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chapter one



We moved out of our old house on a Tuesday at the beginning of August. My stepfather, Simon, got a new job in New York City. He and Mom bought a house in Riverdale, an area just north of Manhattan, and Simon’s company hired movers for us. The moving company sent three men and a woman down to our house in Maryland to help us pack up and move out.

It’s funny because Mom always tells my brother Charlie and me that women can do anything. She was a single mother for a long time, so I think she wants to make sure her kids know that women are strong and independent. But the people from the moving company were totally stereotypical in terms of their jobs. The men were there to lift the heavy things, and the woman was there to talk to Mom and make sure everything stayed organized. It seemed like the main part of her job was to walk around with a clipboard and point to things.

There were only two rooms in our old house that the moving company wasn’t packing up for us. The first was Mom’s office. She’s a writer, mostly of self-help books. Her most successful books have been how-to books for teenagers: How to Make It Through High School and How to Find the Summer Job of Your Dreams. Anyway, Mom gets pretty territorial about her office because of her computer and her manuscripts. The woman from the moving company said she completely understood how Mom felt—I think she was probably happy to have one less room to worry about—and she gave Mom a bunch of boxes and bubble wrap.

The second room the movers weren’t packing was my room. I wanted to do it myself. It’s not that I like packing, and it’s not even that I was worried about my stuff the way Mom was. I just wanted to box everything up myself, kind of like for closure.

When Simon found out about his new job, he and Mom went on and on about how moving is a great adventure and how it will be wonderful for the whole family. Charlie got really into it, but he’s only five years old. Simon was excited because his new job is really prestigious and he’s going to make more money. And moving is easy for Mom because she’s a writer, so her job is portable. But for me, it was kind of different. The thing is, up until the day we moved, I’d lived in the same house for my whole life. Mom bought it the year before I was born. I always liked the way it looked—peachy pink, sandwiched between two white houses. Whenever Mom gave directions to our house, she would say, “It’s the pink one on the right.” I liked the way that sounded. I once told Mom that it looked like a house for girls.

In the beginning, when we lived in that house, it was a house of just girls. There were two of us: Mom and me. Mom’s name is Meredith and she named me Leah, after her mother, who I never met. We’re Jewish, and you’re supposed to name new babies after relatives who’ve died. My middle name is Isabel, after Mom’s dad, whose name was Isaac, even though Mom told me everyone always called him Izzy. There were no relatives on my father’s side to name me after. That’s because I never had a father. I know what you’re thinking: You’re thinking about how babies are made and how everyone has a father. But that’s not exactly true.

I wasn’t adopted, and I’m not talking about some miracle birth, either. My mom was thirty-three years old when she got pregnant with me. She wasn’t married, even though all her friends were, and most of them were having babies. She was worried about not getting married until she was older, and then not having a baby until she was even older than that. Her parents had been on the old side when she was born, and they’d both died before she’d even turned thirty. So when her best friend announced she was pregnant, Mom decided to have a kid on her own, and she started looking into sperm banks. You know, the place where men go to donate sperm. Then women who want to have babies can go buy some sperm and get pregnant. So Mom went to the sperm bank. Some of her friends tried to talk her out of it. Even her pregnant best friend tried to talk her out of it. They said it would be harder for her to meet a man and get married if she already had a kid. But Mom says sometimes you have to trust your instincts, and her instincts told her to have a baby, so she headed to the Lyon’s Reproductive Services, a sperm bank in Baltimore, Maryland.

First Mom had to choose the donor. Apparently this is not an easy thing to do. There are all sorts of things to think about, like hair color, and height, and the donor’s medical history. Even though she’s not religious, Mom wanted the donor to also be Jewish. She figured her parents would have been happy to know their grandchild was a purebred Jew. Frankly, I’m not sure what my grandparents would have thought about their only child going to a sperm bank to get pregnant. In the pictures I’ve seen, they look kind of old-fashioned. But Mom has never said anything about that. Maybe she didn’t think about it because she was too busy trusting her instincts.

