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Breaking Protocol


I know how to restrain myself. Some other people aren’t so lucky. Like Maggie Milner, who styles her drab brown hair so it curls under her chin. Maggie thinks it makes her look bouncy. Really, she looks like a dried porcini mushroom. Or there’s Winslow Fromes, who’s wedging into his desk, his shirt hiked up in the back, revealing a band of freckled flesh above SpongeBob underwear.


Some people just don’t get it. I do. I get that right now I need help on the social studies test, which means I’ll have to make public contact with Winslow. Some students are chatting in little clumps around the room, while others are hunched over textbooks, cramming. For me, it’s too late for cramming.


“Just let me glance at your answers to the multiple choice,” I say to Winslow. His thick fingers tap the little tuft of hair on his lower lip. But he’s not saying anything like, Sure, Taffeta! or Anything you want, Taffeta! Can Winslow really be that stunned that I have spoken to him?


While Mr. Dribble, social studies tyrant, shakes his fist at the intercom, there’s another announcement (something about free doughnuts tomorrow to celebrate another great standardized-test-score victory at La Cambia Middle School, home of high achievement). Winslow continues to ignore me. What is his problem? He’s reading from his scrubby black notebook that he guards like it’s the latest video player.


Leaning forward, I hold my cell under my desk and text Caylin and Petra. First, I google images of a zombie, then send the link and type WINSLOW.


I sniff Winslow’s soapy smell and breathe on his neck so that the hairs that have fallen out of his ponytail blow upward like chick fluff. Surely, that ought to do the trick. But he continues to gaze straight into his notebook, which is covered in pictures of the undead and metal-clad warriors, and then, finally, mumbles something that sounds like, “Wow, I dunno. Maybe. Got to think…. I dunno.”


All the eyes in the class swivel toward the door as the Girls make their BIG entrance. Something I’ve taught them well.


The Girls: An Insider’s Guide


Caylin Barnes. Five feet two inches. Elbow-length bouncy blond hair usually pulled back into a ponytail. Upturned nose. Blue eyes. Has taken jazz dance since she was two and three-quarters, although she’s a klutz, which makes her the bravest human being I know. Adept at secretly studying but prone to nasty stomach cramps. Charms frumpy teachers after class who are desperate for a little glamour.


 


Petra Santora. Five feet eight inches. Dark brown hair highlighted “Tawny River” every six weeks at The Arrangement with Roxanne, the hair goddess. Green eyes. Linebacker physique. Not afraid to wear wedge sandals. Wants to be a meteorologist or daytime anchor when she grows up because she wants to do something important on TV but doesn’t care much for the news.




 


Caylin smiles at me and Petra rolls her eyes at Mr. Dribble as they glide into class with the newly xeroxed tests cradled in their arms and drop the bundles onto the front table.


“Put on your happy faces, folks. It’s test time!” trills Mr. Dribble, who’s blocking up the intercom with purple masking tape apparently so he’ll never be able to hear another announcement again. The man acts strange—like a deranged game show host. His real name is Mr. Drabner. John T. Drabner, but to students he’s privately just called Dribble. Mostly because of his habit of dribbling food out of the corners of his mouth and talking too much.


The rest of the class are in their seats now, sitting upright, eyes forward, holding freshly sharpened pencils as Mr. Dribble scans the room, oblivious to his static-cling polyester pants. “Whoops,” he says, covering his mouth. “Some of you didn’t hear me say there’s a test, did ya? Because of the constant interruptions!” His eyes, which are the color of olive pits, glare accusingly at the taped-up intercom. Then he stops in front of my desk, gazing at me directly with his loopy mustache woobling up and down. “Well, surprise!” He throws up his arms. “There is, in fact a test today that nothing will get you out of.” For a moment, with his coffee-stained teeth, he grins at Justin Grodin. Last year, Justin pulled the fire alarm seven times to get out of tests until somebody figured it out.


I glance at Caylin as she winces at the big capital letters on the board that say, TEST TODAY! I get a text from her:


Wish I culd hlp u


Under my desk, I thumbjockey back:
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Any moment now, I’m going to have to become an expert on the Articles of Confederation when I didn’t have time to read that chapter. Last night, I had swim practice until 5:00 p.m. and then helped Caylin through another boy drama. My stomach muscles belt together so tightly I’m afraid I’ll need an oxygen mask to revive.


“Winslow,” I whisper frantically. “You’ve got to help me. Pleeeease. It’s like a life-or-death thing.” My mother will cancel the limo she’s reserved to take my friends and me to Winterfest on my birthday if I don’t pass the test. Of course, my dad would be semicool about it but that doesn’t help since he’s down in L.A. now—permanently stuck in traffic.




Sitting in the front row, Olivia, the medieval poet wench, scowls and shakes her calligraphy pen at me, spraying ink on her flowing velvet dress. Just because she said no the last time I asked her if she could assist me doesn’t mean I can’t give someone else the opportunity. If she doesn’t want the reflected popularity I offer, it’s her loss.


Winslow flips his eyelids so I can see the insides of his lids, which are all red and veiny. In a loud voice, he cracks, “Why do dwarves have such big nostrils? Look at the size of their fingers!” Then he snort laughs.


“Winslow, shut up. Just show me your paper.”


“Wow,” he says, tapping his pen on his chin. “You sound stressed.”


Uh, yeah. Welcome to my life.


As Mr. Dribble hunches over, carefully counting out his precious social studies tests, which are thick and full of multiple staples, as if they needed to be brought under control by force, I kick the back of Winslow’s chair. “I’ll do anything. I swear.”


Winslow swivels his head in my direction and gives me real eye-to-eye-lock. He seems like a creepy super villain with X-ray vision.


Smile, I tell myself. You’re in control, on top of your feelings—otherwise, EVERYTHING going on, like Mom and Dad and the move, will spew out. Like when you’re drinking soda and crack up at a joke and bubbly stuff gushes out of your nostrils.


Petra and Caylin peer at me, all worried. They’ve seen me negotiating with Winslow so I wink at them and pretend I’m not in full panic mode.


As Mr. Dribble bounds toward the class, Winslow unflips his eyelids. “You mean that, Taf? About doing anything?”


I speak quickly and in a very low voice. “Yeah. Whatever.”


As Winslow clears his throat, I get that sinking feeling in my stomach.


I’m about to become the girlfriend of Chewbacca, as in that long, hairy creature from Star Wars.


Chewbacca’s Girlfriend


“Okay, tell me, then,” says Winslow. “Tell me something you’d like to do.”


