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Chapter	1
My	fist	hit	her	beautiful	face.	I’d	never	hit	anyone	before,	so	I	didn’t	know	my	hand

was	 going	 to	 hurt	 afterwards.	The	 other	 disappointing	 thing	was	 there	was	 no	 “whack”
sound	like	in	the	movies.	She	seemed	surprised.	The	force	of	the	punch	knocked	her	off
her	feet.	She	fell	down	right	in	front	of	Ms.	Prescott’s	room.	A	red	mark	bloomed	by	her
eye.

Later	I	found	myself	in	the	principal’s	office.	I	was	being	suspended.

I	wasn’t	gonna	tell	him	I	didn’t	do	it.	I	totally	did,	and	I	was	damned	proud	of	it,	too.
And	I	wasn’t	sorry.	Was	I	wrong	to	let	her	get	to	me?	Yes.	Was	it	unladylike	to	hit	her?
Yes.	Was	it	damn	funny?	Oh,	yes.

“What	happened?”	Mr.	Loring	asked.

So	I	told	him.

******

I	didn’t	normally	fight.	Mostly	I’d	walk	down	the	halls	and	everyone	ignored	me.	Of
course,	 there’s	 normal	 ignoring	 and	 purposely	 ignoring.	 I	 used	 to	 go	 over	 to	 different
groups	of	girls	and	 try	 to	hang	with	 them.	They	would	 turn	away	or	say,	“Shut	up,	Jan.
We’re	talking.”	It’s	like	everybody	decided	one	day	there	was	something	wrong	with	me
and	I	wasn’t	worth	speaking	to.

The	 reason	 why	 was	 a	 girl	 named	 Stephanie.	 She	 was	 in	 my	 face	 so	 much	 I	 was
convinced	she	wanted	to	pop	my	zits.

When	we	met	she	was	so	nice.	It	was	the	first	day	of	middle	school	and	we	were	both
lost	looking	for	our	language	arts	class.	When	we	finally	found	it,	she	asked	if	she	could
borrow	a	pencil.	I	lent	her	one	of	my	new	favorites	my	dad	bought	me:	a	sparkly,	striped
number	2.

“Wow,	cool,”	she	said.

“You	can	keep	it,”	I	said.

“Are	you	sure?”

“Yeah,	I	got	a	couple	of	others	like	it.”

“Thanks.	Let	me	know	if	I	can	lend	you	something	sometime.”

We	began	the	school	year	by	filling	out	those	personal	info	cards	teachers	are	so	fond
of.	They	 asked	questions	 like	your	 name,	 birthday,	 and	 favorite	 books.	As	 I	worked	on
mine	I	let	out	this	major	sneeze	and	got	spit	all	over	my	desk.	Even	though	everybody	was
too	busy	to	pay	attention,	I	was	so	embarrassed.	Stephanie	handed	me	a	tissue.	“Hey,	that
happens	to	me	all	the	time.	Here,	it’s	scented.”

What	a	sweet	girl,	I	thought.	Maybe	she’ll	be	my	new	friend.	At	lunch	I	was	standing
in	the	cafeteria	looking	for	a	place	to	sit.	I	saw	Stephanie	at	a	table	full	of	very	pretty	girls;
there	was	an	empty	chair	next	to	her.	I	went	toward	it	and	was	about	to	ask	if	I	could	sit
with	them	when	I	heard	her	talking.



“You	 should	 have	 seen	 this	 one	 girl	 this	morning,”	 she	 said.	 “We	were	working	 on
cards	when	all	of	sudden	she	did	this.”	She	picked	up	a	pile	of	grapes	and	held	them	to	her
mouth.	She	made	the	“ah	ah”	noise	and	then	threw	her	grapes	on	the	table	like	they	were
snot	out	of	her	nose.	“It	was	sooo	disgusting.”	Everyone	laughed.	Stephanie	looked	up	and
noticed	me.	“Hey	look	it’s	Sneezy	herself.”	They	laughed	some	more.	“Get	lost,”	one	of
them	said.	“We’d	rather	not	have	boogers	on	our	lunch.”	More	laughter.	I	walked	away.