Anyway, there were books and books to choose from when it came to picking out a donor. When I was six years old, we had a flood in the downstairs bathroom. Water poured out of the pipe beneath the sink and soaked through everything. We had to rip all the tiles and wallpaper out, otherwise the bathroom would have gotten all moldy, and I went with Mom to pick out new wallpaper. The saleswoman handed us a few hardbound books, and we sat on a couch in a corner of the showroom and leafed through pages and pages of samples. That’s how I imagine Mom picking out the donor. Except, of course, I’m not sitting there with her. But I picture her on a couch in the corner with a heavy book in her lap, and a stack of books next to her. I imagine her sitting there for hours, poring over each book very carefully, trying to find the perfect match, just like we tried to find wallpaper that would go just right with the tile and the beige rug in the hall. Mom told me that all the donors have to fill out forms about themselves. You can pay extra to see a baby picture or hear a voice sample of the donor. But no matter how much you pay, you don’t get to find out the donor’s name, or where he lives, or see a picture of what he looks like as a grown-up.

So Mom sifted through pages of donor forms with typed-up information—hair color, eye color, freckles, IQ score. Finally she settled on one: Donor 730. He was slender and about medium height. He was Jewish, and had green eyes and brown hair. He wasn’t balding. He had olive skin, tanned easily, and said the person he admired most was his mother, who had raised him by herself. He didn’t know his father. He liked skiing and reading and had gone to an Ivy League college on scholarship. His mother had been healthy her whole life, and he had never had any medical problems beyond the chicken pox. These are the things my mother picked out. I don’t really feel like going into the science of it, but basically that’s how she had me.

So I don’t have a father; I have a donor. But when I was little, it seemed like everyone had a mommy and a daddy. I asked Mom about it, and she said that sometimes mommies don’t match up with daddies, and those mommies have babies by themselves. That made sense for a while. Then my friend Abigail’s mother got pregnant. One day when we were in kindergarten, and it was Abigail’s mom’s turn to pick us up from school, I noticed she was getting kind of fat. She could barely buckle her seat belt across her middle. From the backseat I could see her stomach pressed up against the steering wheel. Even though I knew it wasn’t nice, I leaned over to ask Abigail about it. “How come your mom is so fat?” I said.

Abigail rolled her eyes. “She’s not fat, silly,” Abigail said. “She’s having a baby.”

“Oh,” I said, remembering that that was what happened when women had babies. They got fat first. “How does the baby get in there, anyway?”

“Sex,” Abigail said matter-of-factly.

It was a word I hadn’t heard before. “What’s that?” I asked.

Abigail leaned across the backseat toward me. There was something about her face that made me feel like I was about to learn something incredibly exciting. She lowered her voice. “Well,” she began, “it’s what moms and dads do to make babies.”

I nodded, waiting to hear more, but Abigail’s mother interrupted. “That’s enough, Abigail,” she said.

I got home and Mom met me at the front door. Mom writes every day, but she always stopped when I got home from school. I don’t know what book she was working on that day when Abigail’s mom dropped me off. She held the front door open for me and waved to Abigail and her mother. I shrugged off my backpack and took off my coat and scarf. “Abigail’s mom is going to have a baby,” I announced.

“I know,” Mom said. “It’s going to be a boy.” I wrinkled my nose. A girl would have been better. Mom laughed. “One day you won’t think boys are so bad.”

We walked toward the kitchen for a snack. I always liked a snack when I got home from school. “Mom?” I said. She turned around toward me.

“What?”

“What’s sex?”

I don’t remember exactly how Mom explained what sex is, but I do know that as soon as she told me, something didn’t quite make sense. “Then how come I don’t have a daddy?” I asked. That was when Mom told me about my donor. She explained that there had been a very nice man who’d known there was a mommy out there who needed his help to have her little girl. She said even though we didn’t know him, we should feel thankful to him because he had given her such an important present. We talked about the donor sometimes, when I felt sad about not having a father, like most everyone else I knew. Mom said the most important thing was that we had each other. “I know most of your friends have two parents, but not everyone does, and it’s okay. Besides, you shouldn’t think of it as not having a father,” Mom said. “Think about how the reason you’re here is because you had a donor.”

