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Chapter One – Brown Eyes




Some people won't understand, but I bet Kendra Price will wish she'd thought of it first. The tip of my pen hovers over the column of forbidden boxes, and my hand is wavering. Girls aren't allowed to take shop classes, and being told I can't do something only makes me want it more, so of course I'm thinking about signing up for one of these boys-only classes.

"Psst." Behind me, poking my shoulder, is the tall boy who looks like he eats steroids for breakfast. "Is your last name really Woodchuck?" he asks.

I tell him yes, and make a quick, toothy woodchuck face to illustrate.

His eyes grow bigger, like boiled eggs. "Wicked. Yeah. I mean, no way, that's too easy." He leans back, tenting his hands like a super villain. "I'll come up with something much better. By the end of the week, new nickname."

Our homeroom teacher, Ms. Lyons—not Mrs. or Miss, just Ms.—stops writing on the board, whips around, and points her silver chalk-holder at him like a pistol. "Ross Waylon, is this your whole act, or just the warm-up?"

Someone makes a whoopee cushion noise and the room erupts in laughter. We're twenty-three minutes into our first day of the school year and best-behaviour time is over. I set down my pen and wipe my sweaty hands on my jeans. The air in this room is warm, and I'm glad that when I got to the school today, I noted nobody else was wearing legwarmers and tossed mine in my locker.

It's my first year at Snowy Cove High, and I want to be more than just another minor niner. I could be a rebel, a fighter, if I could take the first step. The unchecked boxes stare back at me.

Ross has stood up and he's taking a bow. "Thank-you folks, I'll be here all week. Don't forget to tip your waiter. Try the veal, it's delicious."

Ms. Lyons smiles and picks up a clipboard. "Mr. Waylon, I have just the thing for your special talents. Come see me Thursday after school so I can take your measurements."

The class goes, "Oo-oo-ooh."

Ms. Lyons blushes a little. I don't know how to take her; she's on the border between crazy and awesome. She's wearing a navy blue polyester pantsuit straight out of the '70s, and her glasses are even weirder. I don't need glasses, but I know what's in style: round plastic frames in black or white or sometimes red. Ms. Lyons wears glasses that are pointy and small, like an old lady in a Far Side cartoon.

She wraps up the fire drill instructions and asks us to finish making our selections for the elective courses. "I'm sorry your choices are limited," Ms. Lyons says. "Some of us have been lobbying for changes, but the powers that be are stuck in the Stone Age." She has not one, but two Bic pens resting on the tops of her ears.

My hands are still sweating profusely, and I have tummy beans. When Ms. Lyons told us that girls aren't allowed in the school's shop classes, even though "it's 1988, not the 1950s, for crying out loud," the other kids in the class didn't sound surprised. Kendra Price, sitting in front of me, was the only one who seemed upset, but it was about our inaccurate school mascot. Apparently penguins only live at the south pole.

Of course she's the expert on penguins—Kendra Price is the expert on everything. That's why her caption under last year's yearbook reads Smartest girl in the eighth grade. My best friend Stacy was named Shortest girl, which she seemed proud of. And what was under my name and photo? Nothing. A big, blank, forgettable nothing.

Kendra puts her hand up and asks, "Ms. Lyons, does the school have a standard policy about extra-credit homework, or is it up to the individual teachers?"

Ms. Lyons and brown-noser Kendra have a very long, very boring discussion about homework while the boys make fart noises and I search my soul for a rebellious streak. After an eternity, Ms. Lyons says, "Time's up everyone, please pick from what you're permitted, and hand them in now so the school's computer can make the schedules."

I'm doing it, I'm checking off a box in the forbidden column. To heck with the powers that be, and to heck with being a nobody. I fill in the top of the form using not my full name, Charlaine, but the shortened version everyone calls me: Charlie. The office will assume I'm a boy, right?

I hand up the paper before I change my mind.
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At the end of the day, I pull my backpack from my locker and wait for my best friend to come by so we can compare notes on our first day.

The loudspeakers come on with a crackle and a woman from the school's office makes some end-of-day announcements. At the end, she says "Go Penguins," and everyone in the hallways yells "Rah!" Everyone except the other niners, who look around wide-eyed at each other.

"Ciao! Sexy kitten," my best friend calls out from a few feet away. "You look mah-ve-lous."

Stacy Milani looks way more sexy kitten than I ever could. Her zit-free skin is tanned from her summer abroad, which makes her amber eyes and streaked golden hair even brighter. I love the girl, but honestly, sometimes I wish the Pimple Fairy would visit her, and not just me.

"Ciao? Doesn't that mean good-bye?" I ask.

"It means good-bye and also hello. Doy!"

"Ciao to you too then, my little fuzzy polar bear," I say, petting her cream-colored sweater. "Did your Italian gramma knit this for you?"

"Don't be gross, Charlie, it's from New Wave, at the mall." Her eyelids sparkle with three shades of purple, and one side has a strange tinge of green or yellow near the eyebrow.

"Speaking of the mall," I say, "Why did you stand me up there yesterday? I waited for hours, all by myself, like a total loser."

"Did you get any other clothes? Anything besides boring black? This shirt is too tight and you look desperate." She pinches my sides.

I cover my stomach. "Why do you pinch so hard? You have psycho robot fingers. I pity your future boyfriend."

Her expression changes to mock outrage.

Ross walks by with some other big guys and points at me. "New nickname, TBD. That means To Be Determined. Say hi to your gorgeous friend for me."

Stacy giggles and stares at his broad shoulders and back as he walks away.

"I hope you two are very happy together," I say. "Just promise I can pick my own bridesmaid dress. I'm not wearing seafoam green."

A hand lands firmly on my shoulder and I look up to see Ms. Lyons. "Ms. Woodchuck, just the girl I was looking for. Do you have low blood pressure, or do you faint easily?"

"I don't think so, why?"

"How about vomiting?"

"Just the normal amount, I guess."

Ms. Lyons nods and pushes her funny glasses up her nose—I remember what they are called: cat's eyes—then she's gone.

Stacy leans in and says sarcastically, "Wow, groovy clothes. Is today ABBA day?"

"Maybe she's poor or something." I sling my backpack over my shoulder. Is the door to the bus loop to the left or the right? I was so comfortable at our old school, tiny South Hill Elementary, but now I'm in the ninth grade at a huge school, and thanks to my December birthday, I'm still thirteen and probably the youngest person here. Sure, it's a high school, where all the fun movie things happen, but still. I wish I knew my way around.

"I feel like I'm dreaming this," Stacy says as she yawns and rubs her eyes. Most of the sparkly eyeshadow has worn away, but her one eyelid is still dark purple.

"I knew it, you totally have a black eye," I say. "Are you okay? What happened? Did you fall off your trampoline again?"

"Nacho cheese, nacho business." She puts on a pair of sunglasses with checkerboard frames. "By the way, I've been looking at the older kids, and those acid-wash jeans you're wearing are totally out. I know you have three more pairs in your closet at home. Want me to come over and help throw them out?"

"Maybe. Are you going to get rid of your Miami Vice blazers?"

Stacy grins. "I think those will come back in again."

"Right. Just like my mom's one-piece rompers."

"Seeya tomorrow, Chachi," Stacy says as she saunters away with a wave over her shoulder. Her white Reeboks squeak down the hall. The linoleum floors were shiny and freshly-waxed this morning, and the whole school smelled like clean and bubble gum, but now I see scuffs and candy bar wrappers.

Someone says my name. I whirl around, but the hallway is empty. The door to the school office, just down the hall from my locker, slams shut with a bang.
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By the end of the first week, the homework is starting to pile up, but at least I've figured out where the school's exits are. I can do this. We're one week in and so far no disasters. I keep dreaming I show up for class with no clothes on, so I sure hope that's not some sort of psychic premonition.

In Science, Stacy takes her usual seat next to me. "God. I'm so hungry, I could eat your mother's cooking," she says.

I should defend my mother, but Stacy's not entirely wrong about my mom's cooking. Lots of other girls are dieting, but I'll never have to worry about overeating my mom's dried-out pot roasts and bran-infused baked goods. One time she made an eggplant pizza, and Dad and I didn't have the heart to tell her it was inedible, so he distracted her and I threw our slices on the floor for the dog, but even Barney wouldn't eat it. Before that night, I didn't even know eggplant was a real thing. I thought it was something imaginary, like a pegasus. I'd have been equally surprised if my mother had made pegasus pizza.

Mr. Woo strides into the room, gray cowboy boots clomping. He's been wearing them every day, along with faded Levi's and plaid shirts with pearl buttons. "Teaching high school's a lot like the rodeo," he told us on our first day. Then he made fun of Heather Claridge's trashy unicorn t-shirt, which made him my favorite teacher ever.

Mr. Woo has erased the chalkboard and is drawing a big circle and squiggly creatures approaching. "Today we talk about sex. You kids heard of sex?"

Somebody at the back makes a donkey noise, "Hee-haw, hee-haw."

"Hold your hormones. We won't be talking about the yucky stuff. You guys are covering the moving parts in your health classes, I hope." He writes a word on the board and underlines it. GENETICS.

"Let's say that ..." He scans the room and then points at me. "You, Charlie Woodchuck, are actually Charlie Woo, my daughter—for the purposes of discussion. Now take a gander at the various gentlemen in the row behind you."

Ross Waylon pushes up his sleeves and flexes his biceps.

"Pretend-daughter, we both want your kids to win the genetic lottery. Now suppose you were to choose a mate from the gene pool of this class, what traits would your offspring get from, say, Ross Waylon?"

A flush creeps up my cheeks. I can't think of anything more horrifying than having a bunch of kids that look and act like Ross, much less getting close enough to him to make it happen. Except now that I'm thinking about it, I wonder what it would be like to kiss Ross. He's so tall, I'd have to stand on my tiptoes. Ew! Why am I thinking this? I don't like Ross like that.

Mr. Woo seems to be reading my mind. "Don't answer! It's a trick question. The answer is none, because I wouldn't allow my grandchildren to be sired by Ross Waylon."

Ross acts offended, but I bet he's enjoying the attention.

"No offense intended Ross. This is just an imaginary scenario." Mr. Woo paces back and forth, picking up steam. "Why, you ask? Is it because Ross has one continuous eyebrow? Or that he smells like mushroom soup?"

I'm laughing so hard I think I might pee myself, but Stacy's just smiling.

"No, Ross, it's because you have werewolf-hair. Also known as a widow's peak."

My hand shoots up and I blurt out, "There's a gene for werewolf-hair?"

"A-hah, got your interest now, haven't I?" A wicked grin spreads across Mr. Woo's face. "I've tricked you! Into wanting to learn! Now open your textbooks to page twenty-seven and begin the reading and chapter exercises."

Stacy passes me a note. You and Ross would have adorable babies.

I show her my middle finger.

The whole section is about genetics. Our assignment is to chart the changes in fruit flies due to selective breeding. I leaf ahead to the next pages, which are about beans or peas or something—not much more interesting than fruit flies. Finally, there's a big section about human genetics, and drawings of different kinds of earlobes. I didn't know there were different kinds, so I check mine. In each ear, I have two piercings where I wear my blue birthstone studs, and the lobes are plump and squishy and hang down at the bottom, which is a dominant gene, or so the book says. The section about eye color doesn't make sense. I have brown eyes, and though I'm going to have to check, I'm pretty sure my mother and father both have blue eyes.

My heart starts to race as I look down the page. There are some diagrams showing inheritable traits, and a lot of text that turns into dancing squiggles when I try to read it. I could ask Stacy what she thinks, but she's doodling cartoon bunnies on her notebook, and who am I kidding? She's usually the one copying my homework.

I flip the page back to today's assignment about fruit flies and try to put eye color out of my mind. The textbook must have an error, like the ones that are often in our Math book's answer guide. It has to, since according to my Science book, it's impossible for me to be my parents' kid.
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Chapter Two – Hot Dogs and Hairicide




In the cafeteria, Stacy and I sit across from each other at a corner picnic table, same as we have every day since we started high school two weeks earlier. Some older girls, twelfth graders probably, point and giggle at us. "Aww, look at the niners," one says. "Don't you wanna just pick them up and hug them like little babies?"

Stacy munches on her hot dog without reacting to the girls. I'm envious of people who live in towns bigger than Snowy Cove—towns that have actual middle schools. We're not even Freshmen here, we're sub-Freshmen. We're minor niners. Legend has it, some kids transferred here from Ontario a few years ago, and that's where we got the term.

Stacy flips closed my Science textbook. "Talk to me, I'm bored," she says. Of course she's bored, it's been at least an hour since she mentioned her exotic summer vacation.

"Sure," I say. "Um, would you say my eyes are more brown or more hazel?" I've been staring at my face in the mirror a lot lately, fantasizing that I might be adopted. I feel like a total traitor to my mom and dad, but who doesn't like to imagine they have some other parents out there who are actually royalty, or movie stars or ... really rich, with a kidney-shaped indoor heated swimming pool.

"These hot dogs are butthole-flavored," Stacy whines.

"Look closely, I think there's a ring of green around my pupils. That means hazel, right?"

"I have golden eyes." Stacy takes another bite of her hot dog, wrinkles her nose, and lets the soggy chunk fall out of her mouth, onto the table. "I would pay a million dollars for a South Hill hot dog. Don't you miss them?"

Of course I do. The lunch lady at our old school would put the boiled wieners inside the buns, wrap them in foil, and stack them in a warm oven. Magic happened during the hour the dog and bun nestled together.

"We could walk over on Friday, try to get some," I say.

"Ew, Charles in Charge, we can't go back. Don't be a pervert."

"How exactly would going to our old cafeteria be ..." I lower my voice. "Perverted?"

Her face gets serious. "I can't explain, but trust me. You can't ever go backwards." She sips her chocolate milk through a straw and stares ahead, her eyes unfocused.

I turn to look at the mural covering the wall behind me. A six-foot-tall hot dog with arms and legs runs behind a giant milkshake. Teardrop-shaped beads of sweat explode from both of them.

"What a masterpiece," I say. "Are the hot dog and milkshake racing each other, or running away from something much worse?"

Stacy tilts her head to one side. "What's up with the hot dog's face? Is he excited, or what?"

Hot Dog Man does appear to be in either ecstasy, or agony. It's hard to tell. There's a banana mural on the other wall, but I can't even look at that one.

Stacy helps herself to another one of my fries. "So you signed up for Drama too, right? Talk about an easy A. Did you pick Sewing for your other one?"

"Um, I forget," I say, which is a lie. I didn't tell Stacy about my genius plan to sign up for a boys-only shop class, because she'd only make her scrunched-up face and tell me I'm being gross. Stacy has very rigid ideas about what girls should and shouldn't do, to avoid looking stupid.

"You forget," she says. Her eyes get a little scrunchy with suspicion.

"I guess I'll find out when we get our schedules back. Hey, your face looks normal again. The black eye you wouldn't tell me about is gone."

"I wonder if this year we'll get to do Romeo and Juliet. When I was in Verona this summer, I saw Juliet's balcony, and her gold statue, and the wall of love letters."

"Mm hmm." I roll my eyes. Stacy went to Italy to visit her dad's family, and she won't let anyone forget it. I suspect this is the main reason some of our old friends from South Hill haven't been hanging out with us much since the new year started. I could ask Stacy to cool it with the constant bragging, but instead I usually press my fingernails into my palm and wait for it to stop. My eyes, however, have a mind of their own, and roll uncontrollably.

"I saw that," she says.

My hair has fallen into my face, so I tuck it back behind one ear. "I wonder if I should ..."

Stacy inhales all the air in the cafeteria, her eyes bulging with excitement. "YES!"

Three minutes later, I'm sitting between the sinks in the girls' washroom, with my pants getting soaked while Stacy combs my hair forward to make bangs.

"Not too short," I say. "Are you sure you know what you're doing?"

"Shut your complaint box," Stacy says around the pink rat-tail comb between her teeth. "My mom's a hairdresser, duh."

A toilet flushes and Miss Honor Roll herself, in nerdy plaid suspender pants, emerges from a stall. Kendra Price, with her mushroom haircut and wise-owl glasses says, "You two coming out for volleyball?"

"No," I say.

At the same time, Stacy says, "Yes," and snips across my eyebrows.

Kendra starts washing her hands in the sink next to me. "I've decided to divert some of my study time to sports and other activities," she says.

Stacy snips again. She's put down the comb, and now her tongue is sticking out between her teeth, the way it does when she's concentrating. Kendra pumps out more of the soap that looks like snot and lathers up a second time. Stacy makes a series of tiny snips, jabbing my forehead repeatedly.

"Enough already." I push Stacy away and jump down to check my reflection. Kendra, who was drying her hands, gasps and stumbles back two steps.

"Stacy," I say, my voice trembling but not yelling. "What part of 'not too short' don't you understand? How do I say bad hairdresser in Italian?"

"What day is volleyball?" Stacy asks Kendra with a giggle.

"I'm going to cut your hair now, so we match," I say as I grab the scissors from Stacy's hand. "How funny is it now?"

Kendra has silently slipped out the door, and Stacy covers her precious gold hair with both hands. "Don't have a cow! You've been blabbering about a new hairstyle for years, and now I finally helped you do it."

I wish I had laser vision, so I could shave her head with it.

Stacy pulls a wad of money from her pocket and peels off forty dollars. "Go to Anti-Gravity Hair and get it touched up."

"They can't glue it back on!" I push the money back to her, and she adds the bills to a fat bundle of cash. "Why do you have so much money?" Stacy gets a regular allowance, but it's usually spent within days. Something doesn't add up.

She looks at her orange Swatch and pulls open the door to the hallway. "Later, alligator!"

Alone, I squat down and sweep the fallen hair into one hand. The hairs feel stiff and dry. Stacy murdered my hair; she committed hairicide.

The bell rings. It's only a bit of hair, I tell myself. I stare at the ceiling, blinking hard.

I step out into the hall, trying to look casual. Ross jumps right in front of me, his lips so close to my face I can smell the peanut butter on his breath.

"Wicked cool haircut," he says. "You look like that guy on Star Trek."

Time seems to slow as his words ripple across my face, the hall, the school, the town, the planet. Every living thing within shouting distance stops to ogle me. Mouths drop open and fingers point.

Ross raises his right hand and splits his fingers in the V-shaped Vulcan greeting. "Your new nickname is Spock! Live long and prosper!"
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Mom shops for groceries while my father and I grab a bite next door, at the Shipyard Lumber cafeteria. Dad shoves the last quarter of his bacon and tomato sandwich into his mouth. I should ask him if I might be adopted, just so I can stop thinking about it. He'll probably laugh and think I'm crazy, and then I'll find out I misunderstood that whole section in my textbook, like the time I thought I won the Monopoly game at McDonalds and got all excited, only to be told by the lady at the counter that I had the most common pieces. So embarrassing.

"How's high school?" Dad asks. "Are all the kids listening to the Pink Floyd?"

I shake my head. "Good one, Dad. What was it like when you went there?"

"Pretty fun, except for crazy old Mr. Anders. And detentions and homework."

"Are boys and girls supposed to be dating in high school?" I poke at my green jello, which has a hard skin on top. "Like, did you have a girlfriend?"

"You know your mother and you are the only ladies in my life! Why? You got a new boyfriend I should know about?"

I tell him how the only boys who ever notice me are the wrong ones, like Ross, who's been calling me Spock ever since my haircut.

"That's what's getting you down? A nickname? I got news for you. Hair grows." He licks his finger and uses it to pick up the crumbs on his plate.

"You know what Mom says? When I'm older I won't care about high school, and I won't even remember. How depressing is that?"

I don't mention to my father that she also said she hates my haircut, which makes me feel kind of like she hates me.

Dad isn't paying attention to me. He's looking through the cafeteria's railings, down into Shipyard Lumber's hardware department. Kendra Price is there with her father, Dr. Price.

"Look at that idiot Price," Dad says. "What's he going to do with a rototiller?"

"Why do you hate Dr. Price so much? Is he as big a know-it-all as his daughter?"

Dad shakes his head and turns back to me. "Back in the day, they used to call me Tank." He puffs out his chest. Some old farmers in red and black Mack jackets at the next table stop talking and stare at us.

"Was that something to do with playing sports?" I ask.

The farmers go back to their coffees and talk about blueberry farming.

"Nope. It was the way I barreled down the hall when the lunch bell rang." Dad rubs his round stomach.

"Dad! That's horrible."

"At least I was somebody. Everybody knew Hank the Tank. You should try reaching out to some other kids. Keep your friends close and your enemies closer."
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In homeroom, I stare out the narrow windows at a sliver of gray sky. The snow will be here soon.

Ms. Lyons hands us our new electives schedules, but I'm not sure if I want to look at mine. What if I got into Woodworking? I could get in trouble—or worse, look like a dork. All my first-day-of-school rebellious feelings have evaporated like shallow tidal pools.

 A new student comes into the room and sits beside me, and suddenly the day doesn't seem so gloomy.

"So, your name is Sky," Ms. Lyons says to the new boy. She's sporting her wacky blue suit again, dressed up with a yellow scarf, which makes her look like a giant Girl Guide, which gives me a craving for yummy Girl Guide cookies. She perches on the edge of her desk and studies him. "Does that mean your parents were hippies?"

"No, not exactly," he says, his voice slow and measured. He pushes his dark hair out of his eyes and frowns. "The parental units named me after my grandfather, Skyler. He was from Denmark."

"So cool," I say. Out loud, like a dork.

He turns and stares right at me. He has the palest eyes, like a Husky.

For the rest of the class, I hardly hear Ms. Lyons lecturing us about social responsibility, because I'm having PG daydreams about dark and broody Sky LeBlanc. Even his name is the coolest thing ever. I'm not going to mention him to Stacy, or she'll know right away I have a crush, and she'll make me regret it. I swear she believes she lives inside a sound bubble, and she can say, loudly, "Look, Charlie, it's that guy you love," and not expect anyone but us to hear. The day I got my first training bra, everyone in our class knew before lunchtime I had an A-cup.

Oh, Sky LeBlanc. You are just too cool. You'd never ask a girl what an A-cup was. I rearrange the things on my desk so it looks like I'm working, when I'm actually checking him out.

At the end of class, I tear myself away from Sky-watching, which is a new term I just thought of, gather my papers, and finally look at my schedule. The school bell rings, and I jolt in my seat, scattering the contents of my pencil case all over my desk.

I check the paper again. Starting tomorrow, I'm taking a forbidden-for-girls class: Woodworking.

My pens and pencils clatter to the floor.
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Wednesday. Today's the start of our new elective classes, and I am not feeling very stoked. In fact, I'm considering going to the office to request a schedule change, when some Seniors bump into me, as though I'm invisible.

I dig out the baseball cap I keep for outdoor gym days, jam it on, and tuck my hair into the collar of my shirt. I could pass for a boy now, thanks to the hat.

"Charlie Brown, your hair doesn't look that bad," Stacy says in a light teasing tone.

"Come on, you can call me any kind of Charlie except that one," I say.

"Okay, Charlie Sheen," she says.

"Who is that again? I don't read Tiger Beat."

"The bad boy in Ferris Bueller's Day Off. He's all broody and stuff. Like the new guy, Sky. Have you seen him?"

"Shh. Stacy, could you keep your voice down?"

"It's not a secret," Stacy says. "Doy. Everybody with eyes can see Sky is cute. He totally looks like that guy, Christian Slater, from Heathers. He even talks like him. Heather Claridge invented a new term: Sky-watching. Pretty funny, huh?"

Ross thunders by and flicks the brim of my hat. "Digging the new look, Spockeroo."
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The wood shop is in a separate part of the school, a peninsula populated by boys only. I am heading into uncharted wilderness, the wild beyond, and this mysterious new land smells of sawdust and grease. I feel almost weightless, the way daredevils must feel just as they're going over the edge of Niagara Falls in a barrel.

I breach the doorway to the wood shop, heart pounding. The room is immense, bigger than five regular classrooms combined, and filled with machines. The floor is plain concrete and the walls are painted gray. On second thought, the walls aren't painted at all, just bare cinder block, like a prison. The wood shop is clearly for making serious things, out of wood.

A boy says, "Hey, I know you. Homeroom, right?"

I turn to look. Standing next to me is Sky. "Have you heard about the teacher, Mr. Anders?"

Sky LeBlanc's low, monotone voice is as pleasant as anything I've ever heard.

I shake my head, no, and pretend to be more interested in the surroundings. The shop's ceiling is filthy with water stains and some of the acoustic ceiling tiles are missing.

"If you get a chance, smell his coffee cup," Sky says. "I hear he likes his coffee Irish, more Irish than coffee."

Something clicks in my brain. "You mean, like, booze?"

"Whiskey," he says. "Either that or paint thinner."

The students hush as Mr. Anders strolls into the room. He looks like someone's grampa—stout build, round head surrounded by a ring of white hair, and a red nose and cheeks. He squints directly at me. Does he think I'm a boy?

A more disturbing idea pops into my head. Does Sky think I'm a boy?

When Mr. Anders calls names for attendance, I use a deep voice to answer, and he doesn't let on if he's noticed. I survey the class. There's no sign of funny-boy Ross Waylon, but I do spy Otter Veiner. I've known him since the first grade, back when he was still Arthur, since he lives outside town and rides the same bus I do. When he isn't teasing the smaller kids or picking his nose and eating it, he's doing his sprinkler trick: pressing his tongue down on one of his saliva glands and arcing spit onto the girls' side of the bus. Charming.

Across the wood shop, Mr. Anders has picked up his coffee mug and is taking a swig. The cup is green, with Top o' the Mornin' to Ya written in fat white letters.

