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Praise for the Changers series so far:

‘Changers should appeal to a broad demographic. Teenagers, after all, are the world’s leading experts on trying on, and then promptly discarding, new identities’

— New York Times Book Review

‘“Selfie” backlash has begun: The Unselfies project wants to help people quit clogging social media with pictures of themselves and start capturing the intriguing world around them’

— O, The Oprah Magazine on the
We Are Changers Unselfies project

‘This is more than just a ‘message’ book about how we all need to be more understanding of each other. The imaginative premise is wrapped around a moving story about gender, identity, friendship, bravery, rebellion Vs. conformity, and thinking outside the box’

— School Library Journal

‘A thought-provoking exploration of identity, gender, and sexuality . . . An excellent read for any teens questioning their sense of self’

— Publishers Weekly

‘An excellent look at gender and identity and the teenage experience’

— Tor.com

‘Everyone should read this, regardless of age. The book discusses important topics about growing into your skin (literally and physically), and gender identity . . . Go get a copy of this right now’

— Huffington Post

‘Changing bodies, developing personalities, forays into adult activities — where was this book circa the early 2000s when I needed it? But something tells me my adult self will learn a thing or two from it as well’

— Barnes & Noble Book Blog
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For Dixie and Matilda


And for anybody who has looked in the mirror and not recognized the person s/he sees




Before she became the one she was meant to be, before she lived through those four years called high school, those four years where everything she ever knew evaporated into air, where the ground dropped away, and she fell in love, and she lived through hate and violence and cheerleading, and saved lives without even knowing how, and she was rescued by a girl and a boy and words and music, and she did everything wrong until she got a few important things right, before she questioned what it meant to be special, what it meant to be anything, and harnessed her power, the power she didn’t believe she had, the power others tried to take, before that and a hundred other awful, wondrous, ruinous, magical things happened, she was just a kid in Tennessee named Drew.
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DREW


CHANGE 1–DAY 365


Won’t sleep.


Will. Not. Close. My. Eyes.


Don’t do it, Drew. Don’t do it. Don’t sleep, don’t sleep, don’t sleep.


Will. Not. Go. To. Sleep.


I’ve been chanting to myself for the last hour. What is it, two a.m.?


God, I’m so tired. I am so so so so so so . . . tired. All I want to do is sleep. But I can’t sleep. Okay, of course technically I could sleep, I am physically able to sleep. But I don’t want to. No. I am going to be fully conscious when I change. The millisecond I turn into somebody else. Again.


My lids droop against my will. I can actually feel the muscles in my eyelids twitching. Wet face, clammy skin. My bedroom is going fuzzy, and everything blurs—the glow-in-the-dark constellation poster; my dusty skateboard propped in the corner, untouched since Tracy gave it back to me on the last day of school; Snoop-Dogg down at the foot of my bed. He seems to have had no problem drifting off, curled into his customary ball, nose tucked under paw, snoring away. Probably because he’s not going to awaken as a totally different animal, like a fur seal or a hoot owl.


Dogs are so lucky not to feel dread. He has no clue what a momentous transformation is about to take place for me sometime in the next five hours. To him, even after 365 days as Drew, I’m probably still Ethan. Well, Ethan with longer hair and a nicer smell, that is.


KNOCK-KNOCK-OPEN. Mom’s trademark maneuver, plowing into my room.


“Hey, sweet pea,” she whispers softly. When I stir, she adds louder, “I can’t believe you’re not asleep yet.”


“Really?” I shoot back, my sarcasm hiding the fear I feel about having the snow globe of my universe shaken up, leaving me lost and shivering under some plastic dome with Rudolf the Social-Message Reindeer yet again. My heavy lids flicker, and I peer in Mom’s general direction, somewhere between the doorknob and the light switch. She slowly sharpens into focus: pink tank top, plaid pj bottoms, tortoiseshell reading glasses swinging on a beaded chain around her neck.


“I’m staying up all night,” I announce.


“Not advisable,” she says. “But best of luck with that.”


