	You should always tell people they look nice, even when they don’t. This makes people feel good, so they’ll like you better.

	It’s rude to tell someone they’re only going to get something because no one else wants it, not because they earned it.

	Don’t play tackle football in the hallway.

	Don’t slam doors in people’s faces.

	Whenever possible, try to be born into a family with no little brothers.

	May the best man—or woman—win.

	It’s wrong to hate people.

	Practice makes perfect.

	It’s always better to have things out in the open than to let them fester.

	The best way to keep a person from getting mad at you is to compliment them. Even if you don’t think it’s true.

	If you want to get anywhere, you can’t play by the rules.

	Always answer the phone at home, saying, “This is (your name) speaking” to be polite.

	Friends try to make friends feel better.

	Friends don’t try to make friends feel bad on purpose.

	No one likes a sore loser.

	No one likes a sore winner, either.

	It’s important to accept victory modestly. (Then you can celebrate all you want in private, where the losers can’t see you.)

	There are no small parts, only small actors.

	It’s rude to interrupt people.

	If you whine about it, you’ll get sent to your room and also have your TV privileges suspended and maybe also no dessert and possibly also your Nintendo DS taken away for a week.

	Best friends rescue each other when someone’s evil sister has them trapped.

	You can’t make someone with a bad attitude about something change her mind and have a good one.

	It’s okay to lie if the lie makes someone else feel better.

	Make the best of it.

	Treat people the way you yourself would like to be treated.

	When you know the right thing to do, you have to do it.

	No one would ever say shut up to Mrs. Hunter. Not if they wanted to live to see tomorrow.

	Don’t take anything that doesn’t belong to you without asking first.

	Nothing is impossible, if you put your mind to it. Nothing at all.
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Teaser Chapter

[bookmark: chapter31]
Allie Finkle’s Rules for Girls Book Five: Glitter Girls and the Great Fake Out

Here’s a sneak peek at
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RULE #8

You Can’t Do Something to Make the Birthday Girl Unhappy on Purpose on Her Birthday

Glitterati was just the way it had looked in all the pictures I’d seen. It was huge and sparkly and filled with loud, up-tempo music that seemed to fill my whole body and drum against the inside of my chest in a happy, boppy beat.

It was exactly what I’d hoped it would be, and more.

I was so excited I thought I was going to explode.

And not just from all the Coke and M&Ms I’d had in the limo.

“Hi, I’m Summer,” yelled the pretty girl with the spiky hair who met us at the door (she had to yell to be heard over the music). “I’ll be your Glitterati guide for the day. I’m here to make sure your Glitterati experience is everything that it can be. I want to get you pumped!”

Summer didn’t need to worry. I was already pumped. So was everybody else. Except maybe Mrs. Hauser. She looked like her head hurt a little from all the music.

“The first thing we need to do,” Summer yelled, “is explain that Glitterati isn’t just a store. It’s a way of life. At Glitterati, we encourage kids to use their imaginations and creativity to envision their future and themselves exactly the way they’ve always wanted to, without limitations!”

When Summer said the word “limitations,” she threw something at us. It turned out to be gold sparkles. It got all over us…our hair, our clothes…everywhere. Mrs. Hauser backed out of the way so it wouldn’t get on her and the fur trim of her coat.

“There!” Summer yelled. “Now you’ve been Glitteratied!”

This was awesome. I had always wanted to be Glitteratied.

“Today, as long as you wear your Glitterati dust,” Summer went on, “all your dreams will come true. If you’ve always wanted to be an undercover rock star, at Glitterati we can help make you an undercover rock star. If you’ve always wanted to be an urban fairy, like me, we can make that dream come true, too. Glitterati is about expressing your individuality while promoting a unique shopping experience that makes every kid feel special!”

Whoa. Maybe it was because I’d been Glitteratied, but I was ready to feel special. Also, unique.

I could tell Summer was unique because she had some sparkly star stickers right next to her eyes.

I wanted some sparkly star stickers next to my eyes, too. This, I felt sure, would make me be as special and unique as Summer.

“So,” Summer yelled at us. “Are you ready?”

“Yes,” we all yelled back. Even Mary Kay, who never yelled.

“Then let’s go express our individuality!” Summer yelled.

We all ran screaming into the costume racks, where Summer said we could decide on what looks we wanted to use to express our individuality.

“I’m going to be an urban fairy, like Summer,” Paige yelled. She was pawing through the fairy costumes, looking for one exactly like Summer’s, which was tight jeans and a black sparkle halter top.

“No,” Lauren said. “I’m going to be an urban fairy!”

“You guys.” Mary Kay looked like she was about to burst into tears. “I’m going to be an urban fairy! We can’t all be urban fairies. You have to be something else.”

I couldn’t believe it. They all wanted to be urban fairies.

And it was probably just because Summer had been dressed like one.

Which wasn’t really all that unique or individual, if you thought about it.

It was true I’d wanted to get shooting star stickers next to my eyes like Summer. But I still wanted to dress as an actress slash veterinarian for my photo shoot.

I shook my head in disgust over the other girls, then went to the rack marked superstar. There were lots of fake leather jackets and tight short skirts. Also, knee-high zip-up high-heeled boots. In just about every color you could imagine.

This was exactly what I would imagine an actress slash veterinarian would wear. You know, for doing her important acting and animal healing work. It was amazing, but the Glitterati dust was already working! It was helping me to envision my future career. Well, what I was going to wear while I was doing it, anyway.

“None of you can be urban fairies,” Brittany yelled. “Because I’m going to be an urban fairy. And it’s my birthday. I’ll figure out something else for you to be.”

Paige and Lauren looked super disappointed. Mary Kay started to cry. Courtney, who hadn’t joined in with any of them, anyway, just rolled her eyes and shrugged.

I guess Summer could see some of Brittany’s party guests were having trouble envisioning their futures and expressing their individuality (only not me. Because I had already picked out a purple zebra-striped fake leather jacket, a black mini sparkle skirt, red shirt, and black zip-up high-heeled boots), since she came up to us and went, “So, ladies. What have we decided?”

“Well, I’m going to be an urban fairy,” Brittany said. “Since it’s my birthday.” Then she started pointing at each of us. “She,” she said, pointing at Paige, “is going to be an undercover rock star, and she,” pointing at Mary Kay, “is going to be a prep school princess. And she,” pointing at Lauren, “is going to be a teen superstar, and she,” pointing to Courtney, “is going to be a teen goth vampire, and she,” pointing at me, “is going to be a pirate.”
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