I’m absently tapping on my cell phone key pad, thinking. “Something I’d like to do?” There is nothing—NOTHING—I’d like to do with Winslow Fromes except get VERY far away from him. But I have to come up with something that would please him and not absolutely disgust me. Blinking at the Winterfest poster taped to the cinder block wall, I babble, “Um, well, like, Winterfest is coming up, so I could…”


“Dance with me?”


“Sure,” I hear myself saying. “Okay. Whatever. One dance. Not a slow one, though.” That would involve bodily contact. Today, his T-shirt shows a hotel door with a sign that says ALREADY DISTURBED. I get a sudden panicky feeling like I’m about to be trapped in a dark, broken elevator in an abandoned hotel.


Winslow is staring at me, but not yet responding, so as Mr. Dribble hands out tests to the front row, I commit further blurtation: “You can even ride with us to the dance in a Hummer limo.”


He gazes into my eyes and smiles so big I can see all of his molars, which have silver fillings in them. “D’accord, ma cherie,” he says, “Which translates into, ‘Okay, my dear.’” Then he winks. “You got it.”


Outside Math


As The Girls gather around me after social studies, I stare at my boots, which are so peanut butter suede I could eat them—they are that delicious to look at. But right now, I want to hurl. We’re standing outside in the hallway, and I don’t have my jacket so I’m freezing. When I say “outside” I mean outside outside. All of the covered hallways are in the open at La Cambia. Something I had to get used to when I moved to the West Coast from Philadelphia.


“How’d the test go?” asks Caylin. It’s okay to be asking about schoolwork publicly because everyone is packed into the halls and it’s hard to hear a thing. Of course, I don’t need to ask Caylin how she did. She always gets As.


Petra elbows me in the shoulder. “I saw you all talking and scoping on Winslow’s answers.”


“Did you cheat?” asks Caylin, her voice rising. For a moment I think she’s upset but then she’s smiling at me. “Did you? ’Cause you’re just so good at being sneaky, you sneakster.”


“Whatever. It was no big deal,” I say, staring at the palm trees lining the back of the amphitheater. I’d love to climb one and get away. What had I just promised Winslow? What was I thinking? Obviously, I wasn’t!


Caylin steps forward so we’re almost nose to nose. “Look at me. No, look at me and tell me you’re okay.” And I do. I look right into her perky blue eyes, which makes me insist that I’m fine. Caylin, with her freckled ski-jump nose and rosy cheeks, resembles a very cute elf. Half the time, I expect her to be making toys for Santa Claus.


A pack of sixth-grade boys moves past us in the hall and Petra pats a fuzzy-haired one on the head. I know he’s grateful. Suddenly, Petra squeezes my arm. “You are going to so luuv the b-day prezie I got for you. Let’s just say everyone will be saying ‘Gucci Gucci goo’ when they see you stepping out of the limo.”


Limo? LIMO? As things are now I will also be stepping out with Winslow. The only thing anybody will go is “EWWWW!” What happened to me? As it is, this limo is a big splurge for my mom. I hate to ruin her efforts. Why didn’t I offer him something simple like a double fudge brownie? I see the banner taped to the gym.


LAST CHANCE TO BUY TICKETS FOR LA CAMBIA PARENTS’ CLUB HOUSE TOUR! $200 PER PERSON.


Our school is always doing some kind of fundraiser. Not that my family will be participating again anytime soon. Okay, calm down, Taf. But somehow, these words push out of my mouth. “Did I tell you that the Hummer is going to be the largest stretch available? Seriously, it’s usually reserved for VIPs, but, girls, we got it.” What I am saying? It’s true, for my birthday (December 19—only seventeen more days!!!), Mom’s renting a Hummer limo to go to Benihana where the servers flip knives and don’t even kill you. But…well, I can’t stop myself from further blurtation. “My dad special-ordered it. Some Hollywood people who he knows from his movie have some connections up here. Stanford grads.”


The words keep bubbling out like water in an overfilled Jacuzzi.


“From his movie?” asks Petra.


“Yeah,” I say. “His movie. Free Range Cop.” He doesn’t have a movie. But if my Dad actually finished writing a script it would definitely be called something like Free Range Cop. Luckily, I don’t have to explain more because we have to go to math. The Girls are gazing at me with even more awe and I love it but I am now feeling the guilt thing.


Top Five Reasons I Have Felt the Guilt Thing Before:




	I’m an eighth grader


	I told Caylin that I only wore my braces for nine months because my orthodontist, Dr. Wolf, is so awesome. Actually, I wore my braces for two years and my orthodontist is named Dr. Silvers. But if I could have named him, he would definitely be called Dr. Wolf.


	I am still an eighth grader.


	I haven’t come up with a decent idea for a new lipstick line in two days. My last idea was le Lickety Split. But I think it sounds like it splits your lips. I’m running into a dry spell.


	I thought about kissing Justin Grodin again just to get more experience, even though he must have an overactive salivary gland or seal genes because there was so much liquid coming out of his mouth I had needed a life preserver to stay afloat.





Charm Mafia


After suffering through math and English, I finally sit down at our usual table in the cafeteria in front of the Quik Cart. For privacy, we, The Girls, perch as far away as possible from the feeding line and curious ears. This is, hands down, the best spot, and I staked it out the first day of school.


Petra eyes Maggie Milner sitting at the lower end of the cafeteria table with her two tragic wannabe friends who try their best to dress like us. She says loudly, “Could those cows at least pretend to have their own conversation and stop listening to us?”


Maggie reddens. Sitting next to us at the lunch table has been her only claim to fame.


Gazing at me through honey-colored eyes that ooze sweetness, Maggie goes, “Hey Taffeta, love your necklace.”


“Thanks,” I say.


“Your hair looks so good today,” says one of Maggie’s friends, the one who always flanks her left. I’m never sure of her name so I call her Invisible Girl. At this, I half nod. My hair looks good every day.


“Are those new?” asks Maggie, eyeing my boots.


“Uh-huh,” I say, shrugging—as if I’d ever wear something old. Old is taboo at La Cambia Middle School; even the lost-in-the-seventies trailerlike buildings have been recently remodeled with sunroofs and green building materials. Petra clears her throat. This is the signal for them to turn around and let us eat our lunch and work on our decorations for Winterfest.


