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If I had to sum up seventh grade in seven words, they’d be: “there’s nothing you can do about it.” It’s opening your eyes every morning and knowing that a whole day’s just waiting to happen and you’re going to be caught up in it, ready or not.

“APRIL IS THE CRUELEST MONTH,” SAID THE poet, and Alice McKinley would agree. It begins with Aunt Sally reminding her that she will soon be thirteen (as if anyone could forget something so important) and that she will be the “woman of the house.” Alice dives into her new role by planning her father’s fiftieth birthday party—and telling everyone in the family to get a physical. But that means Alice herself will have to disrobe at the doctor’s! Then there’s the latest crisis at school, where the boys have begun to match each girl with the name of a state, according to its geography—mountains or no mountains!? Will flat, flat Delaware or Louisiana be her fate? Though even worse is the fear that she might not get a name at all.
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Here’s what fans have to say about Alice:*

“I never want the Alice series to stop, and as some of my friends and I have said, we will cry for weeks, months, and possibly years after we read the last book.”

“The Alice books are such a treasure in my book shelf, my favorite books in the entire world.”

“We are always CONSTANTLY thinking about bodies and sex and stuff like that. Your books just help us learn about ourselves. They help us learn what is OK and what’s not, and how far is acceptable and how far is too far.”

    *Taken from actual postings on the Alice website. To read more, visit AliceMcKinley.com.
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For Sophia Frances,

the newest member of our family,

with love
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WOMAN OF THE HOUSE

IT WAS AUNT SALLY WHO STARTED IT. March wasn’t even over before I got a note from her reminding me of my birthday in May. As though I might forget or something.

Our little Alice is going to become a teenager, she wrote. Community property, that’s me. It was what she said next, though, that got me thinking: It’s a big responsibility, because you’re the woman of the house now, you know.

I guess it was the word “woman” that sounded so strange. Up until then I’d thought of myself as the only girl in the family, but this was different. Woman of the House sounds pretty official.

“What did Sal have to say?” Dad asked as he divided the mail among the three of us: The New York Times Book Review for himself, Muscle and Fitness for Lester, and “Occupant” for me. So far that week I’d got a packet of shampoo, a round tea bag, coupons for one free doughnut when I buy a dozen, two packs of razor blades for the price of one, and paper towels at twenty cents off.

“She says I’m Woman of the House now,” I told Dad.

“Woman?” said Lester, looking around. “Where?”

Lester is twenty years old and looks thirty because he has a mustache. I’m twelve and look like I’m ten. Sometimes, anyway. It depends on whether you’re looking at me sideways or head-on.

“I’m practically thirteen,” I told Lester, in case he had forgotten.

He gave a low whistle. “I can’t believe I’ve spent more than half my life in the same house with you.”

“I can’t believe I’ve spent my whole life with you!” I retorted.

“Just our luck, huh?” said Lester.

Dad was opening all the bills. “Your mother used to say that if she had to choose two children all over again, she’d take the two she got.”

I was a little surprised. “All I can remember is how she used to say we were taking five years off her life.”

Dad put down the envelope in his hand. “That was your aunt Sally, Al.” My name is Alice McKinley, but he and Lester call me Al. “Your mother never said any such thing.”

“Sorry,” I told him. I always do that. Mom died when I was little—five, I guess—and Aunt Sally, in Chicago, took care of us for a time. I can never remember who was who. I thought about that awhile, though. “If she wanted me so badly, why did she wait seven years after she had Lester?”

Dad smiled. “We were waiting for you, sweetheart. Babies don’t always come right when you want them, you know.”

“I know,” I said. I was thinking about Elizabeth’s mother, across the street, who was expecting a baby in October. Elizabeth Price has been an only child for twelve years, and she’s in a state of shock—partly because she’s about to be displaced, and partly because anything having to do with bodies shocks Elizabeth.

I looked at Lester. “When I was born, were you in a state of shock?”

“Uh-uh,” said Lester. “Not till after I saw you. Then I went catatonic.”