Otter raises his hand and shakes it urgently. "Mr. Anders, just so you know, there's a chick in here. A female chick." He smirks, revealing his giant front teeth.

Rats. My cover is blown, and I don't know whether to stand up tall and defiant or squeak like a mouse as I flee out the nearest exit.

Mr. Anders says, "My dear boy, I may be old but I'm not blind." He pauses and adjusts his mouth as though he's discovered a bad taste in there. "I hope the presence of a fair lady will keep you on your toes, and spur you all on to greatness."

Heads swivel and necks crane, looking for the chick. I take off my baseball cap and curtsy. Mr. Anders did call me a fair lady.

"Shouldn't you be in Sewing, making panties?" Otter's evil grin reveals acres of chompers.

Mr. Anders bangs a hammer on a table to regain everyone's attention. "Enough of your applesauce," he says. "Pay attention as though your lives depend on this, because they do." He launches into a talk about shop safety while he hands out protective eye goggles.

It's really happening. I'm a part of the Woodworking class. I'm going to make something spectacular, like a bookcase. The other girls are going to wish they thought of it first, especially Kendra Price. She can take the top of the Honor Roll again this year, but I'll have the honor of being the only girl with an A in shop class.

I put on the goggles, which dig into my cheeks. The surface of the plastic screen is murky, making the room hazy and dreamlike. I can barely see, so how is this safer? As a group, we move over to the band saw, where Mr. Anders is going on and on about how easily human flesh and bone can be sliced asunder with the serrated blade.

What's Stacy learning about in Sewing class right now? Surely not how to wrap a severed body part and put it on ice for transport to the emergency room.

The band saw comes on with a clatter and its squealing roar fills the room. Mr. Anders winks right at me, makes a swiping motion, and cuts off his thumb.

The band saw rattles to a halt, and all I hear is myself, screaming.

Mr. Anders waves his bloody hand over his head. My ears are ringing. I have to stay calm and think fast. Someone will have to find the thumb, and where did he say we keep the clean gauze?
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Chapter Three – Murderball




With my back to Mr. Anders' bloody hand, I scan the room for the First Aid Kit.

"Ta-da!" Mr. Anders says, in a tone way too happy for someone who has just chopped off a thumb.

Sky smiles as he catches my eye. "You can look now," he says.

I slowly turn around. Mr. Anders proudly displays both hands, complete with a thumb on each one. He tosses a red handkerchief onto the table. "A clever trick, to make an impression."

The guys roar and cheer with approval. As I hold onto a chair and try to catch my breath, Otter mimics my scream, limply waving his arms and pretending to faint.

My mouth is watery with salty pre-throw-up saliva, so I ready my hat.

I should have signed up for Sewing.
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My legs are still shaky from Woodworking when I meet Stacy near our lockers to go to volleyball. We decide to change into our gym clothes in the regular bathroom, so we don't get intimidated by the other girls seeing us in our underpants before tryouts.  That's what Stacy says, but I know she's really worried about people seeing how hairy her upper thighs are.  You would never guess, based on her golden blonde hair, that Stacy is actually part sasquatch.

As we're leaving the bathroom, I'm still telling her about wood shop, and Mr. Anders' fake accident.

"Weird," she says. "The version I heard was a lot different."

"You already heard? But it only happened, like, half an hour ago," I say.

"We're not in South Hill any more, Chuck Roast," she says as we walk over to the gym. Some older kids point and stare at us. "Jealous," Stacy says at her medium volume, which is a regular person's top volume.

"We do look pretty decent," I say. We're wearing our new matching gym outfits—shiny blue shorts with white trim, and a double layer of slouch socks in white and pink. My shoes feel tight from all the socks, but my ankles look cute.

Kendra Price is in the gym, writing names on a clipboard.

"So, I guess I'll be on the Penguins volleyball team," I say to Kendra.

She bunches up her eyebrows. "You mean you're gonna try out, right? Not everybody gets on the team."

My guts do a little flip-flop as I pretend to be distracted by the curly laces on my runners.

Kendra says, "I heard some minor niner girl got into Woodworking. Isn't that the funniest thing?"

"That was my buddy, Chuck!" Stacy says, slapping me on the shoulder. "She's going undercover to find out what boys talk about."

"Wow, you're brave," Kendra says. "Why'd you do it, though, really?"

"Why do you think?" I ask cagily.

"Because you like working with wood?" Kendra bats her eyelashes behind her thick glasses and licks her lips thoughtfully. "No. Because you're fed up with being told what you can't do. What girls can or can't do."

"Yeah, that's why," I say. "You could have done it too, you know. I got in because the office saw my name and assumed I was a boy. You could have put your name down as 'Ken' or something."

Kendra's face crumples up. "Oh. I wish I'd thought of that."

I feel something like warm sunshine start in my heart and spread throughout my body. My feet are no longer connected to the ground.

Stacy breaks the spell by yanking me toward the volleyball court.

From our spots by the net, I whisper to Stacy that I'm terrible at ball-related sports. Back at South Hill, our elementary school, I started a petition to ban dodge-ball, but nobody signed it. The other kids seemed to enjoy the terror, the way they relished horror movies.

Stacy says, "You can't know how bad you are until you try and fail. That's from my mom."

"Your mom is practically Yoda," I say sarcastically.

"She also says sports aren't lady-like, but the exercise should help keep my weight down." Stacy squeezes my arm. "Open your eyes, bonehead. You'll get hit in the face if you aren't watching."

An incoming volleyball ricochets off my forearm and smacks me on the nose. White light flashes in my head, followed by a wave of pain.

The loudspeakers come on with a squeal and someone reads out a short announcement, finishing with "Go Penguins!"

Everyone yells, "Rah!"

Mine comes out a little more like, "Wah!"

The volleyball coach, a woman with kinky blond hair, thick as a horse's tail, rushes to my side and squeezes my nose, hard. More white light. "Stop crying, it ain't broken," she says.
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So I suck at volleyball, plus there's a rumor going around that I fainted in a pool of my own vomit in Woodworking class. I'm so sure! I didn't even heave, not that anyone believes me. Oh, and they're all calling me Woodchucker, except Ross, who still calls me Spock.

For Halloween, I borrow some of my dad's work clothes and make an ax out of cardboard and duct tape. Nobody messes with a lumberjack.

When I show up at school, I'm surprised to find half the girls dressed like strippers and the other half like Playboy Bunnies. I'm so embarrassed for them, and I try not to stare. "How did their parents let them out of the house?" I ask Stacy.

She's rolling up her already-short skirt. "You leave the house in one thing, and get changed at school. Halloween is the one time of year girls get to dress like tramps and get away with it."

"What exactly are you supposed to be?"

"Does it matter?" She folds over her skirt's waistband one more time and saunters off on wobbly high heels.

Someone slaps me on the backside. I whirl around to see Otter grinning at me. "Sorry, Woody Woodchucker. I thought you were someone else."

"Don't you ever touch me again!" I yell.

"Calm down," Otter says. "You know you like it. All the ladies like it." He makes a rude hand gesture that I don't understand. I swing my cardboard ax and just miss him.

When I get to the Woodworking shop, Otter is huddled with four other guys, and they laugh as I enter the room. All five of them, including the object of my crush, Sky, have a green coffee mug in one hand and a fake bloodied thumb on the other.

There's a plastic bucket on my work station, catching drips from the ceiling. Someone's put an Oh Henry! bar in there, where it's floating like a turd and triggering my gag reflex.

Sue-Ann Jackson, student photographer for the Annual Committee, comes to the shop to take a photo of the boys for best group costume. Sue-Ann bends over to set up a tripod, revealing bare thighs at the top of her green stockings. She's dressed as Strawberry Shortcake, but the older, naughtier version we don't see in the cartoons. I don't want to be pulled away from the cool bookends I'm making out of walnut, but she insists I stand in the picture with the five young clones of Mr. Anders. I'm thinking about what sort of finish I'll use—not a varnish, but a natural oil that will bring out the dark grain of the wood and preserve the yummy smell—when Sue-Ann asks me to recreate my fainting.

"But I didn't faint," I say. "I was calmly looking for the First Aid Kit."

"I'm so sure," Otter says, sneering at me. He reaches over and pinches my butt, just as the flash goes off.
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On Friday afternoon, the hands of the wall clock seem to move forward a tick, then backward a tock. I bounce my knees impatiently under my desk.

Mrs. Rose, a primly-dressed little stick of a woman with a bowl haircut, has scored our recent English papers. She rewards the top students by reading everyone's grade out as she hands them back, from lowest to highest. Kids actually tap on their desks with fingers and pencils. It's so childish and demeaning. I hope she calls me last.

"In third place, Charlie Woodchuck, with a B. Second, Kendra, with a B plus. And in top spot this week ... a new one in the top three ... Sue-Ann!"

Kendra and I exchange a look. She purses her lips, as if to say we now have a common enemy. Mrs. Rose says something to Sue-Ann that freezes my blood. Something about Sue-Ann's essay about being adopted, and that it's a lovely story she should share with the class.

Ross jabs me in the shoulder. "Hey Spock, how did you get so smart? Is it because you're only half human? How can I be wicked smart like you?"

I wish he'd shut up so I could hear more about Sue-Ann's essay, so I turn around and say, "Maybe try doing your homework instead of bugging me? I thought you liked getting called first. Isn't that why you always write something stupid?"

His face falls. "I did do my homework." He narrows his eyes at Mrs. Rose, who is still praising Sue-Ann for her touching essay. "She must be stopped," Ross says.

I whisper to Ross, "Who must be stopped? Sue-Ann?"

"No, Mrs. Rose. Someone should give her a dose of her own medicine."

The tone of his voice gives me a little chill. You're supposed to respect your teachers, not plot against them. I start to imagine telling Mrs. Rose how I really feel, and it gives me another chill. Somebody really should give her a dose of her own medicine. If I rated my teachers from worst to best, she'd be tied with Mr. Anders for worst. Now, how can I get them both out onto a mountain during avalanche season?
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After school, Stacy and I wait out front for her mother to pick us up. Mrs. Milani agreed to take us to the new Nightmare on Elm Street, which is rated R.

"Check out my bangs," I say. "I've been drinking lots of milk, and I think they grew a little bit more last night."

Stacy keeps staring at the group of boys moonwalking and showing off their moves. "Breakdancing is so over," Stacy says. "Snowy Cove is always so behind on trends."

My heart crushes a little, since I've been practicing the worm at home for years and I'm actually not bad at it. I was almost ready to do it in public.

A car fishtails into the parking lot. "Psycho alert," I say, jumping back. The silver four-door skids to a stop in front of us. "Wait, that's your mom, isn't it? Since when did you get a new car?"

Stacy crosses her arms and stares at the ground. "That's our regular car, it just looks clean because it's been washed." She rubs her eyebrow.

"I thought your car was more gray, this one's silver."

"Shotgun!" she yells, jumping into the front seat. I climb into the back and turn around to check the flat spot behind the headrests of the back seat. It's littered with Kleenex boxes and mittens, but there's no sign of the melted crayons that used to be embedded in the upholstery. Stacy cranks the car radio up loud, blasting AC/DC through the speakers.

When we get to Sandy River Cinema, Stacy nixes my suggestion of the back row. "That's where The Disgustings sit and make out," she says as she navigates us to the middle section, middle row, where "the acoustics are best."

Mrs. Milani plunks down to my right, her overflow of greasy popcorn spilling onto my leg. I scoop the popcorn into my mouth and turn to show Stacy my chipmunk cheeks, only to be greeted by her butt, because she's sitting up on her knees, talking to the row behind us. The other girls who were at volleyball tryouts are here. Kendra Price pats the empty seat—the one empty seat—beside her. I swallow my mouthful, and it scratches like Styrofoam packing peanuts all the way down.

"Half the movie," Stacy says to me, and she climbs over her seat and settles in next to Kendra.

"How are we going to share Wine Gums?" I hold up the candy stupidly, like it's the Olympic torch or something. She grabs the roll, snaps it in half, and hands me back the shorter section. The lights go out.

I turn back in my seat and offer Mrs. Milani a Wine Gum, but she seems to be asleep, so I help myself to her popcorn and sip from the big cup of pop she's got perched on our shared arm rest.

The theater is so full, someone takes the seat to my left. I'm about to say the seat is saved, when I realize the person is Sky LeBlanc. He's mortal, and he goes to movies! I know I'm not dreaming, because the next seat over is Otter Veiner, tearing into a packet of Twizzlers with his monster teeth.

The movie starts out slow, yet I'm on high alert, since I've never been this close to a cute boy, let alone in the dark. The guys are joking and horsing around to my left, but I don't dare peek over. I'm considering offering Sky some candy when the scary music starts. I don't want to ruin the suspense, so I delay my plans until after Freddy Kruger appears. Darn it, where is Freddy?

Something moves by my left knee, Sky-side. My heart skips and stutters, but it's just a hand, open, as if to say hold me, don't be afraid.

I dry off my palm on my jeans and slip it into the hand. I'm so glad Stacy is a turncoat friend, so glad I came to this movie, so glad I'm finally holding hands with a cute ...

The movie cuts to a brightly-lit scene, and without thinking, I glance to the left to see my new boyfriend ... Otter Veiner. Staring back at me with his mouth wide in a homicidal grin.

I scream and pull back my hand. This sets off a chain of screams in the row behind me. Mrs. Milani jerks upright in her seat, arms flailing, something splashes, and my lap is cold and wet, soaked by a jumbo Orange Crush with ice.

Otter pitches forward, laughing hysterically, while Sky shrugs and mouths sorry at me from the next seat. The usher points a flashlight at my face and makes a commanding shush.

I stand up, sending the ice from my lap rattling down the sloped floor, and excuse myself as I squeeze past Mrs. Milani and several other unimpressed people. I hold my breath until I'm out in the lobby, now empty and relatively tranquil.

From the snack counter comes a condescending female voice, "No refunds once the movie's started."

"Just need napkins." I pull five or six of the things from the dispenser, but they're the cheap thin kind, and what I really need is a towel, or dry clothes, or a doorway to an alternative universe with no boys named Otter.

"At least it's orange," the girl says. "So I know you didn't pee yourself. Or did you? The movie's scary, but it's not pee-tastic scary."

I look up and place the familiar voice. Sue-Ann Jackson. "Don't tell me," I say. "You have your camera here and you're going to take my photo for a special spread in the annual, about people who wet their pants?"

Her mouth forms a perfect tiny circle. "No, but cool idea." She digs around behind the counter before tossing something dark my way. "Spare pants. You can give them back to me at school."

I'm rendered speechless by her generosity. Sue-Ann Jackson, strawberry blond, with a complexion like cream cheese and a voice that sounds sarcastic even when it's not, is my hero. I'd love to ask her about her adoption essay, and everything from how she found out to how she feels when she looks in the mirror, but all I can stutter out is "thank you" before the theater owner steps between us and asks if Sue-Ann needs to take a break.

In the washroom, I find the loaned pants fit me as perfectly as the fabled glass slipper fits Cinderella. Is this what people mean by fate working in mysterious ways?

So Stacy wants to hang with the sporty girls, fine. I'll form my own exclusive club. I could be into photography—how hard could it be?

Later that night, it's nearly two in the morning and I'm lying awake in my sleeping bag on Stacy's floor, a garbage truck full of thoughts driving through my head. After a long silence, when I'm sure Stacy's long gone to slumberland, I say, "Do you ever wonder if you might be adopted?"

"I wish," she says loudly, nearly scaring off my pyjama pants. "If I tell you something really bad, do you promise not to tell anyone?"

"Of course."

"In the summer, when I went to Italy, it was just me and Dad. My mother went to rehab."

"No way." I sit up and look at her in the moonlight. Stacy looks like an angel, with her delicate porcelain-doll features and her gold hair fanned out on the pillow.

I hear the distant sound of something downstairs being knocked over and a woman cursing.

Stacy squeezes her eyes shut and clenches her hands in fists. I reach up and put my hand on hers.

Stacy grips my palm and squeezes. She whispers, "I don't think the rehab worked."

“I'm sorry.”

“It's no big deal,” she says, but her tone tells me it is.

I lay back down and as I drift off to sleep, I think about how lucky I am.
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Chapter Four - Genetics




Mom and I struggle to hold up the heavy sheet of drywall while Dad barks orders. "No, not there, HIGHER!"

"You can't expect us to read your mind!" Mom shouts back at him. Her short, spiky hair is covered in drywall dust, and she looks like an angry groundhog who's emerged from her burrow to find it's still winter.

My arms and shoulders tremble, but I hold steady as Dad finishes driving the screws into the sheet. A drop of sweat runs down his forehead and hangs from the tip of his nose before falling to the new plywood floor.

Once the drywall is secure, Mom throws down her work gloves. "Would you speak that way to your co-workers at the plant?"

I know that tone, and things are about to get biblical, so I hold my hands up. "Stop, you guys. Don't fight!"

Mom turns and glowers at me. "Charlaine, grow up already! You're almost fourteen, you're not a baby."

Dad throws a measuring tape, which skids across the attic and stops in front of the window we took the boards off of yesterday. He turns away from us, shoulders slumped, head down, probably exhausted from the non-stop fighting with my mother.

I run down the new set of stairs before I get caught in the middle of their bickering. My body hurts all over from hauling up supplies, including wood, drywall, and bags of fluffy pink insulation that look as innocent as cotton candy but tickle and itch like tiny spiders where the fibers crawl under my clothes.

I've been asking for years if I can move up into the attic, but I started to seriously beg a few weeks ago. I figure Stacy might come over more often if I had a nice, big room, like the one Kendra Price allegedly has. My parents finally caved when I mentioned the insulation could lower our heating bills.

In the kitchen, Barney stands on my foot until I reach down to pet him. There's white construction dust in his dark fur, and I suspect he's upset by his parents fighting, so I kneel down and let him lick my face with his stinky tongue for as long as I can stand it. Five seconds. He wags his little tail so hard, his bum wiggles with joy.

Mom stomps down and joins me in the kitchen. We both stare up at the ceiling—I don't know why, since we can't see him—and listen to my father hammering.

"Lord knows what gets into men when they're around construction," Mom says.

"I guess it's a good thing you guys never built your dream house."

Mom's lip twitches. The house plans they paid to have drawn up by an architect are still taped to a wall in our basement.

I sit down at the table, open my Science textbook, and try to focus on the genetics section for an upcoming test. The chapter has a section about exceptions and these things called alleles, and the whole thing makes my head feel fuzzy. It was silly of me to think I'm adopted just because I don't understand this stuff. Outside the window, a half-dozen chickadees gobble suet from the bird feeder.

Mom turns on the griddle to make grilled cheese sandwiches, and things are suddenly looking up.

I put away my homework and escape into the pages of my new magazines. Since the summer, I've filled out at least a dozen subscription cards with the option to bill me later, and the new issues keep coming. They sent a few bills, which I've been stuffing under the sofa cushion.

Something crashes upstairs.

Mom calmly flips over the sizzling sandwiches. "He's not dead, I can hear him swearing. If there's ever a thud and then silence, call the ambulance. The number's taped to the phone."
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I'm standing in front of the convenience store cooler, trying to make a big decision. I grab one of the new flavors, Snapple iced tea with lemon, because it will have something funny written under the cap and I could use the cheering-up.

"So is this Dave guy hot?" Stacy holds up two boxes of Hot Tamales candies. "Like, is he red-hot cinnamon-hot?"

After one of Mom's meltdowns, Dad used beer to bribe some of his younger friends from the pulp plant to help with our never-ending attic renovation. Dave has been over nearly every day.

"Yeah, but he's kind of old," I say. "Actually, Dave might be there when you're over tonight. He comes for dinner all the time lately."

Stacy runs her finger along the bubble gum display. "Can't make it, I have other plans."

"Again?" I lower my voice. "Are you dealing drugs or something? You still haven't told me where you got all that money. You have to be careful, they're putting narcs in high schools these days." I try to check her pupils, but she won't make eye contact.

The door chimes and Kendra Price walks into the store. She stops for a second to fluff Stacy's ponytail playfully. Something clicks in my head.

After Kendra passes, I say, "What the hell? Did you join the volleyball team? You said you weren't going to join if I didn't make it. You promised."

"See, I knew you'd be mad," Stacy says. "Kendra says sometimes friends grow apart. She's pretty cool. You might like her if you gave her a chance."

I take my iced tea to the counter and pay with shaking hands. Stacy joins Kendra by the chips and the two are still talking when I storm out the door.

I twist off the Snapple cap and look to it for wisdom. A jiffy is an actual time measurement equalling 1/100th of a second. Huh.

Outside, my bare fingers freeze in the wind. My sip goes down the wrong pipe and I choke on the iced tea. When I finish hacking my lungs out, I look in the frosted-up window of the store. Stacy is putting Kendra's hair up in a high ponytail to match her own, and the two of them are laughing.

I chuck the half-full bottle as hard as I can. It smashes against the side of the building. Good. I take off running, just in case someone saw.
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At least Fridays never let me down, and today's Friday, so I have a double block of my favorite class. I pull open the door marked Backstage and walk down the corridor, past two adjoining dressing rooms, then down the stairs, into darkness. I step out onto the stage floor, which is painted matte black and scratched from years of use. Mr. Banyen sits in a circle of light, surrounded by students. I sit down next to Stacy. "Check out the Tom Selleck chest hair," she whispers.

Mr. Banyen's shirt lays open, unbuttoned at the top, revealing a swirl of chest hair and a gold medallion. "My name is Salvador," he said to us on the first day of Drama. "But, due to school regulations, you must address me formally, so please call me Mr. Banyen, even though that's my father's name."

He's been a fun teacher, leading us through different stage directions and acting exercises. Today he's talking about the power of the stage. "And if you only learn one thing," he says. "Let it be this. There's no such thing as stage fright."

Ross Waylon runs in, late and sweaty, and flops down next to me. "I hope today is about wicked stage fighting, or stage kissing," he says near my ear.

Ross talks to me a lot, so I guess he thinks we're friends. He's in Metalwork while I'm in Woodworking, which is too bad, because I could use a friend in there. Ross is a big guy, and I don't think scrawny, yappy-mouthed Otter Veiner would bug me so much if Ross were there. I have Woodworking after Drama today, but I'm planning to get a stomach ache so I can go to the nurse's office and avoid class. I've had a lot of stomach aches lately, some of them real.

"Whattaya say, Spock?" Ross asks me. "Would you kiss me? If it was for a play?"

"My name's Charlie," I say for the millionth time.

On the other side of Stacy, Kendra Price raises her hand. I wish she wasn't in this class. Isn't it enough that she's glomming on to my best friend at movies and volleyball?

"Kendra, put your hand down," Mr. Banyen says. "The stage is the safest place you could ever be."

I smirk as Kendra's hand goes back down.

Mr. Banyen stands and struts back and forth along the front of the stage. "Those scary flutters are not fright, they're energy. It's magic."

I find myself nodding along with the rest of the class.

"Now, assert yourselves in the space." He slaps his hands against his chest and hollers like Tarzan.

All of us mill about, some humming tentatively, others singing or clapping. We do this every week, but I'm still intimidated by the stage. Madawaska Hall is a real theater, beautiful and solemn, with thick burgundy curtains and red velvet seats for an audience of six hundred. Ross jumps around like an orangutang with slushy-induced brain freeze.

Mr. Banyen calls us back into a group again. "Who here practices yoga?"

Nobody makes a peep. I've heard of yoga, but I thought it was something people only did in India, or San Francisco.

Mr. Banyen says yoga helps actors to loosen up, and he guides us through a series of stretches and poses called a Sun Salutation.

Leaning over in the Downward Dog, my head feels a bit woozy. It could be the yoga, or Ross making endless farting noises. I hope they are fake, but they sound a little too real.

"Imagine the warmth of the sun," Mr. Banyen says. More farts from Ross, wet and slippery ones, but I refuse to laugh.

I can't get my heels down, or my back straight. Stacy can do it, thanks to her years of gymnastics experience. Two mats over, Kendra Price is easily folded over with a little smile on her face, and Mr. Banyen uses her as an example. I've never hated her more.
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The last few weeks before Christmas vacation have gone by quickly. Whenever I get upset about Stacy hanging out with Kendra, or about Otter bugging me in the shop, I get out my sketch pad and draw plans for things I might make out of wood, so that's fun. Plus, today is the last day of school before Christmas vacation, made doubly special because it's also my birthday.

When the alarm clock went off this morning, I woke up feeling rather optimistic. Today, I am fourteen.

Some people think having a birthday near Christmas is bad, because a person might get one combined gift for both, but that rarely happens. I love my December birthday because decorations are up all over town, and the world is celebrating.

"Is my new bedroom going to be ready today?" I ask over my Cheerios.

"Not today, but it'll be ready in a jiffy," Dad says.

I blow out the candle on my birthday cake. It's a raisin bran muffin, with icing on top—Mom's creation. Dad puts his arm around me and we both make fish-lips while Mom takes our photo.

When I get to school, I'm floating. Homework and other problems are a mile away, and I don't have to go to English or Woodworking again until January. Next year.

I spend so long staring at myself in my locker mirror—do I look older?—that I arrive at the final class of the day, Science, just as the bell rings.

"So glad you could join us," Mr. Woo says. "Are you expecting a standing ovation or would you like to just take your seat?"

"It's my birthday today," I say, as if it's an excuse.

"Ah! Congratulations. Here, you get your exam back first."

The paper he sets in front of me has the worst mark I've seen on a test bearing my name. The section on human genetics has a big fat zero. The floating part of me lurches back down to earth.

