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CHAPTER ONE







I never once let any of them see me naked. Until that Friday, when I had no choice.


We’d just had gym. I finished taking my shower, stuck my arm out from behind the green plastic curtain, and reached around to the towel rack. I was still humming the song I’d made up in the shower, hoping I could keep the words in my head until I got to my notebook and a pen.


No towel. I poked my head out to see if maybe it had dropped on the floor. Not there, either.


I stepped out of the shower stall and walked to my locker, trying to look like I was as comfortable naked as Amber Merrill or Chrissie Lamb or especially Donna Thoren. They all pretended it was totally natural to put on blush and lip gloss before they put on underwear. For me, it was always from my towel to my clothes. No conversation with anyone until I was dressed.


When I couldn’t get my locker open, my hands started to shake and I couldn’t remember the combination. I stopped humming. I tried not to think about whether anyone was watching me, but I knew they must be. I never let any of them see me like that—dripping wet in front of my locker, turning the dial round and round and back again.


In my uniform, they saw my face, neck, arms, knees, and legs. All the other parts they liked to gossip, snicker, or brag about, they couldn’t usually see on me.


I didn’t talk about shaving under my arms or the hair on my legs, which I didn’t have. I didn’t compare the size or the shape of my breasts with any of them. When one of the girls tried to talk to me about those things, I gave her this look that said, Let’s not go down that road! It was what my mother said when she absolutely didn’t want to discuss something. I tried to look like she sounded when she said it.


Standing there naked in front of my locker, I could feel them staring. Not Donna Thoren, of course. Donna was sitting on the bench between the rows of lockers. She was nude, as usual, looking in the mirror and saying, “I can hardly brush my hair anymore, these things are getting so big.” Being in the locker room always meant seeing and hearing about Donna’s breasts. There was no way to avoid it unless you were stone-deaf. Her breasts seemed to be what she liked to talk about more than anything besides her boyfriend, Jeff Krieger. Katie Frankenfeldt, my best friend, had cracked just two days before, “She treats those things like pets. She should just name them and buy collars for them.”


Today, Donna Thoren stopped talking about her breasts long enough to look up at me dripping and spinning the dial. “Whooaa!” she called out. Then she said loudly in a deep voice, “The Explore Channel presents A Visit with Our African Neighbors!”


My fingers froze on the lock. Water ran down my forehead and under my arms. My bare skin was chilled. I knew I had no choice.


“What is that supposed to mean?” I looked at her over my shoulder, trying to pretend I wasn’t making a pitiful attempt to cover myself with my skinny, dark brown arms and elbows. I wanted to sound tough, as though I would beat her head in if she didn’t watch her mouth.


But Donna Thoren wasn’t capable of watching her mouth. By now all the girls in the locker room had stopped to listen.


“Oh, get over it!” Donna smirked. “I was just teasing you.” She shrugged. “Besides, without any clothes on, you do look like one of those little black African babies you see on TV specials. Except your stomach isn’t sticking out, so I guess you’re not starving.”


As Katie would say, Donna was definitely just begging to have her butt kicked.


Most of the girls laughed like they thought Donna should have Jay Leno’s job on the Tonight Show. A few of them got dressed really fast so they could watch what would happen. But they also wanted to be able to get out in a hurry if there was a big fight and a teacher came in to break it up. It didn’t happen often at The Darby School, but when it did, the teacher usually punished any girl who happened to be in the room. It was supposed to teach you that if you thought something was wrong, you shouldn’t have been standing there watching.


I wanted to turn around and face Donna directly, to say something really evil and hurtful. But nothing would come to me. So I said over my shoulder in the most condescending tone I could manage, “You’re so freakin’ ignorant, Donna. You and your stupid breasts.”


When there was absolute silence, it was pretty clear I’d scored a minus zero on the evil and hurtful scale. It seemed whenever I did my best to sound like the snappy, smart-mouthed black girls on television, I wound up sounding like the wimpiest white girl at Darby.


Katie came in from the other room, where the sinks and toilets were. Our lockers were next to each other. She handed me her towel and whispered, “forty-three–seventy-five–thirty-six.” We were supposed to have memorized each other’s combinations in case of an emergency. I had hers on a piece of paper somewhere in my backpack, but I hadn’t memorized it.


