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Chapter 1


Welcome to Grosse Pointe

“Hi,” she says.“Sorry to block your sun.”

I sit up and try to smooth out my T-shirt and hide my sweat stains.“Hi. I was just … resting for a minute.” She’s wearing pink plastic shoes, the exact ones I wanted from Lord & Taylor. Mom made me get the blue pair because they were on sale.

“I live next door,” she tells me, like I don’t know, carefully folding her legs under her body like a cloth napkin until she’s beside me on the ground. Her toenails are polished in hot pink with flecks of glitter. On her left big toe, she wears a silver ring.

“I saw you earlier, in the window?” She says it like a question.“Your room is right across from mine.” She starts to pick at the blades of grass, collecting the fragments in her palm. She’s set her buttercup hair in a French braid, the weaves tight and precise.

“I could teach you how,” she says, reading my mind.

“Emma, who are you talking to?” Mom calls over, taking her eyes off the movers for the first time since we arrived.

“Katrina,” the buttercup girl whispers in my ear. She smells like peach Jolly Ranchers.

“Katrina,” I yell back, trying to will my mother invisible or at least mute.“She lives next door.”

“Okay, well you can visit for a little while but don’t forget about your room,” she says, flashing a toothpaste-commercial smile. Mom wants me to make a new friend so bad it’s as obvious as when Shelly Green from my old school used to bribe us with Twinkies to eat at her lunch table.

“My mom sent me here to invite your family over for cocktails,” Katrina tells me, apparently ignoring my own mother’s lack of cool.

“Cocktails?” I repeat like it’s a foreign word I don’t understand. “Cocktails?” Now I’m a parrot.

“You know, drinks and cheese and crackers and all that, a sort of welcome-to-the-neighborhood-type thing. It’s standard. Do you think you could come over at six?”

“I’ll ask,” I tell her, and then because it’s the only thing I can think of, “There’s a rerun of Poltergeist on at eight.” There’s a man inside installing our cable television. We’ve never had pay stations before.

“Yeah, we have Showtime too. I’ve seen Poltergeist three times. You think everything is going to turn out okay, but don’t believe what you see,” she tells me, lifting herself off the ground in one try.

She’s halfway across the lawn when she stops and turns to ask,“Hey, what grade are you going into?”

“Sixth,” I say.

“Cool. Me too,” she says, and then she glides away like a sailboat in a light breeze.

The sky looks different from where Katrina has left me sitting in our front yard, closer and bluer and somehow as if I could reach up and make it my own. I check the time on the old Girl Scout watch I still wear. Technically, I’ve got a few minutes left on my break. But it’s only six hours until cocktails, so I leap off the ground and race to tell Mom about the invitation. She might need a new friend in this town too, and if I’m lucky, I’ll be able to find my blue plastic shoes in time.



Earlier this morning, when I took my spot next to my brother, Jack, in the backseat of our packed minivan, I immediately defined the boundaries.“This is MY side,” I declared, my finger drawing a useless line between us. His hands, sticky from an orange Popsicle, hovered as close to my face as they could without actually making contact.

“Mom! He’s touching me again!”

“No, I’m not. Technically, I’m not touching her,” he said. Then came a squeaking sound and then the car stunk like bad eggs.

Jack’s only two years older than I am. We used to play Clue together or Sorry, or sometimes even “Goonies,” where we’d reenact hunting for One-Eyed Willie’s treasure while keeping one step ahead of the bad guys. But now that he’s going into his last year of middle school, it’s just torture with his smells or holding me down to rub his dirty feet on me or punching me in the arm when I won’t give him the remote control.

“If you want to go to the pool after we unpack, you’ll knock it off !” Mom barked.

We’d been told that the new town had its own lakefront park with tennis courts, picnic tables, and even a high dive. Grosse Pointe was where my father grew up, just outside Detroit. After Mom yelled at us, Dad turned in his seat to tell me once again,“When it’s time, Emma, you’ll be going to the same high school I did.”

“How long will it take to get there?” I asked him.

“About a half hour,” he said.

