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To anyone who has ever felt a little different
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Hannah pretended to study the rows of bagged salad mix and baby spinach as another shopper pushed a cart past her. She felt more than saw the man’s eyes on her as he walked by. She kept the right side of her face turned away, her long, straight brown hair falling across her cheek like a curtain. She wished her mom would hurry up and finish picking out produce. She wanted to be back in her room, away from all the eyes turned in her direction.

It wasn’t that people hadn’t stared at Hannah in Michigan—they had. But her friends and teachers never treated her any differently because of the blotchy, reddish-purple birthmark that covered almost half of her face. Her friends had made it easier to ignore the sneaked glances and curious stares of strangers. But ever since her family had moved to California, the stares felt heavy and uncomfortable.

“Hannah, come see these avocados!” her mom exclaimed.

“We had avocados in Michigan,” Hannah muttered to the spinach.

“Yes, but not like these.” Her mom wrapped an arm around her shoulders and steered Hannah over to a pyramid of fruit. “We’ll make guacamole. You love guacamole. It’ll be even better because these are local!”

Her mom’s voice had skipped into its too-cheerful tone, which had happened a lot since they’d moved to Deerwood. She kept saying things like This is just like your favorite thing, only better!

Except everything was worse here.

Hannah used to love making guacamole with her best friend, Linnea. They’d mash a big bowl of it, then sit on the living room floor with a bag of those tortilla chips in the shape of tiny little scoops. They’d eat the whole bowl while they watched movies. Local avocados wouldn’t make up for her friend—for all of her friends—being so far away.

The scene her mom was making over the avocados was drawing even more stares.

“Okay, fine,” Hannah said. “Can we just go?”

Hannah had wanted to stay home and hide with a book among the huge trees behind their house, away from the crying twins. But as soon as her dad returned from dropping her little sister off at soccer camp and the twins had gone down for their nap, her mom had decided they needed mother-daughter bonding time. Being dragged across town just to go to Safeway for groceries wasn’t Hannah’s idea of bonding, even with her mom’s promise that they could stop for ice cream on the boardwalk on the way home.

Her mom’s excitement slipped into a frown. But before she could say anything to Hannah about her attitude, another woman approached them.

“Oh, hi there!” The woman sounded extra friendly, just like everyone else who made a point of introducing themselves to the new family in town. “You live in the yellow ranch house on Cedar Drive, right?”

“That’s us.” Hannah’s mom returned the woman’s warm smile.

“I’m Dana Lin,” she said. “We live in the blue two-story around the corner.”

“I wasn’t expecting to meet any of our neighbors in the produce aisle,” Hannah’s mom said.

Mrs. Lin laughed. “Well, it’s not a farmers’ market day.”

“I’m Lila Carson,” Hannah’s mom said. “This is my daughter Hannah—my oldest.”

“Hi!” Hannah said, forcing herself to sound as perky and nice as Mrs. Lin had. Her parents had always told her that being polite was the first step to helping people look past her birthmark.

Mrs. Lin turned toward Hannah for the first time, and her smile fell into a look of surprise mixed with a little bit of pity—and a lot of questions. Like most adults, she recovered quickly. “It’s so nice to meet you, Hannah. What grade are you in?”

“I’ll be starting sixth,” Hannah said.

“That’s my daughter’s grade.” She took her eyes off Hannah’s face to scan the produce section. “Sophia, come over here!”

A girl who’d been standing by the strawberries, typing on her phone, walked toward them without glancing up. She was slightly taller than Hannah, with long, thick black hair tied back in a loose ponytail. Her skin was clear and tan from the summer sun, with a dusting of tiny freckles across her nose.

“Sophia, these are our new neighbors,” Mrs. Lin said. “Hannah will be in your class this year.”

Sophia slowly looked up from her phone, her lips curving into a smile as she started to say hello. But when her gaze landed on Hannah, she froze, her mouth slightly open.

Heat crept up Hannah’s face as Sophia stared. She knew that blushing only made her birthmark worse. Now her whole face was probably blotchy, instead of just the ragged patch that looked like a stain spreading from her chin to her eyebrow.

Hannah wished she could hide behind the avocados. She didn’t want to have to explain that she had been born with it and it would never go away. She didn’t want to have to see how long it would take this girl with perfect skin to get used to looking at her—let alone get to know her. She wasn’t sure if Sophia would even try.