The	 rest	 of	 sixth	grade	everyone	called	me	Sneezy.	That	pissed	me	off.	Snow	White
was	one	of	my	favorite	movies,	but	having	 the	same	name	as	one	of	 the	seven	dwarves
made	me	hate	it.	I	ripped	up	my	Disney	poster	because	of	her.	My	dad	told	me	to	ignore	it
until	they	used	my	real	name.	It	eventually	worked.

In	 seventh	 grade	 all	 the	 girls	 got	 their	 periods	 and	 their	 bodies	 started	 to	 develop;
except	mine.	 Some	 girls	 went	 from	 an	A	 cup	 to	 a	 C	within	 a	 few	months.	 They	were
changing	right	in	front	of	me.	I	was	staying	the	same.	Stephanie’s	clothes	always	showed
off	her	great	figure.

“OMG!	Look	 at	 how	 flat	 you	 are,”	Stephanie	 said	 one	day.	 “Are	 you	 sure	 you’re	 a
girl?	Maybe	you’re	really	a	boy.”

I	spent	my	twelfth	year	on	earth	being	called	Boy.	Even	the	kids	who	were	supposedly
nice	called	me	Boy.	I	guess	it	didn’t	help	that	I	started	wearing	overalls	a	lot	of	the	time.
One	reason	I	wore	them	was	because	my	old	babysitter	Myra	kept	a	stock	of	classic	ones
at	the	collectibles	store	she	ran.	The	other	reason	I	told	no	one	was	I	felt	they	hid	my	lack
of…features.

Definitely	 the	 worst	 year	 at	 school	 had	 been	 this	 one.	 I	 used	 to	 be	 able	 to	 avoid
Stephanie,	but	she	made	a	point	of	finding	me	every	day.	If	she	wasn’t	talking	about	my
clothes,	(Old	Macdonald	had	a	farm)	it	was	my	looks	(Ugly),	or	how	I	might	be	a	tranny
(Hey	Boy!).	I	was	her	personal	shooting	range,	only	the	gun	was	her	mouth.

Then	finally	she	went	too	far.	I	was	at	my	locker	getting	a	book	when	she	came	up	to
me	 and	 shook	 a	 can	 full	 of	 change	 behind	my	 back.	 “I’m	 taking	 up	 a	 collection,”	 she
informed	me.

“What	for?”

“To	buy	you	a	new	wardrobe.	I’m	sick	of	looking	at	you.”

“Piss	off,”	I	said	under	my	breath.	I	closed	my	locker	and	headed	for	math.

“What’s	wrong	with	your	mom,	anyway?”	she	called.

Nothing	in	the	world	ever	caught	my	attention	like	that	sentence.

I	turned.	“What	did	you	say?”

“Your	mom.	She	has	no	taste.	Where	does	she	buy	your	clothes?	Goodwill?”

The	next	thing	I	knew	Stephanie	was	lying	down,	kissing	the	hallway	floor.

******

Mr.	Loring	was	a	man	with	Santa	Claus	eyebrows.	Even	though	he	had	a	nice	face,	he
was	 known	 for	 being	 strict.	 After	 listening	 to	 my	 story,	 he	 called	 my	 father.	 My	 dad



worked	as	a	lawyer	with	a	firm	that	fights	for	women	to	make	the	same	amount	of	money
as	men.	He	 couldn’t	 pick	me	 up	 because	 he	was	 in	 a	 deposition.	As	 it	was	 a	 half	 day
anyway,	I	was	given	permission	to	walk	home	and	wait	by	the	phone.	Mr.	Loring	was	not
pleased	with	this	plan.

“Jan,”	he	said.	“I	have	no	recourse	but	to	send	you	home.	I	just	want	to	let	you	know
that	if	I	find	out	from	your	father	that	you	dilly-dallied,	I	will	give	you	extra	detention	on
top	of	your	two	day	suspension.”

“Dilly-dallied,	sir?”

“As	in	avoid	or	stray,”	he	explained.	“Go	straight	home.”

“Oh,	right.	Look,	about	me	hitting	Stephanie…”

“I	 will	 deal	 with	 the	 girl	 in	 question.	 I	 agree,	 you	 may	 have	 been	 provoked,	 but
violence	 will	 not	 be	 tolerated	 at	 this	 school.”	When	 he	 said	 that,	 his	 bushy	 eyebrows
scrunched	up.