“Keep your eyes on the road,” Mom warned. Then she turned her right palm toward me as if it were a stop sign. In Michigan, we used this hand as a map. Mom pointed to the fleshy part below her thumb.“We live here,” she said, then, shifting her finger slightly toward the edge, she explained,“and we’re moving here.”

I didn’t see much of a difference. There were fine lines on her hand, highways to other parts of the state, and I wondered why we didn’t take one of those roads that stretched out in another direction.

My legs, tanned and exposed midthigh in my jeans shorts, were already sticking to the upholstery even though the air-conditioning was turned to high. This car had real leather seats because of Dad’s job. Like most Detroit-area parents, Dad worked for a major auto company, one of the“Big Three.” He was always bringing home the newest cars for a test drive. This latest car had been a signing bonus when he’d switched from one company to another a few weeks ago. That was when Dad told us we were moving into an actual house. I hadn’t seen it yet, but Mom said it had four bedrooms, two floors, and its own driveway.

“Do we have more money now?” I asked her as we merged onto the freeway.

“I guess,” she answered, fixing her eye makeup in the visor mirror.“But there will always be others in Grosse Pointe who have more.”

I wasn’t sure what that meant.

Whenever we drive into Detroit, Mom clicks the locks to make sure we stay safe. Mostly I’ve seen only the edges of the city hugging the exit ramps, abandoned buildings padded with wads of yellowed newspapers that crouch until startled by the traffic. It didn’t seem like a place anyone really lived, more like a dangerous obstacle course that warned, “Avoid downtown at night,” or“Don’t talk to anyone on the street,” or“Never walk alone.”

I didn’t have to ask Dad when we crossed over Alter Road into Grosse Pointe. On the Detroit side, the lawns were brown and ragged. The front porches were missing planks of wood and the mail was piled up in the doorways. On the Grosse Pointe side, yards were as green as the plastic grass from an Easter basket. Houses announced their locations with brass numbers, secured tightly and in order. The flowers stood with confidence. I was convinced that invisible armed guards must have patrolled the streets of Grosse Pointe, burying land mines to keep out what did not belong.

Dad cracked his window and pushed in the cigarette lighter, then tapped out a smoke while waiting for it to pop. When it did, he kept one hand on the steering wheel and with the other cupped the bright, burning coil to the end of the stick hanging out of the corner of his mouth. My mother waved her hand in front of her nose like she always does, but Dad ignored her, blowing the smoke toward the other cars passing us by.

His silver-and-green pack sitting on the dashboard said“Menthol.” Dad once told me it meant they tasted minty, but I think they still smell exactly the same as usual.
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At 6:01 P.M., my family stands, freshly showered, on Katrina’s front porch. Our clean clothes are cobbled together from whatever we could find among the boxes and bags. My mother holds a blueberry torte she made Dad pick up from the bakery.

“Never arrive empty-handed,” she says.

Dad clutches a bottle of vodka, the liquor as clear as water.

“Wine would have been more appropriate,” Mom tells him for the third time.

“This is the nice stuff,” he repeats, pushing the glowing doorbell.

A woman with short, feathered brown hair comes toward the screen door.“You must be our new neighbors,” she says in soft syllables sprinkled with a foreign accent.“I’m Mrs. Liza Krause, Katrina’s mother. Come on in.”

Mrs. Liza Krause is wearing a strand of pearls. I watch my mother’s hand float toward her own bare neck. As we pass through the door, they try to hug but it ends up being more of a lean, the torte creating a distance between them. My father shakes Mrs. Liza Krause’s hand as if he’s at a business meeting.

The living-room furniture is so pristine that the plastic covers must have been peeled off moments before we arrived. Trays of food are set out on top of the coffee table, green grapes plucked fresh from the stem, slices of thick white cheese, crackers shaped like butterflies.

Katrina’s dad, who has introduced himself as Mark to my parents and Mr. Krause to me and Jack, says in the booming voice of a game-show host,“Make yourselves comfortable!” Dad hands him the bottle of vodka.

