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Chapter 1: 

Rachel, Plain and Large 

“What Makes You Beautiful” 

—ONE DIRECTION

Imperfection is beauty.

—MARILYN MONROE

Today 

“Beautiful, be ready when they call our number,” he says. 
It’s the third time I’ve heard him call her beautiful in 

just a few minutes. 
I study them both. I am very good at reading people, 

and one thing is clear: She believes him. This family of 
five, like ours, is waiting to board the same plane as us. 
We’re heading home from spring break in Florida. The 
mom tells us this girl is seven years old. That’s four or 
five years younger than I am, depending on when she was 
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born. I keep staring at her as my own mom interrupts my 
thoughts. 

“Sweetie, don’t sit down. Walk around with me. We’ll 
be sitting for the next three hours.” 

I know my mom well enough to know she is trying 
to burn calories. As I pace, trying to keep up with her, I 
can’t help but stare. The first thing I think anyone would 
notice about this girl is that she is big in every way for a 
seven-year-old: She is tall and round. Her older brother 
and sister don’t look nearly as big for their ages (which 
their mom said are ten and twelve). Her parents are both 
average-sized. The girl’s head might be the biggest part of 
her proportionately, and a close second are her frizzy, dark, 
and out-of-control curls. She is—to me, anyway—plain 
and interesting looking. Imagine Hagrid from Harry Pot-
ter had a baby with Drizella, the dark-haired sister from 
Cinderella. 

The thing is, I’m plain too. Have you heard of Sarah, 
Plain and Tall? I’ve never read it and don’t know what it’s 
about, but I sometimes think it would be my title if I were 
a book, only Sarah would be spelled with an e, and I’d be 
“Serah, Plain and Taller than Average.” And this girl? Her 
dad would call her “Beautiful, Plain and Beautiful,” which 
seems completely bizarro to me. 

As I continue staring, then looking away so she doesn’t 
catch me staring, we accidentally make eye contact. I’m 
embarrassed but don’t want to be rude, so I give her a 
mouth-closed-not-really-real smile, and she returns my 
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attempt at being nice with a full-faced grin. Maybe she’s 
more like a Pollyanna than a Sarah, Plain and Tall. 

Now she’s walking toward me, totally misjudging 
my fake smile. I give up on keeping pace with my mom 
and stop, seeing no way out of a confrontation with Miss 
Happy Pants. 

“What’s your name?” the girl asks me sweetly. 
“I’m Seraphina, but I go by Serah,” I respond while 

looking everywhere but at her, trying to show her how 
bored I am. 

“I’m Rachel, and I’m just like you!” 
At this, I turn around to look behind me, searching for 

the person she must be talking to back there. Then I feel 
a twinge of guilt, thinking that is ruder than I want to be. 

“I have an older brother, then a sister, and then I’m the 
youngest. Isn’t that the same in your family? Your brother 
looks older than your sister.” 

“Oh, yeah,” I manage to get out. I’m grateful that’s 
what she meant and not that she thought we looked alike. 
There’s another twinge of guilt. 

“I like your name; it’s really cool,” she continues. 
“Thanks,” I murmur. I wonder if anyone has noticed 

us. Why would that matter? Somehow, it seems to. But 
I’m bored anyway and have nothing better to do than 
speed walk with my mom. Rachel either doesn’t seem to 
notice my indifference, or she doesn’t care, though, ’cause 
she keeps talking. 

“Do you know what it means?” 
“What what means?” 
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“Your name!” 
This pulls me in. One of my hobbies is to look up the 

meaning of people’s names. I could talk about names all 
day. 

“That’s actually a funny story,” I say. “My mom, who’s 
over there but heading back toward us, is Italian, and she 
wanted to give us all Italian names. My brother over there 
is Alessandro, and my sister is Vittoria. When I looked 
up my name, though, it turns out it’s Hebrew,” I confess. 
Then in a whisper: “I haven’t had the heart to tell my mom 
yet, though.” 

At this, Rachel starts giggling, and it turns into a very 
infectious laugh with knee-slapping. This is actually ador-
able. 

“THAT IS HILARIOUS!” she bellows. Then, coming 
close and cupping her hand around her mouth like some-
thing super-secret and important is about to be whispered, 
she asks, “So what does your mom think your name means 
in Italian?” 

“Well, she got the spelling wrong, is all,” I whisper 
back. “The Italian spelling for Serafina is S-E-R-A-F-I-
N-A. The spelling with ph, like my name, is Hebrew. They 
both come from seraphim, meaning ‘fiery-winged.’” 