“You can’t stop me.”


Mom smiles, looks at me with a hint of pity. “You’re really embracing your oppositional streak tonight, huh?” she says, all shrink-like, which I get is her day job, but I kinda wish she’d leave work at the office for one freaking minute. “Does that make you feel more in control? Because I get it, I really do—”


“Do you swear you don’t know who’s next for me?” I interrupt.


“I swear,” she answers, wrinkling her forehead. “I would tell you if the Council told us. But they don’t.”


I give her my best, For shiz? look.


“Okay, I wouldn’t tell you if I knew and they told us not to tell you,” she corrects herself. “But I wouldn’t lie about not knowing.”


I stare her down, my eyeballs stinging like they’re floating in bleach.


Will. Not. Sleep.


After a few seconds more of twilight, Mom asks, “Baby, are you okay?”


And then, yay, a whoosh of waterworks. As if the last week hasn’t been filled with enough crying. Crying because my period is due, crying because summer is over and I know what’s coming next, or more accurately because I don’t know who is coming next. Crying really mostly because I’m going to miss Audrey—even though of course I’m going to be able to see her, but it’s not going to be remotely the same as it was freshman year. Because I’m going to be dead to her. As in, I might literally be dead to her. I don’t even know what feint I’m getting from the Council to explain to Aud (and everyone else) where Drew went. Where I went.


This sucks. No matter who I am, I’ll never be able to tell her that I’m the person she let into her life so completely last year. That I was her best friend. I mean, whomever I am when I wake up in the morning is not necessarily even somebody Audrey’s going to dig at this point in her life.


Even though I’m going to be the same person (I think), I’m still going to be me (whoever that is), but Audrey won’t know that. Or will she? I don’t freaking know, The Changers Bible says nothing useful to prepare us for this: Life changes everybody, Statics and Changers alike . . . The whole concept of control is ultimately an illusion . . . You are and will always be the same honest and true core, regardless of the aliases you don . . . My head is spinning, and I start hyperventilating, and now Mom has swept me up in a hug, which makes me wail even more, the snot starting to ooze out pitifully with each shoulder shrug, like my nose is a frozen yogurt dispenser.


“I’m so tired,” I manage between sobs.


“I know, love,” she purrs, brushing the sticky hair off my face, adding, “I completely understand.”


“No you don’t!” I shout. “You’ve never changed into somebody else!”


She takes a deep breath, exhales slowly and steadily. “I might argue that assertion, but that’s a conversation for another time.” She holds me tighter for a few beats.


“I’m sorry,” I snuffle.


“It’s okay. You’re right, I’ve never actually woken up as a new person like you and Dad have,” she concedes.


“I don’t want to be a loser,” I whine.


“You aren’t a loser, Drew. You’re just a confused kid like every other—”


“I mean, turn into a loser,” I blurt.


Mom suddenly pulls back and gives me her “severely disappointed” face. I know, I’m not supposed to feel that way; being a Changer means I should know better than to label, or at least know how superficial labels are. But I’ve seen how the freaks, geeks, and forgotten get treated at school.


Being a Changer is hard enough. I don’t want to do battle on every front. If I have to be someone else, I want that someone to be appealing and popular and confident and good at stuff and . . . OMG, I’m writing a personal ad for myself.


“Beauty is as beauty does,” Mom says evenly. “I know a lot of so-called winners who are toads underneath. And it always shows through. What matters is what is on the inside.”


“Have you been to high school, Mom?” I ask, dragging the back of my hand across my drippy nose.


She chuckles. “You have a point.”


And then I drop the bomb. “I don’t want my outside to be a boy,” I pop out, trying to gauge her reaction from the corner of my eye. Nothing. She doesn’t respond. The therapist reflex. Unshockable. Makes me want to tell her more. How for so long I hated being Drew and would’ve done anything to bring Ethan back, but now that I’ve been living as Drew for a year—well, now that I am her—I’m realizing it hasn’t been the worst, and I’ve grown accustomed to being in high school as a girl. Well, a girl like her.