After class ends, I stay behind and stand at the corner of Mr. Woo's desk while he explains about the genes again, how I got the section messed up because I put a brown-eyed child under two parents with blue eyes, which is incorrect.

"But Mr. Woo, the textbook must be wrong. I checked, and my parents definitely have blue eyes."

He looks into my dark brown eyes.

"Well, I guess the stork messed up, huh? Your parents didn't mention you might be adopted?"

"No, never." And I didn't ask, because they were always fighting over renovations. Right now is not a good time. They didn't even give me a birthday present. "So I must be one of the exceptions," I say, my voice lacking conviction.

"You should make an appointment for the guidance counselor. This isn't my thing, I teach Science. For one hour, I keep you little mammals from mating with each other, and I teach a bit of Science."

"I think I'd know if I was adopted."

"Maybe Daddy's not your daddy, and you should ask Mommy who else is her boyfriend." Mr. Woo leans back in his chair and crosses his arms.

"What do you mean?"

"Never mind." He stares at his desk.

"Wait," I say. "You think ... how can you say that, about my Mom?"

"Let's pretend I didn't. I did not say that."

My throat feels tight, and my mouth is dry. I grab the edge of his desk to steady myself, to stop from falling into the ocean, slipping under.

My voice cracks as I ask him what I'm supposed to do now.

After a long silence, he says, "Charlie, please don't cry. No don't, you're going to make me cry. Don't be sad." He pulls a Kleenex from the box on his desk and hands it to me.

"But today's my birthday." My heart is breaking.

The hall outside grows quiet. Mr. Woo sits, without saying anything, without making any jokes.

The Kleenex is in my hand, so I blow my nose.

Mr. Woo's eyes are watery. He blinks up at the ceiling. "I'm going to regrade your paper, don't worry about it. Full marks for the genetics section. There must be an error in the textbook."

The bus, I can't miss my bus. I stand up and walk out of the room on numb feet.

"Charlie?" Mr. Woo calls after me.

I keep going.
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Chapter Five - White




I walk alone on a windswept white planet. Snow blows over the ridges piled high along the side of the road by plow trucks, then cascades into long fingers of drifts that reach across my path. The cold powder squeaks under my boots as I walk the long driveway home.

My cheeks and forehead freeze while a question burns on my lips. "Mom, who is my father?" I move my mouth silently, rehearsing. The wind howls and stings my nostrils.

I was so focused on adoption, I never imagined my mother might have had me with someone else, not until Mr. Woo brought it up. How could my mother do that to Dad?

I won't ask, I can't. What does it matter? I love my parents. They're weird, and frustrating, but they're mine, and everyone says I look just like my father, so what does Mr. Woo and some dumb guy who wrote a Science book know anyways? I could still be adopted. Or the book could be wrong.

Both of their vehicles sit in the driveway. With his shift work, it isn't unusual for Dad to be home by now, but four o'clock is early for Mom to be back from the insurance office.

The front door is heavy and hard to open. The warm air in the house smells of cherries and vanilla. I drop my bag, jacket, and boots, and follow the sound of voices to the kitchen.

My father is lighting candles on a cake piled high with whipped cream and chocolate sprinkles. "TA DA!" he says. "Did we surprise you or what?"

My parents, who've been at each other's throats over the renovations, are all smiles and puppies. I feel like I'm watching a video tape of my life, from last year's birthday, back when everything was normal.

Mom pulls open the drawer and takes out three dessert forks. "You didn't think that bran muffin was your real cake, did you?"

I have to ask them about the adoption, because I have to know.

Dad hands me a small velvet box. "Open your present."

Inside is a silver locket, the one I admired at the jewelry store in the mall. Mom takes the locket out of the box and fastens the chain around my neck, cool fingertips fluttering on my skin.

I can't ask them.

"Thank you," I choke out. My jaw aches and quivers as I hold back.

"Make a happy wish," Dad says.

Mom raises the camera and I blow out fourteen candles.
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Christmas day. Uncle Wilbur mailed me a Pound Puppy, wrapped in a Kmart shopping bag. A Pound Puppy? How old does he think I am? The card reads Happy Birthday AND Merry Xmas.

Mom gave me a beautiful red knit hat and a matching scarf. I told her they were beautiful and I acted surprised, even though I'd been watching her knit the things for weeks.

When I gave my parents the walnut bookends I made at school, they made a huge fuss. "You must have bought these at a fancy store," Dad said with a wink. Mom held them for a long time, occasionally lifting one to her nose to smell the wood and the oil I used as a finish.

I'm mostly caught up in the fun of Christmas, but every now and then I remember the dark thing that's in my mind. I try to push it away and forget again, but the feeling lingers, like that Sunday-evening feeling when you've put off doing your homework all weekend, but you know it can't wait forever.

I'm digging through all the Pot of Gold boxes for the nutty chocolates and Dad's clearing away crumpled wrapping paper when a vehicle pulls into the driveway and honks. Dad drops the garbage bag and runs for the door.

"Someone's Christmas present is here!" he calls back. He's probably gotten Mom a riding lawnmower or something equally unexciting. I take a bite of a square chocolate and discover toxic pink goo inside. Abominable. I have to eat another sugar cookie to cleanse my mouth.

Barney is scratching at the door and making a ruckus, so I grab my jacket and follow him outside. The temperature is hovering around freezing, warm enough for the snow on the roof to drip-drop into icicles.

Dad's work-friend Dave rolls down the window of his red truck. His cheeks are rosy, and sandy-colored curls stick out around the edges of his black cap. "Merry Christmas, Woodchucks!"

Mom's jaw drops open. "What ..."

In the back of Dave's truck is a stand-up piano. Two other guys get out of the truck and start to unfasten the bungee cords.

"It's for you," Dad says to my mother. "Now you can play along with your friend Edie while she plays guitar." He scratches his head and surveys the piano. "I heard a guy trying to sell his piano on the radio classifieds, and every week he lowered the price, and he finally—"

"Where do we put a bloody piano?" Mom scrunches her lips together.

"In Charlie's old room."

He means my current room, the room I will be in until the end of time because they still haven't finished renovating the attic, and sure enough, an hour later, the piano is loaded into its new spot. They push my bed against the wall to make space.

Dad sits down next to me on the bench and we leaf through a stack of songbooks the seller threw into the deal. "I bought the piano for your mother, but you can play it too," Dad says.

"How could I not? The location is so handy, I could play it without even getting out of bed."

Dad chuckles as he uses his sleeve to wipe dust off the keys.

There will never be a perfect time to ask if I'm adopted, but this could be as good as any. Except he might say no, which would mean the other thing is true. I wish I had the guts to ask, but I'm also relieved I don't.

My mother's laughter floats from the kitchen into my bedroom, and I figure Barney is probably doing some cute trick or begging for leftover pancakes.

"Stop, Dave, you have to stop! You're killing me," Mom cries out between giggles.

Dave says something I can't make out, then they're both laughing again. My father continues to look through the binder of songs, oblivious to my mother's flirtations.

My insides turn to ice water.

Dave has brown eyes. And he's always been so friendly toward me, almost ... fatherly.

I run out to the kitchen.
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Chapter Six - Blindsided




Mom stands over half-chopped celery, choking with laughter.

"Bok-bok-bok-bok!" Dave says. His hand is buried inside a large, raw turkey.

I scour his face for signs of familiarity. Dave has been eager to help my parents with the renovation, and he has a habit of showing up around dinner time.

"Hey kiddo. How's the woodworking going?"

"Fine. How old are you?"

"Twenty-nine, why?" He pulls his hand out of the turkey.

I just turned fourteen, so that would have made him fifteen when I was born.

"Oh. Never mind." It's official. I am a moron.

Dave grabs the turkey by its wings and lifts it up onto its drumsticks. "Excuse me," he says in a squeaky voice. "Have you seen my head? I found my neck stuffed up my you-know-what, but I can't find my head."

Mom laughs again and wipes at her face with her sleeve. Dad walks in, looking confused.

"Stop being so gross!" I yell at Dave. "That's our dinner. Why do other people have to ruin everything that's supposed to be mine?"

Mom's face loses all expression. "Charlaine. That's enough."

"Fine!"

I stomp to my room and slam the door behind me. The house is quiet. Nobody comes to yell at me for breaking the no-door-slamming rule. I slam my door again, and the lid of the piano too, for good measure.
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On New Year's Day, I'm happy to be outside and away from my family, at the Milanis' annual sledding party. I'm wearing my new red hat and I wrap the scarf around my neck three times to prepare for flying down the hill on my Magic Carpet, a sheet of plastic with handles.

Snow whips up around me in a wave of sparkles as I sail down the run on my stomach. I cheer the whole way, my voice skipping like a needle on a record as I hit every bump.

After a dozen runs and half as many wipe outs, I tell Stacy I'm heading in to her warm house.

"One more run down the hill," she begs. "You have to double with me on the Silly Saucer."

"No, I'm going in. I wanna relax, maybe lay down for a na—"

Cloudless sky. Blackness. Stars. Cold on the back of my head.

I can't move, can't breathe.

Kendra Price's face hovers over mine, her glasses foggy at the bottoms. "Charlie, why didn't you get out of the way?"

What's happening? I gasp for air but can't get any. Kendra's saying something about the toboggan, she lost control, didn't mean to hit me.

I try to talk, but all that comes out is a tiny croak. Little bright spots of light appear all around me.

"Get out of the way," Ross yells. "She can't breathe!" He leans over me and stares into my eyes, his normally-jokey face full of concern. "I'm going to give her mouth to mouth!"

I try to say no, that I'll be fine in a jiffy, but no words come out. "Tilt her head back," Kendra says.

"I know, I know! I'm a trained lifeguard," he says.

His face gets closer to mine. I try to move, but I can't locate my arms or legs. Am I dead? Ross sticks his fingers in my mouth and pushes down my jaw. He puts his mouth over mine.

My chest moves as my lungs quickly inflate with warm, moist air.

As he pulls up to inhale again, I use the air to whisper, "I'm okay, stop." My voice is drowned out by an incoming snowmobile.

Ross closes his eyes, leans down, and blows hot air into me like I'm a balloon.

Stacy's dad, Mr. Milani, turns off the machine's engine and shouts, "Hey, this isn't a make-out party!"

I push myself up and wave Ross away. My breath is raspy, but it's coming. "Thank you. I'm fine. Look, I'm breathing. No more." Ross pulls away and I fall back into the snow.

Mr. Milani kneels over me. "What are you doing here at the bottom of the hill? You're going to get run over by the toboggans."

A crowd of kids have gathered. "Charlie was unconscious," one of the younger boys says. "Ross totally saved her life!"

"Nah, she was just playing dead for attention," says another boy.

"You were playing dead?" Mr. Milani shakes his head. "You're a weird kid, Charlie Woodchuck."

One of my boots is a few feet away, my pink sock hanging out of the mouth like a limp tongue. Mr. Milani hands it to me and I hop on one foot to get it on. "Your lips are blue," he says. "Why don't we go into the house for some hot cocoa?"

He addresses the crowd that has gathered. "Vada via! Why don't you kids go on a few more runs?" He hands the snowmobile key to one of the older boys, so they can continue hauling kids up the steep hill.

As the two of us walk to the house, I tell Mr. Milani about being hit by the toboggan, and how I imagined for a moment I was really dead, and thought my arms and legs had been knocked clean off. It sounds silly out loud.

"You just had the wind knocked out of you," he says. "I'm glad you're not broken. I'd hate to have to call your parents to come pick up your various pieces."

"You'd have to put me in a garbage bag," I say.

He laughs, throwing his head back to reveal a flash of gold inside his mouth. Solid gold, that's what Mr. Milani is. So kind, and handsome too, with his coal-black hair and dark skin. I would like more than anything to hold his hand, but I'm too old for that now.

The world is silent, except for our boots crunching through the snow.

"Charlie, I'm glad you young people all came to our party. Soon enough you'll be too cool to hang out here. You'll be all grown up, and I'll miss having you around."

The sun is setting already, even though it seems like we just ate lunch. The sunset, orange and purple, shrugs over the hills.

"Ah, God's country," he says.
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Stacy reaches under her bed and pulls out a box of Oreo cookies. She tells me I have to stay awake all night, in case I have a concussion.

"That's stupid," I say. "Where did you hear that?"

"Ross told me. He's pretty awesome. Did you know his parents are in that famous band, the Wailin' Waylons?"

"Huh. Well, it was awfully chivalrous of him to save my life, even though I didn't need it."

She frowns. "No fair that you got to kiss a boy before me."

I hit her with a pillow. "No way! That so doesn't count as kissing."

After a brief pillow fight, we eat cookies and sprawl out on her Queen-sized bed, reading old Archie comics, under the watchful eyes of Scott Baio. His posters are plastered all over the walls here, along with Rob Lowe, Johnny Depp, Tom Cruise, and the other guy from Top Gun. I'm more into the weird guys: John Cusack and Patrick Dempsey. And unicorns. I know I should take my unicorn posters down, but they match the wallpaper.

At midnight, there's a knock at the door. Stacy opens the door a crack. "Okay, but wait a minute, don't come in, Charlie's naked," Stacy says.

"What?" Every part of me is clothed in flannel pajamas.

Stacy holds her finger to her mouth and whispers, "I have to say something to keep her out of our business. Don't worry, nobody wants to see your scrawny butt."

She slides open her bottom dresser drawer, pulls a bottle of wine from under some jeans, and hands it out the door. When she turns back, she moves quickly to put something into her pocket, and I see the corner of a twenty-dollar bill.

"What's that?"

"Shh!" she hisses as she clicks the door shut.

"Okay," I whisper. "But what just happened? Did you sell a bottle of wine to your mother?"

"It's her wine. I just hold onto a few bottles for her, so she can cut back. Anyway, mind your own business, shut up and read your stupid comic."

"But she gave you money."

"I get an allowance, Nancy Drew. What, you don't do favors for your mom?"

Stacy glares at me, her hands on her hips. The room and the bed start to feel quite small.

"Sorry, I didn't mean anything," I say. "Your mom's cool, that's cool that she's cutting back."

"Exactly," Stacy says. She gets back on the bed and picks up another comic.

"Archie's so stupid for not picking Betty," she says. "Dark-haired girls are such stuck-up cows. Blondes have more fun and they're better."

The way she says better makes me want to smother her with her pillow. I wish she'd tell me what's going on with her family instead of acting like I'm a jerk for caring.

She flips the page and laughs extra-loud. "Oh, girl, get a life," she says to the comic.

"I know you're insulting me, I'm not a moron."

"I can't imagine what you're talking about."
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In the morning, I call Mom and ask her to pick me up right away instead of at dinnertime.

"Did you and Stacy have a fight?" Mom asks over the phone.

Stacy watches me from her bowl of Cap'n Crunch.

I whisper into the receiver, "Just come get me, okay?"

"I don't know why you're friends with that Stacy," Mom says, sounding exasperated. "Aren't there any other girls you could have sleepovers with?"

"Can we talk about this later?" I'll have to explain to my mother once again how friendship works. A person doesn't just go to the Friends Store and pick out a best bud for life. Stacy and I met in the fifth grade. We both liked Madonna and ice cream sandwiches. I loaned Stacy a hair scrunchie, and we've been hanging out ever since. Friends are randomly assigned by the universe and that's that.

A half-hour later, I hear a vehicle charging through the slush of Stacy's driveway. The temperature's been alternating between thawing and freezing. I grab my overnight bag, say a polite goodbye to Stacy, and run out the door.

"Gosh Mom, that was quick, talk about service!" I put on my seat belt. "We didn't exactly have a fight, but Stacy's been acting like a cow all morning. She took the last of the good cereal and told me I had to have Harvest Crunch, then she used up all the milk."

"I had an interesting phone call this morning, a few minutes after you called."

Uh-oh. Her flat tone of voice, the fast driving, something's up. I keep my mouth shut—better to wait and find out more before confessing prematurely.

"Do you know who I got a phone call from?" she asks.

I think of a few people. The school, about my absences from the wood shop? No, they wouldn't call during Christmas break. Mr. Woo? No, he wouldn't want to get involved.

"A collections agency," she announces. She reaches into the backseat of the car and grabs at some papers.

"Mom! The ROAD!"

She snaps up and turns the wheel. The car straightens out and continues to sail down the highway. The plows and salt trucks have done their job; the roads are bare, and we aren't dead in a ditch ... yet.

She thrusts a handful of crumpled papers into my lap. "I had to dig these out from under the couch cushions, and I suspect, based on the stack of magazines in your room, these aren't the last of the bills."

A strip of adding machine tape is affixed to the pile. The figure at the bottom is $248.75.

"But Mom, I didn't think—"

"No, you didn't think. You want everything today, right now, but you don't consider the consequences, do you? I'm going to write some checks for these bills, and you'll pay me back. With interest."

How many subscription cards did I send in? Five? A dozen? They were supposed to cost only a couple dollars per issue—big savings off the newsstand price—and I assumed they'd stop sending them when I didn't pay.

"I hope you enjoy your magazines, Charlaine, you're going to be paying for them for a long time."

Instead of taking Snowflake Avenue straight through, Mom turns into downtown and pulls up into an angled parking spot.

"Can't we just go home?" I ask.

"Stop whining, I have errands to run. I'm not your chauffeur. Make yourself useful and go get in line for some stamps while I pick up the mail."

I don't want to get out of the warm vehicle, but I'm already on her crabby side, so I flop out the door. My runners slip a little, since the slush is crunchy, freezing again. I put out my hand. "I need some money."

She jams her arm into her giant purse. "Of course you do. Money, money, money. Always flowing from me, to you."

I turn away from her angry glare in time to see Sky and another boy come out of the arcade and walk by. Of course this is exactly when I'd run into him outside school, when my mother is acting like a rabid groundhog.

Inside the post office, I will myself to be small and invisible so that no one else can see me. The lady at the desk asks me three times to repeat my request. "Stamps!" I yell, shoving the crumpled ten-dollar bill her way.

Mom has run into someone she knows, and her shrill voice carries over from the vestibule with the mail boxes.

"Oh yes she DID ... Well she's going to have to work it off ... Oh really ... You'd go easy on her, huh? Really ... Well, why don't you raise your own child and let me know how that works out for you." Who's she talking to? Her friend Edie? Plus everyone else in earshot, I suppose. She'd use a megaphone if she had one.

Why does she have to act so high and mighty? People make mistakes. It's not like I took a bunch of drugs, murdered someone, or turned our thermostat up over the felt-pen line. She always acts so righteous, as though she's never done anything wrong in her life—like, say, having an affair.

By the time we get back into the car, I've figured out what I'm going to say. We're nearing the city limits when I work up the nerve to reach over and turn off the radio.

"Last week in Science, I learned something you might find interesting." The words fall out of my dry mouth, and a thick silence follows.

She faces straight ahead at the road, pretending she doesn't hear me. Now is the time to ask Mom who my father is. I happen to have some information, and she might prefer that I do her a favor and keep her secret to myself, like Stacy does for her mom. Our arrangement could work both ways.

I start talking, and even though I'm numb, the story is coming out of me like I'm a tape player. I start with the science class, then the chapter on genes, the eye color, my mistake on the exam, and the pity on Mr. Woo's face. I gulp and finish with, "So I was wondering which one it is. Am I adopted, or is someone else my father?"

Silence. Oh man, I'm so dead. I consider turning the radio back on and pretending it was just a joke, but instead I say, "We don't have to tell Dad. I mean, he's still basically my father. It could be, like, a secret, or a favor. I won't tell him, and you ..."

"Stop."

"Well, I'm all out of babysitting money, and I sure don't have two hundred dollars to pay for the magazines and—"

"STOP."

"Mom, we don't have to talk about this right now, we can talk more later."

She doesn't yell, but there's a thundering force in her voice as she says, "I can't believe this is happening. Is this happening? Are you actually trying to blackmail me?"

"No ... I ..." Blackmail? Well, I suppose I am, technically.

She reaches over and turns off the car's heater. "Are you absolutely sure about this genetics stuff? It's not some theory?"

"We don't have to tell Dad."

"You can be bloody well sure I'm going to tell your father." We're stopped at a four-way intersection and she reaches up to adjust her jacket and fasten her seat-belt. "You have your belt on, child? The roads are slick with black ice."

"But if you tell Dad, then ... he'll know."

"Your father knows full well. And while I did not give birth to you myself, you are my daughter, and I expect better judgment from you than this."

I slump down in my seat and turn to the window. I wish I could rewind this whole day, but it keeps racing ahead. I squint at a brown spot up ahead in the ditch. I'm still clutching the package of stamps in my hand, and they're getting crumpled by my fidgeting.

Mom is lecturing about morals or something. An angry mash of words. I thought she was winding down, but she's got her second wind. "Child, look at me when I'm talking to you!" she yells.

I turn to her and for a second the fury on her face melts away, just a bit. She looks tired, older. Was I imagining it, or did she say she didn't give birth to me?

"Yes, for all intents and purposes, you are adopted," she says. "I don't want you, for one minute, to think you're living with the wrong family. And don't think this means you can get away with murder."

I have to look away from her. Ahead, the dark spot is now on the snowy road, getting closer.

"Mom, is that a deer? There's something—"

"Oh!" Her knuckles turn white on the steering wheel.

The car is quiet, except for the scraping as we skid sideways. I think we're going to stop, but the car keeps spinning, whipping around. My hands fly up over my face, and we're still in motion. We thump against something, and the skidding sound stops, then everything is groaning and rolling around me. Things are hitting me, flying past my face, and then we stop.

I can't talk. My head is buzzing and I need to get out, out of the car. I grab my seat-belt because it's cutting into my lap. I press down hard on the button, and I fall onto my shoulders, but I hardly feel it. The car's flipped over, and dark. The front and side windows are blank, white with snow.

Mom's upside-down, still strapped into her seat. Her arms hang over her head, and her eyes are closed.

"Mom?"

She doesn't respond. The car's engine cuts out and now the world is deadly quiet.

I shuffle over and put my hands on the sides of her face.

"Mommy?"
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Chapter Seven – Dad




Dad sits beside me in the hospital waiting room. He rubs his palms on his green work clothes. They're covered in a light dusting of sawdust and the knees and elbows are thin from use. Mom buys him new ones every year, but he insists on wearing the old work clothes until they're falling apart and I tease him about looking like a hobo.

Mom. Everyone's assuring me she's fine, but they have to say that, because I'm her kid. I'm sure I look like a disaster, with my face all blotchy from crying for the last hour. The tears have finally stopped, but now my eyes are itchy and dry.

We were only in the ditch a few minutes before some people stopped to check on us. Mom said she was fine, and I didn't seem to have anything wrong with me, but the nice couple insisted on taking us to the hospital anyways, despite my mother's protests.

I feel so shaken up. My body is okay, but my brain is all jumbled. In the car, before the accident, my mother said she didn't give birth to me, so that must mean I'm adopted after all. I close my eyes and look inside myself for a thought or a feeling, but all I am is numb.

I catch myself almost falling asleep and open my eyes again quickly. I'm still wearing my winter jacket and I'm overheating, so I zip it off and start to feel better immediately.

Across the room, a pregnant lady is reading a Reader's Digest and picking her nose. Her hair is matted on one side. I wonder if she's keeping her baby. There's a taste in my mouth that makes me long for a stick of gum.

"Hey Wabbit," Dad says. He hasn't called me that in years. "Do you want to get us a hot chocolate from the machine?"

I take the handful of damp quarters and head down the hall.

"Charlie?" It's Kendra Price, walking right toward me. She gives me a quick hug before I can protest and says, "He's not allowed to tell me, because of doctor-patient rules, but my dad hinted that I should come down to the waiting room."

"Did he say anything about my mom?"

"I'm sure she'll be fine. Trust me. Oh, and you don't want anything from this machine, the dairy-free cocoa mix is a leading cause of cancer."

"You're joking, right?"

"Yes, I am," she says. "Come, I'll get you something better from the doctors' lounge. We make it with real powdered milk, not Coffee Mate."

I follow her to a little room, where she hands me two Snickers bars and mixes up hot chocolate in a Styrofoam cup. An overflowing ashtray sits next to the sink, which makes me wonder what kind of doctors smoke cigarettes.

"I've been feeling so awful since I ran you over with the toboggan," Kendra says. "I would make you a million hot chocolates if you could forgive me."

"Don't worry about it." When was it she hit me with the sled? It feels like something from years ago. After a few minutes of small-talk about homework, I excuse myself to return to my father, but not before Kendra Price hugs me yet again.

In the waiting room, Dad is holding a Time magazine, but his eyes are unfocused. His jaw is grinding back and forth and his head is bobbing, like he's agreeing with someone who isn't there.

I sit down next to him and set the cup on the coffee table. "Dad, I know. Mom told me that I'm adopted, and I want you to know that no matter what happens, it's okay. I'll be good."

He whips his head to face me. "She told you what?"

"And it's all my fault that she crashed. I'm so sorry Dad. I'm so, so sorry." I put my hands over my face. My body trembles for a second, like I might fall in on myself, then his arm is around me.

"Hey silly Wabbit, Mom's fine. They're just checking her out to be sure. You're such a worry-wart. Look, she's just on the other side of that door there."

I dry my eyes and spot the top of spiky brown hair through the door's window. A second later, Mom steps into the room, purse tucked under her arm, as casual as she's just returned from picking up a loaf of bread.

The pregnant lady across the waiting room has put down her magazine and is watching the three of us with interest.

Mom fluffs up the hair on the back of her head. "Is anyone else hungry?"