“This is going to make such a perfect moon,” Caylin says, shaking glitter onto her paper decoration. I sip my yogurt shake and stare at our stack of Elle Décor, Teen Vogue, and sheets of colored paper. I have just spent an hour scoping out the gym, thinking about decorating ideas. But, for obvious reasons, namely Winslow Fromes, I can’t get into it now.


I’m sprinkling more glitter when Caylin clears her throat in a warning kind of way.


She points, and I can’t believe what I’m seeing.


Insane Boy with Ponytail


“Winslow’s waving at you!” Petra yells.


Yes, there in all his thickness is Winslow, in his duct-taped shoes and ALREADY DISTURBED T-shirt, waving at me.


His best friend Sneed bangs his fist on the table and stands up, swaying on his skinny legs. He looks like Abe Lincoln minus the hat and beard. “Taffeta? I’ve heard something very interesting about you. Winslow says that you and—”


Winslow clamps his hand over Sneed’s mouth.


Noooo! Not in front of The Girls before I’ve had a chance to explain, not in front of Tyler Hutchins, who’s absolutely cute, who wants to GO WITH ME to Winterfest and is already on TV commercials for his dad’s Porche-Audi dealership. I glance over at Tyler, who is sitting with his usual swimming buddies. With his fingers he combs through his blond hair, which looks almost albino white, except for this greenish glow from too much swim-team chlorination. He asked me to go to Winterfest but I put him off because I don’t like appearing too eager since EVERYONE likes him. It’s all because of his being kidnapped last year.


My heart whams against my ribs, but not because I’m excited. It’s sheer terror.


SHUT UP!


“TAFFETA!” Sneed booms in front of the entire cafeteria. “Winslow says he’s going to Winterfest with you. In a Hummer!”


Noooo! I’m Taffeta Smith!


There is a complete silence as everyone lining up at the Quik Cart to buy something orange—a slice of pizza, bag of Nacho Cheese Doritos, mini-carrots, or maybe a real orange—stares at me, INCLUDING I-have-been-kidnapped Tyler Hutchins.


I can hear the crackle of Mr. Morley, the cafeteria monitor’s walkie-talkie, and feel the stares of Olivia and her friend Ninai, their braces shining under the fluorescent lights. Caylin and Petra are bugging out their eyes and Tyler, who’s sitting with Justin Grodin, pulls on his beautiful hair.


My lips are le stuck. I can’t take it anymore.


Sending Out an SOS


Winslow gets a wide grin on his wide face and shrugs. “Whoops. Guess I kinda told a few people and they told some friends and their friends told some friends and voilà—oh well! C’est la vie!” That means “that’s life” in French, only he purposely slaughters the pronunciation so it sounds like set la veeee.


Tyler, looking stunningly Nordic god–like in his white polo, with his white-green hair, flashing his white teeth, elbows his buddy, Justin, the bad kisser and fire-alarm–puller. Petra and Caylin stare at me as if I’ve broken all of the rules we’ve ever believed in.


This is all much worse than I feared.


I want to scream. But that would be uncouth.


Petra throws up her arms in complete disgust. “Were his parents siblings? I can’t believe he thinks you’d actually say yes to going to the dance with him.”


“Can you say hallucination or what?” says Caylin, twirling her finger in the air.




“So, Taf, what will you be wearing?” Winslow asks, his voice cracking with newly discovered hormones.


I can’t say anything. The truth is I don’t know what I’m going to wear because Mom won’t buy me the $550 Max Heeder top I picked out. She says the price is obscene.


I can tell you exactly what and who is obscene….


Winslow Fromes!


To put a stop to catastrophe, I march up to Winslow, who’s standing next to the Quik Food cart. Petra and Caylin shuffle after me. I stare at Winslow’s freaky black notebook. He’s actually flipping through the pages right now. What could possibly be in that thing? A lady elf in a bikini?


“I see you looking,” says Petra, like she can read my mind. “He intrigues you, doesn’t he? Admit it.”


“No,” I hiss, even though I know she’s joking. He doesn’t interest me at all. He wears a chain on his belt that clanks down the hall. Yesterday, he posted…


A Lame Poem on MySpace




Taffeta,


U r so sophisticated. U make me want 2 learn French. Here is how much French I’ve learned bcuz o my admiration 4 u:


Éclair


Soufflé


Omelet


Garbage


French fries


French kissing


Just kidding. Hee hee.
 Winslow





Why did I ever tell Winslow Fromes that my grandfather is French? Now he thinks this French thing is the key to unlocking me.


Winslow reties his ponytail. It’s like he’s getting ready at all times to attend a Phish concert.


Petra, her lips in full pout, wheels toward Winslow. “Look, eighties reject, Taffeta has a few other guys in mind for Winterfest.” She narrows her eyes and nods over to The Guy table that Tyler lords over. “Does the name Tyler Hutchins ring a bell?”


Of course Tyler Hutchins rings a bell. How many Nordic gods are there at one school with pearly teeth, good manners, and junior-Olympic green hair, in car commercials, who have triumphed over kidnappers?


Winslow moves his brows up and down like he’s Groucho Marx and puts his drinking straws in his hair like antennae. “Guess Tyler will be jalouse since I’m so sophisticated. Non?” Would he stop trying to speak French? Would he please stop talking to me in front of everyone? Winslow reaches out a hand. It’s approaching my shoulder. If I don’t move out of the way soon it’ll be a direct hit. I sway to the left but it’s too slow. His large paw grazes my shoulder.


Protocol breach!!


No!!


“Just get it out of your head, Winslow! This fantasy of me and you. Forget what I might have said. It’s NEVER EVER happening!”


Winslow’s face goes pale, and his lips fold into this pathetic upside-down u shape. Then he growls, leans over to me, and utters, “I’m so over you.” Pressing his fingers against his nose, he lopes away.


Winslow actually looked really upset. He should have adhered to protocol.




Normal


Leadership class is a blur. Miss Bines lets us talk most of the period while she flips through bridal magazines for her upcoming wedding extravaganza and fiddles with her triple-pierced ears. Since we already did our leadership stuff during math anyway it’s no biggie. I’m relieved Winslow takes computer for his elective because I would DIE if he were suddenly in Leadership, which I feel confident he’d never get into anyway because it’s for people who feel strongly about school spirit and I’ve NEVER seen Winslow dress in orange and blue for La Cambia school spirit day, not even once.


I feel SO relieved to talk about normal stuff like my upcoming b-day complete with Hummer limo. Taking out the San Francisco Chronicle magazine ad, I stare at my Hummer.