But when you’re a little kid, you can’t exactly say that when your friends ask you where your father is. Nobody wants to be too different; at least, I didn’t want to be. Over the next few years, I tried to be like everyone else. I had a best friend named Heidi, and we wore the same clothes, and I made sure I had a denim backpack because everyone had a denim backpack. My hair was long, sometimes braided, but never in pigtails. I learned to swim at camp, even though it seemed an awfully long way to the bottom of the pool and I was secretly scared of sinking in the deep end and not being able to make it back up to the surface. Whenever anyone asked me about my father, I said he lived in Europe. It seemed exotic and sophisticated, and not the bad kind of different. Europe was also far enough away that it made sense that I didn’t see him. And it wasn’t exactly a lie, since it was entirely possible. Who knew where my donor was? Europe seemed as likely a place as anywhere else.

That all changed in fourth grade, when Mom became friendly with my friend Heidi’s mom. By that time, Mom had met Simon. I guess he didn’t care that she already had a kid, because he married her and adopted me. Mom changed our last name from Hoffman to Hoffman-Ross. Then she and Simon had another kid—my brother, Charlie. One night Mom said she and Heidi’s mother were going to go out for a “girls’ night.” I thought Heidi and I should get to go too. We were girls, after all. But Simon rented us a movie and we had to stay home with him and Charlie.

A couple of days later it was Monday. It was Mom’s day to carpool, but we were running late. Mom pulled up in front of the school and Abigail and I dashed out toward our classrooms. We were in different classes. I pulled open the door to my class. Everyone was already sitting down, and our teacher, Mrs. Hould, was writing math problems on the blackboard. The kids all turned to look at me when they heard the door open. As I walked quickly toward my desk, I felt everyone staring at me. I looked across the room at Heidi. She was looking at me, but when she saw me look at her she turned her head and whispered something to the girl next to her. The girl smiled and covered her mouth with her hand as if to hold back laughter. Mrs. Hould had turned back to the blackboard, and I tried to concentrate on what she was writing. Her hand moved quickly across the board. Even though she was writing fast, her writing was straight and neat. My handwriting always looked worse when I tried to write on the blackboard, but I guess Mrs. Hould had had a lot of practice, since she was a teacher. I stared straight ahead at the numbers she was writing so I wouldn’t have to see everyone looking at me.

By lunchtime, everyone knew about my donor. Mom had told Heidi’s mom and Heidi’s mom had told Heidi, and Heidi had told everyone. A couple of the boys started calling me “Science Experiment,” as if there had been some bespectacled guy with crazy hair in a lab mixing colored liquids in glass canisters and shouting “Eureka!” when he made a baby. Even though we were supposed to eat lunch with kids from our own class, I walked my tray over to Abigail’s table so I wouldn’t have to talk about my donor.

“I thought you said your dad lived in Europe,” Abigail said as I sat down. So it wasn’t just my class that knew; it was the entire fourth grade. I swallowed hard so I wouldn’t cry. I knew it shouldn’t matter so much. There were two other kids in my class who didn’t have fathers. Heidi’s own father had just up and left one day, and they never saw him again. And a boy in my class had a father who’d died. That had to be worse than someone who may or may not live in Europe.

“I don’t know where my father is,” I admitted. “I don’t even really have one.” I stood up and left my lunch tray where it was. Suddenly I didn’t feel well. My head hurt and I was dizzy. Abigail called after me, but I kept going straight to the nurse’s office. I told her I felt like throwing up. They always let you go home if you are going to throw up. I lay down on the little cot in the nurse’s room and listened to her call Mom. I imagined Mom sitting at her computer, writing about how to have a baby without involving a man. I closed my eyes and waited for her to come and pick me up.