She's walking quickly toward the exit, so Dad and I follow her outside, to the freshly-snowplowed parking lot.

The three of us squeeze into the bench seat of Dad's truck. I'm grateful to be sandwiched in the middle, but even with the heaters on full-blast, I can't get warm.

Mom says she's feeling terrific, and thanks to the painkillers, her neck isn't the least bit sore. She tells my father about our whole conversation, stopping periodically to laugh, like suddenly it's the funniest thing in the world I tried to blackmail her.

Dad squeezes my knee. "Silly old science," is all he says.

He slows down the vehicle as we approach the location of the crash. A tow truck is tipping the car right-side up. We stop and watch in silence. When the car lands on its tires, it bounces merrily, and Mom giggles.

I grab her by the hand and look into her eyes. "Mom. Listen. I know all the cool kids are doing them, but promise me you'll just say no to drugs."

She smiles, and I feel about ten percent better.
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At home, I stare at the clock on the kitchen wall, a gift from my grandparents. Tick tock, tick tock. Only they aren't my grandparents, are they? Grampa Woodchuck is Cree, and I always felt proud of my heritage, but now I don't even know what I am. My skin is not pale, but it isn't that brown either. I don't want to think about it anymore. The word adoption is zipping through my memories, rewriting them.

The woman I have always assumed is my mother announces dinner is ready. Barney gets up from his wicker basket, stretches, and takes his place for begging. He probably doesn't understand adoption, but he knows what the word dinner means.

We sit at the counter in our usual spots and eat the same chili we always have, the one with big red kidney beans and canned mushrooms.

"You guys could have told me about the adoption sooner," I say.

Dad opens his mouth, but Mom cuts him off. "I'm glad you're being such a big girl about this," she says. "You make us so proud, you know that, right?"

She didn't seem very proud of me when she was yelling at me about the magazine money, so I'm not sure what she means, exactly. I take another bite of my chili. I have a million questions in my head.

"Did you adopt me because you couldn't have a baby?" I ask.

"That's how it usually works," Mom says.

"But you're not very old," I say. "How ... I mean why ... "

She reaches over and squeezes my hand, her face suddenly tired-looking. "My head hurts from the accident. Can we talk about this some other time?"

"Sure," I say. "But one more thing. Do I have a birth certificate?" I ask.

"Sure you do," Dad says. "They issue those at the cabbage patch where you came from."

"Can I see it?"

"I can't remember where your birth certificate is," Mom says. "Eat your dinner." She rubs the back of her neck and closes her eyes. "I'm sure going to feel it tomorrow."

I'm not sore from the crash, and Dr. Price said I likely won't be, because "kids are resilient." I look back and forth between Mom and Dad's faces, at the features I thought I'd inherited: Mom's delicate ears and brown hair, Dad's pointy chin. Mom says she wouldn't mind getting a new car, or even a van, if the car is a write-off. Dad leafs through the mail while he eats. Everything has changed; everything is exactly the same.

They exchange glances, communicating over their private, wordless frequency. In between bites, Mom holds her hand over her mouth, as though her fingers might stop her from blurting something out.

After dinner, I sit alone in my room. I look down at the locket may parents gave me for my birthday. I hardly ever take off unless I'm sleeping or showering, but tonight it felt heavy, and I don't want it on me. I take it off and toss it into my dresser drawer.

That night in bed, I still can't get warm. I pile on every one of my spare blankets, until the weight of them presses me deep into my mattress and only then does my breathing feel calm.

I thought my eyes were all dried out, but they start to tear again. I cry until my pillow is wet and then I flip the pillow over and try to stop.

Lots of kids are adopted. It's completely normal, and I'm lucky to have decent, loving parents who feed me and clothe me and don't yell at me too much. Everything's going to be fine, I tell myself. Kids are resilient.
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The first day back at school after Christmas break, I find Kendra leaning up against my locker.

"Stacy's at home sick today," I say.

"That's copacetic, I came to see you." Kendra tucks one curly strand of hair behind her ear. "I was hoping you might come over for pizza and videos on Friday."

"Oh. This Friday?" Quick, think of an excuse.

"I've also invited Stacy, though she may be too ill to attend. I'm still waiting for a response from Sue-Ann Jackson." Kendra blinks three times, her eyes tiny and distant behind thick lenses. "She sounded interested. We're ordering from Rockland Pizza."

"I like pepperoni."

A smile spreads across Kendra's face, and I can't help but mirror it back. As insufferable as an evening at her house promises to be, I've been dying to ask Sue-Ann some questions. I gave her back the pants I borrowed, but didn't get a chance to ask about her adoption. I've been trying to ask my mother questions, but she's always busy, or gets a headache.

Kendra accosts me with another hug before walking away.

On Friday, we wait in front of the school for Kendra's dad. It's just me, Kendra, and Sue-Ann, since Stacy is still at home with a cold.

Dr. Price steps out of his fancy car and waves us over. He seems different now, outside of the hospital where I've always visited him for my annual checkups—I guess it's the brown leather bomber jacket. He still has the same curly red hair and skinny neck.

When he shakes my hand, I notice his palms are as smooth and soft as my mother's. "Nice to see you again, Charlaine."

I wonder why my father dislikes him so much. He seems so nice.

Dr. Price holds open the door and we climb into the back seat, all three of us, as though Dr. Price is our chauffeur. The seats are smooth and gray, maybe leather. No fast food wrappers or stray winter clothes lay on the floor.

"So, Charlaine, Kendra tells me you're taking piano lessons."

"Not exactly. I have a piano in my bedroom."

"Then you should play. Learning music is crucial to the young mind's development. I could give your parents some literature."

"I bet they'd like that," I say. "Especially my dad."
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At the Price house, we eat our pizza in the dining room, not the kitchen. Kendra's mom asks me a dozen times if I need more napkins, another Coke, or a glass of milk. Kendra's five-year old brother Billy pulls the cheese off his slices and eats each layer separately. Sue-Ann wolfs down food and soda like it's a contest. "I have two older brothers," she explains.

"Have you had the braces on your teeth for long?" Mrs. Price asks me.

"Couple years."

"Smile for me, I want to see how pretty you'll be when they come off."

"Mom, don't be so embarrassing," Kendra says, slapping her own forehead.

"It's okay, I like this kind of attention," I say. "My mom's always telling me I look pale and trying to pop my blackheads."

Sue-Ann laughs, spitting out a mouthful of Coke, and Mrs. Price races to the kitchen for more paper towels.

After dinner, Kendra helps her mom with dishes while Sue-Ann and I retreat to the den, a separate room at the back of the house, where we find the biggest couch I've ever seen. I don't know how long I have until Kendra joins us, and I'm bursting with curiosity about the essay Sue-Ann wrote for English—the one about her adoption.

Sue-Ann stands on the sofa, with her shoes on, and rifles through the Price family's books and photo albums, her enviously-shiny, strawberry blond hair spilling down her back. "Kendra's house is rad, I can't believe I never came here before. I only live four blocks away."

"Oh? Have you always lived there? Since you were, uh, adopted?"

Sue-Ann yells "Timber!" as she falls stiffly, lengthwise along the cushions. She dives toward me and covers my mouth with one hand. "I'm not really adopted," she spits in my ear. Her hand smells like a campfire. She jumps up and falls back again on the sofa.

"You're not? But I thought Mrs. Rose said ... "

Sue-Ann pulls up her sweatshirt and pokes at her belly button. "I just made that up so the old hatchet-face would give me a good mark. People will believe anything."

The pizza I gobbled down is bowling-ball-heavy in my stomach. "You shouldn't make things up." Did I just say that? It sounds so preachy and not-cool coming out of my mouth.

She grabs a photo album and holds it in front of her face, so all I can see is her eyes, and I can still tell she's laughing at me.

"Maybe you can't," she says. "But I can. How do you think I got the job at the movie theater? They don't normally hire ninth-graders, but they made an exception due to my ..." She lowers the album and makes the tiny o with her mouth. "Leukemia."

"Isn't that cancer? Do you really—"

"God! Look at your face, Woodchucker! You're so gullible."

Kendra walks into the room. "Who's gullible?"

I raise my hand sheepishly. "Apparently I am. Do you need a hand with the dishes?"

"Aw, thanks Charlie, but it's all done," Kendra says. "Would you like to watch Return of the Jedi now? We have it on laser disc."

"Yes," I say, because while Star Wars is excellent, right now I'd welcome a documentary on igneous rock formations.

"Lame," Sue-Ann says. "Why don't you nerds start the movie without me. I gotta jet home, get my smokes." She rolls open the patio door and steps out. "Don't wait up," she calls over her shoulder.

Kendra loads a big shiny disc into the machine. "Five dollars says Strawberry Shortcake isn't coming back."

I laugh in spite of myself. No, I can't be friends with Kendra Price, I despise her. "It's so weird when you think you know someone ..."

"And they turn out to be someone else," Kendra says, finishing my thought.

[image: ]  

After the movie, I leaf through Kendra's photo albums while she puts the Star Wars laser disc away.

"I think I could be a Jedi," Kendra says. She lashes at the air with an imaginary light saber, then ducks and rolls in a perfect somersault.

"There's one thing I don't get," I say. "Luke and Leia are brother and sister but don't know it, so isn't it gross that they kiss?"

"I wouldn't kiss my brother for all the money in the world!" Kendra settles onto the couch next to me and examines the book. On my lap, the album lays open to a full-page black and white portrait of two babies in a crib together.

"Oh, I forgot about this picture," Kendra says. "Hmm. I don't know who that is." Underneath the photo is a handwritten inscription: December 1974, Kendra and M ... The last two words or names have been scratched out.

 The two babies have their fingers in each other's mouths, and one of them has a birthmark on her chest.

Underneath my black shirt, over top of my heart, is a similar brown birthmark.

The room sounds strange, as though my ears are full of water. I hold my breath and look closer at the photo. Am I imagining things? Maybe it's a bit of dirt or something on the camera lens.

Kendra snaps shut the album and brings out a smaller booklet, her collection of pressed wildflowers. She has arranged purple and yellow violas into an oval, and another page holds sixteen lucky four-leaf clovers.

She's explaining the art of drying flowers, but my mind is elsewhere. Once upon a time, were my parents—either my current ones, or my birth parents—friends with the Prices?
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Chapter Eight - Sneak




I can't stop obsessing, not even in a hot bubble bath. Some bubbles pop, uncovering the birthmark on my chest. Mom always calls it a heart, whereas Dad insists the shape is a lemon. At the swimming pool, I wear a bathing suit that comes up high at the top to avoid discussion.

Can I just blithely ask Kendra's parents who the baby in the photo album is? No, people probably have good reasons to keep adoptions anonymous. If I ask, the Prices could get angry, or Kendra might start to hate me, and I'm not totally against the idea of having her as a friend.

On the other side of the wall, Mom plays her own obsessive loop. Plink plink plink plonk. Plink plink plink plonk. Over and over again, the same notes and the same mistake, and back to the beginning, building to the inevitable error.

I pull the plug out with my toe and lay still while the bathwater drains. As the water recedes, my body gets heavier and heavier, until my shoulder blades feel bony against the tub, and the last of the soapy water trickles away, tickling my back.

It's Dad's fault, for buying the stupid piano. I get toweled off and dressed in my room. Mom doesn't look up from the sheet music. "Make yourself useful," she says. "Go stoke up the wood stove."

"How old was I when you adopted me?"

She still doesn't turn to look at me. "I told you already, you were four or five days old."

"Well which was it? Four or five?"

She finally turns and gives me a stare that tells me it's time to back off. "Don't tell me you're going to use this as an excuse to be a belligerent teenager. You've been so good up until now." She rubs her temples. "Listen, I'm sorry we didn't tell you sooner. I paid off the money for your magazines and you don't have to pay me back. Is that okay? Am I a good mother now?"

"I never said you weren't a good mother."

"Well, you imply it every time you ask about the whole adoption business," she says.

"No I don't. I don't imply anything."

"Enough with the smart mouth. Are you going to go stoke up the fire, or do I have to do it myself?"

"Grr," I say, but I go. I guess I'm over my initial shock about the adoption, because now I find myself secretly wishing I'd been adopted by people who weren't so cheap with electricity.

I stomp down to the basement to comply. In the kindling box are all the papers they cleared out of the attic before the renovation. I grab a newspaper that's from my school, but yellow with age. A photo catches my eye. Tank and the Gang reads the caption. My father, making one of his goofy faces, has his arm around a dark-haired girl who looks anything but goofy. I flip the page and find another photo of him, surrounded by girls.

The basement smells musty and it's grossing me out, so I shove the papers in the stove and light the fire quickly before heading outside to escape the piano music.

My father is in the garage, having a nap on top of the workbench with the electric space heater pointed at his feet. I marvel for a moment at his ability to nap anywhere, then I jab him in the stomach.

"Huh? Whassa? I'm just resting my eyes."

"Dad! Can't she go take lessons? Somewhere that isn't here?" My mother is so obsessed with the piano, she hardly even talks to me lately, except to kick me out of my own room.

Dad sits up and blinks. "I suppose I can't please everyone, now can I?"

"Not if you keep making promises you don't deliver. You swore you'd have my room done in January. You don't even care that you never finish anything. Now I know why Mom gets so mad at you."

His shoulders slumps as he exhales, as though he's been shot by an invisible arrow.

I'm a horrible person. I take a deep breath.

"Dad, are you hungry? How about we go get some McDonald's? My treat."
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Timers beep, patties sizzle on the grills, and the manager calls for more fries as the uniformed employees twirl and sail past each other, dancing their fast food two-step.

We take the longest line so I can say hi to Kendra Price at her till. She's quick and efficient, and our line moves faster than the shorter lines.

"There might be an extra McNugget in your box," Kendra says with a wink.

Dad hands me the takeout bag while he puts his wallet into his back pocket. Despite my offer to treat, he insisted on paying. The black leather wallet is as thick as three slices of bread, bulging with papers, receipts, money, and what else? I haven't looked in Dad's wallet.

Mom can't, or won't, find my birth certificate. She says there's nothing for me to see, since it has my last name as Woodchuck, but that isn't the part I'm curious about.

When we first got our dog Barney from the pound, he had been named Killer, but the name didn't match the gentle little black terrier, so we gave him a fresh start and a new name.

I wonder if my name has always been Charlaine, or if it once started with the letter M, like the baby in Kendra's photo album.

"Hey, here comes my piano guy," Dad says.

He holds open the door to the restaurant, and in walks Mr. Woo, my Science teacher.

"Sorry, no refunds!" Mr. Woo says to Dad with a good-natured grin. "I already cashed your check and bought a guitar." He looks down at me, then back at my father, then down to me again, and the grin falls off a cliff.

When we get outside, I say, "That, uh, was my Science teacher."

"Piano guy is your teacher! See, everyone is someone in a small town."
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My bladder wakes me at 3:20 am. The three full glasses of water I drank before bed have done their job.

I visit the bathroom first, then creep to my parents' door. I can hear loud snores from Dad and soft snores from Mom.

On hands and knees, I crawl into their room. Dad's clothes lay in a pile next to his side of the bed. I find his wallet and pull it out of the back pocket. The buckle of his belt CLANKS and a WATERFALL of quarters and dimes fall out. I hold my breath. The snores continue.

Enough moonlight shines in through the window that I can make out the wallet's contents. I pull out my father's driver's license, credit cards, rental cards from various video stores, pink library cards, coupons for McDonald's, vaccination papers for Barney, and a few sticks of Juicy Fruit gum.

I find no birth certificates in the stack—not his, and not mine. In his driver's license picture, he's sticking out the tip of his tongue.

My mother mutters something.

All my joints lock up. What's my excuse? What reason might I have to be snooping through Dad's wallet? I urgently needed access to my library card?

"Just resting my eyes," Dad mumbles. I hear him roll over, and the snoring stops, replaced with smooth sleepy breathing.

I wait for ten breaths before I begin crawling back out. I grab Mom's purse from the chair by the door. It weighs at least five pounds with its load of Mom-stuff.

Back in my bedroom, I sort through Mom's collection of cards. I'm disappointed to find no sign of my birth certificate.

Under the light of the lamp on the piano, I examine her driver's license. The last name on the card is Larson, her maiden name. Why isn't it Woodchuck, the same as mine and Dad's?

I close my eyes and try to remember if I've ever seen photos of their wedding.

After returning the purse without incident, I crawl back under my covers. It's almost 4 am and I have to get up in three hours, but I don't know if I can sleep. What else have my parents lied to me about?
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Chapter Nine - Pressure




Stacy's leaning on her locker with her forehead against the metal door.

"Cheer up, maybe you'll still get one," I say. It's Valentine's Day, and Cupid is delivering pink and red carnations between sweethearts for a dollar each. I haven't gotten any either, but I don't mind. We have auditions today in Drama for the end-of-year play, and I'm trying to psych myself up to do a great audition. "C'mon Stacy, you know I love you, bud."

"Mrrrrgggg. No care about love. I am zombie. Need cappuccino." She turns and stretches her arms out in front, reaching for me.

"Mummies walk like that, not zombies." I dodge her hands and open my locker.

Stacy's recent trip to the city, specifically the Little Italy area, has renewed her love for all things Italian. Her descriptions are appealing enough; I imagine quaint cafes with cute boys scribbling poetry in notebooks while girls in striped t-shirts and berets walk by with baguettes.

"I know," Stacy says, perking up. "We should go to The International after school. They have an Italian coffee maker. You probably haven't seen one, since your parents are hillbillies, but it's a machine that puts steam through the espresso. It uses pressure."

I want to get home before my parents, to snoop around for wedding photos and find out if they're actually married. "I dunno, I'm pretty broke, and I'd miss my bus home."

"Fine, loser, maybe I'll just ask Kendra." Stacy darts toward me. Her robot-strong fingers pinch down on the flesh above the waist of my jeans.

"Ow, what are your hands made of, titanium? I'll go, I'll go, Stacy Stinkerpoo."

Someone behind me clears her throat. "Language, girls."

Ms. Lyons looms over us, glaring through her rhinestone-studded glasses. She seems disproportionately angry about me using the word stinkerpoo, but who knows what some cruel sibling may have once called her.

"Well, off to class," I say, trying to sound casual.

I close my locker and turn to walk away. The collar of my black kangaroo-pocket sweatshirt yanks me back.

"What's your hurry, got a guilty conscience?" Ms. Lyons asks. "I hear you've been missing some Woodworking classes."

My hand goes to my stomach. "I'm feeling better now, but I keep getting these cramps, you know? The nurse says I'm her best customer." So I've skipped a few classes, sanding wood isn't as much fun as I thought it would be.

Vertical lines appear above and below her lips, and one eye twitches as she speaks. "Mr. Anders is not your friend. He'll give you just enough rope to hang yourself."

Stacy is long gone and the halls are emptying.

"Yeah? So what's your point?" It comes out sounding as rude as I intended, and I immediately regret opening my stupid mouth.

Her eye twitches again. Why doesn't the fire alarm ever go off when I want it to?

"My point? My point?" She takes in a breath and holds it with her eyes closed for a second. "Passing Woodworking so they can be proven wrong is my point. Doing the right thing is my point. Nothing's going to ever change around here without people taking responsibility. Do you understand what I'm saying? I expected more of you."

I realize I'm nodding. I do agree, in principle, that girls and boys should be able to pick the courses they want. But I only signed up for Woodworking so I could beat Kendra Price at something. Now everyone thinks I'm a tomboy dorkaloser, and I just want to get through the year and forget about the whole fiasco. I've been wearing black every day and trying to disappear into the background, the way the props people do during a play.

"You've missed a lot of classes," she says. "Anders may let you do extra credit work, if you ask nicely. Pull your head out of your butt, and for crying out loud don't fail the course."

I'm not feeling very sassy any more, so I say okay and nod again.

She taps a finger against her mouth. "You're not going to audition today for the school play, are you? I'm concerned about your busy schedule."

Another teacher approaches and asks Ms. Lyons a question. She turns her head, and I take off running. I don't see her again until I'm onstage an hour later, auditioning for the end-of-year play. Ms. Lyons appears at Mr. Banyen's side, out in the audience. She sits down next to him and leans in to talk.

There's a huge lump in my throat the whole time I'm reading out my lines. I suck, so bad. I'll probably be relegated to props department, since I look the part, and I can't even talk clearly. After a minute, he calls out, "That's enough Charlie, thank you."

"Can I get a do-over? I can do better."

"You were fine, Charlie," he says.

"But will I get a part?"

"Everybody gets a part, this isn't Hollywood. Now send out the next person, please. Next!"

I drag my feet as I leave the stage. Ms. Lyons was talking to Mr. Banyen through my whole audition, ruining everything. I didn't just want "a part," I wanted a good one, a leading role. The whole school will watch the play at the end of the year, and I'd like to prove that I'm more than just the weird minor niner girl who took a shop class and came to school as a lumberjack for Halloween. I can only imagine the horrible things that will be written under my photo in the school yearbook.

I'd rather be blank.
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After school, Stacy and I head to the cafe, walking through blocks of slushy sidewalks. The real thaw is still months away, so this weather is a Chinook, a teasing spring-like interlude. My Keds are getting soaked.

"I guess rubbing Juliet's statue didn't work for you after all," I say. "No boyfriend to send you carnations today. Life sucks, why bother doing anything."

"There's still time. The luck lasts for a year, duh."

We stop to admire the exterior of The International, with its black and red trim, and hand-painted sign. The building appears on many of the town's postcards, right between its pretty neighbors, lilac-colored Meg's Dress Shop and the navy blue Music Shoppe.

We step inside the cafe, and I forget about my damp feet. The interior is a cross between an old tavern and a gypsy caravan, with its dim lighting, oil paintings, and silk-covered lampshades. A few decorations for Valentine's Day, foil hearts and chains of cupids, are stretched over dark wooden archways.

We sit behind a wagon wheel, tucked into a private booth. The thick wall panels show evidence of thousands of visitors who have marked their passage by carving their names into the wood. A fish tank burbles behind my head. I giggle nervously when the waitress comes by to take our order.

"Two cappuccinos," Stacy says.

"And an order of fries," I add.

When the drinks arrive, Stacy puts two sugars in hers. I blow over the top of mine and take a sip. The black-brown liquid is hot and smells familiar, like Dad's coffee, but it tastes bitter. I pull a face that makes Stacy laugh, and then I stir in three packets of sugar.

The front door squeaks, and a woman talks to the waitress. "I'm looking for my daughter. And her little friend, who looks like a female Grim Reaper."

The waitress directs Stacy's mother to our booth.

I peer at my pale reflection in the fish tank. A striped angelfish spits out a bubble and backs away from my face.

"Hi girls," Mrs. Milani says, sliding in next to Stacy. "I'm a bit early to pick you up, mind if I join you for—oh, fries." Mrs. Milani snatches up several of my french fries with her manicured hand. "So, Charlaine, I hear you're causing quite the stir at the high school. I have a friend on The Board, you know."

"The Board? What's that?"

"Well, sweetie, you don't think they let the principal decide everything, do you?"

Actually, I did. I ask her more about this mysterious board, and if she thinks they'll change the electives next year. Does it really matter what grade I get on the course?

Mrs. Milani laughs. "From what my friend says, no, they don't care about what one misguided little girl does, either way. They don't want the hassle of changing all the schedules." She scoops up the last three fries on my plate. "Who cares. Silly local politics."

"It's not silly," I say.

"Of course it is. Silly kids these days think they want one thing, but it's only because they can't have it. Back in my day, the girls were ladies, the boys were gentlemen, and if you stepped out of line you got the strap. They really should bring back the—" Mrs. Milani interrupts herself with a hiccup. "Oh dear! Too much celebrating at the salon today, red wine always makes me hiccup."

My feet feel slimy inside my wet socks and shoes. I take another sip of the too-sweet-yet-still-bitter cappuccino.

"You can take Sewing next year, with me," Stacy says. "Girls take Sewing, that's just how it is. Boys don't want to date some girl who acts like a guy."

The waitress comes back to see what Mrs. Milani wants.

"I'd like an Irish coffee, a double," she says.

I imagine Mrs. Milani driving, and for a second, I feel like I'm on a roller coaster ride, and I've just come over the top of the peak and there's nothing underneath me but air.

"Wait," I blurt out, "That has whiskey in it, right?"

"Sure does, honey," the waitress answers.

"No, she can't have any alcohol," I say. "She has to drive us home."

Across the table, Stacy and her mother fall silent, with their matching streaked hair, glossy pink lipstick, and gaping mouths.

"I saw Stacy's black eye," I say to Mrs. Milani. "You crashed your car, right? My parents would never let me ride in the vehicle of someone who's been drinking."

Stacy's face turns white while her mother's turns as pink as her long fingernails. Mrs. Milani's voice is strong but low, "Who told you this? Was it Stacy?"

"I'll come back in a minute," the waitress says.

Stacy kicks my shins under the table.
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Chapter Ten – Writing Isn't Dodge-ball




I exist alone, on the other side of an icy wall, unseen and unacknowledged by Stacy.

"Bon Jovi is coming to town next weekend," I say. "I have two front-row tickets. I wonder who I should bring."

Her gaze straight ahead on her locker mirror, Stacy applies more goopy lip gloss. The pink matches the beaded safety pins she's wearing on her flower-print vest.

"They're playing a concert with the Wailin' Waylons," I say. Such an outrageous fib should crack her up.

Her lip quivers, but she resists. She's been angry since Valentine's day, the Irish Coffee Incident. I swore to Mrs. Milani that Stacy hadn't said anything, and I figured it out for myself. Mrs. Milani paid the restaurant bill and gave me money for a cab home. Later that night, Stacy phoned me to yell at me for being disloyal.