“Frank, I knew you were a martini man. How do you take it?”

“Dry, with an olive,” Dad tells him, speaking in some sort of coded language they both understand.

Katrina enters the room. Her blond hair, released from its braid, falls in loose curls past her shoulders. She shakes my parents’ hands and gives my brother a wave, then sits next to me on the piano bench.

“Do you play?” she asks, reaching toward the coffee table for food.

“I start lessons next week,” I tell her. She has retrieved a handful of chilled grapes and places one in my palm. I roll it back and forth like a marble.

“I can give you the number of our teacher, Miss Malloy,” Mrs. Liza Krause says to my mother, passing her a paper cocktail napkin printed with blue-and-green boat anchors.“Katrina’s been studying with her for two years now. Katrina, why don’t you play the concertino you’ve been working on?”

Katrina sighs but turns around to face the piano without argument. When she lifts the cover, I slide to the far end of the bench to give her more room. Her fingers—polished to match her toes—barely touch the keys as she taps out the flirty song. It only lasts a minute or two, but as far as I can tell, she doesn’t make one mistake and when she finishes, everyone applauds politely.

Mrs. Liza Krause says to her husband,“Mark, fix Marianne a drink.” I always pause when I hear someone call my mom by her first name, not sure for a moment who they are talking about. He hands Mom a cranberry-colored concoction called a seabreeze.

“Tart,” my mother says on her first sip.“And good,” she adds.

Mrs. Liza Krause nods.“It’s so refreshing in the summer.” Mr. Krause and Dad are already refilling their martinis.

“So, Marianne,” Mrs. Liza Krause says, her pearl necklace smiling at us like baby teeth. “What brings you to Grosse Pointe?”

My mother pauses to take a sip of her seabreeze. The sip turns into a gulp before she answers.

“Change.”



The home we left behind wasn’t exactly a house. It’s what Mom called a“condo,” but I think that was just a fancy word for apartment because everything was on one floor and there were people living above and below us. We weren’t allowed to paint or put in new carpeting, so every room stayed the same color, like oatmeal left in a pot on the stove.

A maze of bike paths surrounded our apartment complex and without the threat of oncoming traffic Jack and I learned how to ride fast. The pond on the south side of the grounds was where Dad used to take us after he and Mom would fight. We’d bring bags of stale Wonder bread, dried-out torn pieces, to feed the ducks, then watch them circle and argue.

At twilight, we’d go back to the apartment. Dad would put on a Johnny Mathis record to try and make up with Mom. When it worked, Jack would use his instant camera to take pictures of them dancing.

Maybe as proof.

Sometimes, after the bus dropped Jack and me off from school, we’d find Mom in the apartment hiding behind the stiff, tweed curtains that came with the place, holding the remains of whatever dessert we’d had the night before. Double-chocolate cake or fruit flan with kiwi or pumpkin pie (even if it wasn’t Thanksgiving, it didn’t matter). She’d clutch the entire porcelain plate, the one Grandma gave us, with edges like waves, and let her toes stick out on purpose so we’d pull the drapes aside. Then she would laugh, loud and full, handing over whatever was left.

By the time Dad got home from work, the dish would be washed clean and dried, ready for the next meal.



“I’ve learned how to adapt.”

Mrs. Liza Krause tells us this as she stands at the record player, setting the needle down as a symphony fills the room.

“We’re German, you know. First generation. Not exactly the standard here, but we picked the city for the school system and the parks. The safety.”

“The school system IS terrific.” Mr. Krause’s voice has become louder with each drink. I’ve counted four refills so far. Dad has kept up, while Mom quietly switched to the iced tea Katrina and Jack and I have been sipping.

“And there’s the Neighborhood Club,” Mrs. Krause adds.

“What’s that?” Mom asks.

“It’s one of the community centers. You can take just about any class—tennis, SAT prep, painting. They have ice skating in the winter, and Little League in the summer. It’s a good idea to get involved with the community.”

“That sounds great,” Mom says. She corrects herself.“That sounds lovely.”