The name Science Experiment stuck with me through the rest of the school year, but things died down by the time fifth grade started. Still, having a donor was the thing about me that everyone knew. Just like we all knew that Heidi’s mom had gone out on a secret date with the principal. Nobody made fun of me anymore, but I always wished there were a way to go back and make sure no one knew the truth about me.

At first when Mom and Simon announced we were moving, I was really upset about having to leave. The pink house was the only place I’d ever lived. All the people I knew lived nearby. I thought about Abigail and Heidi, and everyone else I’d known for as long as I could remember. I knew the names of almost all the kids in my entire school—not just the kids in my grade. I knew all of the teachers, too. When we moved, I would have to start all over. I went into my room and lay down on my bed. I closed my eyes and tried to imagine walking into school and not knowing anybody. Everyone would be looking at me because I was the new girl, but they wouldn’t know a thing about me. They wouldn’t know there was anything about me that was different or strange. Lying there on my bed, I realized that moving would be a chance to be normal.

The woman from the moving company gave me boxes and bubble wrap, just like she gave to Mom. I took the posters down from the walls and packed my books up. I used the bubble wrap to wrap up the snow globes Simon brought back for me every time he returned from a business trip. It was like packing up memories. I taped up the last box and pressed it closed. Then I sat back on my bed. The room looked different, even with all my furniture still in it. You could almost tell the furniture was empty on the inside, like all the personality of the room was gone. There was a pit in my stomach, which wasn’t what I thought closure would feel like. It was strange how my room would be someone else’s room soon, and I’d be moving into someone else’s old room.

It would be an adventure, like Mom and Simon said, and it would be a fresh start. Nobody would have to know about my donor. I could just blend in like a normal person, in a normal family of four. I stood up from my bed and went to tell Mom that I was done packing, so she could tell the movers to come in and put my boxes and furniture into the truck.







chapter two



At night in the new house, when everything else is quiet, you can hear the faint but steady sound of cars. Mom said the noise is because Riverdale is actually a part of New York City. It’s not as noisy as Manhattan, which is the part of New York City that Simon’s office is in, but it’s still more crowded than the town in Maryland where the pink house is.

“It’s hard to fall asleep,” I complained to Mom the first morning. She was kneeling on top of the kitchen counter, lining our new cabinets with checkered paper.

“I know,” she said from inside the cabinet. She turned around to look at me, and I rubbed my eyes to show her just how tired I was. “You’ll get used to it, Leah. I promise.”

“How do you know?” I asked her.

“I just do,” she said.

The noise isn’t the only thing about the new house that’s different. It’s bigger, too. We got rid of my old twin bed because my room was big enough for a double bed. Charlie’s room isn’t as big as mine, but at least it’s bigger than a closet, which was about the size of his old room. Before we moved in, Simon and Mom had everything painted and put in new carpeting. When we got there, the whole house smelled new, not at all like the pink house, where everything was worn in and very cozy. The first morning that I woke up in the new house and walked downstairs for breakfast, I made a left turn instead of a right toward the kitchen. In the pink house the kitchen was to the left of the stairs. But in the new house I ended up headed toward the front door instead.

But by the time we finally finished unpacking everything and had gotten rid of all the boxes, the fresh-paint smell had started to fade. Mom was right about the noises; I got used to them and started being able to fall asleep. I was almost completely used to living there and I even started to forget things about the pink house. Like, I couldn’t remember anymore what shape the doorknobs were, or whether the light switch in my bedroom was on the left-or right-hand side of the door. I also slept differently, with my arms and legs stretched out as wide as possible on my double bed. It’s strange how when you get used to new things, you forget all the old things that you took for granted before.

School started a couple weeks after we finished unpacking. It was good because we didn’t know anyone, so after we finished setting up the house, there really wasn’t much for us to do. I was bored, and Mom was acting sort of crazy because she was writing a new book, How to Talk So Your Parents Will Listen. She had to get it to her editor by the end of October, and it’s hard for her to work when we’re home, especially when Charlie’s home. But Charlie started kindergarten the same day I started eighth grade, and Mom got back to work on her book.