I said, "I think you should be angry at your mom for drinking and driving, not me."

"You don't know anything, and nobody cares what you think," she said before slamming the phone down. That was over a week ago, and we haven't talked since.

My parents were shocked to hear about Mrs. Milani's drinking. They said they were glad I didn't get a ride with her, and that I did everything exactly right. So if I was right, why do I feel so wrong?

I bang my locker shut and head to English, with next week's assignment already done. One good thing has come from the silent treatment. Without Stacy phoning me every night, I've been getting ahead on homework.

Mrs. Rose arrives as the bell rings, wearing a white cardigan with pearl buttons. Her hairstyle transfixes me, the way it's straight and silky, yet curls under at the ends. A round bowl of hair.

She begins class by giving back our recent English papers, starting, as always, with the lowest marks. "Ross, this story about your dirt bike would benefit from more commas and fewer exclamation points."

Ross groans sadly. "But if I don't use exclamation points, how will you get how awesome my bike is?"

"Ha ha," Mrs. Rose says. A proper laugh never comes out of her pinched little mouth. She only says "ha ha" or "that's funny."

She hands out three more, along with her irritating comments.

My hand shoots up.

"Yes, Charlie?"

"Can I just get my paper back now, without the spectacle?"

She blinks, unmoving. Her teeth are showing, but she isn't smiling.

"Writing isn't dodge-ball," I say. "It's not a spectator sport, or a contest. May I please have my essay results ... privately?"

The classroom falls silent, except for the intake of twenty-five students' breath, and my pulse rushing in my ears. Two rows over, Sue-Ann Jackson gives me a look both mischievous and encouraging.

Mrs. Rose's eyes narrow into skinny lines. "Shall I treat you and your paper differently from everyone else's? Would you like to grade your work yourself?"

The skin under my arms prickles.

Kendra raises her hand. "Mrs. Rose, I love your comments. They do help me to write better every week. We all love your suggestions."

Mrs. Rose's head swivels slowly toward Kendra, who is smiling sweetly. My armpits spit out geysers of sweat that trickle down my sides.

"Maybe we should get our papers back in random order," Kendra says. "That way poor Ross isn't always getting his first. No offense, Ross."

Everyone laughs, and Mrs. Rose's rigid posture softens. "Well spoken, Kendra. I certainly could randomize, for Ross's sake, of course."

She shuffles the papers and resumes handing them out. "I thought the studentry enjoyed the levity of friendly competition. You all seemed to relish the table drum roll."

Kendra sits glowing; I feel her sunshine radiating across the room. My paper lands on the desk in front of me. B minus.

On my wrist is a friendship bracelet, woven from embroidery thread. Kendra gave one to me and one to Stacy in an attempt to broker peace. I thought she'd be happy to have Stacy all to herself, so the bracelet thing was a nice surprise. And since Kendra figures she's my friend now, I guess I can tell her how I really feel. I scribble a note and pass it to her.

Kendra, everyone knows you're smart, so stop trying so hard to prove it all the time, okay? Maybe some of the rest of us would like to be heard. You could have let me finish what I was trying to say, even if it didn't come out perfectly.

As she reads the words, her expression turns from pleased to confused, then sad, and I wish I could take it back. I hunch down in my chair with my hand covering my eyes.

Mrs. Rose hands back the rest of the papers and some people compare marks, except for Kendra, who stares straight ahead quietly. I try to remember which other girls Kendra is friends with. She's rich enough to go skiing or tubing at Sugarloaf, but she doesn't hang out with the designer jeans crowd. And she's too much of a good girl to hang out with the AD/DC-listening smoker chicks, like Sue-Ann. Outside of class, I've only seen Kendra in the library, studying, alone.

I hear the ripping sounds of a note being torn to pieces.
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I stop just outside the door of the wood shop. My stomach has been upset since English, but I have to ignore it. I've already missed more than half of my shop classes this month, and I need to talk to Mr. Anders about an extra credit assignment.

Some of the boys inside the room are talking, so I hold back and listen.

"Hey, so you know that girl, Woodchuckles?" The voice belongs to big-toothed, butt-slapper Otter Veiner. "She's a real pirate's dream."

Another guy says, "I don't understand."

"Sunken chest!" Otter laughs. "Get it, like pirate's treasure? Because of her flat little boobies, you know."

I clap my hands over my ears, but I can still hear them laughing. Part of me wants to march into the room and tell them to eat sawdust, but instead, I sink down to the floor, pull my knees up to my chest, and wrap my arms around them.

"Greetings and salutations." Sky is standing over me, one hand outstretched. I wipe my palms on my jeans and when our hands touch, I stand up easily, my body as light as air.

"I heard those boneheads joking around in there," I say. "They're so immature, especially Otter. I hate that guy."

Sky shrugs. "He's funny, I guess. The jokes help the time pass." He gestures for me to go into the classroom, but I don't budge. My stomach is hurting, and I'm not going anywhere but the nurse's office.
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I'm as calm as a field of wheat, with the school nurse's wrinkled hand resting on mine while she takes my temperature. Mrs. Hubert gives me some Pepto Bismol and sends me home for the rest of the day. "Don't be so hard on yourself, Molly," she says, calling me the wrong name yet again.

Dad is off work today, so he picks me up. He's driving one-handed and scratching inside his ear with a ballpoint pen.

I need something to do, to keep my mind off Stacy and other problems. "Will you help me build a birdhouse?" I ask.

"I suppose. Why not buy one?"

"For Woodworking, I need to do some extra credit. Can we stop at Shipyard Lumber today and get some wood?"

"I thought you were sick, now you wanna go shopping? If you're gonna play hookie, fine, but don't drag me into it. I had enough detention when I was your age."

I take in a deep breath to let out an exasperated groan, but he's already pulling the truck into the Shipyard Lumber parking lot. For a second, I bask in my admiration for him, before the cruel voice in my head whispers He's not your real father, and I feel cruddy all over again.

Inside, the display of shingles inspires him. "Look at these! Your mother wanted cedar shakes for her dream house." He holds a bundle up to his nose. "They do smell good, but not practical for this part of the world. Hey, why don't you put them on the doghouse?"

"Because I'm making a birdhouse. Doy."

"Birds already have houses, they can sleep in the trees, let's make a house for Barney."

I frown dramatically, but he's not paying attention. "That seems like about ten times more wood-sanding than I was planning."

"I'll loan you my electric sander. Easy peasy." He throws the cedar shakes into the cart. I open my mouth to argue, but he cuts me off. "I'm paying for the wood. Now let's choose our siding."

Dad picks up a book of doghouse plans and shops for the building materials while I stand with my elbows on the counter, watching the old guy behind the counter mix paint. He loads quarts into the mixing machine, which shakes them so hard, the containers blur before my eyes.
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I sit at our kitchen table, surrounded by math homework. Something strange is happening. Somehow, carefully reading the textbook, then doing all of the practice questions instead of peeking at the answers at the back of the book, is having some effect on my brain. Quadratic equations didn't make sense, but now they do. Maybe my birth parents are math geniuses.

Mom's best friend Edie sails into the room.

"Hi kiddo, thanks for letting us use your room to jam," Edie says. "Your unicorn wallpaper is groovy."

Edie pours Baileys into two glasses of ice. She catches the drip from the end of the bottle with her finger and sticks it in her mouth. Mom is still playing the piano in my room, down the hall. Edie dances and shakes her head, her long curly hair bouncing up and down against the shoulders of her beaded jean jacket.

"I love that jacket," I say. "You always have such cool clothes."

"Thanks hon! Flattery will get you everything." She turns to show me the big city skyline embroidered on the back panel. "Actually, I just had a big shopping spree in the city and my closet is jam-packed. I'll bring you over some stuff I don't need and you can have your pick, okay?"

"Wow, that would be awesome!" I listen to the piano music for a moment. "What did you do to Mom? Her playing is sounding ... not horrible."

"Your mother just needed a boot in the rump."

"You're kicking her? That seems cruel, even though she does deserve it for driving us bonkers."

"Now now, be cordial. She puts up with lots from you and Hank, I'm sure." Edie takes two sips of the creamy brown liquid, then tops up the glass. "What I do is gently remind her to not stop playing, even when she hits a wrong note. By kicking her in the rump."

As if on cue, the piano sounds stop. Edie yells over her shoulder, "Play through!"
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In my dream, black birds jump up and down on their piano cloud, playing catchy songs about quadratic equations. Someone prods me awake. I've fallen asleep during our relaxation exercises in Drama.

Stacy is kneeling across from me on my yoga mat. "I decided I'm not mad at you any more," she says. "We can be best friends again, but you have to promise you won't be mad no matter what, okay?"

"What if I don't want to be friends?"

"Come on."

I take in a deep breath and let it out. "Okay, friends again." Like I really have a choice.

"No, you have to actually promise."

"I pinkie swear."

When we walk out into the hallway after class, Stacy grabs Kendra's arm and they bolt away from me.

A few feet away, a leggy blond girl elbows her friend and points her finger at me. The friend's mouth drops open.



[image: ]

Chapter Eleven - Diaperjam




I look down to see what the girls are pointing at. My usual black jeans and black t-shirt are there, like normal, but I've been inspired by Mom's friend Edie to add a bit of color, using a bright blue scarf with silver threads. People are taking notice of my fashion statement.

My shoulders straighten. I should try sewing, even if I'm not taking Sewing as an elective. I could use a couple of old dresses to make a new one. Mom has some funky dresses in the back of her closet.

I turn a corner and run into a six-foot-tall black and white penguin. Its fur feels plushy against my face. The penguin opens its arms, so I give it a big hug.

"Who's in there?" I ask, peering at the mesh inside the open beak.

"Thanks for the hug, it feels good," the penguin says.

I let go and back away. "Ross Waylon?"

"Woah, nice mustache!" he says from inside the costume. "You look like the bad guy from an old black and white movie!"

Why is Ross always comparing me to guys? I pull my compact out of my pencil case and whip it open. A thin black line curves over my mouth and twirls up at the edges. Stacy.

Ross the Penguin points a wing at my new face decoration. "Shouldn't you be off doing something dastardly? Like tying some little girl to a railroad track?"

"I'd like to tie Stacy to a—"

"Hey, that was awesome how you stood up to Mrs. Rose, in English. I don't like how everybody thinks I'm dumb, just because I joke around. I have feelings in here, you know." The penguin's wings come together over his heart.

"Feelings, huh? You are wearing your clothes in there, aren't you?"

"If you must know, I'm wearing a spandex ballerina suit."

"That sounds nice, with a tutu and everything?" And now I'm having an actual conversation with Ross Waylon, decent human being.

"You're cool like a dude," he says. "I'm glad I saved your life."

"Thanks, I guess." I don't care that people are staring. They're just jealous of my cool mustache and my penguin friend.
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I couldn't ignore Stacy at play rehearsal because we had a scene together. My part in the end-of-year play is small, just a few lines. Stacy giggled at the faint outline of the felt pen mustache I couldn't get completely scrubbed off and reminded me that our pinkie swear was legally binding.

Rehearsal just ended and I'm sitting on the school's concrete step. Clouds roll across a quiet early-March sky; streetlamps blink on. Half an hour later, I call home from the payphone and find out my parents haven't even realized I'm not there, but Dad promises to come right away.

He pulls up in the van we bought to replace Mom's car. It isn't exactly new, but it has lots of room inside. For some unfathomable reason, Dad is wearing my mother's floppy straw hat and purple sunglasses, even though it's dark. Times like these I feel almost comforted by the idea that I'm not related to my parents by genetics.

When we get home, Mom's in the kitchen, surrounded by glass jars, pots, and bowls of fruit.

"Good, you're here. You can help," she says. "Last year's wild blueberries and raspberries were taking up space in the freezer, so I'm making jam."

"What's that?" I point at a bundle of white fabric, tied to a wooden spoon, hanging over a bowl and seeping dark liquid.

"Jelly," she says.

"But the cloth, that's the same one you cover loaves of bread with, right?"

"Yes, smarty pants, it's that cloth. It works the same as cheesecloth. I'm not going to go buy brand new cheesecloth just to appease you when we have plenty of these."

"But Mom, those are my old cloth diapers. Diapers! You're disgusting! I wore them when I was a baby, and some of them are still stained ... from poopies."

She rolls her eyes. "These little squares of cloth are fine, they're clean Miss Princess, I've bleached them."

"You're making diaperjelly and diaperjam. It's an abomination and I won't eat any. I refuse to eat diaperjam."

"Child, if you think you're too good for homemade jam, you'd better marry rich."

I stomp to my room and slam the door.

Mom screams out behind me, "Did you hear me? Marry rich!"

I throw myself on my bed and punch my pillow. Why is it whenever I complain about her being cheap, she tosses that insult at me? It's not even a proper insult. Who doesn't want to marry rich?

I crack open my door and yell, "I will marry rich. Unlike you. You guys are liars, you aren't even MARRIED! That makes me a bastard!"

The sounds of jam and jelly-making cease.
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Chapter Twelve – Applesauce




I stand listening from my bedroom door.

Mom and Dad are talking in low voices, probably devising my punishment for three violations: door-slamming, yelling, and calling them liars. My loving parents might even be planning to put me up for re-adoption.

I can't take the suspense, so I sneak back out to the kitchen.

Dad's hugging Mom, talking quietly in her ear. Her back is to me, so I can't tell if she's merely annoyed, or if she's a ticking bomb of groundhog fury.

Dad's hands are around Mom's waist, and he's rotating his gold wedding band, the one he always wears. Of course they're married, I must be some sort of idiot to suspect otherwise. My mother probably just forgot to change her name on her driver's license.

"Mom, what's wrong? I love your diaperjam. I mean blueberry jam. Mm, yummy."

Dad looks up and says, "We were going to get married, but then things happened sooner than expected, and we bought this house, and it doesn't matter anyway."

"Holy snowcones!" I let this new information ricochet through my head like a pinball, twirling my thoughts and dinging off my memories. "But ... but ... you guys wear wedding rings."

"I wear mine to keep the single ladies from attacking me," Dad says.

Mom pulls back and swats at his chest—playfully though, not with the claws out. "Your father and I had a commitment ceremony here in the backyard, we just didn't want any religious nonsense. I had flowers in my hair and bare feet. It's what people did in those days." She's got half a smile, and a crease on her forehead.

"She wore a mini-dress," Dad adds. "Really short, like zowzers."

"I don't understand. You're just pretend-married? Where are the photos?"

The crease on Mom's forehead deepens. "Your Uncle Wilbur was in charge of the photos, and he forgot to take off the lens cap."

"He was too busy trying to impress your mother's friend Edie," Dad says.

Mom fixes me with her serious-look-tractor-beam. "I'd appreciate it if this information didn't leave the house. Some people around town can be very judgmental."

I've got something over them—this never happens! I fight to keep my delight in check. "You dirty hippies, you're living in sin," I say with a smirk.

"It was wrong of us to hide it from you," Dad says. "Parents are people too, they aren't all perfect and stuff. You understand that, right?"

I cross my arms and look down at the floor. I wish he hadn't said that.

"We aren't infallible," Mom says. I can't look at her.

Mom puts her hand under my chin and turns my face up to examine it. "What in heaven's name did you do to yourself? A felt pen mustache? Honestly, Charlie, why do you do such crazy things?"
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I have to admit my parents are right. Some things are worth the wait, like my new bedroom.

From my bed, I watch spring arrive in all its glory. The sun rises earlier each day, encouraging green buds and then a million little round leaves on the Beech, Oak, and Quaking Aspen trees. For the last three weeks, I've been Una Paloma Blanca, the white bird from the song Mom plays on the piano, up high in my new attic bedroom.

The night they admitted they weren't married, everything in our family shifted a little. For better or worse, I'm not sure. Lately they've been whispering to each other when they think I can't hear. Dad started spending every evening finishing the attic for me, and Mom surprised me with a new dresser and mirror the day we moved my things up.

Sometimes I absent-mindedly walk right into my old bedroom and I'm surprised to find just a piano and none of my things, like I'm a ghost now. Stacy's right; you can't go back.

But I am growing. This morning, my new full-length mirror confirms it; the pain in my legs over the last month was indeed a growth spurt. All my jeans are now flood pants.

I grab one of the things Mom's friend Edie handed down to me, a red dress with a chain belt. I'm wary of all her brightly-colored clothes, but today the red dress seems right.

I smile my biggest, whitest, metal-free smile. My braces came off last week, and running my tongue over my smooth, straight teeth is a delight.

On the stairs down to the main floor of the house, I nearly trip over a pile of folded laundry. I don't think Mom's been up to the room since we moved the furniture in, not even to tuck me in at night.

When I get to school, some boys stop and turn to stare. Shoot, now everyone's looking at me. Sure the dress was free, along with the rest of the new wardrobe, but why did Edie have to buy it in red, and not something sensible like black? I cross my arms over my chest as I walk into the wood shop.

Otter looks up from his project, which is a wooden version of some wizard's sword from the Lord of the Rings books, or so he says. His eyes grow wide and his jaw slowly drops. "Uhh."

I get to work, but can't shake the tickle on the back of my neck, the sensation of being watched. Every time I check, Otter's eyes are burning a laser hole into me. I wouldn't mind certain boys looking my way, but Otter? Ew.

Mr. Anders stops by the workstation behind me. "Otter Veiner, my dear boy, the way you're abusing your sword with the sander, you're going to snap it in half. Is something written on Miss Woodchuck's clothing, some sort of instructions I don't know about?"

"Huh huh no sir," Otter says.

I waltz over to Sky's workstation. Be casual, I tell myself as I take a deep breath and prepare to say something charming. "Are you using that ruler?"

Before Sky can answer, Otter leaps between us. "Here, you can use mine," Otter says brightly, brandishing his ruler. Great.

Mr. Anders calls attendance and announces the names of students who will be receiving an Incomplete for the course. My name is one of them.

"How can I be getting an Incomplete? I'm making a doghouse," I say.

"What doghouse? Pray tell. I haven't seen it." He puts his hands on his hips and makes a show of looking around the room. "A lot of doorstops and future kindling, but no so-called doghouse."

"I've been working on one at home, in my garage."

"You? Perhaps you mean your father's been working on one." He takes a swig from his green coffee cup.

I step away from my workstation and show him my hands. "Honest, I'm working on it myself. See, I have the slivers to prove it."

He spits brown liquid into his mug. "Pants!" he shouts.

I look down at my bare knees.

"Pants! Young lady, you're not wearing any pants. Your little cocktail dress is inappropriate safety attire for this class."

"You never said anything about pants before. But I'll go change, I have some sweats in my gym locker."

"Applesauce!" he screams, his voice cracking.

The class has stopped working and the guys laugh at Mr. Anders' outburst. His face and bald head are turning red, and never before has he so closely resembled Elmer Fudd. I smush my lips together to prevent a smile.

"Wipe that smirk off your face!" he yells. "I won't have this nonsense in my shop, they can't make me." He grabs his clipboard while muttering, "...a disruption and a distraction. These poor hormone-addled boys can't put two words together, let alone two sticks of wood."

Across the room, Sky catches my eye and holds his hands out, palms up, as if to say Are you going to let him talk to you like that?

I straighten my back, my resolve. "And how is their distraction my problem?"

Mr. Anders wheels around, his nose and cheeks splotchy and red. We stand staring at each other, unblinking, for an eternity, until he breaks and tears a sheet of paper from his clipboard. "We're done, good job. I'll give you a conditional pass, so long as you don't cause any more disturbances. Now go, leave the wood shop, and do not darken this door again."

I pick up my pencil case and notebooks. I walk out, my legs and arms trembling.
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Dad fidgets, arranging and rearranging his silverware as I tell the story. "Applesauce? Wow," he says. "Anders was teaching shop when I went to school, and he got mad a few times, but not like that."

"Then he kicked me out, but he said I have a free pass."

"I'm impressed. You outdid your old man! I got detention, but nothing like a free pass."

"Hank." Mom scoops a pale orange blob onto Dad's plate. "You're encouraging her to be a troublemaker. It's bad enough she inherited your rebellious genes."

"Duh, you guys, I'm adopted, so I can't inherit genes from you."

Dad wrinkles his nose and pokes at the food on his plate. "What's this goop?"

"Sweet potatoes," Mom says brightly. "But I figured you two would be squeamish, so I mixed them with regular potatoes."

"You know what would be good in here?" I ask after I taste a forkful. "Applesauce."

Dad snickers.

The doorbell rings, and I jump up to answer it. Jehovah's Witnesses usually come on the weekends, not on a weeknight, but it's better for me to dispatch them before Dad draws them into a debate.

I open the door to find Stacy, holding two suitcases. A taxi is driving away.

"Who is it?" Mom yells.

"Throw a bucket of cold water on them!" Dad yells.

"I'm moving in with you," Stacy says.

Mom yells again, "Shut the door, you're letting out the heat!"

Stacy pushes past me, into the house, and kicks off her shoes.

"We already have a bible!" Dad yells.

Stacy follows me into the kitchen. I put my hand gingerly on my mother's and say, "Mommy, would it be okay if Stacy ..."

Mom's staring suspiciously at Stacy's big suitcases.

Stacy sits in the empty chair at our table and pokes at the salmon-colored potatoes. "What is this? It looks like food poisoning in a pot."
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Chapter Thirteen - Moose




Peterson doesn't care that Stacy kept me up all night talking, hogged the bathroom all morning, and nearly set off World War Three when she refused to eat our breakfast cereal because it had raisins. In the three weeks Stacy's been staying with us, I haven't had a single good night of sleep, and now even hot dinners have disappeared, thanks to my mother's cooking strike. The last thing I need is to miss the bus.

Mr. Peter John Peterson—just Peterson to us—drives the bus and times the stops with military precision. Kids whisper stories to each other about all the people Mr. Peterson shot when he worked as a cop in New York. His head is shaved smooth as a bowling ball, which only draws attention to the nasty scar on his eyebrow and the ever-present cinnamon-flavored toothpick in his mouth. If kids misbehave, Peterson will jab them with the toothpick; the poke hurts, but the red mark left behind can be dismissed as a bug bite.

Stacy's dawdling down the long driveway, holding her bag over her head and fussing about the drizzly rain. We were still twenty feet away from the corner when Peterson pulled the bus up at 8:17 am. His face tells me he might kill us both, perhaps with a cinnamon-flavored stick in the jugular.

"Woodchuck. Gotta be at the stop sign," he says, pointing at the sign with his toothpick.

Stacy giggles behind me as we board the bus. We take an empty seat near the middle of the girls' side. On the boys' side, Otter is up on his knees, singing to Sofie Schmidt.

"You are so beautiful, to meeeee," Otter serenades. "Can't you seeeeeee?"

I turn around to see how Sofie is taking the teasing today. Sofie Schmidt—oily hair, coke-bottle glasses, and pink barrettes—presses her face against the window.

"That guy Otter is so annoying," Stacy says. "He's giving me a headache, why doesn't the dumdum girl punch him out?"

"Shh. Sofie's not dumb, just a late bloomer. She's going into ninth grade next year."

"What? You actually talk to her?" Stacy makes a face like she's eaten a bug.

I feel water splash on my cheek. I check to see if the rain is coming in from outside, through an open window, but the windows are closed tight. Otter howls with laughter. He opens his mouth and a stream of saliva arcs out, as perfect as a fountain. Abominable.

All the girls squeal, including me and Stacy. Peterson bellows into his circular mirror, "Do you juvenile delinquents need me to stop the bus and come back there?"

The noise stops instantly, like a radio with the batteries pulled out. Otter stage-whispers to Sofie, "Psst, are you wearing a bra? Show me the strap if you are."

I peek back over the seat again. Sofie's cheeks are pink and her eyes are glistening. After so many awful Woodworking classes with Otter, I know how the poor girl feels.

"Hey Otter." I stand up.

"Huh?"

"You shouldn't talk to a girl like that. And if you stopped being such a jackass, and tried acting like a decent human being, you might one day actually get a date."

His mouth gapes open.

"And another thing," I say, picking up steam. Everyone else is hanging on my words, so I let him have it. "You can have either hockey hair or a rat tail, but not both. Pick a single fashion crime."

Any response he might have is drowned out by the sound of screeching tires.

My back makes contact with the bench seat and I topple to the floor as the bus comes to a lurching stop. After a confusing scramble of limbs and backpacks, strong hands help me up—Peterson's hands. His face is inches away from mine. The toothpick isn't cinnamon after all; I smell only peppermint. "No swearing," he says.

I don't remember swearing, but I apologize all the same.

He points to the exit. "Walk the plank. Your little friend too."

Stacy and I grab our bags and scoot up the aisle. I brace myself for the sting of a toothpick jabbing into my arms or back, but it doesn't happen.

Safe on the side of the road, Stacy wheels around to face Peterson. "Wait, Charlie Chaplin here was the one who said the swear word. I shouldn't have to get punished. I'll just come back on, okay?" She moves toward the step, a sweet smile on her face.

Peterson holds up his hand. "Nice try Milani. We're only a mile from the high school. A brisk walk will do you some good. Them's the rules, no swearing, gotta uphold the rules or there's chaos in this world."

The sharp lines around his eyes and mouth lessen as he fixes his gaze on me. "Doesn't mean I don't stand behind what you did, Woodchuck."

As the bus pulls away, the rain doubles its efforts to soak us. Stacy puts her bag over her head. "Prince Charles, you might get Bs and As, but you sure are a Capital D Dumdum."