She knew she should ask Sophia about school or at least say it was nice to meet her. But her tongue lay like a fat marshmallow in her mouth.

“We should all get together back in the neighborhood,” Mrs. Lin said a little too brightly. “How old are your other kids?”

“Jenny is eight. And my twin boys are eighteen months.”

“Wow, you have your hands full! Sophia has a younger sister too, so it’ll be perfect.”

“Sounds great,” Hannah’s mom said. “Hannah hasn’t really met anyone since we moved here.”

Embarrassment flared across Hannah’s cheeks again. She tried to hide behind her hair, but it was too late. Sophia was back on her phone. She was probably telling all the other kids in their class about the new girl with the stained face and no friends.

“Why don’t you all come over for brunch on Saturday?” Hannah’s mom said.

Hannah flashed her a look, but her mom didn’t notice.

“We’d love to,” Mrs. Lin said.



“This is exciting,” Hannah’s mom said after Sophia and Mrs. Lin had headed toward the bread aisle. “You haven’t had a playdate since we moved here.”

“Mom, no one has playdates anymore,” Hannah grumbled. She dreaded a whole morning of Sophia staring at her over pancakes.

“You know what I mean.” Her mom sighed. “You’ve hardly left the house all summer.”

“Well, on the upside, I haven’t gotten a single sunburn this year.”

Hannah thought she’d get a lecture on putting herself out in the world, but her mom was distracted by a display of tortillas. The avocados must have inspired her to make tacos for dinner. Normally, Hannah would have been excited about taco night, but just then she heard Sophia and her mom talking down the next aisle.

“It’s hard to be the new kid in town,” Mrs. Lin said. “You can still see your friends later in the afternoon.”

“But what’s wrong with her face?” Sophia asked.

Her mom shushed her. “Don’t be rude.”

Their voices faded as they walked away. Tears stung Hannah’s eyes. The noises of the grocery store rose and fell around her—cash registers dinged and shopping carts clanged together. But even surrounded by the steady hum and buzz of the store, she felt lonely—separate from everyone around her, trapped behind the stain on her face.

Hannah missed her friends. They knew that the birthmark was just one small part of who she really was.

“Can we please go?” she asked quietly.

Her mom tossed a package of tortillas into the cart and turned to look at her. Hannah didn’t think she’d heard what Sophia said, but her mom saw the tears in her eyes. “Oh, honey. It always takes time to make new friends.”

“Jenny already has friends,” Hannah said, thinking about how her younger sister had it so easy.

“It’s different when you’re little.” Her mom brushed the hair back from Hannah’s birthmark. “You’ll see. Once people get to know you, it’ll be even better than before.”

Hannah pulled away from her mom. It was easy for her parents to say how great everything would be here. It had been their decision to move to some little town, a random dot dropped along the map of the California coastline. And they didn’t have people constantly asking what was wrong with them.
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Hannah sat on the giant Adirondack chair on the front porch, her legs tucked under her. Between texts to Linnea and rounds of Candy Crush, she glanced up and down the street. She hoped to spot a deer or a fox so she could send Linnea a picture of her new neighbors.

Hannah had to admit it was pretty out here, even if there was nothing to do. When the wind blew in the right direction, she caught the clean, salty smell of the ocean, and not far from town there were redwood trees so huge her whole family could hold hands and still not wrap their arms all the way around the trunks. And there was a ton of wildlife—so much more than the squirrels and raccoons they had in Michigan. Sometimes Hannah heard coyotes howling at night, and she’d even seen a bald eagle perched in the big fir tree across the street.

But today there was no wildlife in sight, just her next-door neighbor, Mrs. Gilly, slowly making her way down her driveway.

Mrs. Gilly’s walker glinted silver in the sunlight. According to Hannah’s mom, she had just had hip surgery, which explained why Hannah hadn’t seen her around much. She was a slight woman, older than Hannah’s parents. Her gray-streaked hair was knotted in a loose bun. She wore a light khaki vest with lots of small pockets, like a safari guide or a fisherman, and she had a leash looped around one wrist.