Hummer Stretch


*22 passengers


*Black or white


*Full equipped with 1500-watt stereo system CD/DVD player and iPod dock


*Four flatscreen TVs


*Moonroof


*Fiber-optic mood lights and strobe lights


*Complimentary beverages




*Three hour minimum


*20% gratuity





After much excruciating thought and pondering, I’ve finally settled on black as the color. White just seemed too weddinglike.


Little Things


In science, I am doing something with a group of girls that involves a microscope and paramecia. At least Maggie is willing to score props and write up the lab for us. I think paramecia are scary and I fear what would happen to the world if they got human size.


Winslow keeps on throwing me these really nasty looks, which, I’m sorry to say, is completely uncalled for. Do you see me doing the same to him? No, I’m being completely mature about this and not alerting Mr.—oh, Mr. Something. I’m still not sure of my science teacher’s name. There are a lot of teachers in this school!


For Real?


“Ready, girls?” I ask, as we stroll up the decomposed granite driveway, which is lined by these massive palm trees, to my house, a large French Colonial. Whizzing down the hill on skateboards, some seventh-grade guys are trying to hit hummingbirds with rocks. The idiots are helmetless, of course.


“If they’re trying to impress us, it’s REALLY working,” I say sarcastically, as the taller of the skateboarders is almost hit by a large white Mercedes.


“I LOVE DEAD BIRDS!” yells Petra.


“IT’S SO HOT!” adds Caylin.


We all crack up as the boys skate away, heads down, rocks dropping from their fingers. I’m glad the boys are gone. Most of all, I’m thrilled to be rid of Winslow for the day. It’s like I could write my own Declaration of Independence.


I look up at my house which won’t be mine much longer. In fact, tomorrow, the packers come and relocate all of our belongings into the Sierra Garden Apartments. I swallow hard and my stomach burns. It’s so hard to think about leaving this place. I love the steel blue wooden shudders, and the gray tiled roof that slopes over the top-floor windows like eyelids. Somehow I can’t imagine having Caylin and Petra over to the Sierra Garden apartments.


This is the last time, I think. The very last time I can have my best friends over at my real house. My true home where both of my parents once lived with me, predivorce.




I close my left eye, trying to block out the dumb Coldwell Banker Realtor’s sign—the one with Petra’s mother, Aldea Santora, Realtor CRS, GRI, CLHMS Luxury Home Marketing Specialist, smiling, and the SOLD sign hanging down by the little chain—but it’s still there.


It’s a great house, close to Sharon Heights Park, high enough in the hills that in the backyard you can see the Bay and the Oakland hills beyond. Fog clouds the mountains, and the city of Menlo Park below is blanketed in so many trees you’d think it was a forest of pine and eucalyptus. You can even see the Stanford Tower and imagine all of the cute guys swarming the campus.


I grab my keys, open the front door, which looks like a bar of Hershey’s milk chocolate, and let Caylin and Petra into the house. We pass through the near-empty living room and kitchen and meander into the great room, sitting down onto the only couch. Dad took the sectional and coffee table with him to Santa Monica because after we move we’re not going to have room in the apartment. With packing boxes lining the rooms, and the pictures off the walls, the house feels embarrassingly undressed to me.


Soon, Caylin is sitting at the computer table, working on some algebra problems and glancing at her list of potential volunteers for Winterfest. She’s probably the best person I know at multitasking because her mother always has her signed up for at least ten activities. Petra’s taking an inventory of the decorations we still need and I’m flipping through some magazines, trying to get some ideas.


Real Names


It’s hard to believe Caylin and Petra were almost not my friends. Two and a half years ago things were very different. We had been living in Narbeth, which is right outside of Philadelphia, when Dad got an offer with Apple Computers, so we moved across country to California. I was so different then, read all of the time, and had one best friend, Claire. We mostly went around looking for sparkly rocks to add to our collection and trying to spy on people like in Harriet the Spy. My first day at La Cambia, Maggie the Mushroom showed me a map she had made of lunch.




Purples: Cool kids by the Quik Cart


Reds: Pretty cool


Black: Outcasts along the perimeter reading, or writing on their hands







I knew right then I wanted to be Purple—having everyone look at me, talk to me. I wanted to be adored the way Maggie the Mushroom adored the Purples. The next day, I came to school and changed my name from Ernestine to Taffeta. Taffeta is a kind of silk, and yes, it’s expensive. But that’s moi. I have expensive taste. I don’t even need to know the price of something when I’m in a store because, every time, I’ll pick out the priciest thing there. It’s a disease. I’m going to have to get rich or marry rich when I get older. I know that. It didn’t take long for me to bury Ernestine until I couldn’t remember her anymore. I became Taffeta.


The Man Plan


Caylin flops down next to me on the couch and pushes against me. “Greenland fourteen,” she squeals and we all start howling. It’s this reference from sixth grade when fortune-telling boxes were the latest. You picked four boys you could marry, four places you could live, four numbers of kids you could have, and four types of houses, and from that your life was predicted. No doubt you’d always list the best, cutest boys like Tyler Hutchins and Justin Grodin and then, before you could stop them, someone would write down Winslow Fromes, just to mess with you. Back then, Winslow didn’t have a ponytail but he was tubby, with Pokemon T-shirts that were too tight and revealed the contours of his man-boobs. He’d race up to anyone, telling dumb space knock-knock jokes, and then, cracking up, his cheeks flushed like strawberries, his eyes practically shut into slits, would collapse onto the floor.


Anyway, once I got stuck in the game with “marrying Winslow, having fourteen kids, living in a tree house in Greenland.” And every time Winslow would pass by me, Petra would call out “Greenland fourteen,” and we’d all go crazy laughing. It became a thing I got tired of. I wanted to scream STOP IT! a thousand times, but I didn’t. I just don’t do things like that. Everyone expects me to be immune from normal, everyday annoyances like Winslow Fromes.


“She’s a geek magnet,” proclaims Petra, smiling conspiratorially with me.


“I know,” says Caylin, “What’s up with that? Why do the nerds like you so much?” For a moment, I fear they’re reading my mind or something. It’s like they know I used to spend my days splitting open rocks looking for crystals and rereading Harriet the Spy.




Caylin gets a big gummy smile on her face. “So who are you going with to the dance? Seriously.”


I can’t handle this anymore so I toss out a complaint as a distraction. “Giving out tests during December is SO annoying,” I say, thinking of Mr. Dribble’s dumb social studies test. As I clear my throat to tell them just how freaky Dribble truly is, I feel a tap on my shoulder. Something about the hand feels heavy, and adult.