Sofie's face appears in the back window and she presses her open palm against the rain-streaked glass.
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Twenty minutes later, we're at school. I'm soaked, but strangely enough, not cold.

Stacy has dirty brown streaks running down her face and neck. "Ew, what is that stuff?" I ask.

She wipes her cheek with her hand and gasps at the brown residue. "Great, that's all I need!"

I follow her into the bathroom to help mop the brown stuff off. Between whimpers, she tells me she wanted to try brunette hair, but didn't want to dye it, so she bought a brown-colored mousse, and now it's running all over her pink sweatshirt.

"You don't understand." she says. "Everything bad happens to me. My mom crashed the car and she was fine, but I'm the one who got all bruised up." Her lips tremble, the corners pull down, and she begins to sob. Now what do I do? I've never seen tough little Stacy Milani cry before.

I pull some toilet paper from one of the stalls and bring a wad to her. "So that is how you got the black eye? You should have told me. We're friends, that's what friends are for."

She sniffles as I dry her hair with paper towel. "Look at me, I'm completely bed-raggled," she says.

It takes me a second to figure out what word she means. "You mean bedraggled?"

"I can't get anything right, I'm so stupid!" she cries.

I've got to change the subject, so I fess up and tell her she isn't the only person who has upsetting things happen. Within the last six months, I discovered I was adopted, my parents aren't actually married, my teachers are mostly crazy, the boy I liked doesn't like me back, and I'll probably be twenty-seven before I ever kiss a boy.

"I still have you beat," Stacy says. "But yeah, your life sounds lame, when you say it all like that." She takes a deep breath. "I feel okay now, at least I'm not you."

"You're welcome, I guess. My life's not so bad, I think things might be improving for me. My new bedroom is cool, even though it's not painted yet."

"Don't get your hopes up. I was playing with your dog last night and he's totally old," Stacy says. "He's probably going to die soon."
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Stacy and I are in Science when the fire alarm rings. The whole class groans because the weather is miserable and we aren't allowed to get our coats from our lockers.

Mr. Woo zooms around the room, waving his arms over his head. "Children, I am on fire! I am a fireball. Out the window, out the door, leave this room calmly, in single file, not a word out of any of you or I will set you on fire."

I have to put my damp shoes back on, so I'm the last one out of the room.

Mr. Woo hovers near my desk as I tie my laces. "I've been worried about you. Did everything work out okay?"

"YES, it's OKAY, my mother LOVES your old piano!" I have to talk loud to be heard over the clatter of the alarm.

"No, I mean did you find out—" The alarm stops. "WHO YOUR FATHER IS?" He claps his hands over his mouth, even though we're alone right now.

"Oh, well, I'm adopted, so I won't know until I'm older probably. I'm fine, honestly."

He looks relieved. "You know, in teacher training, they don't prepare us for any of the real problems students have. You know, drugs, sex, and soft-rock music. Ahh, I should have just been a comedian, like my parents wanted."

"Don't say that. You're a good Science teacher."

He smiles and rests his hand on my shoulder as we walk outside. "So are you playing the piano much?" he asks.

"No, I'm not that interested. Dad bought it for my mom to play."

"Really! Your parents must be very wise. Many people try to impose their desires onto their children. This must mean that you are free."

"Free? Huh. I guess so."

The rain has stopped, but the wind is howling and it's bum-clenching cold.

I find Stacy and Kendra huddled together for warmth. I stand awkwardly next to Stacy, like a useless appendage. People ask each other if the alarm is a drill, a prank, or a real fire. For a second, the crowd gets excited over a glimpse of smoke, but it's just a little cloud.

Mr. Banyen tells us about how Snowy Cove's previous high school burned down in 1967, so we should all be careful what we joke about. Our school was built hurriedly from plans suited to a California climate and the place is already falling apart. He tells us all about the inefficient windows, sketchy electrical system, and the shop wing needing an expensive new roof. "Poor old gal's falling apart," he says.

Snooty Heather Claridge stands with her cliquey friends, wearing her usual mini-skirt and a ridiculous Flashdance half-shirt that bares one shoulder. Even from a distance, I can see her lips shuddering over her chattering teeth. Sue-Ann Jackson has joined the pack and seems to be wearing the missing half of Heather's shirt as a tube top.

I watch as Ross Waylon approaches the group, removes his leather jacket—he's been wearing it non-stop since he got the thing—and offers it to Heather. She shakes her head and holds her nose. Her friends tip their heads back with laughter.

He walks away from the group with his head hanging low and the sleeves of the jacket dragging on the ground. Ross is a big moose and of course Heather is way out of his league, but does she have to be so cruel?

"Hey Ross?" I call out.

"Hey Mustachio," Ross says as he trudges toward us. I don't love his new nickname for me, but at least Mustachio is better than Spock.

"We wouldn't say no to your jacket," I say. "We three appreciate chivalry."

He glances back toward Heather, who is still watching.

Stacy, Kendra and I squeeze in tight, as though we're running a four-legged race. He drapes the jacket around us. The odor isn't as offensive as Heather implied. The quilted black lining smells a bit spicy with sort of a mild barnyard smell, but not bad.

I can't hear what they're saying, but Heather's friends appear to be giving her heck for not accepting the jacket.

Kendra says, "I know why Heather always wears legwarmers or slouch socks. She's got fat ankles. It could be bad genes, or maybe water retention."

Stacy snorts with laughter while I feel just a tiny bit sorry for Heather and her fat ankles.

Ross Waylon's chest puffs out just a little more than usual.

A fire truck arrives, and the fire marshal announces the school is safe. It was just a false alarm.

When I hand his jacket back and thank him, Ross says, "You're welcome Mustach ... er, I mean, Charlie."

[image: ]  

A few days later, we're sharing a Seventeen magazine at lunch, and I ask Kendra and Stacy if they think I might get prettier as I get older, like the ugly duckling did. "Maybe my face will grow some more, and my chin won't be as pointy. Heather Claridge is so lucky, I bet she was born perfect."

"Shut your yammerhole," Stacy says. "Nobody would know your chin was pointy if you'd stop yakking about it. And Heather's a dog-face tramp. We hate her."

Kendra stifles a giggle. "I thought she was more horse-faced, but it doesn't matter, because the guys all love her and being attractive to boys is her thing, you know?" She takes hummingbird sips of her Coke through a straw. "Nobody gets to pick their thing, it just happens."

Stacy stuffs her mouth with her second apple fritter, no doubt starved from the lack of Stacy-approved food at my house.

"What do you mean?" I ask.

Kendra leans in. "Well, that guy over there, Toby, his thing is pretty obvious. He barks in class."

"He's got Tourette's Syndrome," I say.

"Yeah, he can't help himself," Stacy says. "He has some sort of brain damage. He has to wash his hands a hundred times a day, and I hear he can only pee sitting down, but he hangs his jeans up on a hook so they don't touch the floor."

"Thanks Ms. Milani for that visual," Kendra says. "But mainly the barking is his thing, right?"

We both agree.

"And you," Kendra says to Stacy. "You're a shrewd little negotiator. You seem cute and harmless, but I've seen you talk your way out of anything, and you were extorting your own mother. One day you'll be a rich lawyer."

"Aw, thanks Kendra," Stacy says. The two of them high-five. They've been getting closer and closer these last few months, and it's probably just a matter of time before they forget all about me, the third wheel who doesn't play volleyball.

"What about me?" I ask Kendra. "What's my thing? Maybe if I practice, I can be on volleyball next year."

Kendra takes a deep breath and studies me. "Stacy told me what you did on the bus, and I saw how you helped Ross. You used to be the weird chick who wore black. Then you started dressing better and you became the weird hot chick."

I feel the flush of my face turning beet red. "Not true, but thanks for saying so."

"I know you're a kind person," Kendra says. "So that's your thing, you stick up for people."

"She's not going to be a lawyer too, is she?" Stacy asks, crossing her arms. "I think Charley Horse should pick something else. I don't want anyone else to be a lawyer."

The sound of barks ring out in the cafeteria. I turn to make sure the barker is Toby Tourettes and not someone making fun of him.

Heather Claridge walks straight toward us and stops in front of Kendra. "What are you and the Woodchucker staring at, Brainiac? Take a picture, it'll last longer."

Kendra squirms and pulls the collar of her turtleneck up higher on her neck. "I wasn't staring at you." She looks like she would disappear inside her sweater, if she could.

"Sure you weren't. Brainzilla." Heather turns to walk away, stops to lick her finger, and presses it on her hip. "Tsssssss," she says.

After she's gone, I tell Kendra that Brainiac and Brainzilla are compliments, and I'm proud of how smart she is. And I really mean it, I'm not just saying it. She nods and stretches her turtleneck up to her earlobes.

Stacy stands up and yells, "Heather Claridge is a puttanesca!" Heather shoots us a dirty look, but doesn't come back.
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On the bus home from school, Stacy stares into space. I wave my hand in front of her face. "Hey roomie, you tired from keeping me up every night with your twisted fantasies about New Kids on the Block?"

"It's your parents," she says. "They're starting to freak me out."

"Well, if you wouldn't leave your dirty socks all over, I'm sure they'd let up."

"It's not that. You said they adopted you, right? But your parents are not married, right? I know I don't have a problem with them living in sin, but the adoption people would. How could they give a little baby to people who aren't married?"

"Well obviously they did, so you're wrong."

"No, I read about adoption at the library at school."

"You? In the library? I didn't think you knew where it was."

Stacy frowns at my library joke. "I'm serious. I read a story in Reader's Digest about this happening, where people want a kid but can't have one, so they buy a baby on the black market, or worse."

"What? You're scaring me. What are you saying?"

Stacy grabs my hand. Her face is serious and her palms are hot and sweaty. "They steal one," she whispers. "They're criminals. Your parents stole you from somebody."
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Chapter Fourteen - Smoke




Mom is shaking the frying pan full of ground beef. Greasy chunks fly over the side and land on the red-hot burner, where they sizzle and spit.

"You don't want us to cook dinner, Mrs. Woodchuck?" Stacy asks. "Are you back from your strike?"

Mom answers without looking. "I can't face another plate of your so-called pasta puttanesca. A fancy name doesn't change Kraft Dinner with wieners, but thanks for the offer."

Stacy catches my eye and mouths the words ask them, then she disappears up to my bedroom.

Dad's sitting at the table with his coffee and a copy of The Snowy Cove Gazette. Mom hums along with a song playing on the radio. Now is as good a time as any to accuse my parents of kidnapping babies.

"Question for you guys," I say casually. "If you two aren't legally married, how did you adopt a baby?"

Dad sets down his paper and he and my mother exchange a look.

The beef begins to smoke, with thin tendrils rising up over the stove. The scent of burning hamburger fills the air. Mom reaches to turn on the hood fan.

The smoke alarm in the hallway goes off. Mom drops the spatula and grabs a tea towel from the front of the stove. She stands under the alarm, furiously waving the towel.

Dad shouts over the piercing warble, "Did someone tell you something?"

I cover my ears with my hands. "Why won't you tell me? I have a right to know."

"What? What do you mean, right now?" he yells.

I let go of my ears and grip the edge of the table to steady myself. The room is spinning out of control around me.

Mom has gotten the broom and is whacking the alarm with the stick end. The siren stops. She runs back to the steaming pan on the stove, grabs the handle and moves it to the other element. "SUGAR!" She runs to the sink, turns the water on full-blast, and sticks her hand underneath it.

"Well?" I say, my voice trembling to match my legs.

The song on the radio ends and the announcer comes on with a weather report. "With no rain in sight, it's going to be another glorious East Coast spring day tomorrow with highs of fourteen degrees."

"Dammit!" my mother says. "Hank, go ahead and tell her already. Tell her everything."

Dad opens his mouth, and the smoke alarm goes off again. He jumps, knocking his coffee cup to the floor. The Corelle mug bounces on the linoleum, spraying coffee on my pants, then lands, sheared in half.

Barney howls from underneath the table as Mom runs out of the kitchen.

Dad eases up from his chair and crosses the room, then disappears down the stairs to the basement. A minute later, he returns with a step ladder, which he unfolds in the hallway. He climbs the steps and reaches up to the blaring smoke alarm. Without pushing the reset button, he twists the whole thing, taking it down from the ceiling. The plastic unit continues to scream. His face remains calm, expressionless.

He slides open the kitchen window and chucks the shrieking smoke alarm far into the backyard. The sound stops.

"Well, I guess the cat's out of the bag," he says.
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Dad sweeps up the pieces of his broken coffee cup, wraps them in paper towel, and places them in the garbage bin.

He faces the window as he speaks. "The girl, the woman who gave birth to you, wasn't ready for kids, she wasn't even married. Back in 1974, there weren't many single mothers, and they weren't looked too kindly upon by the folks in town here. Things haven't changed a lot in the last fourteen years."

Stacy has ventured back downstairs and is sitting at the kitchen table next to me, petting Barney in her lap. Mom is still down the hall, presumably in the piano room with the door shut.

Dad opens the fridge and pulls out a beer. "Your birth mother had left town. I didn't even know she was pregnant until she showed up back here in Snowy Cove." He stops and takes a long drink. "Your mom, the one you have now, we had been dating since the summer, and she was as surprised as I was."

"Wait, who? You were friends with my birth mother? Did she sell me to you guys?"

"Yeah, how much is Charlie worth?" Stacy asks.

"Now calm down, we didn't buy you, and we didn't steal you either. I'm your legal guardian. Charlie, I'm your father. Your biological father."

"Woah," Stacy says. "Just like in Star Wars. This is so cool."

I kick her leg under the table.

"I knew her before I met your Mom," Dad says. "That is, the one who raised you. See, I dated the girl who is your ... I don't know what the politically-correct term is. Your other mother."

Stacy raises her hand. "I know, I know! Charlie's an accident, right?"

I kick her again. "Okay, so you're my father," I say. "Why did you let me think I was adopted?"

He shakes his head and rubs his chin—his pointy chin that looks exactly like mine except with beard stubble. "Your mother, the one who raised you and loved you, when she was growing up she had a stepfather and step siblings. She never wanted to be anyone's step-anything."

"I get that," Stacy says. "The stepmother is always the evil one. Like in Cinderella."

"We've always had your best interest at heart," he says, "But then you sprung the whole science thing on us, and I'm still not sure what happened just before ... the accident."

I think back to that day, before the car crash, to the blackmail attempt, and a wave of shame makes me duck my head. "I guess things got a little confusing."

"I want to meet Charlie's birth mother," Stacy announces. "We should invite her for dinner."

"Over my dead body," my mother says. I didn't realize she came back into the room.

"Can I at least see a picture of her?" I ask.

"No. You may not." Mom's face is scary-serious. "Can't you just leave well enough alone? This is exactly why we didn't tell you. That woman is not a part of your life, we are your parents."

Stacy excuses herself and hustles out of the room with Barney, like Dorothy running away from the tornado with Toto in her arms.

I stand up and walk right up to my mother. We're practically the same height now. I guess I'm the tornado, because I'm clenching my fists and I feel like I want to smash something. "Why can't you just tell me the truth? Why do you have to make everything about you?"

Her hand whips up fast and she slaps me across the face. I stagger back as Dad shouts "Enough!"

I grab a glass off the counter and throw it at the wall, where it explodes against the tile back splash and rains down on the counter.

Dad yells again, but I can hardly hear anything over the rushing in my ears.

I turn and run out the front door. I have no shoes, no jacket, but I don't stop and I don't look back, I just run down the driveway, and left, up the next road.
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It's dark when I venture back as far as the garage. Dad is in here, sitting in the chair next to the workbench. "You have to give your mom some time." His eyes are glistening. "Ever since you cut your hair, every day, you've been looking more and more like your birth mother, and it's killing her."

My insides feel like I've been punched. I crumple until I'm sitting on the cold cement floor of the garage. "It's not my fault. I didn't ask to be born."

He nods.

"I can't help how I look," I say.

"Under our agreement, we're not allowed to reveal her identity. But if you'd like, I can tell you a bit about her."

"Right now?"

"Unless you have other plans."

I pick at the bottoms of my socks. They're caked with mud and there's blood on one heel from where I must have stepped on some glass. "I've got nowhere else to go."

"Your mother had a bit of a temper too. But she was so full of life."

I put my chin on my hands and wait for him to compose himself enough to continue.

[image: ]  

My birth mother is the same age as Dad, has brown hair and brown eyes like me, and is most certainly not coming over for dinner any time soon. She wished her little girl the best in life, but doesn't want to be contacted until I turn eighteen.

The big fight with Mom was days ago, and she's been polite and distant ever since. She hasn't apologized, but neither have I. Stacy and I have been hiding out in the garage a lot, and we're in here again tonight.

"You should threaten to run away unless they show you a photo at least," Stacy says.

"Why are you so obsessed with my birth mother? My real mom is the one who raised me. It's all your fault, you made me ask, and you're the one who had that awful idea about inviting her for dinner."

"Well sorry for finding something interesting. God, nothing ever happens in this boring town."

I make her promise, again, that she won't tell anyone at school.

She pinkie swears, then helps me lay out the wood and materials for the doghouse I'm building on Dad's workbench. It feels good to work with my hands, building something—anything to take my mind off this mysterious birth mother who isn't a stranger anymore, except to me.

"Ow slivers!" Stacy shakes her hands. "Why are you making a doghouse anyway, didn't you get a pass for wood class?"

"I'll finish the project, firstly for Barney, and secondly because Mr. Anders doesn't think I can. I'm going to prove him wrong." And thirdly, because I need something to take my mind off the unbearable weight on my chest. It's getting a little easier each day, but I hate feeling so close to my dad and so far away from my mom.

"Cool. Your doghouse is going to rule and Mr. Anders will have a big fat heart attack," Stacy says. She leans back and reads magazines while I work. Barney sits in the corner, his chin on his front paws, and his fluffy eyebrows twitching as he watches me assemble the sides of his house. At least he will appreciate my hard work.

"Charlie?"

"It's supposed to fit together like this. Either shut up or help me."

"No, look at this ring." She rips a page out of the magazine and holds it up. "I want to make my own jewelry. I heard you can make rings in the school's metal shop, so I want to take Metalwork next year."

"Stop ripping my magazines, I still have to pay for those."

I use the jigsaw to cut a section of paneling. Dad quizzes me regularly on safety and lets me use the machine as long as someone else is in the garage with me. The blade chews through the thin wood, kicking up fresh sawdust.

Stacy rips out three more pages from my magazine.

"Stop it," I say. "And forget about shop. Your mother told us The Board wouldn't be allowing girls into the shops next year."

"You're smart, you figure something out. You have to stand up for me. I want to take whatever classes I want and—" She stops, distracted by a person walking by the garage's window. "Who's that?"

"Mom's friend Edie, she comes over sometimes to play music."

"Duh! She's got brown hair. Does she have brown eyes?"

I try to picture Edie's face from memory. She always has a kind word and a hug for me. I imagine her dangly silver earrings, her tie-dye shirts, her smiling eyes. What color are they?

"Is Edie Italian?" Stacy asks. "I've decided that until we find out, you're at least half Italian, just like me. Let's go into the house and interrogate her. I'll be the bad cop."

"Stacy, this is my life, it's not some Encyclopedia Brown mystery."

"Okay, you be bad cop, I'll be good cop. Just like on Cagney and Lacey."

I shake my head and move my body to block the door to the house. She looks like she wants to tackle me, but after a brief stare-off, she returns to her chair.

Later that night, I cheer her up by inventing a new game. We take turns holding pieces of wood trim scraps and karate chopping them to bits. Stacy is surprisingly good at it.
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Chapter Fifteen - Stillness




Except for Stacy, nobody else at school knows about my adoption secret, and that's fine by me. Thanks to Woodworking, I'm already weird enough without having something else be different about me. I understand there's nothing to be ashamed about, but it's still personal. Besides, I like having a secret that other people don't know.

In homeroom, Ross waves his hand to get Ms. Lyons' attention. She's been telling us news about the Exxon Valdez oil spill off the coast of Alaska, and how the world is headed for environmental disasters, but our generation can make changes. Finally, she sighs and asks Ross what he has on his mind.

"The environment is important and stuff, but what are we doing next year, in tenth grade?"

"I suppose much the same as ninth grade." She runs her fingers over her necklace of plump turquoise beads. "I'm not psychic, but I suspect you'll continue to regale us with your crackerjack wit."

The class giggles as Ross grins. "No, I mean with the electives schedule, the boys' and girls' stuff getting mixed together. I wanna take Sewing."

The giggles grow to full-on laughter.

"No, I'm SERIOUS," he says. "I heard sewing's easy, and besides, I keep hurtin' myself in metal shop." He holds up a hand with three bandaged fingers. "Also, I'd like to be in a class surrounded by the lovely ladies."

"Ah, there's the ulterior motive," Ms. Lyons says. "Well, as much as I'd enjoy your presence in my sewing class ... I'm sorry to say, the courses will not be opening up this fall."

I hold my hand over my forehead and study the surface of my desk.

To my right, Sky is doodling on the cover of a notebook. He's holding his pencil at an angle and shading in a tombstone with flames surrounding it. When he notices me looking, he writes some words across the top of the cover and holds it up for me to read: I would take cooking.

Ross is getting agitated. "But teacher, Charlie took Woodworking, wasn't she supposed to prove something?" He pokes my shoulder. "You got an A right? Shop's easy. I'm gettin' a B in metal."

I squirm in my chair.

"Why aren't you saying you got an A?" Ross asks, growing more insistent.

Everyone turns and gapes at me. "Because I didn't get an A," I say. "I passed, okay? That class was really lame and everyone was so intense."

Ross opens his eyes wide so they look like boiled eggs again. "You FAILED wood shop? What kind of dumb are you?"

Ms. Lyons shushes him. "Charlie, I'm sorry you were under all that pressure. I talked to the nurse, and I realize now that I put too much pressure on your young shoulders."

I can't look into her eyes, because I let her down. I let everyone down. "But ... I passed. I got a conditional pass." Outside my mouth, my voice sounds small and pitiful.

Sky angles toward me a fresh loose-leaf sheet with words written in thick black lettering: Doesn't matter. Nobody cares what kids want.

Ms. Lyons shakes her head. "I'm sorry Charlie, but there's no such thing as a conditional pass."

No such thing? Mr. Anders lied to me. I slide down deeper in my chair. Out in the hallway, the janitor pushes his cart by on squeaky wheels. Ms. Lyons turns to the board and begins writing the dates for final exams. Ross grumbles about students having rights. Sky uses his felt pen to color his entire page black. Up on the room's clock, the second hand pauses and shudders in place.

Kendra swivels slowly to face me. I've never noticed, but she has the tiniest freckles on her nose, just a dozen or so. She cups her hand over her mouth and whispers, "Petition. Tell them we should make a petition."

I pull up straight in my chair. "Ms. Lyons, I have an idea," I say. "What if we all signed a petition? Everyone in the school, and we gave it to The Board, wouldn't they have to listen to us?"

"Yeah, we could do a petition," Ross says.

Ms. Lyons stops writing and the chalk in her hand snaps against the chalkboard. She turns her head and I see she's smiling again, looking happier than I've ever seen. "You know, that's not a bad idea. How about you team up with Ross to get the signatures?"
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The Disgustings are frenching each other's brains out, as usual, but this time the groping is happening in front of my locker. Their faces are so close together, their hair blends into one dirty blond shroud. Slurpy smacking sounds emanate from within.

I pause a few feet back. "I feel like I'm watching a nature documentary," I say to Stacy. "It's like two tree frogs tried to get the same fly but their tongues stuck together."

Stacy snickers. "They're playing professional tonsil hockey and we have front row seats."

I hold my hands over my stomach and pretend to throw up. Stacy cups her hands together and offers them for me to fake-barf into.

After we both pretend to hurl, Stacy steps right up to The Disgustings, her face inches from their chins. "Permesso! Mi fa passare!"

Their tongues retract and they stroll away, one hand each in the other's back pocket.

"Wow, that really works," I say. "Will you teach me some cool Italian?"

"Sure," Stacy says. Her head slumps to one side. "I wish I had someone hunky to make out with."

"Me too."

Stacy gasps. "Oh my God, Charles Dickens. What if you like a boy, and you go on a date, and then you find out he's actually your brother? Or worse, what if you don't find out until it's too late?"

I mess up the combination for my locker and have to start over.

"I'm serious!" she says. "What if you don't know a guy is, like, your cousin or your half-brother or something, and you decide to have a baby together, and then BAM, genetics and mad science stuff and the baby has three arms and giant hands."

I give up on the lock. "That seems highly unlikely, and besides, my parents would tell me."

"I dunno," she says. "Your parents are pretty secretive. They didn't tell you about the other stuff until you beat it out of them."
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The odds of having a baby with my theoretical cousin are pretty slim, considering I haven't even kissed a boy. But as much as I hate to admit Stacy has a point, she was right about my parents not providing a lot of details.

After the last class of the day, I make a detour to the main entrance, where I stand on tiptoes to examine the photographs lining the walls. There's every graduating class for two decades, from 1968 up to 1988.

I find the year my father graduated and examine the faces. He might have known my birth mother from high school, and while I don't mind waiting four years to meet her, I'm dying to at least see a photo.

Ignoring the blondes, there are a dozen candidates. No sign of Mom's friend Edie. I study each young woman, looking past the horn-rimmed glasses and beehive hairdos. One girl stares back at me with a familiar face and a secret smile.

"Busted," Ms. Lyons says. She's standing right next to me.

I back away from the photos guiltily.

She gazes up. "Seems like only yesterday we posed for these photos. The photographer was a little gnome of a man, and he encouraged us to say dirty words."