I wrapped her towel around me, which I knew looked weird to some of the other girls, but I didn’t care. By that time, I felt like they could see every pore, every scar from where I’d fallen down when I was younger. I wanted to be covered up so badly, I would probably have gone back into the shower and stayed there until they all left if Katie hadn’t loaned me her towel.


Donna stood up and slowly finished getting dressed. When she finally put on her bra, she sighed and said, “I don’t know what you’re so ashamed of, Lahni. Some boy from Kent asked me just the other day what the black girl in my class looked like without any clothes on, and I said I had no idea. Now I can tell him that as far as I could see, everything is where it’s supposed to be.”


By that time I had my underwear and skirt on. My hair was still sopping wet. Water was running down onto my face. I grabbed Katie’s towel again to dry it. “I’m not ashamed, Donna. I just don’t think it’s necessary to sit around in public half naked.”


Donna started toward the sinks. The other girls had lost interest. They knew there wouldn’t be any big fight. There wouldn’t be that much to gossip about unless somebody made up something that hadn’t happened. Donna called back into the locker room, “I know you’re dying to know who the boy was, Lahni. I’ll see if I can find out his name for you.”


 


Katie and I left and went to the cafeteria for lunch. We sat at the end of a table, leaving a lot of distance between us and the other girls. I knew Katie was watching me, but she hadn’t said anything except “let’s go eat” when we left the locker room. Now that we were in the cafeteria, I figured she’d have some opinion about what had happened with Donna. Katie almost always had an opinion. Even if she made it up right on the spot, she always made sure you heard it. Finally I said to her, “So go ahead. I know you have just the perfect thing I should have done. What is it?”


Katie scowled and answered, “Nope. Not a thing. I was just gonna…”


“What? I knew it. What?”




“It’s not about that. It isn’t.”


I didn’t believe her for a second. “Yes, it is. What do you think I should have said?”


“I told you, Lahni, it’s not about that. I was just gonna ask you if you have any idea who asked Donna what you look like without any clothes on.”


“She was lying.” I snapped my eyes open and shut at the ridiculousness of it. “She made it up.”


“No way.” Katie shook her head till her reddish brown bangs flopped over her eyes. She quickly parted them and flipped them up again. “Donna Thoren may be a liar, but she wouldn’t lie about a boy asking how any other girl looked besides her. I betcha.”


I stopped listening. I was sure it was a lie, and even if it wasn’t, I didn’t care. All I could think about was standing there naked and Donna saying I looked like a starving African baby. “I can’t wait until today is over,” I told Katie. “I can’t wait to get out of this place.”


“Why? What are you doing when you go home?”


If we were as close as Katie liked to think we were, she would have understood. Wouldn’t she have wanted to be anywhere but there? Wouldn’t she have wanted to never be in a locker room naked again with seventeen white girls, all of them studying you like you were a lab rat? No, I guess Katie Frankenfeldt wouldn’t have understood. No matter how close she thought we were, she didn’t have a clue.


“Huh?” She asked again. “What are you going to do when you get home?”


“It doesn’t matter, Katie. The point is I’ll be out of The Darby School. I’m so sick of these people I could scream.”


Katie looked at me, struggling to come up with an answer. She probably heard from the way I’d said, “these people” that I’d meant her as much as anyone, and I could see that it hurt her. But in that moment, it was true. All I wanted to do was get out of there and away from all of them.


 


By the time I got home, I was fuming. “Why Darby?” I asked my mother as soon as I’d walked in. “Why couldn’t I have gone to a regular public school with all different kinds of kids?”


“Because your father did research on it and thought The Darby School was a good school with a good record.”


“Well, I’m tired of it. And I’m tired of those ridiculous girls.”


My mother was sitting in her bedroom on the floor with clothes spread around her like her dresser had exploded. She looked up at me with her hands full of T-shirts and shorts.




“What happened to you today?” she asked calmly.