“Do you hunt, Frank?” Mr. Krause yells to my dad.

Before I can hear Dad’s answer, Katrina whispers,“Don’t go into our garage, ever. When my dad goes hunting, whatever he’s killed is usually hanging from the rafters.”

I’m wondering if she’s lying just to scare me when she announces,“I’m going to show Emma my hamster. We’ll be right back.” I steal a glance at Jack, but he’s building a triple-decker cheese-and-cracker sandwich.

Katrina’s room is about the same as mine but she has her own bathroom—shower, toilet, sink, fluffy white towels hung evenly on the bar and monogrammed in pink and green. I look out her bedroom window, standing in the same spot I had seen her earlier in the day, before I knew her name or that she wore plastic jelly shoes or played concertinos.

Her hamster cage is in the corner. The fluffy caramel-colored rodent has stuffed itself in a yellow Habitrail tube. “What’s its name?” I ask.

“Hammy,” she says, as if it’s the most obvious thing ever.“I had one before him but he got loose and died.”

“What was the old one named?”

“Hammy,” she says again.“It’s just easier that way.” She reaches into a plastic bag and drops a few food pellets into his dish.“Do you have a bike?”

“Yes,” I tell her, looking at the Kirk Cameron and Poison posters taped to her closet door.

“We could ride bikes up to the drugstore tomorrow.”

“Okay,” I say.“I’ll ask my mom. Is it in the Village?” I guess, trying to remember some of the areas of town Dad pointed out to me.

“No, in the Hill,” she says. Damnit, I think.“It’s not far.”

Katrina’s dresser top is flooded with jars of hair gel, tubes of colored lip gloss, and bottles of perfumes and nearly empty body sprays. Above it, there’s a large horizontal mirror and from where we’re standing next to each other, our heads are outside the frame. But in the reflection, I can clearly see my purple top, along with the beginning of two bulges I’ve been trying to hide under baggy clothes for the last six months but it’s been harder to do in the summer. I notice Katrina’s shirt clings to her in almost the same way and for once I fight the urge to throw my arms across my chest.

Katrina spots my shoes.“You have the blue ones. What size?”

“Seven,” I say, waiting for her to laugh. Mom thinks I’ll end up being a size nine or so by the time my feet have finished growing.

“Me too,” she says.“Want to trade? Just until tomorrow. Okay?”

I nod, still surprised, as we sit on the edge of her bed. It’s not as big as my new one, but she has a yellow quilt for a comforter and at least six different pillows. We make the exchange, extending our feet to compare. Her shoes feel just right until I stand up and realize her feet are just slightly thinner than my own. But I don’t say a word, and if my shoes feel too wide on her, she’s not saying. We’ve made an agreement. We have an understanding.

“Emma, it’s time to go home now,” Mom yells up the stairs in the same delicate way Mrs. Liza Krause did earlier.

Right before I walk out, Katrina says,“Wait,” and grabs one of the lip glosses off her dresser.

“Try it tomorrow,” she says.“Berry Bouquet. I think it’s perfect for you.”



The next morning, I wait for Katrina out front where we first met, my banana-seat bike leaning nearby on its kickstand. I close my eyes but it’s so sunny my lids turn everything a hazy yellow instead of black. I spread my arms and legs and move them back and forth as if I’m making a snow angel, marking my territory.

The movers have come back with one last load, and I hear Mom pleading with them,“Be careful with that. It’s fragile. Everything in there is fragile.”

The sunny space between my eyelids goes dark, like there’s a cloud passing overhead. But when I open my eyes, it’s Katrina standing above me. She reaches down to pull me up off the ground. A halo of light shines behind her head and as I grab her hand with my own, I wonder if she might be one of the angels I just made.
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Chapter 2


The Battle of Brownell

I am drafted, deployed to Brownell Middle School, and wounded within three days. The hit comes just after the last bell rings at three-fifteen P.M. I am walking down the stairway that curves around to the main lobby. My face is buried in a note Katrina passed to me before I walked into science, with Mr. Mariaki (who made it clear in no uncertain terms that he’d read any intercepted note out loud).