She points to the girl with the enigmatic expression. "That was before I moved to England for my teaching degree, and before I discovered the magic of red hair dye. Don't tell anyone, the chemicals are wretched for the environment, but we all have our weaknesses, right?"

"Hair dye chemicals are bad?"

"Sure, I mean, basically all consumer goods are destroying the planet. I try to do what I can, with recycling, and only buying second-hand goods that would otherwise be going into landfills." She pulls at the cuff of her brown blazer. "Can you believe someone didn't want this jacket any more?"

"Uh ..." I turn back to the photo. A younger version of Ms. Lyons stands in the middle of the front row, just in front of Hank the Tank, who seems to be holding two fingers up behind her head. "Were you friends with my father?"

She backs away two steps. "Great idea with the petition," she says. "Never underestimate what a group can accomplish. We used to have protests back in the day. That's how we convinced the Mayor to build our nice theater, Madawaska Hall."

The halls are mostly quiet now, except for some guys doing a Monty Python skit. "I'd better go catch my bus," I say.

She crosses her arms and gazes up at the photo again. "You're shaping up to be quite the little activist. I hope your mother is proud."

Ms. Lyons appears to be lost in a memory, smiling back at the photo on the wall. I stare at her elegant hands, laying against her arms. Her fingers aren't like Mom's stubby fingers—the ones she curses when she plays piano. Ms. Lyons has long, slender hands, like my own.
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Chapter Sixteen - Mole




In my garage, I'm applying the third topcoat to my project, the doghouse for Barney. I'm trying so hard not to think about all the women who might be my birth mother, or it'll drive me crazy. I'm pretty sure Ms. Lyons is not my mother, because the only physical thing we have in common is similar hands. I've been staring at her a lot, which I need to stop doing.


Instead of being the weird girl who stares, I'll focus on completing Barney's doghouse.

Stacy sits in her usual spot, on a folding lawn chair just out of reach for helping. She blows a purple, grape-scented orb the size of a cantaloupe, then sucks in to deflate it without popping the bubble. "Looks like a tear down," she says.

"As if. You don't even know what that means." I step back to admire my hard work. With its fresh coat of red paint on the tongue-and-groove siding, glossy black trim, and cedar shingle roof complete, my masterpiece is fit to shelter a stable of teeny-tiny horses.

"Whatever," Stacy says. "I can't believe we missed seeing Bill and Ted's Excellent Adventure so you could work on your Barbie Dream House."

"Extra credit has to be done before the end of school. Besides, that movie's dumb. It's about two boys. All the movies are about boys."

"Woah, is there something you're not telling me? I thought you liked boys."

I toss a crumpled paper towel at her head. "No, dummy, I like boys. But look at our video collection, every one is about guys. Karate Kid, Ghostbusters, Ferris Bueller, Big, Stand By Me, and your favorite, Lost Boys."

"Doy. Lost Boys isn't about boys, it's about vampires."

I give up on the conversation and get back to work. I finish the coat of paint, rinse my brushes, and clean up the workbench.

"Monique," Stacy says. "The french girl in Better Off Dead. I like her. She fixes cars."

"Okay. But doesn't she pretend to not speak English, and she only talks right at the very end?"

Stacy frowns and pulls at her gum, twirling it around her finger.

I leave the doghouse to dry and we both head inside to study for our upcoming final exams.

In the living room, Dad is watching The Cosby Show on TV. Stacy sprawls out on the carpet, chin on her hands, while I lean on the back of the sofa and watch for a few minutes.

"This show isn't very realistic," I say. "The Cosby kids get up and do their homework and have friends pop in to visit, all in the morning before they go to school? What time do they get up, 4am?"

"Maybe we should start getting up earlier," Dad says.
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The next morning, an hour before the alarm clock is set to go off, Stacy and I are woken up by a beeping noise. We stumble down in our pajamas to investigate.

Dad is standing on a ladder in the hallway, installing a new smoke detector. "Up so early? Did you pee the bed?"

"That's not getting any funnier," I say. "What are you doing?"

"You gave me the idea. I figured out how to make the days longer—get up earlier! Now, can one of you start the pancakes?"

My stomach growls at the mention of pancakes. While I pull out the flour, Stacy joins Mom at the table and pours herself a cup of coffee.

Mom rocks from side to side in her bathrobe, her hair sticking straight up. "He's taking care of the things I asked him to do. I can't complain," she says.

Stacy opens her mouth, but Mom's finger is already over Stacy's lips. "And neither can you," Mom says. "Not until you start paying rent."

"I wasn't going to complain, I was going to tell you I'm ready to go home."

"Really?" Mom says. "I was just getting used to having you here. Are you sure it's ... time? Your mother has quit drinking for good?"

"Oh, she hasn't been drinking for ages. Not since Charlie's Angel here made that big stink on Valentine's Day. That wasn't what our fight was about."

Dad climbs down the ladder and joins us in the kitchen.

"What was the problem then?" I ask.

Stacy yawns. This is so like her, to act like she doesn't hear me whenever she wants to avoid a topic.

"Come on Stacy, you have to tell us," I say. "It's what friends do."

"Fine, but you have to promise you won't laugh."

The three of us exchange puzzled looks.

"Well ... remember my trip to the city? We went because my mother was getting a special type of surgery done."

"Oh my goodness, I hope she's okay," my mother says.

Stacy rolls her eyes. "She's not sick, all right? The doctors had to glue her tubes back together."

"What tubes?" Dad asks.

"Her baby egg tubes. Duh!"

"That's all? You moved out because of that?" I try to keep my face sympathetic.

"Well, yeah. They were being disgusting! Talking about ovulation days and kissing all the time, right in front of me."

Dad coughs and looks away quickly.

"See, I knew you'd laugh! Stop it, it's not funny!" she yells.

My mother has just taken a sip of coffee, and she's been holding it in her mouth while her body shakes with giggles. She finally spits back into the mug.

Stacy stomps her foot like Rumpelstiltskin. "You guys don't understand! They said I would be their free personal babysitter, that I could repay them for all the times they had to change my diaper when I was a baby."

I keep a straight face as I pour pancake batter onto the griddle. "I'm not saying anything! Nothing at all, I'm just making pancakes. Hmm. I think I'm going to make baby pancakes. Would you like that? Tiny little baby pancakes."
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Stacy is complaining to Kendra about the baby pancakes when Ms. Lyons sits down at our cafeteria table.

Ms. Lyons looks pretty today in an emerald-green blouse and a knee-length plaid skirt—less out-of-style than any outfit I've seen her in before.

My world is suddenly full of might-be mothers. Last weekend at the mall, strangers complimented my clothes, the makeup lady at the drug store begged me to let her give me a makeover, and just today, the lunch lady with the little mole that grows out of the big mole was suspiciously friendly as well. She insisted on putting a double order of french fries on my tray.

I shake my head. Ms. Lyons is just asking about the petition papers, nothing more.

"Here are the last of them," I say, handing her my stapled booklet of pages. "I'm sure happy the decision's out of my hands now, I'm finished my part, finally."

"Charlaine, I am sorry for all the pressure."

"Yeah, well I'm sorry you told Mr. Banyen not to give me a good part in the play."

Stacy grins at my rude tone, and Kendra pretends to read her book.

Ms. Lyons jerks backwards, blinking. "I don't know what you're talking about. The only time I talked to Mr. Banyen was to tell him how courageous you are. I did suggest he might give you some exercises to help break you out of your shell."

"Me, courageous? I'm just trying to get through ninth grade with a minimum of embarrassment."

"Well, you didn't quit Woodworking. You must have felt intimidated, the only girl in a class of all boys. I hear Mr. Anders was at his wit's end trying to keep the boys from harassing you daily." Her forehead wrinkles. "Not that his wit's end is very difficult to reach."

"Well, I've got a surprise for Mr. Anders. My Dad helped me load it in the truck, and I brought my finished doghouse to school today."

Her eyes brighten. "May I see it?"

I say sure, and take her to the school's office, where the doghouse is being stored. It squats on a dolly, a strong platform with wheels underneath to move it easily.

She whistles as she looks it over. "I just love it. It's magnificent, and so big. Your dog must be enormous—a German Shepherd?"

"He's sort of a mixed breed." Nobody needs to know I measured wrong and made it almost twice as big as the original plan. Like Edie advised my mother when she made mistakes on the piano ... play through, nobody will know.

Ms. Lyons adjusts the curtain of black velvet. "And this helps to insulate the interior, right? Very impressive. If I have your permission, I'd like to take this to The Board this afternoon."

I say I'd be delighted, and lean over to wipe some stray curlicues of wood from the cedar roof.

"Oh no," she says. "No, no, no."

"What?"

"The petition papers, are they all like this?"

She hands the clipboard to me, and I read the handwritten names on the sheet. Donald Duck, Queen Elizabeth, I.P. Freely, Harry Hot Dog. Each page contains only one or two real names.

Ms. Lyons slumps against the office counter. "I don't know whether to laugh or cry," she says.

She's upset? I'm the one who had to work with Ross to canvas every student in the school, hundreds of people, hours and hours of time during and after school. The petition was supposed to work, to solve the problem.

"I feel the same way," I say. "With a little bit of throw-up mixed in as well."

"Well, at least The Board of School Advisers will witness your carpentry skills. And your dog has a fine house."

She gets the attention of the school's secretary, a gray-haired lady with protruding 70s-bra-boobs. "I'm going to send someone for the doghouse at 1pm to take it in to The Board's meeting. Make sure it doesn't go anywhere."

Ms. Lyons picks up the petition papers and leaves. The secretary rotates her chair and her pointy boobs back to her desk and her Cup-A-Noodle soup. The clock on the wall reads 12:47 pm.

I flip up the removable roof and climb inside the doghouse, then pull the shingled lid closed over my head. Thanks to all the yoga in Drama class, I fit inside quite easily.

I try to remember what we learned in History. Was it the Romans or the Greeks who stole into the City of Troy in the big wooden horse? Definitely Greeks.
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My little cabin lurches, and I'm rolling. The dolly's wheels wobble as we accelerate.

A boy says, "Yo, dudes, check out my bitchin' Camaro!"

The roof lets out a horrifying squeak, inches from my head, and I know for certain that Ross Waylon is riding my doghouse down the hallway.

"Freeze, you big moose!" It's Stacy.

Kendra chimes in. "You shouldn't disrespect someone else's art. Our friend Charlie worked hard on that, and you'd better not wreck it. Get off there."

Ross says, "Oh yeah, who's gonna make me? You and your girl army?"

The next thing I hear is him screaming in pain, begging Stacy to stop pinching him.

"I thought you turned over a new leaf, being chivalrous and stuff," Stacy says.

"I'm trying," he says. "But it's super hard to change, you know? I get these dumb ideas, it's like a little devil is on my shoulder sometimes."

A minute later, Ross is gone and Kendra says, "I hope someday I have a house this pretty."

There's a smile on my face and heart is exploding with gratitude.

"Charlie's pretty awesome," Stacy says.

"Why do you always call her funny names?" Kendra asks.

"It's a nice way to show you care about someone. I'm always thinking about her, even if it's just new names to call her. What do you think of Chuck E. Cheese?"

"That's pretty good," Kendra says.

"I knew right away when we met that she was the coolest girl around, so I picked her to be my friend. You're pretty cool too."

They're quiet as they roll me down the hall. I can't give away my location, but I want to thank Stacy for caring about me so much. I press my palm against the wall of the doghouse.
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The teachers and board members get settled in the room, while I remain crouched inside the doghouse, like a human jack-in-the-box. The Board of Advisers members chat, pour coffee, and light cigarettes.

Smoke permeates my secret bunker. I press my face against the roof and sniff the cedar shingles, which are fresh, like citrus and warm earth.

What am I doing in here? Am I crazy, or selfish, or what? A Brownie thinks of others before herself—or so we were told at Brownies, the junior version of Girl Guides. We met after school and drank watered-down Tang while we learned how to be good little girls, helpful around the house. I earned my baking badge with an inedible Smurf-blue cake covered in flower sprinkles.

Good girls make cakes. They don't pretend to be Greek soldiers, hiding inside Trojan doghouses.

Through the thin wood walls, I recognize a few voices, including cranky old Mr. Anders, who says, "Who finished off this tin of coffee powder, the one I had my name written on?"

"Try the French Vanilla," a woman says.

"Let's not be barbaric. If there's no Irish Cream flavor, I'll have none."

The woman says "Ha ha" and I know it's Mrs. Rose, my English teacher. I hear a spoon clinking in a mug, then she says, "I have it on good authority that the studentry believe you keep whiskey in your mug, thanks to your instant-coffee addiction."

"Students will believe anything," Mr. Anders says.

I stifle a snort. I can't let anyone hear me yet, and I need to figure out what I'm going to say.
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Chapter Seventeen - Jack-in-the-Box




The Board reviewed the minutes from their last meeting and spent an eternity going over budget numbers and old business. I'm touched by how passionate Mrs. Rose is about preserving the hot dog mural in the cafeteria. "But not the banana one," she says. "It's obscene."

Finally, for item eight, Ms. Lyons presents our petition to open the electives equally to girls and boys. I cross my fingers, for real, not just figuratively, and hope the petition is convincing and I don't have to pop out of my doghouse with my plea. I wish I had a dog costume. It would make it so much better.

Papers rustle. "What are these lines covered in White Out?" a man asks.

"Oh, you know kids," she says. "A few of them wrote some clever names, but many of the names on the petition are legitimate. Before you make your decision, look at this Woodworking project Ms. Woodchuck made."

"I'm with Anders," Mrs. Rose says. "However he votes on the electives, I cede my decision to him."

"Yeah, he'd know best," a man says.

I take a deep breath. Chairs move and bodies shift as everyone gathers around me. I do not cede to Mr. Anders, so I push up against the top and ... it doesn't budge. I push harder, but nothing. That big lug Ross must have warped the shape of the roof while he was riding it down the hallway.

I knock against the wood. "Hello? Could someone let me out? The lid should lift up if you give it a good pull." So much for my theatrical entrance.

After some grunts, the top comes up. The first face I see when the lid lifts is Kendra's father, Dr. Price. "Charlie? Did a bully lock you in here?"

"No. I wanted to talk to The Board about the electives."

Of the twenty or so people in the room, Dr. Price is the only one in a suit. Besides the teachers, the other people look just like regular folks, in regular jeans. This is the big scary Board?

One of the women, a familiar-looking lady with big eyes and poofed-up hair says, "She's not on the Agenda. No special guests on the Agenda."

The devil on my shoulder makes me say, "Screw the Agenda." I put my hands on the sides of the doghouse and stand up. "I made this myself, with my own two hands, thanks to everything I learned in Woodworking. Even if girls can't do everything boys can do, we should be given the chance to find out for ourselves, don't you think?"

Everyone looks to Mr. Anders, who sips his coffee.

"So, will you make the change?" I ask. "Will you approve opening up the electives?"

Mr. Anders squints. "Are these regular butt joints or are they biscuit-reinforced?"

"I used dowels," I say.

Mr. Anders makes a harumph noise. "Now I know why I recognize this design. This doghouse is from store-bought plans."

I step out of the doghouse, but stumble because I can't feel my feet.

Dr. Price says, "Don't faint on us," and walks me over to a chair at the table. Someone hands me a glass of water.

"This is exactly what I was talking about," Big Hair Woman says through a mouth full of doughnut. "You can't be lettin' all sorts of girls take classes with the boys. It gives 'em the wrong sort of ideas."

"Well, we must think of the children's needs," Dr. Price says. "Miss Woodchuck faced a hostile environment, alone in that classroom full of boys." He picks up a black binder. "I have the report from the school nurse. Miss Woodchuck missed nearly seventy percent of her shop classes, due to ..." He leafs through the pages. "Headaches and stomach aches mostly. Nothing life threatening, but ..."

I sip my water and try to not look frail.

Big Hair grabs another doughnut from the box on the table. "Yes, we must protect our children."

"Good grief, we can't shelter them forever," Ms. Lyons says, her voice growing louder.

The room erupts in chaos, with Big Hair and Ms. Lyons trying to out-yell each other.

Dr. Price bangs on the table to get everyone to settle down.

Ms. Lyons throws the box of doughnuts into the garbage can. "I vote we adjourn for the day," she announces. "Some students didn't get a chance to sign the petition. And I would like to get some information from the other school districts. Shouldn't we wait to vote on this issue after the school year's finished?"

A man in a blue sweatshirt checks his watch. "Crap, I have to get to my store before it's time to close up. Darn kid can't count the float to save his life."

Big Hair grumbles, but agrees to adjourn the meeting. "Doesn't matter, answer'll be the same, but sure, we can vote in two weeks. Someone ruined the doughnuts anyway."
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Dad helps me unload the doghouse back at home. Even from the outside, our house looks empty. Stacy won't be at dinner tonight because she's moved back home. Without my best friend, I feel like I've lost a limb.

Barney runs out to greet us, happy and tail wagging, like every day's his surprise birthday party. Seeing his furry face reminds me what the little red house with cedar shingles is for. Barney sniffs the doghouse, then lowers his nose to the ground and peers back and forth between me and Dad from under his furry eyebrows.

"Go." I point. "In your new house, get in."

He lays down at my feet and rolls onto his back, his eyes so wide they show white at the edges.

"Look! I made this for you, now go IN." I push his rump with my hand. He yelps and whips around, flashing his teeth as he nips my arm.

Hot tears gather in my eyes. Barney bit me. I worked so hard, and this is my thanks. I rub at the red mark from the bite. He hasn't pierced my skin, but I hurt, all over.

Dad puts his arm around my shoulder. "He's a good dog, but he gets scared sometimes. Remember he was so skittish when we first got him from the pound, probably been abused. We'll never know what happened to him."

"Yeah." I sniff and wipe my nose on my sleeve.

Dad walks into the house, Barney at his heels, neither of them looking back.

I sit on the ground next to the little red house. I gaze out over the farm fields, fences, and blue-tinged mountain ridges. I don't think I've ever felt smaller.
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Inside the house, I trudge over to the cookie jar for a snack.

"Don't ruin your appetite, dinner's almost ready," Mom says as she rinses dishes in the sink.

"What's for dinner?" I ask.

She snaps back, "What does it look like?" She keeps facing the sink, not turning around.

She won't even look at me. For the last few months, we had Stacy here as a buffer, but now it's just Dad, Mom, and me, a girl she can't even look at, much less love. And is it my fault? I didn't ask to be born, and I didn't ask to resemble my birth mother, a woman my mother apparently despises.

I retreat to the bathroom, stomach grumbling. I pull out the sides of the three-way mirror and lean in, angling them until there are an infinite number of Charlies, floating in green glass. I don't know where she ends and I begin.

What am I? I'm fourteen and my opinions don't matter. I wish I could just disappear until I'm older.

I click the sides of the mirror closed over the center, hiding my stupid, ugly face. The open medicine cabinet is easier to look at. There's dental floss, perfume bottles, Vaseline, Q-Tips, five bottles of the aftershave Dad gets for Christmas, unopened. And scissors.

I take my hair out of its ponytail and pull it forward. Snip, snip, and an inch of brown hair falls into the sink. There go the split ends. I'll disappear myself, an inch at a time. I cut a longer piece, and then another. I snip away, feeling lighter by the second.

A few minutes later, there's a knock at the door. "Didn't you hear me?" Mom asks. "Dinner's ready, and yours is getting cold."

"I'm not hungry!" I yell at the door.

"What are you doing in there?"

"Leave me alone!"

The door knob rattles, but it's locked from the inside.

"Child, open the door this instant. I'm not playing this game."

"Why? So you can just ignore me some more? In case you didn't notice, I'm a person, and I have feelings."

"What are you talking about? Open this door or I'll have your father take it off the hinges."

I give the knob a quarter-twist to pop the button out. Clumps of hair are all over the counter, so I sweep at them with one hand.

Mom stands in the doorway, a spatula and dish towel in one hand. She's motionless, like someone put her on pause.

"I hope I look like me now," I say angrily. "I don't want to look like her any more. I hope you're happy."

She takes tiny steps into the bathroom and sets her kitchen things down on the counter in the midst of the hair. She swipes the scissors from my hand and tucks them into her shirt pocket. "You don't want to look like ... I don't understand."

"You don't tuck me in any more. You don't even tuck me in!" It's been months since she pulled up my blankets for me and kissed me goodnight, but it feels like forever. "You don't love me."

"Charlie ..."

"You just take care of me because you have to, but you ... don't ..." I can't say it again.

She moves toward me and I close my eyes, preparing for another slap. I gasp for air as she squeezes me tight in her arms.

"I'm sorry," she says.

"For what?" I ask, but deep down, I know.

She kisses me on the top of my head. "You're my one and only baby girl and I love you more than you can even imagine."

"You're just saying that."

She squeezes me even tighter, until I can hardly breathe. It feels good.

"And I haven't been tucking you in because you're a big girl now, in your new room. And I didn't want to embarrass you in front of Stacy."

"She's gone now."

"And I have you all to myself again," she says. "And I do love you, do you hear me?"

"No." I feel a tiny smile coming on. "Tell me again."
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Dad's sitting at the table when we come out. "Did you get bubble gum stuck in your hair?" he asks, eying the short chunks and patches of longer strands.

"I think it's funky," Mom says. She reaches over and squeezes my hand. "But maybe we should get a professional to tidy it up. Just a bit. Not that you didn't do a lovely job on your own."

Dad spits out a mouthful of milk.

"Let's call Mrs. Milani," Mom says. "See if she'll make a house call, just this once."

Half an hour later, Mrs. Milani arrives with her sharp hair-cutting scissors and a plastic cape. I sit in the kitchen and she lectures me about the dangers of cutting my own hair while she snips away, trying to salvage what she can. "There's a reason professionals gets paid to do this," she says.

"Right, what do we owe you?" my mother asks.

"Honey, you fed and housed my little Stacy for weeks while my husband and I worked on our family project. I cannot repay you enough." She holds a mirror in front of me. "Look how precious you are! Despite your silly butchering, I think I've made you look adorable."

"I like it," I say, even though the short-haired girl in the mirror doesn't look anything like me.

"You'll be the envy of all the girls at school," Mrs. Milani says.

"Mom, can you do mine next?" Stacy asks. "I wanna match Charlie."

"Stacy, are you sure?" I ask. "You love your long hair."

She examines some ends. "I feel like I sort of owe Charlie, or something. Do it quick before I change my mind!"

She takes my place in the chair and her mother sprays her hair with water, then begins snipping away.

Barney walks around us, mixing up our brown and blond hair on the floor.
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In the shower this morning, I pumped out three times as much shampoo as I needed. My hands couldn't understand where all my hair went. I didn't need any conditioner, and it only took about thirty seconds to blow-dry my hair, so I was at the breakfast table ten minutes earlier than usual.

I'm setting the table using what Mom calls fancy napkins, which are actually folded squares of paper towel. I reach for the oak paper towel-holder—the one I made in the wood shop, and my heart sinks.

"What's wrong, little Pixie?" Dad asks. I guess that's my new nickname, thanks to last night's emergency haircut.

"I forgot to tell Stacy that I failed, and she won't be allowed to make jewelry next year." I sit down next to Dad and lean my head on his shoulder. "I let everyone down. I can't believe I thought The Board would listen to me."

"You did your best," Dad says.

"It was a stupid thing to be fighting for. What if they changed the electives and next year some poor girl chops her hand off? That would be my fault. I don't want the responsibility. It's too heavy."

"Heavy?" Dad says. "You wanna talk heavy? How about it's 1974 and you're a young fella just out of school and you find out you have a little baby? And then how about the baby's aunt tries to take the baby away from you, before you've barely had a chance to even sleep on the idea?"

I sit up straight and stare at him. "What? Someone else wanted me?"

Dad grins. "Everyone else thought they knew what was best, better than I knew. They had more money, and I had half a mind to believe them. But you know who convinced me I could do the job?"

I shake my head, no. Mom walks into the room, still in her housecoat.

He nods at me knowingly before reaching for the coffee pot. He means my mother. She's the reason I'm being raised by my dad and not some aunt I don't know.

I have this feeling that comes over me in waves. Everything is normal. Everything is right. I'm exactly where I should be.

Mom gasps. She's staring out the bay window, and Dad and I both turn to see what she's looking at. In the side yard, a deer is stalking through the yard. From a standstill, it jumps easily over Mom's lilac bushes, then bounds over the fence and out of sight.

[image: ]  

At school, I find Kendra during a break. After she's done fawning over my hair, she says, "You're such a rebel! I heard from my dad about what you did yesterday. I wish I'd seen the look on everyone's face when you jumped out of that thing!"

"That was kinda funny," I say. "But I have a new idea now. I think we can try again, make our appeal stronger."

"Is this going to get us expelled?" Kendra sounds delighted, like she just got a new set of encyclopedias.

"Yes. I mean, no. Well, who knows. I don't think anyone's done this before."
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Chapter Eighteen – Safety First




I have a plan.

I walk into the wood shop, and Otter Veiner says, "Woodchucker, what are you and your dumb face doing here? Aren't you banned from the shops?"

"I'm not banned, I had a conditional pass. Never mind, why am I telling you? Mind your own beeswax." I pick up a set of hearing protectors and hand them to him. "Hey, you're supposed to have these on your head."

He gives me a stinky look, then puts them on and turns back to the saw.

Mr. Anders, seated at his desk, nods as though he's been expecting me. Maybe he's thrown off by my outfit, a business suit I borrowed from my mother. It's a little big on me, but the shoulder pads make me look like a big-time TV lawyer, or a lady oil tycoon from Dallas.