“It’s	not	fair.	That	girl	tortures	me	on	a	daily	basis.”

“I	will	investigate	the	matter	before	you	return.	I	promise	there	will	be	consequences
for	all	involved.	Now	go	to	your	locker,	get	your	things,	and	go	home.”	Mr.	L	sounded	as
if	he	was	on	an	episode	of	Law	and	Order.	Following	his	commands,	I	grabbed	my	stuff
and	headed	home.	He	didn’t	have	anything	to	worry	about.	I	had	no	friends,	no	cell,	and
there	was	nothing	to	do	in	this	town.	There	was	no	place	to	go	or	anywhere	else	I	wanted
to	be.	I	kicked	rocks	as	I	trekked	towards	my	neighborhood.

This	was	gonna	ruin	my	perfect	record.	I’d	never	been	suspended	before.	I	wasn’t	at
the	top	of	my	class,	but	I	was	smart,	did	all	my	homework	and	tried	not	to	get	into	trouble.
The	most	 irritating	 thing	was	Stephanie	was	 right:	 I	 didn’t	 know	how	 to	 dress.	 I	 really
wasn’t	girly	at	all.	Gah,	I	hated	her!

My	house	was	drab.	It	needed	a	coat	of	paint	and	definitely	a	good	lawn	mowing.	It’s
not	that	we	couldn’t	do	it,	just	my	dad	hated	chores.	He	came	home	from	work	exhausted
every	night.	He	either	wanted	to	watch	TV	or	troll	for	women	on	the	internet.	He’s	on	a
bunch	of	dating	sites.

The	phone	rang	as	I	walked	inside.	I	sighed	and	picked	it	up.	“Hello?”

“Hello,”	a	smoky	feminine	voice	answered.	“Is	Arthur	there?”	This	must’ve	been	one
of	Dad’s	random	hook-ups.

I	pretended	to	cry.	“No,	he	died	yesterday.	The	funeral	is	tomorrow.	The	doctor	said	it
was	the	syphilis	that	finally	got	him.	Can	I	take	a	message?”	She	hung	up.	That	was	one	of
my	better	ones.

I	 put	 down	 the	 receiver	 and	 then	 looked	 in	 the	 living	 room	mirror.	 I	 saw	 the	 same
mousy	brown	hair,	same	dull	blue	eyes,	same	boring	green	army	shirt	I’ve	had	for	a	year.
There	was	a	picture	of	my	mother	on	the	mantel.	I	must’ve	looked	at	it	a	million	times	a
day.	The	photo	was	taken	when	she	was	in	college.	There’s	no	way	she	could	be	my	real
mother.	She	had	boobs.	Also	she	was	pretty	and	had	style,	unlike	me.	People	said	I	looked
like	her;	I	didn’t	see	it.	I	also	didn’t	remember	her	well.	She	died	when	I	was	five.



The	 last	memories	 I	 have	 of	my	mother	were	 of	 her	 taking	me	 to	Disney	World.	 I
remember	it	was	a	lot	of	fun.	We	went	on	all	sorts	of	rides;	my	favorites	were	the	teacups
and	the	haunted	house.	My	mom	and	me	took	a	picture	with	Mickey	and	Minnie.	We	were
both	wearing	our	mouse	ears.	It	was	a	great	vacation.	After	coming	home,	she	dropped	me
off	and	then	went	out	by	herself.	The	next	thing	I	remember	is	a	policeman	coming	to	our
house	to	tell	us	she	had	died.

It	always	made	me	sad	to	think	of	that,	so	I	decided	to	distract	myself.	I	plopped	down
on	 the	couch	and	started	watching	General	Hospital,	which	I	never	got	 to	see	anymore.
The	phone	rang	a	few	minutes	later.

“What	were	you	thinking?”	Dad	yelled.

“I	was	 thinking	 this	wouldn’t	 happen	 if	 you	 took	me	 to	Hot	 Topic	 every	 once	 in	 a
while.”

“You	know	I	won’t	buy	you	that	garbage.	You	should	have	just	ignored	that	girl.”

“I’ve	tried,	but	she	won’t	leave	me	alone.	She’s	a	mega-bitch.”