“Who do you think you want to be?” Mom asks.


I consider the question for a few seconds. Then a few more. “I want to be myself,” I finally say, uncertain even as I’m saying it.


“Well, ain’t no getting around that,” she laughs, kissing my head and standing up. “Now go the eff to sleep.”


Mom hits the light and pulls the door shut behind her, and then I am alone again. Well, me and Snoopy, who groggily cuts an eye toward me.


Blink-blink. Blink-blink. Blink.


He lowers his head, seems to fall back asleep instantly. Show-off.


It’s so damn quiet in here. No choice but to return to focusing on me, myself, and I, I, I. At least the unbridled fit of hysteria has begun to wind down to a low, somewhat manageable hum. Breathe. Breathe. Inhale five, exhale eight. I can actually hear the oxygen whispering through my trachea with each breath. Weird. Does that mean I have something? Like asthma, or maybe emphysema from hanging out and talking to Aud last year on the school steps where all the burners sparked up.


Speaking of, I wonder what Audrey might or might not be doing right now on the eve of her sophomore year, whether she’s thinking of me, what she’s wearing. (I don’t mean that in a creeper way.) She sent three e-mails after getting back from Camp Killjoy (no Internet, no electronics, no music besides spiritual hymns permitted). Which I could only bear to respond to in the most cursory fashion and with, necessarily, more lying. Lying about being excited for the first day of school. And about being psyched to see her on the first day of school. Well, the latter being not technically a lie, because while I am not looking forward to the first day of school (emphasis on I, Drew, am not looking forward to the first day of school because I am going to be A COMPLETELY DIFFERENT PERSON on the first day of school), I am, however—whomever I’ll be—looking forward to seeing Audrey on the first day of school. That part is not a lie. Le sigh.


Okay, back to [not] sleep. I clap twice, and the overhead light magically comes back on. God, I love the Clapper I bought on eBay this summer. I wonder if a Changer invented it. Clap twice, you’re a ninth grade girl! Clap two more times, hey, you’re a boy again! Or something else entirely!


That’s stupid.


Speaking of, the last time I saw him at ReRunz, Chase told me he heard around RaChas central that there was actually some homeopathic way to influence who you change into. That the Changers Council doesn’t want us to know about it, but there’s something about a crystal and having somebody you love gently swing it from a string over your head in an oval pattern while you visualize your intended V just as the clock strikes midnight on the last full moon before your change. He made me swear not to tell anybody (like who am I going to tell?), but Chase said that he was going to try it, and did I want to come with? I guess that meant he still cares about me. Or maybe he only wanted company, like a reasonable, nonsuperstitious friend to shine a light on the three-ring circus of all those culty RaChas swinging rocks on fishing line around their heads in hopes of controlling the uncontrollable, the way we all grip armrests on airplanes during turbulance.


I told Chase he’d obviously been reading too many teen werewolf sagas, and to get a freaking clue. Those idiots’ll do anything that their leader Benedict tells them to do over there at the RaChas compound, but how ignorant can they be? Like the Council’s going to leave anything up to chance like that. Besides, those crystal deodorants don’t even work. If they won’t stop you from smelling funky, they sure as shite aren’t going to stop you from fulfilling your destiny.


I. Can’t. Deal. My head is hot, palms sweaty. I get up again to look at Drew in the mirror for probably the last time. I look pink. Puffy and pink. I think I have a fever. My body must be gearing up for the change. I remember feeling sort of sick last year about this time. Stupid me thought I was just coming down with a little cold. Instead, I came down with a raging case of the ladies.


So, das Chronicles, Dear Diary in my head, here I am, Drew Bohner, in her final hours. What are my deep thoughts? What would I like all of Changer posterity to know about what’s going on in my addled brain space on this last night of Change One? Wait, you know how really devout Jewish men wake up every morning and in their first prayer they have to thank God for not making them into women overnight? And how Jewish women are supposed to thank the Almighty for making them as they are? Besides the fact that that whole noise is totally messed up, and makes my brain get logic cramps when I try and work it through, I still can’t help but wonder which little prayer I’ll be muttering soon as my eyes pop open come daybreak.