I sit down in a chair across from Mr. Anders and say, as per my plan, "Can we talk?"

His face reddens. "Throughout the history of recorded time, nothing good has ever transpired after a woman said those three terrible words. Can we talk, applesauce!"

I unroll a tube of poster-sized paper across his desk. "I'd like to build this for extra credit. I drew the plans myself." I fold my hands in my lap so he can't see them trembling. My mouth's as dry as a box of pancake mix.

He runs a gnarled finger over the lines as he looks my drawing over. "You're not going to give up, are you?"

"Do you think I should give up? What would you do if you were in my shoes—my little, girly shoes?"

He's silent, and I worry I went too far with the girly shoes comment.

The sawing and rasping noises of the room stop, and I sense all the boys are listening in, but I don't care. The storm outside is picking up, howling against the building. We don't get a lot of rain this time of year, but the wind never stops.

"That doesn't sound good," Mr. Anders says.

Something creaks and groans—something bigger than any of the saws. A thing at the edge of my vision moves: a tile, falling from the ceiling. A cracking sound echoes around the wood shop, and all the hanging light fixtures begin swaying, strobing the room like a disco ball.

Mr. Anders says "What the devil?"

"Earthquake?" I ask. Mr. Woo's safety messages play in my head. Fireball, fireball, out the window, out the door. Earthquake, earthquake, under the desk and onto the floor.

Mr. Anders isn't doing anything, so I stand up and yell, "Earthquake! Everybody, under the tables!"

More ceiling tiles fall.

I lead the way, scooting under the work tables, and the boys in the class follow. Even old Mr. Anders gets down on his knees and joins us. The whole room is filled with horrible cracking noises, and more ceiling tiles fall to the ground.

All the boys are quiet as we huddle together. Sky is sitting right beside me, our hands almost touching.

"Is this really an earthquake?" Sky asks. "My family moved here from California to get away from them. I can't believe this is happening."

"This isn't happening," Mr. Anders mutters. "Where's Otter?"

I look around the room. Otter is still working, over in the corner, his back to us. He has his safety hearing protectors on and probably isn't aware of what's happening.

The room crackles again, and I can't tell if it's thunder outside or the building itself. It sounds like the end of the world. Otter still isn't moving.

I jump out from under my table.

"Get back here, young lady," Mr. Anders yells.

I grab Otter by the hand and pull. "What now, weirdo?" he yells as he tears off the hearing protectors. His jaw drops. Pink insulation rains down around us. Water rushes in through the ceiling and spatters us with dirty debris.

"Get under cover," I yell as I drag him with me, under the nearest table.

Mr. Anders yells, "Everyone stay where you are until it's finished!"

A beam crashes down a few feet away from me and Otter. It lands right where he was standing a moment earlier.

Otter's eyes are wide and he looks as scared as I've ever seen anyone.

The lights go out and I gasp.

"Are you okay, Charlie?" Otter says. "Don't worry, I'll protect you." He grabs my hand, and I let him hold it because he sounds so frightened, like a little boy.

The room gets bright again and all is quiet, except for the wind. "Is it over?" I whisper. My heart's pounding, and in the dark, I'm remembering how scared I was when my mom crashed the car. My parents will be so worried about me, when they hear about this. I want desperately to see them, right now. I want to hear their voices.

"Attention, everyone," Mr. Anders calls out. "Proceed calmly to the exterior door fire exit."

Everyone scrambles back out from under the tables and runs top-speed for the doors, stumbling over debris. The exit doesn't open right away, and everyone starts yelling, but then, with three or four boys pushing at once, they open.

I'm the last one out, taking my time to step carefully over the stuff on the floor. The cuffs of my mother's suit pants are dragging through the muck. I look back over my shoulder and stop in my tracks. Half of the shop's ceiling is gone, and jagged edges of corrugated metal hang down into the room. I hear another rumble, so I forget about keeping my suit clean, and run for the door.

Outside, we gather on the concrete walkway.

"It's an old school," Mr. Anders says to the group of us as we stand shivering in the rain and howling wind. "We shouldn't be surprised it's crumbling down."

Some students are already trickling out of the school, heading our way. Everyone from Woodworking seems fine—shaken up, but unharmed. The Metalwork class comes out to join us. I overhear Ross telling someone they heard the noise, but their shop's in a different wing, and their roof seems undamaged.

"Was it really an earthquake?" Sky asks Mr. Anders. "I really don't want to move again."

"No, the wind," Mr. Anders says. "She huffed and she puffed and she blew the roof off."

One of the boys asks if we can go home early, and Mr. Anders tells him to stay calm while he does roll call. The principal comes over and ushers us all back into the main lobby of the school, out of the weather.

Inside, I stamp my feet and rub my hands to warm back up.

Mr. Anders hands me my rolled-up plans, wet from the rain. I didn't realize he was holding it the whole time.

I wipe some of the water drips off the paper, onto my sleeve carefully so as not to smear the ink.  "How soon will the roof be fixed?" I ask.

"I'm afraid we just had our last Woodworking class of the year," he says. "Sorry you won't be able to make your contraption. Looks like you put a lot of work into the plans."

"What's everyone going to do? Sit in the library during our electives block? I've been there the past few weeks and it's so boring."

"We don't have any other choice," he says. "Not unless we had another wood shop elsewhere, with a real roof."

I look down at my plans. There has to be a way.

"What about my family's garage?" I ask. "At my house? We have all the tools, and everyone can get their second-term projects done. I know Otter was really excited about his sword."

"You'd do that?" he asks. "You'd share your tools with everyone, even after, well, everything?"

I shrug. "Sure. It's my turf, though. Everyone would have to be nice to me."

Mr. Anders allows a smile to bend his lips, and for a moment, he looks less like Elmer Fudd and more like Santa Claus.
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Chapter Nineteen - Metamorphosis




As of today, we have less than a week of school left. This afternoon is my big theatrical debut, in the end-of-year play. After nibbling a few bites at lunch, I grab my binder and go to my last scheduled class of the day, homeroom, and take my usual seat. Most school days drag by, but today is going so fast. Maybe it's my stage fright. Mr. Banyen says there's no such thing, but I think that may be a white lie.

My hands are as nervous as the rest of me, and I keep fiddling with my silver locket, sliding it back and forth on the chain. Ever since the roof caved in on the wood shop, I've been wearing it every day, for luck. Nothing else has caved in, so I guess it's working. Because it was a gift from my parents, holding it helps me feel close to them, even when they're not around. Even though they weren't always truthful about where I came from, when the ceiling of the shop crashed in, they were the ones I wanted to be with.

To my right in the classroom, Sky, who is painting his fingernails black with a felt pen, turns to me and asks, "You're not going to the play thing, are you?"

It's not technically a play, but a collection of skits and some air band performances. Sky's so cute, though, I wouldn't dare correct him.

"Of course I am," I say. "Aren't you?"

Out of the corner of my eye, I see Heather Claridge and Sue-Ann Jackson watching me and whispering to each other. They're probably jealous that the cutest guy in the school talks to me. Sure, it's not very often—eleven times so far, not that I'm keeping track—but it's more often than he talks to them.

"A bunch of us are going to skip and go to the arcade," he says. "You should come."

He looks into me with his pale blue eyes. It's happening. Sky isn't asking me for the time, or to loan him a ruler, but to go somewhere with him. Off the school grounds. To say I want to go would be an understatement. But I have a plan, and for that, I need the stage.

"I can't go," I say. "Remember what I made the new wood project for?"

"For The Board? You're not still trying to change their minds are you?" He shakes his head. "As much as I wanna take Cooking, I gotta say, you're just going to make a fool of yourself. Listen, they don't care. If you're a kid, you have to sit down, shut up, and wait until you're eighteen. Don't rock the boat."

The light in the room changes. I guess some clouds rolled away and now the sun is coming through, and I can see things more clearly. Sky doesn't look the same. The cynical attitude I once found attractive in a nobody-understands-me sort of way is starting to feel like a want-some-cheese-with-that-whine pity party. He's still the cutest boy in school, for sure, but I don't think I'm crushing on him any more. "Sky, did you ever think of doing something?" I ask. "Besides complaining?"

He returns to coloring his fingernails black with a felt pen, and I go back to being nervous about forgetting my lines.
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From backstage, I lean out and peer at the audience through the eye holes in my costume. The members of The Board sit along the front row, in the seats we reserved for them. I wonder if Sky is out there, or at the arcade playing games with Heather, Sue-Ann, and the other skippers. I guess I shouldn't think about them any more, because the truth is I'm not wearing this ridiculous green costume or about to embarrass myself on stage for them. I'm doing this for the boys and girls who'll be coming here in the fall—the next wave of minor niners.

Those kids should be able to choose whichever courses they want. Boys in Cooking. Girls in Metalwork. That is, if all goes well with my plan.

The audience hushes for the final skit of the afternoon's program. In the darkness, I roll the white, egg-shaped wooden pod out onto the center stage, open the hatch, and climb inside. It's so small, it makes my doghouse feel like a mansion by comparison. It's perfect, exactly as I envisioned, and I wouldn't have gotten it done on time if Mr. Anders, Otter, and the rest of the class hadn't helped.

The stage lights dim and the spotlight sets me ablaze in light. It's brighter than I ever imagined, piercing the seams of my wooden pod with light.

I watch through my peephole as the spotlight moves to an empty spot near Stage Left. A penguin runs out, jumps into a front flip, then a cartwheel. A smaller penguin follows, tumbling into a somersault, then leaping up triumphantly. A third penguin, the biggest one, barges out and trips, flying beak-first to the floor.

The crowd murmurs and giggles from the seats. The program promised a scene about an Italian family, or what Stacy called "a skit of epic bad taste and stereotypes about Italian people." This isn't what they were expecting, but a few people clap as the penguins toss a volleyball back and forth. The big penguin falls again, and everyone laughs, now that they're sure it's on purpose.

The little penguin, Stacy, spikes the ball offstage, and turns to me for the next part. The second penguin, Kendra, leans in close enough to whisper near my head, "I added a surprise to the routine, you'll see."

Stacy shoves my pod to get it rolling. Over and over, they roll me back and forth, inside the modified barrel I've made myself.

The audience laughs and claps. A giant watering can glides down from the rafters. The big penguin, Ross, grasps the giant handle and pours water over me—not real water, but streamers of tinsel that catch the light and shimmer. Our skit is no Shakespeare, but by the sound of their cheering, the audience is enjoying it.

The lights dim until there is only the spotlight on me. I flip up the wooden lid and squirm out. I wiggle and stretch up my full height, revealing my costume. I am swathed from head to toe in horizontal stripes of lime green and forest green. Down my front run two rows of legs. The audience claps with appreciation for the surprise. The pod is an egg, not a seed.

I drop down on the stage floor, angling my body sideways to the audience. My arms are wrapped in long black sleeves and black gloves that will disappear against the black curtain backdrop. I roll up and down, performing the break dancing move I've been practicing at home for years. The worm.

Amidst wild cheers, we finish the skit and pull off the heads of our costumes to reveal ourselves. Sounds of surprise ring out through the crowd. Everyone is used to having boys performing inside our penguin mascot costumes, never girls.

I take the microphone at the front of the stage.

"Our performance is dedicated to The Board of School Advisers." I wince as the sound of my amplified voice booms over the speakers. Do I really sound like that?

"Thank you all for coming. My caterpillar costume is Stacy's Sewing project, and this wooden pod is what I made in Woodworking. We want to thank you, in advance, for voting to change the curriculum so that any girl can take any elective. And any boy, too."

Silence.

Mr. Anders gets up from his seat in the front row, climbs the steps, and joins me on stage. He makes a show of walking around the wooden pod, rubbing his chin. He takes the microphone and says, "Ms. Woodchuck, I was going to give you an A. However ..."

Now I'm really starting to sweat inside this green costume. I suspect the fabric may be polyester.

Time slows down to a crawl as Mr. Anders examines the pod I've worked so hard building over the last two weeks. "Yes," he says. "I was going to give you an A, but since I'm a sucker for theatricality, I'm upgrading it to an A+."

A hesitant applause begins.

Kendra tugs at the padding on my back. "Surprise," she whispers in my ear. Golden gossamer wings unfurl, sparkling under the bright lights.

The four of us, Ross, Kendra, Stacy and I, lean in together over the microphone. "Go Penguins!" we yell.

"RAH!" cheers the audience. After being prompted with the phrase all year, it's an automatic reaction for them to cheer. Kendra came up with the idea while planning the choreography, and she used the word Pavlovian.

My father cries out "Encore!" and the rest join in.
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There's a knock on our change-room door and Ross asks if he can come in.

Stacy yells, "Just a minute, Charlie's naked!"

I shake my head. I'm fully clothed, in a neon-pink shirt and cutoff jean shorts.

I whisper, "Is he finally going to ask you out?"

Kendra covers her mouth and laughs. She's wearing the same outfit as me, the one look the three of us agreed on last weekend at the mall.

Stacy pinches my side. "He doesn't like me, dummy, he likes you. Don't be so dense."

Me? The girl he called silly nicknames all year? The girl he helped collect petition signatures with? And spent hours with after school, rehearsing skit choreography? Oh. Huh.

I open the door to find Ross, changed from his penguin costume to jeans and a clean white shirt that stretches taut across his wide shoulders. He's gelled and spiked his hair so it looks even more werewolfy. Oh my.

Standing next to him is the big-haired woman who I had the displeasure of meeting at The Board's meeting. She greets Kendra and Stacy as they dart past me, out into the hall, where they disappear. The woman puts her manicured hand on Ross's arm and says, "That was Stacy, right? She's my hairdresser's daughter. Such a lovely girl."

"What's going on?" I ask as I stare at the woman. Now I know why she's so familiar. She's Ross's mother, and she's also Big Hair, the bossy lady from The Board. She must be Mrs. Milani's "friend on The Board." Of course! My dad's right, people sure are interconnected in a small town.

Ross looks down and shuffles his feet. "My mom wanted to meet you."

I put out my hand. "Nice to meet you Mrs. Waylon."

She pumps my hand like I'm a doughnut-dispensing machine. "Honey, it takes a big woman to admit she's wrong. And that's what I was. Just plum wrong. I've talked to the others on The Board, and of course we're voting to open the electives."

I stammer something. Not quite fully-formed words, but positive-sounding noises. Time is moving in slow-motion, like when something bad happens, but this is good news. Weird how it's so similar.

She wishes me a nice summer and says goodbye. Ross says he'll meet her out in the car, but he wants to talk to me for a minute. After she leaves, he pulls something out of his back pocket.

"I made you a mixed tape," he says. "Do you like Pink Floyd?"

"That's a real band? I thought my dad made them up."

He chuckles, probably thinking I'm making a joke. But seriously, how can that be a real band? It sounds totally made up.

We grin at each other. My mouth is super dry, like a potato chip sandwich, hold the mayo, and I worry about my lips cracking from the force of my smile.

"Charlaine, would you like to ..." He gulps, and I can see his adam's apple move. It's the cutest thing ever. "I mean, would you ..."

"Sure." Wait, what am I agreeing to? The Prom was last week, and I went with Stacy and Kendra as my dates.

"Do you want to ...?" He has his leather jacket in one hand, and he holds it out to me.

"Oh. Well, I already have a jacket, and what will you wear?"

"Right," he says. The corners of his mouth turn down in the most adorable frown.

We're all alone now in the hallway. The lights switch off—probably Mr. Banyen shutting the wing down for the day—and it takes a second for my eyes to adjust to the darkness.

"Tomorrow," I say. "Bring a spare jacket to wear home and you can loan your leather jacket to me then. Though it's starting to get warm outside, so I don't know how much I'll need it."

"Really? So I can say you're my girlfriend?"

"Sure. Starting tomorrow."

"Wicked," he says.
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My parents are waiting in the van, Mom knitting a sleeveless sweater, and Dad napping on the driver's side, with Mom's purple sunglasses on.

I load my wooden pod in the back and climb over the back seat. "So?"

Mom puts her knitting away and turns back to face me. "It was so good, even better than what you girls rehearsed at home. The costumes, the lighting, everything was perfect. You're so brave and I'm so proud. You've inspired me. I'm going to accompany Edie tonight."

"You're going to play piano—in public?"

Her smile tightens. "Yes. She's nervous about opening for the Wailin' Waylons. I'm going to play some chords and back her up, so she's not up there alone."

"Wow, I guess I'll be proud of you, huh?"

Mom reaches back and tucks my hair behind my ear. "You look lovely sweetie, I'm glad you're wearing the locket we gave you. Do you know what's inside?"

"There's something inside?"

I run my thumbnail along the side to find the seam, then I pop the locket open.

"The photo studio shrank down those pictures for me," Mom says. "I borrowed your locket from you a few weeks ago, and I've been dying for you to discover the picture, but I can't wait any more."

I examine the tiny photo. "That's you and Dad!"

"Look closely, you're that pink smudge in my arms."

"I am! I'm a pink smudge in your arms."

Dad wakes up. "A butterfly! Our little caterpillar turned into a beautiful butterfly, was I dreaming?"

I punch him on the arm.

"I think this calls for ice cream," he says.

"Oh sweetie, your elbow's bleeding," Mom says, pointing to my arm.

I hadn't noticed, but I have a big angry-looking scrape. I must have scratched myself loading the wooden caterpillar pod into the van. The inside is as smooth as an egg, but the outside has some rough spots where I rushed to get it built in time.

Mom and Dad wait in the van while I run back into the school to get some Band-Aids for my elbow.

Mrs. Hubert, the nurse, says, "I'm glad you haven't been in my office much recently, Molly. By which I mean I'm glad you're not sick, not that I don't enjoy seeing your face."

"Mrs. Hubert, why do you always call me Molly? You know my name is Charlie."

She claps her hand to her forehead. "Dear me, if I don't retire soon, I'll be mixing students up with their grandparents, for heaven's sake. I guess you remind me so much of your mother, I got confused."

My breath catches in my throat. My father, Hank, walked down a flower-strewn lawn with the lady I call Mom, also known as Helen.

"You taught my mother ... Molly?"

"Yes, I did. And her sister, Clara, Kendra's mother. Bright girls those sisters. So much potential, just like you and your cousin Kendra."

Her face clouds over. "Oh dear, I haven't seen Molly around town in at least a dozen years. Goodness me, what a fool I am. Everything's all right with her I hope?"

"Fine," I say. "Actually, everything's great now."

My birth mother isn't Mom's best friend Edie, polyester-wearing Ms. Lyons, the makeover-obsessed lady at the mall, or Moley Lunch Lady. She is Kendra's aunt.

Mom and Dad said they got me when I was a few days old, so my birth mother must have taken me around to meet my family during our brief time together. The picture I found in the Price family photo album really was me as a baby, and the scratched-out caption might have been Molly's Baby.

Mrs. Hubert takes my hand and squeezes my fingers. I feel as light as a bubble, with only her wrinkled hand tethering me.

This must be what relief feels like. I begin to laugh, and Mrs. Hubert joins in.

"I don't know why we're laughing dear," she says. "But I'm glad life is treating you well."
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Chapter Twenty - Floating




It's August now, and finally hot in Snowy Cove. 

The Board of School Advisers met in July, and, true to Mrs. Waylon's word, they did pass the resolution to open the electives to boys and girls equally. Dr. Price came up with a solution to students getting harassed. Instead of having the potential for a class full of boys and only one girl, all classes will be mixed, because every student will take every elective. Starting in September, Sewing for boys isn't just an option, it's mandatory. This was not at all what I was expecting. I wonder what will happen in the fall, when everyone finds out what courses they'll be taking. Am I going to be seen as a hero, or a villain?

I close the book I'm reading—our high school yearbook. I particularly love the captions under our photos.

Today is the last Monday of summer vacation, the last Monday of sleeping in and riding our bikes all day. Next week, my friends and I will be entering the tenth grade, and the school will have a whole new crop of minor niners, blundering their way around.

Kendra grabs my hand. "Forget about swimsuits, let's go now," she says. Yearbook caption: Kendra Price, Budding Playwright and Choreographer.

I was so wrong about Kendra. She doesn't get good marks to show off. She gets them because she is, in the words of Ross Waylon, "wicked smart." And I didn't lose Stacy to her. I gained a friend. I plan on being best buds with those two forever.

The cool water beckons. Behind my house, the trickling creek has been stopped up by a beaver dam, which flooded the gulley with slow-moving water.

Stacy runs ahead, pulling off her t-shirt as she jumps over branches. Stacy Milani, All-star Setter, Volleyball Team.

The three of us strip down to our underwear and launch ourselves onto the water in rubbery black inner tubes. The muddy water runs brown, but soothes our overheated skin.

"Too bad Ross couldn't come today," Stacy says. Ross Waylon, Righteous Penguin, Future Comedian.

"No way," I reply. "He'd be jumping cannonballs into the water and splashing us."

"Plus you guys would be making slurpy noises just like The Disgustings," she says.

I swish my hand through the surface and toss a wave of cappuccino-colored water her way. She squeals and paddles out of reach. She's not wrong. Just thinking about the kiss Ross and I shared in the dark hallway after the play puts a goofy smile on my face. He's away for summer vacation with his parents, who are on tour with the Wailin' Waylons.

"You're a lucky girl, Ms. Woodchuck," Kendra says. "You're the first one of us to get a boyfriend. Promise us you're not going to abandon your best friends for some boy."

"You're stuck with me forever!" I grin at Kendra, my secret cousin. I haven't told a soul about discovering my birth mother's identity. She, Molly, gave me to the world, and I have to respect her privacy.

The caption under my yearbook photo runs three lines long. Charlie Woodchuck, aka Woodchucker, Champion for Student Rights.

I lay my head back against the warm inner tube. The sky above is cloudless, and it makes me feel dizzy to stare ahead at the unknown.

"Here they come again," Kendra says.

The beavers swim past us. One of the creatures slaps a tail against the water, and Kendra giggles nervously. The water swishes beneath me, and I suddenly feel exposed, specifically my bum hanging down in the water. Beavers have very sharp teeth.

The surface ripples and a beaver pops up beside me, so close I could reach out and pet her if I dared. She stares at me with big dark eyes as beads of water roll off her head.

Remember this moment, I think.

The beaver blinks and rolls back under the surface, disappearing in the murky water. I shiver as her fur brushes against my legs.

"Good thing I hit you with the toboggan," Kendra says. "I'm glad we're friends now."

The three of us link hands and float down the creek.

* the end *


Thank you!

Charlie Woodchuck is a Minor Niner, please consider posting a review on Amazon and your other favorite web sites.

I began writing Charlie in 2009, as my first novel. I showed it to some published and agents at conventions, and received some interest in the manuscript, but they weren't sure if a middle-grade level novel set in the 1980s would be able to find an audience.

Not wanting to leave the book "in the drawer," I took the risk of publishing it myself in July 2011. That worked out better than expected. I've been so thrilled to hear of people connecting with the book and the characters. Following the success of Charlie, I have written and published even more books!

Please note: my other books are geared for an older YA to adult audience.
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[image: ]Practice Cake - There’s one thing Maddie finds more tempting than red velvet cake: her co-worker, Drew. All it takes is one of his sly winks or a playful hip-check by the cooler, and she’s incinerating the cookies. Her boyfriend would not approve. When a reality TV crew descends upon the bakery, her simple summer job gets even more complicated.

Chock full of imperfect people behaving badly, Practice Cake is light-hearted and brimming with humor.

Recommended for: older teens and adults; some mature subject matter.

Read reviews or download a sample now from Amazon.com (click here for direct link to PRACTICE CAKE.)
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[image: ]Poke (Book 1 of The Paranormal Poke Chronicles) - Zan is a teenage boy with a talent for discovering any girl's secrets. When he invites a girl to poke her finger into his navel, he gets a psychic trip to Secret Town. Zan never likes what he finds.


When he meets mysterious, beautiful Austin, with her waist-length hair and mature laugh, he wants to get acquainted with her the slow way. Austin, however, can’t resist her curiosity, and when she pokes her finger into Zan’s belly button, he sees … nothing. Austin dashes out of Zan’s house and out of his life, leaving Zan heartbroken and confused. To find peace, he must unravel the secret of his power. Is it a gift, or a curse? How can Zan love someone with no future? How can he not?


Poke is a fast-paced novel about Zan’s adventurous summer, as he battles witches, experiments with astral projection, and discovers the secret of his strange power, all to be with the girl he loves.


Recommended for: Ages 14+; some mature content.


Read reviews or download a sample now from Amazon.com (click here for direct link to POKE.)
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[image: ]Swarm (Book 2 of The Paranormal Poke Chronicles) - It’s Halloween, and all Zan wants to do is see his girlfriend smile when he gives her a four-month anniversary gift. Instead, he crosses paths once more with tragedy, and is pressed to solve a murder.


Zan is no ordinary high school boy, though, and he believes he can use his magical power to find the killer. His unusual talent is the ability to discover any girl’s secrets, from the past, present, or future. The trick is he has to get the girl to put her finger in his belly button, a feat that is sometimes easy, but often not.


Even with his visions, Zan won’t find this murder easy to solve, especially when he can’t tell who, or what, is plotting against him. As he unravels ancient secrets, Zan gets closer to the killer, and will be forced to choose sides. If he makes the wrong choice, someone dear to him will pay the price.


SWARM (Available April 1, 2012) is the second book in a series, The Paranormal Poke Chronicles, but may be read as a stand-alone novel.
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I'd love to hear from you! Check my web site for my email and twitter account.


Dalya Moon

www.dalyamoon.com
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