“I	won’t	have	you	talking	like	that.	Saying	‘bitch’	demeans	women.	You	are	not	to	use
that	word	 ever	 again.”	 For	 someone	who	 always	 defends	 the	 rights	 of	 females,	 he	 sure
didn’t	know	us	very	well.	I	would’ve	told	him	I’m	tired	of	dressing	like	a	lesbian,	but	he’d
just	accuse	me	of	being	homophobic.	He’s	liberal	like	that.

“I’ll	 be	 home	 in	 a	 few	 hours.	 I	 want	 you	 to	 have	 dinner	 ready	 and	 also	 rake	 the
leaves.”

“But,	Daaaad!”	I	cried	out.	Raking	the	leaves	was	one	of	my	least	favorite	things.	We
had	over	a	dozen	trees	in	our	front	and	back	yards;	that	meant	about	a	kajillion	leaves.	The
job	was	too	boring	to	do	by	myself.

“Ten	full	bags,”	he	ordered.

After	I	hung	up,	I	went	out	back	and	started	raking.	I	was	now	truly	furious.	If	Mom
was	alive,	I	wouldn’t	be	in	this	mess.	She	would’ve	shown	me	how	to	be	a	girl.

******

Thankfully,	I	had	my	iPod.	As	I	raked	the	front	yard,	I	rocked	out	to	The	Police.	“So
lonely.	So	lonely.	So	lonely!”	I	sang	while	bagging	a	pile	of	leaves.	Like	Joan	Jett,	I	loved
rock	 n’	 roll.	 Especially	 eighties	 rock.	 Actually,	 I	 liked	 a	 lot	 of	 old	 things.	 Myra’s
Collectables	was	the	store	I	visited	on	Saturdays.	It	had	old	pics	of	movie	stars,	really	cool
furniture,	and	this	great	record	collection.	The	albums	were	from	bands	like	The	Ramones,
Bowie,	The	Beatles,	Cab	Calloway,	and	a	hundred	others.	We	didn’t	have	a	record	player,
but	I’d	really	like	to	get	one.	Dad	told	me	we’re	lucky	to	have	MP3s	because	they	never
got	scratched	or	warped,	but	for	me,	there	was	something	so	cool	about	playing	vinyl.

My	dad	and	I	used	to	be	best	friends,	but	since	I	got	my	first	period	he’d	been	acting
all	weird	around	me.	He	used	to	hug	me	all	the	time	and	tell	me	what	a	wonderful	girl	I
was.	We’d	go	camping	and	out	to	see	shows	together.	He’d	make	stupid	jokes,	like	how	he
was	really	8	years	old,	or	how	he	couldn’t	remember	his	ABCs,	stuff	like	that.	These	last
few	months	he	hadn’t	done	any	of	those	things.	It	was	like	he	could	hardly	even	look	at



me.	 Also,	 he	 began	 talking	 about	 boarding	 school.	 Things	 would	 be	 better	 for	 me	 at
boarding	school,	he’d	say.	I	didn’t	tell	him,	but	it	really	hurt	my	feelings	when	he	brought
it	up.	It	was	like	he	didn’t	want	me	around	anymore.	Something	strange	was	going	on	with
him.	I	didn’t	know	what	it	was.

I	was	 on	 bag	 number	 ten	when	my	 father	 pulled	 his	Beetle	 up	 to	 the	 driveway.	He
opened	the	door	and	said,	“You’re	just	finishing?”

“Yeah.	I’ll	start	dinner	in	a	minute.”

“No,	I’ve	changed	my	mind.	Let’s	go	for	a	burger	instead.”	We	never	went	out	during
the	week.	If	this	was	what	being	punished	was	like,	it	ruled!

“Sure,	will	you	help	move	these	to	the	curb?”	He	got	out	of	the	car	and	grabbed	four
of	 the	bags	 (I	 could	only	carry	 two	at	 a	 time),	 and	 then	went	back	 for	 the	others.	After
dropping	them	off	near	the	street	he	came	up	and	hugged	me.

“I	thought	you	were	mad	at	me.”	I	burrowed	in	his	arms.	His	suit	had	that	great	dad
smell.

“I	was,	but	then	I	realized	I	didn’t	take	the	time	to	listen	to	your	side.	As	a	lawyer	I’m
supposed	to	consider	all	sides	of	an	issue,	but	I	forgot	in	your	case.	Let’s	get	changed	and
go	to	Barney’s.”