I whirl around to face…


My Big-Mouth Mom


My mother. Yes, my mother, Phyllis Finelli Smith, toting a tripod and giant black cameras slung around her neck. When she said she was taking photography classes in the afternoons and evenings, I had no idea she would pop up at the house during daylight hours. She’s not even wearing real pants. She’s wearing flowery flannel PAJAMA bottoms that she bought at the thrift store in East Palo Alto. If my mom looked like Petra’s mom, the Realtor Aldea Santora, who has a blond bob and was on ads for Coldwell Banker that said MAKE YOUR DREAMS COME TRUE, she might be able to pass in those pants.




Her mantra is: “It’s just a pair of pants. Does it matter what label they slap on it?”


Yes.


“If they fit well, does it matter if they’re meant for daywear or sleepwear?”


Yes.


“Does it matter that someone else wore it?”


Yes, when it is someone else you don’t know, a stranger who could have some rare and contagious disease.


I remember when we first moved to California, before the divorce, when my parents were in luuuuuuv, Mom used to buy her mauve lip liner from the Laura Mercier counter at Nordstrom at the Stanford Shopping Center, and go to spinning class in tight leggings and a matching low-cut V-neck top. Now she’s graduated to stretch pants with elastic waistbands and oversize tees.


It’s as if she’s given up. She could be that way again.


Mom blinks hard like there’s something in her contact lens. Her breath smells like sesame sticks which no doubt she has been hoarding again. “When I was standing in the entranceway, I heard you mention something about a test.” At the very mention of the word, my heart goes all flip-floppy. “You had a test today, Taffeta?”




“Uh, yea-ah. I studied for it, Mom.” I am staring at the Whole Foods bag of sesame sticks she has hidden by the floor. It is all eaten. Of course, she didn’t ask me or my friends if we would like some sesame sticks. Not that we would, but most likely, this is the last of the snack food since she hasn’t been grocery shopping in a week. She claims with the move it doesn’t make sense to shop so we have been eating all of these bizarre things in the pantry like canned pears and boxed curry rice with raisins.


“You studied? Really?” asks Mom, her eyebrows raised. “Okay, I’m going to trust you on this one.” Her voice rises. I hate when she gets all weird and parent-y on me.


“Mom, we’re kinda in the middle of a Leadership meeting. But I’m surprised you’re home at all.”


She sets her photography equipment down on a cardboard box marked knickknacks, and glances at me so that her eyebrows knit together into a unibrow. “You know, I’m not happy with your attitude lately, Taffeta. We’re in the middle of a move here, and you’re not exactly helping. Maybe there would have been a better place to meet.” Her eyes flick over to Petra and Caylin. “Like one of your friends’ houses where they aren’t in the middle of packing.” Her green eyes go squinty and she clenches her jaw.


“As far as I knew, this was still our house,” I snap.


She glares at me, and for a moment I wait for a real punishment, but I know she won’t do anything. She feels too guilty about leaving me alone all the time. She licks her dry lips that haven’t seen lipstick in ages. She pinches her nose like she’s got a headache. “Yes, of course, it’s still your house. It’s just that…I’m sorry but I’m just a little stressed. With the move and everything.” She nods at the wall of boxes labeled FM for family room and CL for closet. “Can you believe it, girls? We’re really out of here.”


No, I cannot believe it. Please stop talking about it. I am starting to regret bringing my friends over to my house for the very last time. I have told them over and over that this move to the Sierra Garden Apartments is only temporary. Until Mom finds us the perfect condo, and when Dad’s movie deal comes through we’ll move into a new house.


Mom suddenly smiles brightly, which makes me nervous. “I forgot to mention this, Taf. But the yearbook advisor asked me to help shoot Winterfest, which means I’ll be able to take close-ups of you at the dance on your birthday. I thought since you guys are planning the dance you could give me some insight on what kind of lighting I’ll need. You have such good ideas.”


What’s she talking about? My mother is actually going to be taking photos at the dance? I give a knowing look to Caylin before asking, “Are you serious about taking pictures at Winterfest? Please say you’re not.”


“Could I be detecting a little embarrassment on your part?” She stomps over to her photography bag and throws it over her shoulder. “Don’t worry,” she says, holding up her hand. “I won’t think of talking to you. I’ll just talk to Tosh.”


“You’re taking Tosh to my dance?”


“Oh, forget it.” Mom snaps a piece of sugarless gum in her mouth. “You’ll thank me when you’re forty and you have those pictures.” She stuffs her dark, weedy hair into a ponytail holder. I remember when it used to look great. Whatever happened to her cutting her hair in layers? Caylin has assured me a thousand times that it is just a stage in the whole I’m a divorced woman saga. “When they’re bummed out, they keep eating. Try to be supportive,” is her mantra.


I’ve tried. Really. Once I went out and bought her this really great French shampoo. From the looks of it, she hasn’t been using it.




“Remember when I made that mermaid birthday video?” asks Mom. “Aren’t you glad we have that? I think you were turning nine. It was called Little Mermaid Ernestine.”


My insides shrink and Mom freezes. When she glances at me, her face turns as white as the tips on Petra’s French manicure.


I Am Not Ernestine


She used my real name. I can’t believe it. The name that shall not be spoken. The one I was born with. How many times have I told her NEVER EVER use that name in public? She knows why. Usually my real name is like Bigfoot. It does not exist. But now Bigfoot is back from my Big-Mouth Mom.


Mom furrows her unplucked eyebrows. She puts her hand on my shoulder. “What’s the matter with you today? What can I do?”


“Be invisible,” I hiss under my breath, thinking I will never just show up and blabber to my kid’s friends at key bad moments with bushy hair and elastic waistband pajama bottoms. But that is not what you do, is it, Mom? You are always opening your Big Mouth and I am constantly shutting it.


For a moment, she pauses, and for a moment, I feel myself flinch at the pain in her face. “I get it,” she says, clutching her photography equipment and storming out of the family room. I can hear her muttering, “I’m definitely going to talk to Tosh about this.” Some people go to therapy, my mother goes to Tosh, Reiki healer, medium, and spiritual advisor. Okay, I feel a little bad, but not bad enough to run after her. Maybe if nobody else was in the house.


Maybe in a different life.


Uh-Oh


And that’s when I think about how I didn’t really have anyone. To go to the dance, that is, with everyone expecting me to make the BIG appearance in the limo on my birthday.