I took my mail upstairs and opened the latest Occupant envelopes. There were coupons for deodorant, sink cleaners, ravioli, and mouthwash. There was also a little envelope of rich chocolate cocoa, which I ate with my finger.

Aunt Sally, I knew, collected coupons and kept them in a little box with dividers in it. I wondered if Mom saved coupons. And then I got to thinking about how, if I was the Woman of the House now, I had to start thinking about things like this. Saving money, I mean. Running a home. Looking out for Dad and Lester. Simply looking after Lester was a full-time job.

I lay back on my bed and stared up at the ceiling. Woman of the House. In charge, sort of. It was weird that all these years I hadn’t thought of it once. I’d always felt that Dad and Lester were here to take care of me, but now that I was going on thirteen …

I arranged all my coupons alphabetically, put them in a corner of a drawer, and went back downstairs where Dad and Lester were still reading their mail.

“What we’ve got to start thinking about,” I told them, “is spring cleaning.”

Dad lowered his magazine. Lester lowered his jaw.

“Cleaning?” asked Dad.

“Clean, as in scrub, sweep, vacuum, and polish?” said Les.

“Whatever,” I said. “What we could do is divide up the work.”

“I’ll dust the piano keys,” said Dad.

“I’ll rinse out my coffee mug,” said Lester.

“I’m serious,” I told them. “I don’t think we’ve done any spring cleaning since Mom died.”

“Frankly, Al, I don’t think your mother ever did any spring cleaning. She vacuumed and straightened up regularly, but I don’t remember her making a big deal of spring,” said Dad.

“Oh,” I murmured. Actually, I was sort of glad, because I didn’t much like the thought of scrub-sweep-vacuum-polish either.

If Mom didn’t do spring cleaning, though, what did she do? Since I didn’t much remember her at all, I tried to think about all the women I saw on TV and what they worried about. Toilet bowls. Ring around the collar. Fiber. Dentures.

I was just going to get a pen so I could make a list when the phone rang. It was Pamela Jones, of the long blond hair. So long she can sit on it. At least I thought it was Pamela. It was her voice, but I could hear sobbing in the background.

“Pamela?” I asked.

“Alice,” she said. “You’d better come over. I’m here at Elizabeth’s.”

“What’s wrong?”

“Illinois.”

“What?”

“Illinois,” Pamela said again. “Hurry!”

I grabbed my jacket and went outside. Woman of the House could wait.
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A TOPOGRAPHICAL QUESTION

THE FIRST THING YOU SEE WHEN YOU GO in Elizabeth’s house is Elizabeth. Above the couch, there’s a huge color photograph of Elizabeth in her First Communion dress, with lacy gloves and a veil down the back of her dark hair. She has her hands folded as though she’s praying. I suppose she is praying. There’s a prayer book in her lap, with white flowers on it.

I asked her once what she prays about, and she said, “Everything.” I asked, “What’s everything?” and she said she asks God to make her a better person and to protect her mother in childbirth.

I asked Lester once what he prays for, and he said a Porsche while he’s still young enough to enjoy it.

Elizabeth’s folks were out for the evening, which is why Pamela answered the door.

“Is Elizabeth moving to Illinois?” I asked, looking over at the couch where she lay in a heap.

Pamela shook her head. “Elizabeth is Illinois. Come in and talk to her.”

Sometimes, when you’re twelve, you think everyone else is normal and you’re the one who’s crazy. Right at that moment I decided that I was normal and everyone else was nuts.

“What is this? A geography assignment or something?” I plopped down beside Elizabeth. She slowly sat up, her eyes red.

“I just found out,” she said. “It’s the cruelest thing anyone’s ever done to me, and I will never speak to a boy again, even if he’s the pope.”

That was pretty strong for Elizabeth.

Pamela explained: “You know that table at the back of the cafeteria where Mark and Brian and some of the other guys sit? When Elizabeth walked by them today, they called her ‘Illinois.’”

I was still trying to understand. “Miss Illinois?”

“J-j-just Illinois.” Elizabeth sniffled.

“So?”

“Well, Jill called her about ten minutes ago and said that the guys at that table are giving every girl in seventh grade the name of a state. That’s why they called Elizabeth ‘Illinois.’”