“Bye, then,” I say into the mirror, “later.” Then zombie-walk-collapse back into bed, and . . .


Clap-clap. Lights out.
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ORYON


CHANGE 2–DAY 1


Where do I start?


Wowzers.


Uh, so hey, future self: This is, uh, Oryon Small, reporting in fresh off the Change boat. I’m probably about 5'8", a buck-fifty, brown eyes, black hair. A guy. African American. Cute. Cute enough. Slim. Promising. Maybe. I’ve been a dude again for about ten hours now, and so far . . . so good?


Not really. It’s actually rather discombobulating, blank you very much. I wonder if it ever won’t be.


Okay, I’ll start at the Quonset hut, where I met Tracy this morning before school. She was dressed in a rose-colored tweedy-looking suit straight from the Blush and Bashful collection, with coral lipstick to match.


“I know it feels like old news, but I want you to try to Chronicle every experience you can remember, especially these first days as this new V. You’re going to want to record every detail and nuance. The idea is to not forget the who you were while on the path to becoming the who you’re meant to be,” she rattled off from The Changers Bible, more rote than seemed possible, even for Tracy.


I hadn’t seen her in a week or so, which was a rarity; she’d periodically checked in on me all summer long. But today, of all days, she was completely distracted, consumed with brushing a tiny pink thread off her lapel.


“What’s up with you?” I ask, suspicious.


She looks up, cocks her head. “Who? Me?” Acting all confused.


“You’re being weird,” I say.


She smiles, mouth shut.


“If anyone should be acting weird, it’s me.”


“I’m not acting anything, Drew—” She stops herself. “Oryon.”


“See, not so easy, right?” I tease.


God my life is bizarre. I’m standing in front of Tracy, looking as different in pretty much every way possible from who I was when she last saw me, and her brain still slips and calls me by another name. She still sees the old me, who I was. It’s mind-blowing is what it is. Like when you really start thinking about life on this planet, pulling up, up, and away from the city you’re in, then the state, keep going up past the country and the earth and solar system, then universe, and you keep coming back to what an infinitesimal speck you really are when it comes down to ALL OF TIME. And yet, we cling to these ideas of who we are, what we are. We make decisions like they matter.


“Turn around,” Tracy barks at me while fumbling with something inside her purse.


“Uh-unh, not this crap again,” I say under my breath while taking a step back, fighting rapid-onset post-traumatic stress disorder as I flash on the last time my brand-new touchy Touchstone Tracy mercilessly jabbed me in the back of the neck with a needle the size of a pencil and injected me with my big-brother Chronicling chip. God only knows what the Council requires the second time around, a “painless” spinal fluid tap?


“It’s not invasive this V,” she says, manhandling me.


I resist. “No. You’re telling me what you’re doing before you do it.”


“Wow, control freak much?” she snaps.


“Pot meet kettle.”


Tracy sighs. Like she doesn’t have time for this.


“Just tell me,” I insist, holding my ground and standing up a little straighter.


Tracy stares me down. Another giant sigh, but she relents: “It’s just a little magnetic fob I’m required to wave over your chip to reboot and initiate Y-2, so you can start transmitting your Chronicles.”


“No needles?”


“No needles,” she promises, producing and pressing her thumb on what looks like a Barbie-sized camping flashlight. It beeps, glows red, then flashes blue. “Now turn around already.”


I finally comply. No hair to hold up this time (not the worst). I shift my weight back and forth and stare at a toppled stack of old tires in the corner of the hut, when I feel Tracy placing the metal fob against the back of my neck. It beeps again, and I sense a faint click at the base of my spine, a mini zap to the bone.


“Done,” she chirps.


“That’s it?”


“That’s it.”


“Thank G,” I say, genuinely relieved.


“I told you to trust me,” Tracy chides as I turn back around. She puts her hands on my shoulders, studies me closely, seeming more present than before. Her eyes get glassy. “This is going to be a big year for you,” she says, suddenly maternal.