At the other end of the leash was a thick-chested, stocky dog with muscular legs. The pup wore a pale pink harness and blue collar. She had a blocky head, short light brown fur with patches of white, and one big spot over her eye and down the side of her face. She practically pranced down the driveway, and when she gazed up at Mrs. Gilly with her tongue hanging out, it looked like she was smiling. As the dog’s tail whipped back and forth, she seemed to be the happiest dog in the world.

Hannah had never had a dog of her own and had never really paid much attention to them, but she had to admit that this one was pretty cute. Her smile was simply irresistible, and something about her bright personality reminded Hannah of the California sunshine.

The dog stretched out her front legs and lowered her burly chest to the ground in a playful bow, then leaped up again. Mrs. Gilly’s walker had tennis balls attached to the bottom of the front legs to help her glide around easily, but the dog seemed to think they were her toys. She dove for the tennis balls, tipping her head sideways and trying to gnaw on one of them.

“Poppy, no!” Mrs. Gilly cried. “Sit.”

The dog sat. But a second later she popped up and pounced on the ball again, nearly yanking Mrs. Gilly and her walker over. Without thinking, Hannah jumped out of her chair and ran across the yard. She snatched up the half-deflated soccer ball Jenny had left in the dry grass and skidded to a stop a few feet from the dog.

“Hey, Poppy!” Hannah sang in a friendly voice. The dog looked her way, the tips of her floppy ears dancing forward. Hannah rolled the soccer ball to her, and the dog pounced on it. Hannah held her breath, hoping Poppy wouldn’t pull Mrs. Gilly too hard and make her lose her balance. She didn’t want to make things worse.

Poppy wrestled the soccer ball with her front paws, then managed to pick it up between her teeth, even though it was as big as her head. The ball jutted out of her mouth, and she wagged her tail so hard that her whole body wriggled back and forth. She looked at Hannah as if thanking her for the toy. The dog was bursting with such happiness, Hannah couldn’t help but laugh out loud.

“That was good thinking,” Mrs. Gilly said. “Would you mind helping me fix her leash?”

“Sure thing,” Hannah said. Her cheeks flushed hot again, but this time it wasn’t from embarrassment. This time it was something else—the funny feeling she got in her chest when she helped her mom with one of the twins or managed to cheer up a grumpy Jenny. It was a small swell of satisfaction.

“Do you see the little loop on the front of her harness?” Mrs. Gilly asked. Hannah nodded. “If you clip the leash to that, she can’t pull so hard. I should have done it that way, but I’m still getting used to this walker.”

“Oh, no problem!” Hannah said. She leaned down toward the dog, and Poppy dropped the ball to lick her face. Hannah laughed—trying to dodge the dog’s huge, slobbery tongue—reclipped the leash, and stood up again. Poppy was watching her closely, but it wasn’t anything like the long, awkward stares Hannah got from new people she met.

Poppy was looking at her as if she wanted to be friends.

“Thank you,” Mrs. Gilly said to Hannah. She dipped her fingers into one of her many vest pockets, pulled out a treat, and held it out to the dog. Hannah expected Poppy to snatch it from Mrs. Gilly’s fingers and gobble it down, but Poppy took it gently between her teeth and eased it into her mouth as if she were savoring it.

“She seems like a really good dog,” Hannah said. She ran her fingers over the patch of brown fur that covered half of Poppy’s face . . . almost like a birthmark. Her fur was smooth and velvety. Poppy finished her treat and licked Hannah’s hand.

“She is,” Mrs. Gilly said, giving Poppy a loving but exasperated look. “She just doesn’t know what to do with all her energy. She’s only six months old.”

“I could help you walk her,” Hannah blurted out before she even realized what she was saying. “I mean—if that’s all right with you.” She’d never actually walked a dog, but there was something about Poppy that made Hannah want to play with her.

“Are you sure?” Mrs. Gilly asked.

Hannah nodded, saying, “I’ll be right back,” as much to Poppy as to her neighbor.

She ran to her house, flung open the front door, and grabbed her Detroit Tigers baseball cap, pulling it low over her face. She put on sunblock every morning, but her face burned easily. “Mom, I’m going for a walk!” she called.

Her mom was in the kitchen, strapping Noah and Logan into their highchairs. She didn’t even turn around, and Hannah was back out the door before her mom could ask any questions. When Hannah returned, Poppy bounced on her front paws as if Hannah were her favorite person in the world.