My homeroom teacher’s name is Mrs. Levitt. You know how teachers never admit to having first names? Well, Mrs. Levitt pretends her students don’t have first names either. When she calls roll in the morning, she calls us by our last names. The first day she called my name she said, “Ms. Hoffman hyphen Ross.”

“Here,” I said. “And it’s just Hoffman-Ross. You don’t have to say the hyphen.” A few kids snickered. I felt myself start to blush. I hadn’t meant it to sound rude. I’d just wanted to correct her pronunciation. I wondered if I should apologize, but I decided it was best to keep my mouth shut and not say anything more. So much for starting out as someone normal. I sank down in my seat and waited for homeroom to be over.

I had four classes in the morning—algebra, English, French, and biology, and they all went much more smoothly than homeroom, mostly because I didn’t have to say anything. At the beginning of each class I would pull out a brand-new notebook. I love the first day of school for things like that—before notebooks are filled up and messy, when there’s the possibility of everything staying perfect and easy. I took notes as the teachers outlined the curriculum for the semester. Mom had also bought me a new day planner, and I made a list, as neatly as I could, of the homework I would have for each class. I listed the classes on the left and the assignments on the right. That’s the way Mom always lists things when she’s writing. She’ll divide the page into two columns and list the main points on the left side of the page, and then jot down ideas on the right side. When I surveyed my homework list, it seemed like an awful lot just for the first day, but we’d also started algebra at the end of seventh grade back at my old school, so at least my math homework would be pretty easy to do.

After fourth period I followed the crowd to the cafeteria. I had sort of been dreading lunch. I wasn’t worried about the food or anything, but lunch is always the part of the day when you get to sit with your friends, and since I was new, I didn’t have any friends to sit with. I was sure there were other new kids. It was a big enough school that there had to be some other kids who had just moved to Riverdale who didn’t have anyone else to eat with. But I didn’t know how to find them in the crowd, and I was worried I would end up sitting alone. I held my lunch tray and looked out at all the tables. Kids were hunched over, laughing, deep in conversation. I didn’t see anyone sitting alone.

“You’re the girl with the hyphen, right?” I heard a voice beside me say. I turned and saw three girls standing next to me. I recognized one of them from homeroom. She had long dark hair and the most perfectly clear skin I’d ever seen. When Mrs. Levitt had called out “Ms. Monahan,” the girl had raised her hand but had kept on reading the magazine open on her desk. Now she was looking straight at me, waiting for an answer.

“Yeah,” I said. Mom hates when I say “yeah.” Since she’s a writer, she’s obsessed with things like language and grammar. She has a whole list of words she wishes I didn’t say.

“I’m Avery,” the girl said.

“I’m Leah,” I said.

“This is Brenna, and this is Callie,” Avery said. She balanced her tray on one hand and waved toward the other girls. Brenna had dark hair like Avery, except it was very curly, and Callie was blond. They were all very pretty. I rolled their names around in my head. Avery, Brenna, and Callie—cool girl names. I wished my name were more exotic, although it could have been worse. There was a girl at my old school named Harriet, and some of the kids called her “Hairy.” Parents should think about these things before they name their kids.

“Nice to meet you,” I said.

“They’re in a different homeroom,” Avery said. She turned to them. “You should have seen it. Mrs. Levitt is so old she’s practically senile, and you know how she calls everyone by their last name? So when she was calling roll this morning, when she got to Leah, she pronounced the hyphen in her last name!”

Brenna and Callie laughed. I knew it wasn’t that funny a story, but I could tell Avery was the kind of person you laughed at whenever she said something she thought was funny.

Avery turned back to me. “You’re new, right?”

“Yeah,” I said again. I could just imagine how embarrassed Mom would have been if she’d been listening to our conversation.

“Do you have anyone to sit with for lunch?” Avery asked.

“I don’t really know anyone yet,” I said.