Of course, now I didn’t want to repeat any of it. I didn’t want to give Donna Thoren that much credit as to repeat the story and let my mother know how idiotic I had looked in front of my whole class. But I’d been the one to come in ranting, so I figured I had to come up with something. When I told her, I left out Donna’s lie about the boy who’d asked her what I looked like without clothes on. Besides being a lie, it wasn’t the point. The point was I was sick of The Darby School and its snooty white girls.


I finished my story about the locker room. My mother said quietly, “Maybe she meant it as a compliment.”


I couldn’t believe Mom was serious. “That I look like an African baby from a television special? You think she meant that as a compliment?” Why was it whenever I thought there was a situation that deserved for her to be just as upset as I was, she never was?


“Lahni, all I mean is that you have a lovely body with beautiful brown skin. And your hair is natural and not straightened.”


“And I’m not going to straighten it either. But that still doesn’t make me anybody’s African baby.” My hair again. It wasn’t that I thought my hair was one of my best features. Or that I thought my Afro puffs were all that flattering, either. Styling my own hair wasn’t exactly a great talent of mine, so Afro puffs were the best I could come up with. I wore them on top of my head or on the sides or in back. I’d tried one style for a while with a giant puff in the back and a smaller one in front, but Katie and I agreed I looked like a poodle walking around in a Darby uniform, so I stopped wearing that style to school, at least.


Because my mother was white, I didn’t expect her to be good at taking care of a black girl’s hair. She’d been the one to come up with a hundred variations on the Afro puff, so I had to give her some credit. But I’d never wanted to straighten my hair, no matter how tired I was of the puffs, and I wasn’t going to braid it down, either. I loved that my hair was so different from the other Darby girls’ hair. Anything that separated me from them was definitely worth it.


Eventually the conversation between my mother and me came back to one we’d had before. It seemed every time something that made me furious happened at Darby, I’d ask the same questions. I always wondered if my mother would answer them any differently than she had the last time. “I still don’t get why you wanted a black baby. Did you ever think that maybe it should have been a Chinese baby, or why not a white one? It seems to me a white baby would have made a lot more sense. Two white parents sending their daughter to a white, private girls school in New Clarion, Connecticut, would definitely make more sense than two white parents sending a black girl there.”


“Oh, for goodness’ sake, Lahni. We are not going down that road again. Not now. Please.” Sometimes she was in the mood for it, sometimes she wasn’t.


“But I want you to explain to me again why you picked me to adopt! Whose idea was it—yours or Dad’s? Didn’t you think you’d be asking for a lot of trouble, considering you didn’t know anything about black kids?”


“Lahni, it’s not as though I haven’t said this to you. Neither one of us knew anything about kids at all. The only thing we knew was that we wanted one.” She looked down and started to refold one of the T-shirts she’d already folded. “We were…surprised…and…very…disappointed that I couldn’t have a baby, but it didn’t stop us from wanting one. We didn’t care what color it was. I loved you the second I saw you. And no, I never once thought I’d be asking for trouble.” My mom stopped folding and looked at me like a shy, young girl. “What I thought was, ‘ This beautiful little person is smiling at me. Maybe she likes me too.’ Now, does that answer the ‘why me?’ part, at least for today?”




I nodded. It was true. She’d said it before. And each time it made sense. Until something else happened, usually at school, and I got mad and wanted to hear it all again.


“Lahni Schuler, we’re in this together. You’re my kid. So if you’ve got trouble, I’ve got trouble. I’m not afraid of it, Lahni. Believe me.”


Actually, it was very odd to hear Ursula Schuler talking about trouble. She was pretty and soft looking. Her skin was olive beige. Her voice was deep, I thought, for a woman’s. It was never high and screechy like mine could be. But that afternoon in my parents’ bedroom, when my mother talked about trouble, her voice was lower than I’d ever heard it. And when she told me to believe she was not afraid of it, I did.


What bothered me was that she sounded like she knew for sure trouble was coming. And it was much bigger than Donna Thoren saying I looked like an African baby on a television special.















CHAPTER TWO






In the beginning, I admitted that I was adopted if the subject happened to come up. But I also said, if someone asked for details, that my adopted father was black. To me, it seemed easier than telling a group of white girls that two white people had adopted me and having to answer a lot of questions I’d already asked my parents and still didn’t really trust the answers to.