Alessandro means “defender of mankind,” and Vitto-
ria means “victory.” I think my parents were warriors in 
another life or something. I’m debating whether to say all 
this out loud, but Rachel again breaks the silence before I 
get the chance. 
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“That’s amazing!” she gushes. “I mean, soooooooooo 
cool.” It seems very obvious that she has no idea what 
fiery-winged means. “My mom told me my name is also 
Hebrew, and it means ‘beautiful.’” 

Of course that’s her name. At this, she takes a twirl as if 
to reveal her full glory to me. Maybe her dad uses Rachel 
and the word beautiful interchangeably. That would make 
a little more sense. I make a mental note to look up the 
name Rachel for alternate meanings. While I don’t think 
her name fits, which brings on another twinge of guilt, it’s 
clear that she thinks it does. I can tell because she seems 
light and confident. If you ask me, her dad constantly call-
ing her beautiful is over the top, making me wonder if he 
is trying to make up for something (like her big head). Or 
maybe he just really wants her to hear it. 

I can’t quite pinpoint why I find this girl to be both 
endearing and annoying at the same time. Honestly, I 
would be bothered if my dad called me beautiful con-
stantly. And yet, I think to myself that she has made me 
aware of something I didn’t realize I was bothered by until 
now. It couldn’t hurt to hear it sometimes. 

My thoughts are interrupted by the Delta lady behind 
the counter, who booms over the PA system, “We are now 
preboarding Delta flight 2961 to Washington-Reagan at 
Gate 38. We’d like to welcome any passengers needing 
assistance or active-duty military personnel with ID to 
begin boarding.” 

At this news, Rachel’s mom waves her over to where 
her family is standing. She turns to me. 
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“I have to go, but it was really nice to meet you.” At 
that, she crosses one foot over the other and does a dance-
like 180-degree pivot, throws her head back over her 
shoulder, cocks it to the side with glee, and waves as she 
energetically bounces off. “Bye, Seraphina. Maybe I’ll see 
you in Washington, DC!” 

As I am left in her wake, I wonder: What does she have 
that I don’t have? What’s wrong with me? I’m a twelve-year-
old who is feeling jealous of this seven-year-old—“Rachel, 
Plain and Large,” to be exact, now that I know her name. 
That sounds so mean. I’m not trying to be, but facts are 
facts. But somehow, she also lives up to her name. 

I’ve always thought “fiery-winged” is a good name for 
me. I’m pretty feisty, curious, and bold, and I’ve always 
appreciated having these qualities. I tell myself this is just 
a moment, and it will soon be history. Rachel’s gone, and 
I’m never going to see her again. 

We board a few minutes later, and while we’re tucking 
our carry-on luggage under seats and in overhead bins to 
settle in, I hear my parents talking about Rachel. 

“Did you see the girl who was talking to Serah?” my 
mom asks my dad. 

“Yes, and if she were my daughter, I’d have her tested 
to make sure she doesn’t have pathologic macrocephaly.” 

“I thought the same thing when I saw her. Poor girl,” 
my mom says sympathetically. They are constantly having 
conversations like this about people. 

As they continue to discuss the possible medical rea-
sons for her large head—which I’m assuming is what 
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they’re talking about—and what could be done about it, I 
can’t get her out of my mind. 

Once our row is situated, I pull out my binder from 
my backpack and grab a sheet of notebook paper and my 
favorite pen with the feather on the end. I shove the huge 
sack back under the seat in front of me and pull down my 
tray table. Carefully, I fold the sheet in half lengthwise and 
then write at the top: “BEAUTIFUL.” Then I label the 
column on the left “Things That Are” and the column on 
the right “Things That Are Definitely Not.” I add Rachel’s 
name in the first line on the left and stare at it for a bit, 
knowing that’s where it goes. Beneath her name, I add my 
mom, my sister, and my Siamese cat, Sophia Loren. I add 
my BFF, Courtney. Then I try to think of other things that 
I know are beautiful as I look out the airplane window and 
see the final bags getting loaded underneath me. 

I add sunrises, sunsets, flowers, scoring goals, A-pluses, 
and babies. To the right column, I add boys, body odor, 
war, famine, climate change, and poop. 

It’s time to put up my tray table for takeoff. Once we’re 
in the air, I peer out the window again at the beautiful sky. 
When I look back down at my list, I realize what’s missing 
from it. 

This is how it all starts. 
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