“Emma, you are SO lucky that you don’t have Miss Cabott for English. She is SO boring. I can barely keep my eyes open. Zzzzzz. I can’t believe I have nine more months of this. How will I survive?”

While I concentrate on my first official note from my new best friend, I’m oblivious to the approach of a brigade of sixth-grade boys led by Brian Van Eden. I’ve been at Brownell less than a week but Katrina has already tipped me off to his rank and file: you cannot get any higher. At first, I don’t even realize he’s talking to me. He never has before. But when I don’t respond, he blocks my path, demanding my attention, his brown eyes two smug soldiers that never seem to flinch.

“Will you go with me?” he asks again.

But what I hear is“Will you go with me?,” as if nobody else will help him on his mysterious journey. And before I can think about it any further, I answer what I think is a geography question.

“Where?”

It’s just one word.

The boys pause for a second. Nobody rejects an offer like that from Brian Van Eden. When they realize that I didn’t say no, that I just simply don’t know what the hell they’re talking about, that I am, oh God, uncool, the laughter is sharp and long as they scatter down the hallway to get as far from me as possible.

I’m still standing in the same spot when Katrina finds me five minutes later, the school now completely empty except for the janitor with his cleaning cart, sprinkling powdered soap on the linoleum floor.

“Where have you been?” she asks, chewing on a piece of red licorice.“We were supposed to meet by the bike racks.” She’s not mad, she’s just stating the facts.“You want one?” she says, offering me the open pack. I never refuse candy unless it has coconut in it.

She lowers her voice immediately.“What happened?”

“It’s bad,” I manage, the first words out of my mouth since my fatal Where?

“How bad?” Katrina says.

I shake my head.

She changes her line of questioning.“Okay. Who?”

“Brian.”

“Brian Van Eden?” she says in a high-pitched whisper, like how my aunt Carol talked about “the cancer” before Grandpa died.

It’s like I have“the cancer.”

It’s like I’m dead.



“You said, ‘Where?’”

Brian Van Eden’s best friend, Tim Osborne, is in four of my six classes. The day after the incident, he begins with me during the homeroom announcements. In fifth-period math, he’s still pursuing the issue while Mr. Houston scribbles formulas on the blackboard, his back turned to the class, chalk dust gathering on the edge of his hand.

“I said, ‘What?,’” I tell him. It’s the lie Katrina came up with.

We copy down the lesson on the board so we don’t get caught talking.

15 − × = 5. What is ×?

“No, you said, ‘Where?’ I was there. I heard you.” He laughs.

y + 11= 13.What is y?

“No, I didn’t. I said ‘What?’ I didn’t hear what Brian asked.”

x − y =Where.

x + y=What.

The solution to this problem will remain unsolved for the next three years.



I should have known better. After all, I’d had almost three weeks of training.

Katrina and I had spent the last days of summer riding our bikes around town, from the moment we were released from our morning chores until we could see the fireflies. I quickly learned the lay of the land. Jacobson’s department store was in the Village but the Over the Rainbow ice-cream shop was in the Hill. Schettler’s drugstore was the easiest for stealing lipstick but Perry’s had a better selection. Some days, we’d ride to the city pool and from our towels she’d point out, like numbers on a watch, other operatives.

“Three o’clock. Stephanie DeMarco. Total bitch. Dad owns the DeMarco Italian Restaurant chain. Personally, I think that’s the only reason anyone is nice to her.

“Seven o’clock. Steve Moran. Leader of the nerds. See how pale his skin is? He’s probably been inside for most of the summer, working on some science project. I think his dad is a bigtime engineer for Ford. They live on Lakeshore,” Katrina reports. It’s the richest street in town.“Don’t be fooled by the address. He’s poison.

“Ten o’clock. Brian Van Eden. Don’t turn your head until I tell you … hold on … okay, now,” Katrina orders. There’s a boy preparing to launch himself off the diving board. His body is a stretched piece of caramel, hair bleached out from the sun, stiff as straw from too much chlorine. Behind him, his cluster of male followers stand in breathless formation until their captain takes flight.