I got away with lying about my father being black in the beginning because they never saw him. He always missed parent-teacher night because that was in March, and in March he was always at the same computer conference in Germany. He was never at the parent-student assemblies because they were in June, and in June he was usually back in Germany for more conferences. It wasn’t until graduation from lower school that a lot of the girls saw him for the first time.




Of course, I didn’t think about my lie when we were all onstage during the ceremony. I looked out at both my parents and smiled, just happy that they were there together. I never even thought about anyone remembering that I’d lied about what race my father was.


After the ceremony Mrs. Surloff, the dean, was telling my parents how glad she was I would be back in the fall. Amber Merrill called for me to come over to where she was standing, across the lawn with Katie, Donna Thoren, and Cyndi Meadows. I remember as I got closer to the three of them, Katie was trying to tell me something with her eyes, but I couldn’t understand what it was. As soon as I got to them, Amber asked me, “Is that your mother and father you were standing next to?”


“Yeah,” I answered her cautiously. I knew something important was about to happen.


“Why does your father look so white? Didn’t you say he was black?”


I knew Amber was saying that I’d lied, and they were waiting for an explanation. An explanation, I decided, they would never get. If I’d said he was part Puerto Rican and part Irish setter, I wasn’t going to explain why to them.


“He looks white because he is.” I said it as though I had no memory at all of saying anything else. “He is white.” And I turned around and walked back to where he and my mother were standing.




I took my father’s hand. It was something I’d done for as long as I could remember, hold hands with my dad. It didn’t matter where we were, and I wasn’t even embarrassed about it as I got older. If other people stared, either I didn’t notice or I didn’t care. Wherever we were, at the mall or just driving along the highway, either he took my hand or I took his. We were buds, that’s just the way it was.


That graduation day, when I went back across the Darby lawn and took my father’s hand, I knew it probably made me look like I was about four years old to the other girls, but I didn’t care. I knew they were watching. I wanted them to know there were things about my family they didn’t understand and probably wouldn’t ever, and that was fine by me. I was proud of us.


On my wrist was a thin braid of gold with six tiny pearls on it. My father had brought it back from his business trip and told me it was my graduation present. He’d leaned down to put it on me, and I’d kissed him on the forehead.


For the next couple of years in middle school, I would take out my bracelet from him and remember the first time I wore it. If I’d been ashamed that day of lying at all, it was because at that moment everything about my father seemed perfect. I didn’t know why I’d ever said he was anything different from what he was.















CHAPTER THREE






Now, three years later, I was getting ready for another Darby graduation, this time from middle school. Everyone around me was going crazy, and they seemed determined to take me with them.


My mother and father barely got along. My father was hardly ever at home, and when he was, it seemed as though he couldn’t wait to pack and get away again. He actually started leaving his suitcase in his study open and half-unpacked, so I always knew it was just a matter of hours before he was leaving. I didn’t blame him, I guess. It was as though my mother had decided, Okay, you want to act like a stranger, then I’ll treat you like one. I don’t know what happened after they closed the door to their bedroom, except for the arguments.




Before this, they would call me in there with them. Sometimes we all watched a movie on television together, in bed. My father would do silly things like pretend he didn’t have enough room and roll out onto the floor. He’d moan, “I broke my leg! I broke my leg! I can’t go back to work for at least six months!” My mother and I would yell, “Yaaaay! Yaaaay!” Then he’d laugh and say, “You two are out of your minds! If only it was that easy!”


Or my father and I would sing for my mom. He’d use the broom for a microphone and I’d use the mop. We’d sing in harmony, usually some song we’d both heard on the radio or television. He had lots of CDs of duets in his car, and he’d play one at home and say, “Lahni, you know The Schulers can do better than that. Listen Ursula. You tell us who sounds better, Rod Stewart and Diana Ross or Tim Schuler and Lahni Schuler? Tell us we can’t do that song better!”


I’d do Diana Ross’s part and he’d do Rod Stewart’s. Mom would laugh, and no matter what we sounded like, she’d say, “You’re absolutely right, Tim. No contest. I don’t know why they let the two of them sing that at all with the two of you around.” I think it hurt my dad’s feelings that my mom didn’t really think he had a good voice. “It’s a good thing for me I’ve got you, Lahni,” he’d say. “Without you, I wouldn’t have a chance for a career in show biz.”