“Awesomeness.”	I	ran	inside	and	hopped	into	the	shower.	When	I	was	done	I	tied	my
hair	back	and	slipped	into	my	favorite	shirt	and	overalls.	My	father	came	down	the	stairs
and	you’d	never	 know	he	worked	 such	 a	 serious	 job.	He	wore	 a	Green	Day	 t-shirt	 and
jeans	with	a	black	jacket.

“Why	 Janis,	 you	 look	 lovely,”	 he	 said	 in	 a	 British	 accent:	 then	 he	 bent	 down	 and
kissed	my	hand.

“Daad!”	I	pretended	to	be	embarrassed,	but	really	I	was	happy.	It’d	been	so	long	since
he’d	done	one	of	his	goofy	accents	for	me.

We	got	to	the	restaurant	and	sat	in	our	favorite	booth.	French	fries	were	a	must.	There
was	no	other	food	in	the	world	I	loved	more	than	fries.	If	I	was	a	character	in	Hansel	and
Gretel,	 instead	 of	 the	witch’s	 house	 being	made	 of	 candy,	 it	 would	 be	made	 of	 sweet-
potato	fries.	That	would	be	something	I	couldn’t	resist.

While	we	waited	he	said,	“Is	this	your	first	time	hitting	someone?”

“Yeah,	and	I	got	her	pretty	good.	She	fell	to	the	floor.”

“She	was	teasing	you?”

“Uh-huh.”

“What	a	bully.”

I	nodded.	“Major	bully.	She	should	go	out	and	graze	with	the	cows.”

It	may	not	have	been	my	best	pun,	but	my	Dad	smiled	anyway.	“Maybe	next	time	you
see	her	you	should	just	say	“Moo.”

I	giggled.	“Mooo.”



“Mooo,”	he	answered	back.	Then,	getting	serious,	he	said,	“This	will	be	the	last	time	I
hear	of	you	fighting.”

“Okay,	but	you	should	hear	what	she	says	to	me:	‘You’re	ugly,’	‘You	buy	your	clothes
at	the	Salvation	Army,’	‘You	must	be	a	boy.’	I’m	used	to	those,	but	what	really	pissed	me
off	was	she	said	something	about	Mom.	That’s	when	I	punched	her.”

“Is	this	Stephanie	again?”

“Yep.”

“What	did	she	say	about	your	mom?”

“Basically,	she	said	Mom	dressed	me	funny.”

My	dad	seemed	to	take	that	in.

The	 food	 arrived	 and	 I	 grabbed	 the	 fries.	 After	 I’d	 stuck	 about	 ten	 of	 them	 in	my
mouth,	I	realized	that	my	father	wasn’t	eating.	He	just	stared	at	me	with	a	sad	look.

“Aren’t	you	hungry?”	I	managed	to	ask,	despite	a	mouthful	of	potato.

“No,	I…I	just	have	something	on	my	mind.”	He	picked	up	his	burger	and	lifted	the	top
bun	like	it	was	a	mouth.	He	pretended	it	was	talking.	“Jan,	don’t	let	your	father	eat	me.	He
has	bad	breath	and	no	fashion	sense.”

I	nearly	choked	on	my	fries	laughing.	Dad	took	a	bite	out	of	his	food,	but	then	I	saw
him	have	that	sad	look	again.

“Is	everything	okay?”	Maybe	I	had	some	terrible	disease.	Maybe	he	had	some	terrible
disease.	Oh	my	God,	he’s	dying.	That’s	it.	I’m	going	to	be	an	orphan!	Oh	no,	now	no	one
would	 love	me	and	 I’d	be	sent	 to	some	foster	home/sweatshop.	 I’d	be	 like	a	kid	 in	 that
musical,	Annie.	I’d	be	forced	to	sing	show	tunes	while	I	scrubbed	floors!	“Are	you	sick?”

“Oh	no,	Kitten.	I’m	fine.”

“You	don’t	seem	fine.”

Dad	had	been	so	strange	the	last	couple	of	months.	Maybe	once	he	told	me,	he’d	be
normal	again.	Or	maybe	if	he	told	me,	things	would	be	a	lot	worse.	“What	is	it?”

“It’s	all	this	talk	about	your	mother.”