Hannah grinned at the dog. “I told you I’d be right back.”

“I’m so glad. Here, take this.” Mrs. Gilly held out the leash to Hannah. Imitating the way Mrs. Gilly had held it, Hannah put her hand through the loop and grabbed onto the thick, woven rope farther down. The three of them started down the driveway. Poppy was excited to be on the move and clearly had some pent-up energy. Even though the harness kept her from pulling too hard, her leash was taut. Hannah had to lean back a little to slow Poppy down to Mrs. Gilly’s pace.

Poppy was curious about everything. Her tail slowed to a thoughtful sway as her nose explored a particularly interesting tree trunk or a patch of weeds. When she was done sniffing, she glanced at Hannah before forging ahead, her tail picking up speed.

“How come I’ve never seen you out walking with Poppy?” Hannah said to Mrs. Gilly.

“I had to board her while I recovered from surgery,” the older lady said. “But I missed her so much, I brought her home as soon as I could.” Mrs. Gilly looked down at her dog with a bit of sadness in her eyes. “Maybe too soon,” she added softly, almost as if she didn’t want Poppy or Hannah to hear.

They walked in silence for a few minutes. Mrs. Gilly fell a few steps behind, and Hannah led Poppy back toward her. They stopped in the shade of a tree at the edge of a neighbor’s yard, and Mrs. Gilly leaned against her walker. Poppy flopped down and rolled onto her side in the cool dirt, content and relaxed. Hannah sat on the ground next to her and stroked her silky fur.

“How do you like it here so far?” Mrs. Gilly asked once she’d caught her breath.

Hannah shrugged. “It’s okay, I guess.”

“New places always take some getting used to—I felt that way when I moved here,” Mrs. Gilly said. “Have you made any friends yet?”

Hannah frowned and shook her head, her face turned away. Poppy stopped chewing on the stick she’d found. She tilted her head to the side, as if she were listening in on their conversation. Hannah scratched the dog’s tummy.

“You and Poppy, I guess . . .” Hannah said before trailing off.

“Well, that’s sweet, dear. I bet when school starts, you’ll make lots of friends your own age,” Mrs. Gilly said. “I think you’re probably in the same grade as my granddaughter, and she has zoodles of friends.”

“I’m not so sure.” Hannah lifted her chin and met Mrs. Gilly’s eyes, giving her a good look at her birthmark. Was it possible she hadn’t noticed it?

Mrs. Gilly looked right into Hannah’s face without flinching. She gave a knowing nod. “Poppy knows what it’s like to be misunderstood.”

“What do you mean?” Hannah asked.

“People think she’s a bad dog just because she’s a pit bull. And people think pit bulls are mean.”

“Because of what she looks like?” Hannah asked, confused. Poppy had the biggest grin and hadn’t stopped wagging her tail for a second since she’d left the house. Even now, her tail brushed back and forth against the ground. “But she’s so friendly.”

“She is. But a lot of people won’t even give her a chance because of the way she looks,” Mrs. Gilly said.

Hannah tried to see Poppy the way other people might. She took in the dog’s square jaw and strong muscles, but those paled in comparison to her bright, sparkling eyes and kind face. Poppy’s tongue dangled out of her mouth as she looked up at Hannah and blinked a couple of times.

“Well, I think she’s a special dog,” Hannah said.

Mrs. Gilly turned to Hannah. For the first time since she’d moved to California, Hannah felt that someone was looking at her, and not at her birthmark.

“She is special,” Mrs. Gilly said. “And it takes a special kind of person to sense the goodness in Poppy and not just see her as a scary dog.”

Mrs. Gilly’s words went straight to Hannah’s heart.

Poppy put her head down on Hannah’s leg, gazing up at her with her soft brown eyes. As Hannah looked down at the dog, she realized that Poppy would never understand why people were scared of her; she only wanted people to like her. Hannah scratched Poppy behind the ear—right by the brown patch of fur that spread across half of her face.
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Hannah and her mom spent Saturday morning making fresh doughnuts, fruit salad, and a frittata for brunch. It was fun being in the kitchen together. Between unpacking, starting a big project for a new client, and caring for the twins, her mom had been so busy since they’d moved that they’d barely had time to boil pasta for dinner.