By eighth grade, it felt as though I’d dreamed up our singing days. Now it felt like my father hardly said anything much to me except, “I’ll try to be home soon, pumpkin,” as he was headed out the door.


 


My parents weren’t the only ones who’d lost their minds. The girls in my class were sex crazy. All they ever talked about were “wieners” and “doing it.” No one would admit to having “done it,” but girls like Amber Merrill and Cyndi Meadows bragged about how many boys had begged them to. If you believed Amber, at least six boys were walking around feeling suicidal because she’d said no to them.


The middle school mixer coming up made everything worse. On June 10, the eighth grade girls from Darby and the eighth grade boys from Kent were all invited to the annual Kent-Darby middle school mixer. Once we were in upper school, most of our classes would be coed and the mixer was supposed to be the official beginning of socializing with the Kent boys.


The only thing separating Kent from Darby was a fence dividing the two schools’ athletic fields. By now, it was as though the fence had completely disappeared. If the boys weren’t sneaking around the Darby building, girls were getting suspended for being caught in Kent’s parking lot during school hours. Or worse.




Donna Thoren claimed to know most of the boys in Kent’s eighth grade and some of the boys in upper school, too. Her brother, Dirk, had been a big soccer hero at Kent. “They used to just want to go out with me because of Dirk, but now all they do is look at these”—her breasts again—“and those boys are practically standing in line over there.” Katie said they were probably waiting in line to slap her because she was so obnoxious.


I’d seen boys around Kent that I thought were cute, but I guess I felt kind of invisible because for one thing, there were only three black boys at Kent—two were about to graduate from upper school and one was in lower school. The only other girl who I think felt as invisible as me was Lisa Shin, a Korean girl. It was totally ridiculous that Lisa would feel invisible because she was probably the most beautiful girl in the eighth grade. But every time the other girls started fantasizing out loud about who they wanted to date or who might ask them to the Kent-Darby middle school mixer, Lisa and I were the only two who never said a word.


Actually I didn’t have any fantasies, because I never planned to go to the mixer. Eventually, I figured, I’d have a boyfriend, or a date, at least. If it didn’t happen in time for the mixer, that was a matter of circumstance. What did I expect? I was a black girl at a school for white girls who wanted to date white boys. As far as I knew, Kent was basically full of white boys who were looking for Ambers and Donnas and Chrissie Lambs. For the night of the mixer, I was perfectly happy to rent a movie and stay at home.


 


We were running laps at the end of gym class when Donna Thoren called to me, “Lahni, there’s your guy.”


I looked over. So did about six other girls who’d heard her. Donna was looking in the direction of three sweaty boys sprinting across the Kent field in gym shorts and sneakers.


“The one with the skinny legs,” she said. “And the red high-tops. He’s the one who’s dying to know what you look like naked.”


I’d been close to the lead, but now I slowed down. I was both embarrassed and curious. It had been almost three weeks since Donna first made the announcement. Now she was actually identifying the guy, and there was no way I wasn’t going to look up to see who it was.


Katie caught up with me and so did Donna. “I bet you thought I made it up, didn’t you?” Donna laughed, practically out of breath. “But that’s him, right next to Brad Tarleton. Hey, Brad!” she called suddenly. If I’d been able to sink into the athletic field, I would have. Of course, all of the guys looked over, including Mr. Red High-tops. We saw each other and he looked surprised, as though we knew each other but he hadn’t expected to see me.


I looked away immediately, but then I looked back. The expression on his face was so odd, I couldn’t help but be curious and get a second look.


He hadn’t stopped staring. Not losing any of his speed, he was even farther ahead of the other two than he had been, but he was focused on me. His face was long and thin, and his hair was brown and curly, wild looking. He looked at me as though he was saying something to me, but I turned my head.


“You see? You see how he was checking you out?” Donna yelled. Katie grunted, “She’s such a moron,” but I didn’t answer either one of them. I was running faster, to leave both of them behind. I wanted to go to the locker room and get dressed before anyone else came in. Most of all, I wanted to stop thinking about the boy in the red high-tops telling me something with his eyes I didn’t think I wanted to hear.