“Nah, it’s just . . .” I reach for the right words. “It’s just another year.”


“You’ve already come so far,” Tracy adds, and I can sense her pride in me.


I think back to last fall, when I stood here with her, wearing Mom’s frumpy khaki shorts, torturous jog bra, my crazy long hair all knotted up, flopping around in Ethan’s giant Vans—shout-out to Mom who had the presence of mind to hold onto them for me in case I turned into someone who could wear them this year (I stand in those very shoes now). Back then I was a terrified lemur, petrified of taking those last steps up the dirt path to school to begin my new life. I tear up, and I’m expecting to just start bawling, but . . . nothing. Just a little dampness pulling on my bottom lids.


“When I was C2-D1 like you, it was about right now I had a strong sense Tracy was the one,” Tracy says, full of nostalgia and hope.


“I know the story, I remember—”


“No pressure if you don’t feel the same way now!”


Of course, no pressure, never any pressure from Tracy, queen of all things pressurized, a walking, talking diamond sprung from her own overachieving butt.


She dabs at a tear in the corner of her eye, continues, “I’m just saying, it’s an exciting year, and I want you to get everything you can out of it. Now, I know you’re an old pro, but I’m going to try to be here just as much as I was last year, and if there’s ever anything you need, literally anything comes up, I want you to come to me, and we’ll get through it. Together. Like last year.”


“Okay,” I concede, because I don’t know what else to say. “Should we fist bump or—”


She suddenly pulls me into a hug, and I’m stiff, don’t know where to put my arms, so I just sort of encircle her and let her do the hugging. She seems so small now.


Tracy releases me, steps back, and takes a good look, the corners of her lips curling up. “You’re, what? Like a hipster this year or something?”


“It’s only ’cause my clothes are tight,” I say.


“Well, you’re definitely too cool for me, much less TV.”


“Mom saved a few of my old . . . Ethan’s old, you know, my old things, I guess so I would have something to wear if I woke up as a boy this year.”


“I love your mom. Thank goodness I remembered to give you back your skateboard last year, huh? You’re going to need that, just to carry around and look fly,” Tracy says, trying out a word she’s likely never employed outside of describing what birds, planes, and pigs do.


“Do I look fly, Trace?”


“Hella,” she says, laughing with me, then seems to remember something and checks her wristwatch. “Ooh, you have to get going, you need to get registered. Let me know if you want to meet up at ReRunz later.”


But it doesn’t seem like it’s me who’s supposed to be somewhere. Tracy slings her purse over a shoulder and heads toward the door, the early-autumn sun filtering in through the marred plastic window behind her.


“Hey!” I call after her, and Tracy stops. “Did you know I was going to be Oryon?”


“I didn’t,” she replies somberly. “Nobody knows, really.”


I nod like I agree, but I keep feeling there’s got to be somebody steering the ship, some massive design or pattern to why we Changers are who we are every year.


“Maybe there’s no reason,” Tracy continues, obviously reading my mind. “What are you worried about?”


“What am I not worried about?”


Tracy, knowing better: “Tell me. Is it Audrey?”


“I’m scared she won’t want me in her life,” I mumble, holding my arms out, like Look at me.


“Maybe,” Tracy says. “But maybe not. Audrey’s a good person.”


“But—”


“And so are you,” she cuts me off.


I’m quiet.


“YOU are a good person,” she repeats with some serious emphasis. “And you’re the same person. Oryon, Drew, Ethan . . . you’re all good.”


I shrug, even though I know she’s trying.


“So then, I have to be somewhere to meet someone about a thing,” Tracy says awkwardly, not quite pulling it off. I cock my head at her, and one hot tear drops onto my left cheek just as she budges through the rain-swollen door.


“Thank you,” I whisper, my throat thick, but I don’t think she hears me.