Sure, Tyler Hutchins had asked me, and I had put him off to play it cool—but not for long. I mean, the truth is, I’ve never had an actual boyfriend. Just guys, like Justin Grodin with too much saliva, that I’ve kissed at a party.


As I sit on the couch, The Girls crowd around. They want to hear about my next move. “Tomorrow’s Tyler’s lucky day,” I say, “since I’m going to talk to him at lunch.”




Condemned


Somehow, I make it through my morning classes and through most of lunch avoiding direct contact with Winslow Fromes. I take a breath and decide, yes, after gym, I’m going to talk to Tyler about Winterfest. Not that he’s going to say no. It’s just that I’m sick of everyone watching me all of the time. It’s like I’m on stage and I’m not supposed to blow my lines.


At least being in gym always calms me and makes me feel confident because it’s just a place I totally excel. Right now, I’m standing in front of the free throw line, ready to take a shot when suddenly there’s a man hovering over me.


That Man is Mr. Dribble


“I need to speak with you, Ms. Smith.”


Whenever any teacher uses your last name, it’s definitely not a good sign. We’re not talking extra credit and a smiley face here. And it’s most definitely even worse when that teacher shows up in the middle of your gym class—the only class I don’t worry about because there are no tests.


Dribble knows. Dribble knows I cheated. But he’s never figured out anything before. How many times have I texted all of the questions for Petra and he’s NEVER once caught me?


In the bleachers reading a book, with another excuse to get out of gym, sits Olivia Marquez. Her long, straggly, hennaed hair shields her eyes, but I can still see that she’s got this funny little smile on her face and looks absolutely, disgustingly happy, which is very strange because the girl is ALWAYS depressed. She told him. I can tell. That poet wench told him I copied off of Winslow Fromes.


Olivia bites down on her tongue, smiles, and begins to mutter something that sounds like “fodderus frot.” I bet it’s some kind of ancient incantation. I feel a little chill.


She deserves what we did to her last year. All of it! A couple of months ago, she started speaking only in Old English. By the water fountain right outside the music room, I once found a poem that she wrote in iambic pentameter in curly calligraphy, saying how we were as dry and as superficial as Cheetos. Petra and I finally got her back. We wrote fake love e-mails to her from Tyler. She totally bought it because, the next day, Olivia taped milk-chocolate hearts and a poem about purple falcons to his locker. Last I checked falcons are NOT a big turn-on item for guys.




As Mr. Dribble glares at me, Olivia stands up, shaking her skinny arms so that her peasant blouse billows like it might fill up and carry her away like a hot-air balloon. I wish it would. She squints her medieval eyes at me and then smiles at her dorky, community-activist friend Ninai Levine, who’s actually wearing her girl scout uniform—white shirt, khaki pants, and a sash. Does she understand this is eighth grade, which is practically high school, which is almost college?


I glower at Olivia as she grins and pushes all of her bracelets up her arm, jingling. Really, if I were cadaver-pale and wore tentlike peasant clothing, I don’t think I’d wear jangly jewelry to call attention to myself!


Petra and Caylin give me looks of sympathy. Gracefully, I throw a basketball up in the air as a final punctuation mark to the moment. The ball spins in the net, rattles the hoop, and bounces out of the basket. Blahh! Outside one of the gym windows, I stare at the fields, which are permanently green, even in the summer, because of the extensive watering system donated by the very generous La Cambia Parents Club.


Dribble smiles so big you can, unfortunately, see his yellow teeth, and his bushy mustache wriggles like a guinea pig. “I’m waiting, Ms. Smith. Collect your things and let’s go back to the classroom. Now.” Patting down his comb-over, he folds his arms across his chest and taps his foot.


“I’ve heard he’s kicked out five kids from school just this year,” says Petra under her breath.


“He’s such a meanster,” Caylin whispers, then gives me a half smile. “Don’t worry, we’ve got your back.”


A Fresh Start


Mr. Dribble bites into his sandwich and holds up two papers. One has my name on it. The other, Winslow’s. “Can you explain this?”


The room smells like Spam and Dr Pepper. “Look, I’m so sorry. It’s just that my birthday’s coming up and I was planning—” I can barely choke out the words. There are no words. When you cheat, the school rule is that you go on N.P. (no privileges), which means you can’t attend any school functions such as dances, which means no Winterfest!


Mr. Dribble pulls a pickle out of a jar on his desk. He crunches down onto the green, pimpled spear, and juice runs down his chin.


I start to cry now. Chest heaving. Tears streaming. Room spinning. “All of my friends will be there. I rented a limo. We’re going to Benihana. We’re going. Oh. I—just tell me what you’re going to do.”


Chugging from a Dr Pepper, Dribble paces in front of his desk, which is cluttered with Ziploc bags from his lunch and tissues. “You know what you need? A CYT file.” He takes a bite out of his sandwich.


I’m so confused. A file? CYT? What was the man talking about? “A CYT file? What’s that? Are they down in the office?”


Dribble laughs so hard he snorts and a bit of sandwich flies out. Ewwwwwww!


“Want to know what a CYT file is?” he asks. “It’s a Cover Your Tracks file. Lots of folks don’t know about it.”


I try to figure out what all of this means. What is he talking about?


Aha!


Dribble inhales another bite of his sandwich. He chews on the left side of his mouth and makes a popping sound. “There’s lots of folks who are real smart and educated but they’ll leave their hot ashes in a double paper bag and set it on their wooden deck and wonder why their house catches on fire. It’s called common sense.”


He gazes out the little bit of window at the top of the cinder block wall. “The fog’s about burned off by now. Good for ducks.” Winking, he rips open a Hostess Twinkie and stuffs it whole into his mouth. I don’t get this man. What does this all mean? Well, for one thing, since my eyes are all teary my mascara is probably running.


Dribble opens his mouth to talk, revealing Twinkie cream on his right front tooth. “See, you’re upset. We don’t want that. I want to help you out. My accountant told me I’m the only honest person in San Mateo County. With my consulting business, I used to report every tip and bit of money coming my way. My accountant told me to go to a restaurant with a mirror behind the counter so I could see the drawers of the register after I paid in cash. And sure enough, I watched them pocket the cash and push ‘no sale.’ Then I walked around feeling like a giant lollipop. A huge sucker. After that, I did what everybody else was doing. I got smart.” He peers at me. “Wouldn’t you say that I got smart?”


“Uh, yeh-aah.” I still had no idea what he was talking about.




He chews extra slowly like he’s assessing something. Suddenly, Dribble jumps in front of his desk. “How would you like a chance to do things differently?” His mustache wags and I can see his banana-colored teeth again. “A fresh start?”