While they waited for the doughnuts to cool, Hannah shook a bottle of rainbow sprinkles, a makeshift rattle for Noah. Her baby brother was mesmerized by the colors, and it kept him from trying to grab the bowls of powdered sugar and maple icing.

“Where did you go yesterday afternoon?” her mom asked. “I heard you race out the door.”

“Just for a walk,” Hannah said. “I met Mrs. Gilly’s dog! Mrs. Gilly was having trouble balancing her walker and the leash.”

“Mrs. Gilly has a dog?”

“Her name is Poppy.” Hannah dipped a doughnut in the powdered sugar and put it on a platter. “She has these cute brown patches and she’s always wagging her tail.”

“She sounds happy,” her mom said, drizzling icing on half a dozen doughnuts in a zigzag pattern.

“She is. And she’s really friendly.” Hannah raised her voice to be heard over Noah banging the bottle of sprinkles on the tray of his highchair. She hoped she’d remembered to screw the lid on extra tight.

“Well, I’m glad you got outside, honey.” Her mom wiped her hands on a dishtowel, then wiped a bit of powdered sugar from Hannah’s cheek. “And now you look like you’ve been in the snow.”

“Hmm . . . snow, huh?” Hannah said, as if she were struggling to recall a distant memory. “I vaguely remember that from my old life.”

“Very funny,” her mom replied with an ever-so-slight eye roll. “Now go get changed. Sophia will be here soon for your playdate.”

“Mom—” Hannah groaned. “Please stop calling it that.”

“You know what I mean.”

Hannah headed to her room and stopped in front of the mirror. Her blue T-shirt was dusted with powdery white sugar. Powdery like snow. Just the thought of it made her wish for her old friends, who wouldn’t care what was on her face—sugar or otherwise.

Hannah sighed. If only she could wear this shirt, maybe Sophia would stare at her messy clothes instead of her birthmark. She changed into her favorite pink top and jean shorts and brushed out her hair. When she was done, she sent a selfie to Linnea. A few seconds later Linnea texted back a string of emojis to tell her she looked great. Hannah smiled. Maybe it would be different today—maybe Sophia was just taken by surprise at the supermarket. Maybe today she’d be used to the birthmark.

The doorbell rang. Hannah took a deep breath and opened her bedroom door. She took one step into the hall and was almost run over by Sophia’s little sister and Jenny whipping past. Her mom’s voice chased after them. “Five minutes, girls. Then it’s time to eat! You can play more after brunch.”

Her heart pounding in her chest, Hannah headed for the living room. She had barely crossed the threshold when her dad popped Logan into her arms. “Can you hang on to your brother for a second?” he asked, his voice strained. “I need to change Noah.” He didn’t give Hannah much choice as he turned away and disappeared into the twins’ bedroom, leaving her holding a chunky, squirming baby.

Hannah looked down at her baby brother’s face as he studied her with his serious blue eyes. Somehow he had powdered sugar on his forehead, even though he hadn’t been in the kitchen when they’d been making brunch. Before she could wipe it off, Logan dropped his head forward onto her shoulder and let out a contented squeal. So much for her clean shirt.

Hannah sighed and rubbed her cheek against his downy soft head. She loved the twins, but they needed constant attention. She couldn’t help it—sometimes she felt like she was just another pair of arms to hold them, feed them, and clean up after them. She thought back to the days when her family used to do fun things in the summer—wade in the lake on hot days or hop in the car after dinner to drive to their favorite ice cream stand. They’d all get double scoops, even though Jenny could never finish hers. But then the twins came along and changed everything.

Now it was too hard to pile everyone into the minivan for a spur-of-the-moment family outing. Besides, with two new babies, her dad’s promotion at the solar panel company—which was why they’d moved across the country—and her mom’s booming graphic design business, Hannah’s parents never had free time to do anything fun. They could barely juggle it all. Jenny was too little to help out, but Hannah felt as if she had twice as many chores since they moved. Some days she felt like a built-in babysitter.

Logan raised his head and giggled at her. Hannah kissed his forehead, which tasted faintly sweet from the last of the powdered sugar. She carried him through the house, toward the sound of her mom and Mrs. Lin chatting like old friends. She didn’t hear any other voices. For a second Hannah thought that maybe Sophia hadn’t come over after all, though she wasn’t sure if that made her feel relieved or disappointed. But when Hannah reached the sunny dining room, Sophia was there, standing behind her parents and looking down at her phone.