Okay. I should backtrack. First of all, I can’t believe how much I hated Chronicling a year ago this time, and how nowadays I’m all like, Dear Diary this . . . Dear Diary that . . . Ooh, poor me, it’s so hard to be a Changer. Like I can’t survive without blabbing on and on about my Changery adventures every second. I guess I’ve sort of gotten used to it, and it feels like something is missing if I don’t get stuff down.


Over pizza dinner last night, Mom and Dad were all trying to have a “talk” with me about sex and the “added responsibility” that goes with suddenly being a young, bigger, and stronger person in the world.


I was like, “Check out my legs: they’re limp soba noodles,” but Dad just directed me to where he keeps the condoms in the bathroom linen closet.


I am going to assume he bought them solely for me in the event I became a guy for my second V, even though any talk or activity like that is strictly premature (not to forget “premarital,” ha ha!)—as well as frowned upon by the Changers Council, the place where all natural instincts go to suffocate and die. Never mind that any thought related to prophylactics and my dad, and why he would have them in the house he lives in with my mom, is something I’d rather not consider. Only now, ew, I can’t stop thinking about it. I can’t. The more I try not to think about it, the more I think about it.


GROSS.


Okay, where was I? Right, back to this morning. I guess I'd finally fallen asleep despite all my efforts to stave it off, but the first thing I’m conscious of is Mom bursting through my door, with Dad right behind, and I jump up out of bed fire-drill style. I’m just wobbling there bleary-eyed, and Mom is there on tenterhooks, clutching the thick envelope from the Changers Council in her hand, and Dad appears behind her, a little out of breath, and then we’re all standing there staring at each other, like they do in old Westerns, right before the shooting starts. Snoopy casually sniffs toward the three of us and scratches his neck, the jingle of tags on his collar the only sound in the room.


I’m looking back and forth between my parents’ eyes, barely coming to, desperately trying to discern who I am, what I am, just from studying their faces. But there’s nothing in them to tip me off. They are both giving “complete acceptance of your child no matter what she is or does” realness, tinged with maybe a dash of political correctness/condescension, like they do with the waitstaff when we go to the Indian all-you-can-eat buffet in Nashville and they leave a giant tip even though it’s a buffet and nobody waited on us at all. As I’m thinking about the duality of that, how it’s simultaneously sweet and patronizing, I suddenly realize my Hello Kitty underwear feels really tight and binding, as does the tank top I wore to bed the night before.


“Good morning,” Mom and Dad say in unison tentatively, as their eyes can’t help but tumble down my body so that my hands instinctively, instantly cover my crotch and I go bounding into my bathroom and slam the door behind me so I can be alone with the mirror.


I take a deep breath. Exhale. Here goes . . . I slowly turn to my reflection above the sink, but before I can get a look, I suddenly ascertain that I’m actually palming a handful down there. Hello Kitty indeed. How soon I forgot what it’s like to have so much going on “down there” in the mornings. I sneak a glance in the mirror. I’m a little scrawny, but I look sort of, I don’t know, like an almost-man. So, instant puberty. That happened.


Okay, maybe I’m not supposed to be wasting time Chronicling about what’s going on in my nethers, but honestly, I can’t really ignore it because I’m remembering all over again what it was like when I was Ethan. Wrangling girl parts was rough in so many ways, but at least I never had to deal with the “control issues” boys have around their anatomy, especially in the a.m.


I notice my reflection in the mirror, slowly catching up to reality, and I’m . . . wait . . . What?


That’s me?


It’s so different than anything I imagined. I don’t know why I didn’t picture this, but I didn’t. I tilt my head. He tilts his head. Tongue in. Tongue out. Yep, it’s me all right.


I know it shouldn’t be one of my first thoughts, but: I guess if I’m being honest—which is supposedly what we’re doing here—you could say my most immediate sentiment is, Phew, at least I’m okay-looking.


In the mirror it looks like I have a black eye where a smudge of eyeliner was never completely cleaned from the glass surface. In a fit of despair about Audrey after I wasn’t allowed to spend time with her anymore, and after the whole horrific thing with Jason went down, but before I told my parents what he did to me, I’d dramatically scrawled in dark brown eyeliner on my mirror, Love is a four-letter word! It stayed up there for months; I guess Mom must’ve finally taken some Windex to it, because I never wiped it clean myself, and one day it just wasn’t there anymore.