“So?” I said again. No one was making a bit of sense.

“Based on the shape of her breasts,” Pamela added.

“And Illinois is f-f-flat!” Elizabeth bawled.

It hit me all at once:

 

   1. Seventh-grade boys were staring at our anatomies. One specific part of our anatomies.

   2. They were talking to each other about us.

   3. I was going to be named after a state.

 

I didn’t move. I felt as though I had been freeze-dried.

“Listen, Elizabeth.” Pamela squeezed onto the couch along with us. “It’s really not that bad! There are some hills in Illinois, really! There just aren’t any mountains, that’s all.”

Elizabeth sniffled again. “Are you s-s-sure?”

“She’s right!” I said. “I used to live there. There are lots of big hills that … well, maybe not big hills, but … more like slopes. Not ski slopes, of course, but well … you know those places where the road goes up and down?”

Elizabeth’s face was clouding over again.

“Listen,” said Pamela. “It could be much worse! You could have been Louisiana, you know. Now that’s flat.”

“Or Delaware,” I said. “Feel sorry for the girl who gets Delaware.”

Elizabeth took a deep breath. “I still think they’re awful. We don’t go around making fun of boys.”

Pamela drew up her legs and wrapped her arms around them. “I wonder which state I’ll be? Who do you suppose is Colorado? Wouldn’t you just love to be Colorado?”

“Jill is,” said Elizabeth. “She told me. She’s Colorado and Karen’s Utah.”

I couldn’t believe that two of the girls from our old earring club had got two of the best states in the union. I tried to think what state I’d most like to be, after Colorado. I wasn’t sure. What state would I most like not to be? And then I knew what would be worse than Delaware: Rhode Island. Not the shape, the size.

I don’t pray very often, but suddenly I found myself speaking to God on very personal terms. Dear Jesus Christ, I said. Please let me be anything except Rhode Island.

“What are we going to do?” asked Elizabeth. And then to Pamela, “Can’t you talk to Mark?”

“What can we do?” asked Pamela. “Knowing Mark, it was probably all his idea.”

Elizabeth drew herself up. “Well, I want to name them something. I think seventh-grade girls should get together and name boys after the size of their things.”

Pamela and I exchanged glances. “I don’t believe my ears,” said Pamela.

“Let’s don’t talk about it,” I quipped, Elizabeth’s favorite statement where bodies are concerned.

But this time Elizabeth was so mad we couldn’t hold her back.

“You know,” Elizabeth went on, her face slightly pink. “One boy could be Pikes Peak, and another could be …”

We spent the rest of the evening trying to think of a landmark, geographical or otherwise, so small that it would be an insult. The only thing we could pit again Pikes Peak was the Eiffel Tower, but even that would seem like a compliment to a seventh-grade boy. And the parts of our anatomies that boys were talking about were clearly distinguishable, while the part of a boy that we were talking about was not.

“Lester,” I said later, “if a girl wanted to really embarrass a boy about … um … his groin area, what could she say?”

“His groin area!” Lester turned and looked at me. “Now, Al, what could a boy possibly do that would make you want to embarrass him like that?”

I told him about Elizabeth being Illinois, and how scared I was I might get Rhode Island.

“Tell you what,” said Lester. “If a boy calls you Rhode Island, say, ‘Don’t worry; someday the other one will drop.’”

I thought about that a minute. “I don’t get it,” I said.

“I didn’t think you would, so forget it, okay?”

As soon as somebody tells me to forget something, I know I’m going to remember it the rest of my life. So on the bus the next day, I told Elizabeth that if any boy called her Illinois again to her face, she should just say, “Don’t worry; someday the other one will drop.”

“What?” said Elizabeth.

“I don’t understand it either, but Lester says it’s the most awful thing you can say to a guy,” I told her.

Armed with this new weapon, Elizabeth waited all day for a guy to call her Illinois, and Pamela and I waited to be called any state at all. We saw a lot of smirking and heard a lot of whispering, but none of the boys said anything to us out loud.

That night, I asked Dad what Lester meant by, “Someday the other one will drop.”