What does that mean? “Like a complete do-over?”


He smiles fully so that the yellowness is now overpowering. “Yup. A complete do-over.”


I nod, thinking about him canceling out that test, letting me retake it after winter break and pretending like none of this ever happened. “Wow. That’d be amazing.”


“Whenever I think you’re ready for the fresh start, it can happen. We’re talking about a glimpse of a whole new world.” It’s just a test. What the heck is he talking about now?


“So you’re going to erase what I did,” I rephrase, just to make sure I’m getting this. It seems too good to be true.


“Mmm-hmm. If you’re really sure that’s what you want to do.” He glances at me, arching his eyebrows so they practically touch his hairline. Am I sure that’s what I want to do? I’m sure I’m sure. Is the man crazy? Who wouldn’t want that?


“Yes. I’m so there.”




“Okay, if that’s what you really want,” he says, adding an extra syllable to the word “really.”


I try to take in the meaning of this, to make sure my ears aren’t playing tricks. He smiles big so I will get his drift. I do. I stand there, in total awe. Hallelujah! Yes! Yes! Yes! It’s a bonafide miracle. Everything’s going to be okay, I think, glancing up at the pinholes in the ceiling, then down at the dry-erase board filled with dates and facts comparing and contrasting the Magna Carta with the Mayflower Compact. More than okay. Mr. Dribble isn’t mean. They have it all wrong. He is truly an excellent teacher and deserves every accolade available to a middle school educator. I try to take in everything and freeze-frame the moment. The way that the fire alarm evacuation map is stapled crooked on the bulletin board, even Mr. Dribble’s Spam sandwich and sour dill pickles.


My life is converging upon perfect.


“Thank you. Thank you so much. I promise you won’t regret it.”


“I know I won’t.” I can imagine him soon tearing up my paper. The ripped-up shreds that used to be my test will flutter like snowflakes into the pine green trash can.


“A fresh start,” he says in a trancelike tone. “Everything will be wiped clean. You’ll be like a whole new person.”


A deep cold shoots through my veins. My body feels all tingly, as if I have the chills. My legs shake as if a tremor is rollicking under the floor, and little pinpricks of static energy roll through my arms and curl my toes.


’Sup?


It’s so bad I have to stop next to the water fountain where the John F. Kennedy mural says something about doing stuff for your country. As fast as the chills came, they are gone.


But for some reason, my body’s still jumpy from that tremor and I’m feeling jittery. How random. What did just happen, exactly? Hello, you live in the Bay Area of California, Taffeta. Earthquakes, mudslides, and traffic are a part of life. Get over it. I look around. Nobody is exactly acting all weirded-out or anything.


The bell rings, and soon everybody streams into the hallways. The bulletin boards have been newly decorated with Christmas, Hanukkah, and Kwanzaa decorations that Leadership organized. The seventh graders did a decent job putting them up, although some of the dreidels are crooked. But I’m not exactly feeling the holiday spirit, after those chills and everything.


Down the corridor, I spot Tyler Hutchins strutting over to his locker. I try to stand up straighter and stop the slight tremors in my legs. Even from a distance, he looks hotter than any other guy in the eighth grade—his white hair with its beautiful green sheen, low-rider jeans and a Boardgarten T-shirt.


I’ll speak to him, my Nordic god, very soon. Tyler will be thrilled when I say yes to Winterfest.


I stroll down the hall to Tyler’s locker and knock into a seventh grader. I swing back my hair and my hips. True, I don’t really have hips, but life’s all about illusion.


Right?


Sure enough, all of The Guys whirl around to check me out. Justin and Tyler huddle in the hallway, kicking around a hacky sack.


“Look, it’s coming!” says Justin, cupping his mouth in his usual megaphone style. It. What is he talking about? Tyler spins around, and so do the rest of The Guys, so I smile at them with my top lip pulled taut against my whitened teeth for maximum smile effect.




“Hey!” I call out, strutting over to Tyler, and he stares at me as I put my hand on his shoulder. He takes a big gulp of air. Could the boy be intimidated by me? Probably.


I stare seductively at him, my eyes following his fingers as he scratches the long skinny scar that crawls like a caterpillar along his chin. I can’t help thinking about how Tyler escaped from kidnappers. I wonder how you go about attracting robbers and letting them know you’re up for ransom?


“Hey, Ty. It’s me, ready to talk. This is your lucky day, bay-bee!”


Taking a step backward, Tyler crams his binder into his locker. “Afraid of that.” This comment takes me totally by surprise. Usually Tyler demonstrates, like, not one iota of sarcasm or humor. He wheels around, slams his locker shut, glances down at his Nike trainers, and mumbles. “I didn’t copy off you in math last week.”


What is he talking about? Under my glare, he squirms. “Okay, just a little, but Justin did it first.” Justin twists his face and makes a cross with his fingers like I’m a vampire. “I didn’t copy off of it.”


“Copy? It? What are you talking about? I’m terrible at math.” Every morning, I get my math homework from Maggie the Mushroom’s invisible friend or some number-smart person. “Math. Not my thing,” I say with a wave of my hand.


The corners of Tyler’s eyes crinkle. “Yeah, okay, sure, Einstein. What-evah.”


“We need to talk.” I raise my eyebrows as sexily as possible and swivel my shoulders so my chest is at its premium. “Alone.”


Edging away from me, Tyler clenches his jaw and shoves his hands into his jeans pockets. Weird. Tyler is proving quirkier by the second. Maybe I misjudged him. Okay, I take in a little bit of breath. Normally, I never get nervous doing these things. Usually, I feel charitable giving someone a piece of my time because I’m always being pulled in ten million directions at once. “The answer is yes!”


“Yes? Yes, what?”


“Yes, I’ll meet up with you at Winterfest.” I give him my biggest-wattage smile. “On my birthday, you know. We’re doing the limo thing. A Hummer.”


“I didn’t ask you.”


Oh, now he’s playing drama queen. Just because I made him wait. “Tyler, you’re being, like, ridiculous. You dropped hints, begged me practically. The e-mail, text messages, et cetera….”




“I didn’t send you a thing.”


“Oh, shut up!” You did too. Liar!


I had it memorized.


I really wish the birds outside weren’t chirping. Makes everything seem happy and right now I am anything but happy. A crowd gathers around us. Now Caylin and Petra strut down the hall and circle around me. But they’re whispering furiously to each other and laughing. It’s like they’re all in on something funny, and I’m the punch line. Sweat beads down the back of my neck. My skin prickles, my nose feels strangely heavy—because I’m wearing glasses. “What??!!!” I pull them off, and suddenly my world goes out of focus. “I’ve got glasses!”