Audrey.


What is Aud going to think of this dude who’s presently staring back at me in the mirror?


The thought is interrupted by Mom frantically barking vitals through the door, “Oryon Small. Fifteen. Birthday: October 17. You are a foster child from Atlanta. Your biological parents died in a car crash on I-75 when you were really young, so you don’t remember much about them. Passed around various family members and temporary homes until you were placed in foster care with a family—well, us . . .”


So that'll explain the lily-white parents. The Council, it seems, thinks of everything.


I’m gazing at “Oryon” in the mirror. He looks like somebody I’d think was too hip to want to be friends with me. A hip nerd type. A kid who flipped the script and made his nerdiness the source of his hipness. I notice my pecs peeking out of my tank top and can’t help but smile. Whoa. I have some serious dimples too. And long, ropey muscles, like a professional runner or rock climber. I peel off the tank top, let it drop to the floor. I spin around admiring my bare chest. Now that’s a feeling I missed.


“I have a shirt out here I think would work,” Dad is calling through the door. “And some boxers.”


“And I saved your old Vans,” Mom adds nervously.


“It’s cool. Just leave everything there. I need another minute alone,” I say, for the first time hearing his, my, voice. Which is, what? “Testing, testing. One, two, three, um, twelve?” I say quietly into the mirror, just to hear the voice again. It’s sort of raspy. A little breathy. Deeper than Ethan’s was. Not a trace of Drew.


“And, uh, honey?” Mom warbles. “The Council also sent the, uh, the—”


“What?” I shout through the door.


“Your emblem?” she says apologetically. “Do you want me to do it again this time, or help you—”


“I got it,” I say flatly. “Just leave it out there, please.”


I listen at the door for a while. Then a little longer to make sure they’re gone. Finally, a minute alone, so I crack open the door and reach my hand out for the clothes they left on the floor, and the little lipstick tube of death that Mom assaulted me with last year when I bent over completely unawares that I had to be BRANDED with a Changers logo before I could be allowed to leave the house.


I close the door, lock it. Double-check it’s locked. Pick up the tube, pop off the top, and there, like a cigarette lighter from an old car, is the cheesy Changers emblem I guess I’m supposed to sear onto one of my butt cheeks right now. I take a deep breath. Then another one. I eyeball the device a little bit closer. How does it get hot? How bad did it hurt again? Funny how you can forget something like that. We always think physical pain is what will stick with us, but it never does. Emotional pain—now that’s the stuff that gets branded on you for life.


I prop my foot on the toilet, twist my torso and look at my butt, firmly grasp the tube in my fingers like a highlighting pen, which, it kinda is. I take another deep breath and press the tip into my flesh. At first I don’t register what’s happening because I’m the one doing it. But then the searing starts, plus a tiny puff of electrical-smelling smoke, and I have no control over the reflex to pull my hand away. I jerk and drop the offending weapon into the toilet bowl. Great.


The emblem maker gives off a pssstt sound as it hits the water. I’ve obviously killed it. And, just as obviously, I’ll have to retrieve it, because the Council isn’t going to be down with their technology finding its way into some filtration system and getting discovered by the dude whose job it is to clean the waste-trapping grates at the sewage-treatment plant. I reach my hand into the bowl and splash around trying to grab the tube.


“Everything okay in there, honey? You sick?”


Fantastic. My mom thinks I have diarrhea.


“I’m fine, Mom!”


(I can’t believe I’m going to have to do this two more times in my life.)


After I fish out the brander, I try to look at the brand itself. From what I can tell in the mirror, one of the feet is missing:


[image: Image]


I don’t care, I have to get this freak show on the road, so I start unfurling the clothes my parents left for me: bigass blue-striped boxers and a plain white T-shirt. I have a moment where I think, Bra! but I don’t need one. Gracias, Changers Council.