“Well, you should sit with us, then,” she said. “It would suck to have to eat alone.”

“Thanks,” I said. I followed the girls over to a table on the far side of the room. We put our trays down, except for Brenna, who had brought her lunch. She put down her bag and unwrapped something in tinfoil. Avery swirled spaghetti on her fork. “I hate how overcooked they always make the pasta,” she said.

“You want some of this?” Brenna asked.

“No, thanks,” Avery said. “I can’t even really tell what it is.”

“It’s just steamed chicken and vegetables,” Brenna said.

“No, thanks,” Avery said again. She turned to me and started pointing out other kids. A few I recognized from classes I’d had earlier in the day, but mostly she pointed out older kids. “The high school kids are allowed to eat off campus for lunch, so you rarely ever see them in the cafeteria, except for the first week of school. They have this dumb rule that everyone has to eat in the cafeteria for the first week. It’s about school spirit, or something cheesy like that. That’s my brother, Chase,” she said. Across the room I saw a guy with dark hair like Avery’s, his arm draped around a blond girl. “And that’s Lizzie with him. They’re both seniors and they’re in love or something. My dad says it’s not really love. But I think he just says that because he’s worried Chase is gonna want to go to whatever college Lizzie gets into. Chase is a lot smarter than Lizzie, and my parents don’t want him to blow his shot at going to Yale over a girl.”

“Did he get into Yale?” I asked.

“Not yet,” Avery said. “He still has to apply.”

“But he’ll get in for sure,” Brenna said. “Everyone knows that.”

“Yeah,” Avery said. “And everyone knows you’re totally in love with him.”

“Maybe,” Brenna said, her face reddening. “But I just meant he’ll get in because of your dad and all.”

Avery turned back to me. “My dad went to Yale,” she explained. “It’s like his dream to have his son go there too. And Chase works really hard. He’s got, like, perfect grades. My dad would flip out if he didn’t get all A’s.”

“At least your dad puts all the pressure on Chase,” Brenna said. “I’m an only child, so my parents are obsessed with my grades.”

“Same with mine,” Callie said.

“But you’re not an only child,” Brenna said.

“I practically am,” Callie said.

“What are you talking about?” Brenna said. “You have a sister. You guys even share a room!”

“Yeah, and it’s horrible. We barely even speak. The only way you can tell we’re sisters is that we sort of look alike, and I hate that we look alike.”

“You guys should just make up already,” Avery said.

“But we’re not fighting,” Callie said. “We just don’t like each other.”

“Anyway, the point is your parents don’t think of you as an only child,” Brenna said.

“Whatever,” Callie said. “They still want me to work hard and go to a good school. Just like I’m sure the Monahans want Avery to get good grades, even if Chase does get into Yale. Right, Av?”

Avery nodded. “What about your parents?” she asked me.

“They’re okay about it, I guess,” I said. “My stepfather went to Cornell. Last night he and my mom were saying how all my grades count now, and if I do well, maybe I can go to Cornell too.”

“Is that why you’re hyphenated?” Avery asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Because of your stepfather?”

“Oh, yeah. Ross is my stepfather’s last name,” I said. “He and my mom got married six years ago.” I didn’t tell her Hoffman was my mother’s maiden name. She could just assume the Hoffman part came from my biological father. I could be like thousands of kids with a father and a stepfather. That was my plan, anyway.

“My mom’s remarried too,” Callie said. “I practically know my stepfather better than my real father. Does your dad live nearby at least?”

“Oh, no. He’s off in Europe somewhere,” I said, reciting the familiar line I usually told about my family. “I’m not exactly sure where.”

“Me either,” Callie said. “I mean, I don’t really know where my dad is. We think he lives in Texas, but I don’t know the name of the city or anything.”

“That’s just what it’s like for me,” I said. After I said it, I repeated the line over and over again in my head. My plan was working. My family was just like someone else’s family. I didn’t seem different or strange. For the first time in a long time, I thought maybe I could pass for normal.
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