“Aren’t you quick,” quips Petra, who in her green dress looks like a fuzzy blob of mold.


Normally, I wear my glasses only in the morning before I put in my contacts. Okay, this is weird. I really thought I put my contacts in before school. I scratch my neck like mad, which makes everyone laugh.


At me. At me? At me!


I slide the frames back on and everything becomes clear. Doors have edges and people have strange staring faces. But that isn’t the really scary part. The scary part is that I’m wearing a black skirt with an elastic waist band. Elastic! And ankle socks with unicorns. I’ve got on some kind of polyester blouse, too, with horses jumping over fences. How had I not noticed this before?


“Someone did something to me!” I yell.


“You’re tripping, Ernestine,” says Petra.


Ernestine. She called me Ernestine. Why is she calling me by my old name? What is up?!!!! Staring at the cement, I speed down the hall to my special place. The place that I go when I’m sad or depressed. The place that always puts me in a good mood.


The Bathroom


Specifically, the mirror.


I dart into the bathroom. I have to see myself SOON. Taking a deep breath, I get the usual whiff of soggy paper towels, bleach, and urine. Slowly, I raise my chin to the mirror. No need to move too quickly. Soon I would see that perfectly symmetrical face, lovely green eyes with lashes so dark and long they look false, that aquiline nose without a bump, smooth skin with no blemishes, no circles under the eyes, and my long auburn hair which is always silky—so long as it’s properly conditioned.


Ninai, Olivia’s Girl Scout friend, bumps into me before I can check myself out. “Remember, the Book Worms are meeting after school today,” she says, actually whipping out a toothbrush and charger from her backpack.


Huh? The Book Worms, that’s the name of those library helpers. Like I would do that. Ninai is always jumping into convos and making comments. I admire geeks who keep to themselves. At least they know their place. Not Ninai. She’d speak to anyone, even with an electric toothbrush in her mouth.


So now I look up, staring at the face staring back at me. There must be some mistake. I must still be washing my hands. There must be someone else looking at herself in the mirror. I open my mouth. The person in the mirror opens her mouth. I touch my nose, and so does the skeevy in the mirror.


Ninai, with her mouth full of toothpaste and looking official in her Girl Scout outfit, rushes over to me, staring intently. “What’s the matter? You don’t look well.” She spits in the sink. “Are you sick, Ernestine?”


“Ernestine?!!!! Why are you calling me that?” My neck is perspiring again. Everything itches and my temples throb. And I think I smell a little.


Am I sick? Sick? My hair is frizzing out like I stuck my finger in an electrical outlet, pimples dot my pasty forehead like a gravel road full of potholes and piles of dirt. I lean over so I can see my legs. I still have on those unicorn ankle socks! They are rolling down to my thickish calves, my black skirt hikes up a nondescript waist—backward! My glasses slip down my nose. When I breathe, my glasses fog up.


“No, I’m not sick!”


I am realizing something unimaginable has happened.


I Am a Geek


Clenching every muscle in my body, I hold my breath. Make this go away. I glance back at the mirror. I’m still a geek. Not working. I jump up and down, shake my head from side to side, splash cold water on my face, and then dump it down my neck.


Okay, now I’m just a wet geek.


I’ve got to get out of this school. There’s only one way that I know.


The School Nurse


Mrs. Johnson briefly glances at me. She’s filling up a glass full of miniature candy canes and bopping to an elevator-music version of “Jingle Bell Rock” on her radio. “What’s the matter, hon?”


“Everything.” I pat my cheeks, chin fat, pimples, and my head. “My hair’s having a party, and I’ve got spillage!” I show her where a rim of fat hangs over my belt. “See!”


Mrs. Johnson cocks her head and peers at me like I’d look better if I were only sideways. “Hon, body issues are common at your age.” She leafs through a bunch of brochures on a shelf, and hands one to me. “You might want to take a look at this.”


The brochure features two girl linking arms, standing on the beach in tank dresses. The cover reads, Body Issues: What you need to know about maintaining a healthy diet and lifestyle. This poor woman thinks I am in need of counseling. “You don’t understand. It’s not like that. It just happened. Right after fourth period. People are calling me Ernestine.”


“They would. That’s your name.”


I throw up my hands so I don’t use them to strangle this woman. “Yes, it’s my name, but it’s not the name I use, okay? Nobody at this school has ever, ever called me Ernestine. Not until today, that is.”


Sitting down, Mrs. Johnson stuffs herself into her chair and pulls my file up on her computer. “Honey, I’ve got your name as Ernestine.”


“Okay, fine. It’s my, whatever, official name, but I changed it to Taffeta on my registration form in sixth grade when I came to La Cambia. That’s the name you should have.”


Mrs. Johnson hums to “Jingle Bell Rock” and pulls out a thermometer.


“Okaaaaay, I get it. This is some kind of joke or something. Ha. Ha. Very funny. You’re all in on it.”


Mrs. Johnson jams the digital thermometer into my ear. “In on what? I’m not in on anything. Hon, it sounds as if you’re having some self-doubts about body image and identity. It happens eventually with most girls, sooner in your case. Maybe you want to make some changes. I’m sure you’ll have a lot to talk about when your mom picks you up.” Then she smiles at me. “It’ll all be okay, Ernestine.”


“My name is Taffeta. Taffeta Smith. I’m pretty and popular. I’m loved. Ernestine doesn’t exist. Ernestine is nothing. I am NOT nothing! I am Taffeta!”


She smiles at me so that her hooded eyelids creep up. “You know, I did that when I was your age. I pretended I was Jane Fonda. Taffeta. That’s a nice name. When you become eighteen, you can call yourself whatever you want.”




Mom, the Rescue Hero


Okay, my mother is once again outdoing herself, and setting world records for how to embarrass her daughter. Right now she’s sporting mismatched socks, a floppy crushed velvet hat with a giant poppy on the top, and a lapel pin that says, MAKE LOVE, NOT WAR.


Just a moment ago, I had been SO happy to see her. Really, I could have just kissed her a million times, because I was SO tired of this game. And waiting here with Mrs. Johnson, Christmas Muzak maniac, didn’t make it any better. It made me feel CRAZY. And I’m many things. I mean, I know I have at least one fault—I’m too organized—but I’m not crazy!
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