I quickly pull on the clothes, then dig around my closet for a plaid button-down that was left over from Ethan days. I shrug it on, and it feels like my shoulders are going to burst through the fabric, Teen Wolf style. Never mind. It’s late, and I don’t want to be calling additional attention to myself by sprinting into school so tardy that everybody has a chance to ogle me.


I quickly brush my teeth, run a palm over my short hair. I splash some water on my face, and check myself in the mirror once again. Oryon. Damn, my butt burns. This is really happening.


Okay, let’s do this.


When I get out to the hallway, Mom assaults me with a giant hug. I’m now at the height where I can put my nose into her hair. It smells fruity like Drew’s shampoo. I hand her the dripping-wet branding tube. “Don’t ask.”


Dad lopes over from their bedroom door and gives me a quick and awkward embrace as soon as Mom releases me.


“I need pants,” I say to him.


I scan Dad’s clothes on his side of the closet, but nothing jumps out at me as ideal. Then I spot some old-man green polyester golf pants. “Can I cut these?” I ask over a shoulder to neither of them in particular.


“Of course not, what are you—”


“Sure you can,” Mom cuts Dad off. “Those’ll be cute.”


I turn around and look at her. “Cute” is not exactly what I’m going for, but they will definitely look better than they currently do if I cut them just above the knees and leave the hem ragged. I look to Dad, who’s wincing slightly.


“Go ahead,” he relinquishes, and Mom gently rests a hand on his forearm.


“Thanks,” I say, heading out to the kitchen to find a pair of scissors.


My parents trail me back down the hallway, so I stop, swivel back toward them—and they both slam into me, then each other. It’s like a Wile E. Coyote and Roadrunner chase up in here.


“I got this,” I add, then keep going. I slip into the bathroom and shut the door behind me just in time to keep them out. I hold the nerdy green pants up to my waist in the mirror, consider for a minute, then pinch where I want to cut. I do one leg, then the other at approximately the same length, and once I step into them and cinch them up with a preppy belt with lobsters on it (also courtesy of Dad), I stand in their full-length mirror like I did a year before (in tears), stare at myself for a few good seconds, and think, Yeah, much easier for a dude.


I open the door and casually grab some blue-and-pink argyle socks from Dad’s top drawer, while Mom starts digging around on her side of the closet, and soon she pulls my old Vans from a top shelf and presents them to me. I take them and kiss her on the cheek before sitting on the ground and trying to jam my feet into them. They’re way too small, but when I crush down the backs, I can sort of make it work.


Andre 3000 retro swag. Not the worst vibe to pop on my first day.


Of course I am late for registration at Central. In the office, ol’ Miss Jeannie is shutting down the ID line when I blow in, breathless after sprinting up the hill from my meeting with Tracy at the Q-hut. I didn’t notice a single other person on the way in; I just kept my head down and hurried through the hallways, taking the stairs two at a time.


“You’re too late, son,” Miss Jeannie warbles, sweet as cobbler, soon as I make it to the front desk.


“I’m so sorry,” I say, surprised anew to hear this croaky voice emerging from my throat. “Is there any way you can fit me in? I got lost on the way here.”


Miss Jeannie stares at me. Thinks about it for a few seconds. “Well, I was just going to turn off this computer until tomorrow, but I haven’t pushed the button just yet.”


“Thank you so much,” I say, as she pokes at the same old console that looks like a television set from the ’70s, a Too Blessed to be Stressed button jangling from her floral blouse. “Oryon Small? Tenth grade?” I offer, lilting at the end. When I do, Miss Jeannie perks up her head like she’s sensing a disturbance in the force. Why am I doing that? Reflexively up-talking? Oh, right. Because girls do that. Because we, I mean they, are taught to intuitively doubt everything they say. Which is solid B.S., but not something I can remedy in this moment. I make a note to self not to do it anymore, and to concentrate on ending my sentences flat, man-style, like I don’t give a damn.


“Small, Small,” Miss Jeannie says, scrolling. “Smaaaall.”
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