“Probably refers to the testicles, Al,” he said. “Sometimes boys are born with a testicle up in the groin instead of down in the scrotum. In most of these cases it descends soon after birth, but in some boys this doesn’t happen until puberty; I’d imagine they’re very self-conscious about it.”

It was amazing. I had no idea that boys ever had to worry about such personal things. I felt very grown-up, very much the Woman of the House, to know that Dad and I could talk about stuff like this without my passing out on the spot.

I also decided that no matter what a guy called me, I could never say that to him; it was just too cruel. Even if he called me Rhode Island.
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APRIL’S FOOL

EVERY APRIL FOOLS’ DAY, FOR THE PAST five years, Lester has pulled some trick on me, and I always fall for it.

He told me one April that he’d accidently dropped my toothbrush in the toilet the week before and forgotten to tell me. Another time he said that the FDA had just banned chocolate and no one would be able to buy it anymore. And last year, on April 1, he said he thought I had head lice. Each time I gasped and thought my life was over, and then he said, “April Fool!”

So this year I had it all planned. On the first day of April, I went down to breakfast as usual. Dad and I were eating cornflakes when Lester staggered into the kitchen the way he does in the mornings, his eyes half-closed. Most men shave and shower first, then come to breakfast, I’ll bet. Lester does it backward. And on this particular morning, Lester groped his way to the table in the Mickey Mouse shorts I’d given him for Christmas, opened the refrigerator, and waited for something to leap out at him.

“Les,” Dad said, “will you please choose something and sit down?”

Lester found some cold beans and some bread, and sat down at the table with his head resting on one hand. I think you could say that my brother is definitely not a morning person.

I got up, went to the sink with my dishes, then glanced out the window. I dropped my silverware.

“Lester!” I shrieked. “Your car is rolling backward down the driveway!”

Lester, the Living Dead, leaped to his feet, knocking over his chair. He crashed through the hallway, stubbed his toe on the telephone stand, flung open the door, and hopped out onto the porch on one leg, holding his other foot in his hands.

He came to a dead stop. His car was right where it was supposed to be. A woman across the street, who had come out to get her paper, turned to look at Lester in his Mickey Mouse shorts.

“Al?” said Dad, coming up behind me in the doorway.

I collapsed in laughter. “April Fool!” I shrieked.

Lester wheeled about and hobbled back into the house. “I’ll kill her!” he yelled, but I was already halfway up the stairs.

“Al, you’re dead meat!” Lester roared.

“April Fool!” I yelped again, barricading myself in my room.

“Road kill!” Lester bellowed, pounding on my door.

I waited in my room until both Dad and Lester had left the house, and then ran down to the bus stop, smirking from ear to ear, and made everyone laugh with my story.

The thing was, though, nobody paid much attention to April Fools’ Day at school. Not even Denise Whitlock, the eighth-grade girl who’s repeating seventh, did anything awful to me. She’s the girl who bullied me last semester, but she just sat staring out the window in Language Arts, the way she usually does, only half listening.

Back in fifth and sixth, someone was always trying to put something gross in someone else’s sandwich, or a boy would try to stick a sign on someone’s back that said KICK ME HARD. But April 1 in junior high was pretty much like any other day, and by the time I went home, I was thinking how it wasn’t very grown-up of me to go around playing tricks. If I hadn’t played one that morning, in fact, Lester might have forgotten about April Fools’ Day this year. Now he’d have some horrible trick waiting for me when I came in.

His car was in the driveway again. I cautiously went up the steps and opened the door. Everything was quiet.

I looked all around and tiptoed out to the kitchen. Lester was at the table eating cheese crackers and reading a magazine. I didn’t know whether to step inside or not.

“How ya doin’?” he said. He didn’t even look up.

“Okay,” I told him, and waited for him to spring—to stick my head under the faucet or something. Nothing happened.

I came slowly into the kitchen and reached for the crackers. Lester didn’t even seem to know I was there. I poured some orange juice and sat down across from him. Finally there I was, jabbering away about school, and Lester grunted now and then. I realized what had happened.
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