“Hi, honey,” Hannah’s mom said, taking Logan from her, and Mrs. Lin instantly began to coo and make big-eyed faces at him. This was Hannah’s chance. If they forgot all about her, she could just slip back to her room.

“Sophia, Hannah—you remember each other from the grocery store?” Mrs. Lin said.

Hannah nodded. How could she forget? Barely raising her eyes, Sophia flashed a smile in Hannah’s direction. Hannah knew it wasn’t a real smile. Her mouth felt dry, but she felt like she should say something. Before a single word could come out, the two younger girls came thundering into the room.

“Is it time to eat yet?” Jenny asked. “We’re so hungry.”

“We’re starving!” Sophia’s little sister echoed. She looked like a miniature Sophia, with the same black hair and light freckles across her nose.

“We’d better feed you, then.” Hannah’s mom smiled and ushered the girls to the table.

Mrs. Lin admired the carefully set table and heaping platters of food. “Everything looks amazing.”

“Hannah helped me make it,” her mom said.

“I’m so impressed,” Mrs. Lin said to Hannah. “Sophia can barely manage to make herself a peanut butter and jelly sandwich.”

Hannah thought she saw something flicker across Sophia’s downturned face, but she couldn’t be sure.

“That’s not true,” Sophia muttered.

Everyone but Sophia sat down, leaving one empty seat between Hannah and Mrs. Lin. Sophia took the empty spot, and Hannah cringed. Somehow Sophia had wound up sitting to her right—the same side as her birthmark. Hannah shifted in her chair and shook her head gently, swinging her loose hair so it fell across her cheek.

Sophia didn’t look at Hannah as they passed around the platter of doughnuts and the giant bowl of cut fruit. She kept her eyes cast down on her plate—which at least meant that she wasn’t staring at Hannah’s face.

The adults talked about the twins and asked Jenny about soccer camp. Hannah thought maybe they would forget about her and Sophia, but no such luck. It wasn’t long before her dad noticed that neither one of them had said anything.

“So, Sophia, have you been having a good summer?” he asked.

Much to Hannah’s surprise, Sophia’s face lit up.

“We got a puppy,” she gushed. “His name is Louie. He’s a Mini Goldendoodle, and he’s perfect. We did a couple of one-on-one sessions with a trainer, and she loved him. We’re about to start a group training class.”

Sophia pulled up a few videos on her phone and passed it around. Hannah’s mom held it out to the twins, who shouted “Puppy!” in unison, making everyone laugh.

When the phone reached Hannah, she couldn’t help but glance at the videos. They were of Louie learning how to sit, stay, and walk like a little gentleman on his leash. Hannah kept thinking of the way Poppy had yanked her down the street the day before, and she had to stop herself from making a face.

She suddenly understood why people misjudged dogs like Poppy, who were big and strong and playful compared with gentle little fluffballs like Louie, who had perfect manners. Even Hannah couldn’t deny it: Sophia’s puppy was adorable. But she also thought Poppy was the sweetest and friendliest dog she’d ever met, and she wished she had videos of Poppy to show off too. Sophia wasn’t the only one who’d been spending time with a cute dog.

“And how has your summer been so far, Hannah?” Sophia’s dad asked. “I bet you’ve been down at the beach a lot.”

Hannah swallowed her mouthful of eggs and smiled politely. “A little bit.” The truth was, they’d spent one afternoon walking down to the beach when they’d first moved in—it was less than a mile away—but her parents hadn’t had much time to take her since then, and she didn’t want to go alone.

“There are always kids at the beach, surfing,” Sophia’s dad went on. “You should join them.”

Out of the corner of her eye, Hannah saw Sophia shift uncomfortably in her chair.

“Sophia, aren’t you and your friends headed down this afternoon?” Mrs. Lin asked. “You could introduce Hannah to everyone.”

Hannah tried not to notice when Sophia’s gaze flicked to her, then to her mom. “I don’t think we’re going,” she said.

“You aren’t?” Mrs. Lin gave her daughter a confused look. “But you’re at the beach every day—”

“Taylor has a thing she has to
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