CHAPTER FOUR






How would you know what she needs? You haven’t spent more than twenty minutes with her in six months!”


“You’re exaggerating, Ursula. As usual. To avoid what the real issue is here.”


“The real issue is she’s got one parent making all the decisions. If she’s thinking she needs to be around kids who are more like her—”


“Then what? We should pull her out of a good school and put her in a public one where she can be mediocre and feel good about it because more people look like her?”


I sat in the kitchen, supposedly making a sandwich but really only listening to them upstairs. My father had come in from the airport that night and immediately started in on all the things he said were falling apart while he was away. When Mom told him about me being angry that I was at Darby, he blew up.


What I’d never heard before was the part about me being around “people who are more like her.” They never mentioned it to me unless I brought it up. And I had never heard them talk about it to each other before.


It seemed the older I got, the more I thought of them as two really nice white people who’d probably made a big mistake. I wanted to go upstairs and tell them, “Maybe you could find some black family that wouldn’t mind taking a kid who isn’t a cute, helpless baby. You could tell them the good part is, I won’t wet the bed and I have decent manners and it won’t be that long before I’ll be an adult and they won’t have to worry about me anymore.”


Meanwhile my mother was up there explaining to my father, “I’m trying to tell you how she feels. Because if I didn’t, you wouldn’t know. While you are out there in the world doing whatever it is you’re doing, I’m here trying to figure out what’s best for Lahni.”


“Oh, don’t start that crap again, Ursula—” Somebody slammed something and I jumped.


“All right. Just know this.” My mother’s voice was as sharp as a needle going through my skin. “I won’t go through this endlessly, for you or for anyone. Either this is your home, or it isn’t. Either we’re your family, or we’re not. When you decide, you let me know. But you won’t waltz in here whenever you feel like it and try to make me feel like a piece of crap for trying to be a good mother. I won’t stand for it. There’s not a chance I will.”


My father came out of their bedroom, went into his study, and got his suitcase. He looked at me and shrugged. “I’m sorry, baby,” he said quietly. He walked to the front door. “See ya later, pumpkin.”


I went upstairs to my room and watched from the window until a taxi came. I was pretty sure he wasn’t leaving for good then. But I didn’t know how much time my mother and I had. She was strong and so was I. I knew we wouldn’t shrivel and die.


I think it was that even though we’d been a weird family, I’d always tried to think of us as a family. If my father left, it would feel more like a woman and her adopted daughter. The kid she and her husband had thought they wanted but she got stuck with after the husband left. I wondered how soon it would be before it was obvious to her that the whole thing had been an awful, stinking mistake.















CHAPTER FIVE






Now, as you know,’” Mr. Faringhelli, our music teacher, read from a typed piece of paper, “‘all of the other middle school awards are based on scholarship. However, the arts and athletic awards are different. For these, the students are nominated by their peers.’” Mr. Faringhelli looked up from the paper at us. “And what do I mean by that—‘students are nominated by their peers’?”


“You mean that any student trying to get on another student’s good side can nominate her,” Donna said, looking superior.


“I suppose you could look at it that way.” Mr. Faringhelli smiled. “But if that’s what the student is up to, she might also consider whether the person has any talent, or else the whole thing backfires and everybody could be embarrassed. Right?”


Donna shrugged. “I guess.” Even if one of the girls wanted to get on Donna’s good side, it would have been a huge mistake to nominate her for a music award. It wasn’t exactly a secret that she was tone deaf. When she sang, she sounded the same as when she was speaking. It was all one low-pitched, sarcastic snarl.


“Remember”—Mr. Faringhelli put the paper down on top of the piano—“if there is more than one nomination, it unfortunately becomes a competition. That means each nominee sings for a jury of judges and a winner is selected. If you are nominated and you really don’t feel comfortable with the idea of participating in the competition, you’re free to decline the nomination.” He waited for a moment, looking around the room. The other girls also were glancing around, trying to figure out who they should nominate. Or maybe just who might nominate them.
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