My	mom’s	been	dead	for	almost	8	years,	but	Dad	hardly	ever	talked	about	her.	“What
about	her?”

“I	was	thinking	how	hard	it	must	be	for	you	not	to	have	her	in	your	life.”

“Dad,	something	has	been	bugging	me	about	that	for	a	while.”

The	sad	look	became	worried.	“What’s	that?”	he	asked.

“Well,	you	said	she	had	a	heart	attack,	but	in	all	the	pictures	we	have	she	looks	really
healthy.”

“People	who	look	healthy	can	have	heart	attacks.”	he	said.

“Yeah,	but	it’s	weird.	I	remember	a	police	officer	coming	to	our	house.”



“Yes.	He	came	to	tell	us	she	died.”

“Where	did	they	find	her?”

“She	was	in	a	motel.”

He	looked	at	me	as	if	he	accidentally	let	slip	a	plan	for	a	surprise	party	he	was	going	to
throw	me.	Only	I	could	tell	it	was	worse	than	that.

“What	did	you	say?”

“Nothing.	I	didn’t	mean	to	say	anything,”	he	said.

“Wait	a	minute,	why	was	she	in	a	motel?”

“This	may	not	be	the	best	place	to	talk	about	this.”

“She	had	a	heart	attack,	that’s	what	you	said.”

“I	know	what	I	said.”	He	stared	at	his	burger.

“Then	what	was	she	doing	 in	a	motel?”	 I	asked	a	 little	 too	 loudly.	A	woman	 took	a
second	to	glance	at	us.

“There’s	something	I	have	to	tell	you,”	he	said,	lowering	his	voice.	“She	didn’t	have	a
heart	attack.	Your	mom	was	sick	in	a	different	way.”

Now	I	was	really	confused.	“What	way?”

“First,	let	me	say	that	she	loved	you	so	much.”	He	sighed	and	said,	“I	should	have	told
you	about	this	ages	ago.”

“Told	me	about	what?”	 I	watched	him	 take	a	 long	drink	of	his	soda.This	was	bad.	 I
could	tell	this	was	bad.	Usually	when	something	was	wrong	he	gave	it	to	me	straight.	He
didn’t	take	so	long	to	let	me	know	what	was	up.

Finally	he	said,	“Do	you	remember	how	she	took	you	to	Disney	World?”

“Uh	huh.”

“When	the	two	of	you	got	back	from	the	airport…	when	you	got	back	…	she	dropped
you	off	with	me	and	then	she	checked	into	a	motel.”

“Why’d	she	do	that?”

“She	wanted	 to	 be	 alone.”	He	 took	 another	 long	 sip	 from	his	 drink.	 I	 started	 to	 get
scared.

“Why?”

“I	told	you	she	was	sick…there	was	nothing	wrong	with	her	physically,	but	she’d	been
sad	a	long	time.”

“I	don’t	get	it.	So	she	was	sad.”

“Yes,	sad	or	depressed	might	be	a	better	word	for	it.	She	was	very	seriously	depressed.
During	her	last	few	months,	she	hardly	went	to	work,	she	lost	weight,	and	she	slept	a	lot
more	than	she	should.	We	saw	a	few	doctors	and	they	prescribed	some	meds,	but	nothing
seemed	to	work.”	As	he	went	on,	I	started	to	feel	a	little	nauseous.	It	reminded	me	of	the



time	my	dad	and	I	went	sailing.

“She	killed	herself,	Jan.”

“What?!”

He	looked	like	he	wished	he	could	make	it	sound	less	bad	than	it	was.“She	committed
suicide.”

“Oh	my	god.”

I	couldn’t	focus	on	my	dad	anymore;	instead	I	stared	at	the	brown	wooden	table.

“Why	are	you	telling	me	this?”

“You	asked	me	to.”

“Why	are	you	telling	me	this?”	I	screamed.	Everybody	stopped	eating	to	look	at	us.

“Jan.”	The	world	was	rocking	back	and	forth,	like	I	was	at	sea.	I	got	up	and	ran	to	the
bathroom.

“Jan!”	My	 father	 called	 helplessly.	 Slamming	 the	 door	 shut,	 I	 puked	 up	my	 dinner.
After	I	was	done,	I	never	wanted	to	eat	fries	again.
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