“He’s it,” Katrina whispers.“He’s untouchable.”

In my three weeks of Brownell boot-camp training, I’ve lost five pounds just from our daily bike rides. For the first time ever, I was actually excited about back-to-school shopping and Mom even said I could bring Katrina along. The Saturday of Labor Day weekend, we headed out at eight-thirty A.M. to Eastland Mall, full from our pre-shopping breakfast of crumble-top apple muffins and orange juice without pulp.

Katrina came into the dressing room with me but I made Mom stand outside and wait. We’d make our initial assessment, then Katrina would talk up the favored items, trying to convince my mother that she was actually getting better deals and more bang for her buck.

“If you get the purple sweater, you can wear it with the Guess? jeans AND the black corduroy skirt.”

“I saw that same jacket in Seventeen but it was fifty dollars more! What a deal!”

“Don’t forget, you have to wear your tennis shoes in gym class three times a week, so you don’t want them to wear out. These K-Swiss lasted me the entire year in fifth grade.”

I walked out with new clothes enough for seven outfits, twelve counting pieces incorporated from Katrina’s closet.

Even in full-dress uniform, there wasn’t much I could do about my face. Katrina didn’t have the same problem. She ate mostly healthy food and drank at least eight glasses of water a day, often munching on an apple or a plum, the purple-red juice staining her fingertips. Her skin glowed, but my forehead and chin sprouted a crop of blackheads on a regular basis, as if I had poured fertilizer on my face to help them grow. Sometimes my mother would suggest a warm washcloth or that I hover over a pot of hot water with a towel covering my head to trap the steam and open my pores. Usually this conversation ended with me locked in the bathroom crying while my mother stood outside explaining that she was only trying to help.

The night before the first day of school, I lined up all my weapons: gold hoop earrings, Love’s Baby Soft perfume, Passion Pink polish.

My backpack said“Le Sportsac” like it was supposed to.

I carried a Trapper Keeper.

I was prepared.

I should have known better. But I had forgotten the most important rule of engagement: it’s not what you say, but what you don’t.



Word spreads fast of my defeat at the hands of Brian Van Eden. Even though no one buys it, I stick with my story.

“I said ‘What?,’ not ‘Where.’”

I repeat this statement whenever the incident comes up, like I’m one of those carnival machines.

“I said ‘What?,’ not ‘Where.’”

Fortunes Told, 25 cents, spitting out the same forecast every time.

“I said ‘What?,’ not ‘Where.’”

I soon realize that I need to focus on not just what comes out of my mouth, but what I put into it. My body serves as a constant reminder. Its shape and form is clearly female, a prime target for the ammunition fired from the boys on a daily basis. Every morning after my shower I wrap myself in a terry-cloth towel and undergo sixteen or seventeen minutes of self-evaluation. The mirror reveals how the width of my legs and arms compare with the narrowness of my waist or the fullness of my breasts. I hold them in my hands and try to push them back into my chest. Mom’s been sneaking glances at me lately too so I think she knows. Anytime I catch her, I try to hunch over a little bit or blouse my shirt out, but I can feel her eyes on me whenever I practice my piano lessons or push the grocery cart at Kroger’s.

Every morning ends the same. By the time my mother yells upstairs that my eggs are getting cold, my eyes are squinting to make everything smaller, my brow wrinkled in disgust. I hide my development with my father’s sweatshirts. Lucky for me, the style this year is loose and baggy, and I might be able to do what seems most important: blend in with everyone else.

“Emma!” Mom yells for the third time from the bottom of the stairs.“Your eggs!”

Eggs. Jesus. Stop feeding me, I think.

Just stop.



If I can’t control what she gives me at home, I’ll control what I take in at school. The ritual for lunch is established quickly. First, before entering the cafeteria, dump anything provided by my mother into the trash can in the girls’ bathroom. I offer a silent apology to God because I know about the children starving in Africa … but nobody brown bags it—except for the math dorks.
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