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To everyone who gently reminded me to be myself, because sometimes the right path looks awfully scary until you take the first few steps.



  
ONE
I DON’T EVEN need to unfold the paper to know what it says, but I take a breath and open it anyway, desperately hoping that no one will realize I’ve just drawn my own question out of Mrs. Johnston’s super-anonymous sex-ed question box.
And I have to read it.
Out loud.
To the whole class.
This is my naked-in-public dream come true in the worst way. Like a perpetually molted mantis shrimp, I’m soft and vulnerable in all the wrong places. These little six-inch neon crustaceans have whip-fast claws called smashers that pack the fastest punch on the face of the planet. Their smashers come down on prey at almost fifty miles per hour and can even break through the glass of a fish tank. They can break a human finger. Worst thing, though, is how they can break through one another. For all of history, I’ve held up my smashers like everyone else. I mimic my hard-shelled classmates and create the illusion that I, too, have a nice protective shell. The first rule of defensive mimicry is to never show off your squishy smashers when you’d be just fine running away.
So why, you ask, after a perfectly good run of never having my useless soft shell smashed, did I write down this absolutely ridiculous question, drop it into the sex box, and think everything would be okay?
I’m just tired of wondering: Am I the only person in this whole school who feels this way?
Looking around, you’d think this was business as usual. Everyone’s got their notebooks open. Everyone’s waiting to go home. In the seat in front of me, Nora is texting under her desk. Probably texting Calliope Mylonas, my best friend in the universe, because they’ve been hanging out a lot recently.
It’s fine.
“Olive?” Mrs. Johnston taps the toe of her black dress shoe against the leg of her stool.
“Ollie.” No one uses my full name unless I’ve abandoned my shoes in the middle of the hall or left a kitchen cabinet open. Even though our gym group has been in health class since the end of winter break—yeah, like a whole three months ago—Mrs. Johnston is struggling to deviate from the attendance sheet.
“Of course, Ollie.” She arches her spider-thin eyebrows so high that they creep under her black bangs. “Care to read the question so we can all start our weekend?”
Like I have a choice.
All you have to do is read a random question from the absolutely, totally anonymous, judgment-free question box that sits at the front of the classroom, bloated with all our most awkward and personal questions. Then Mrs. Johnston can impart some serious life wisdom, because you don’t have the internet and haven’t googled all these questions before. Because most of these questions aren’t in there for the sole purpose of getting a laugh out of your friends, if you have them. Still, she answers the questions. Then we go home.
Except my stupid smashers grabbed the only note they dropped in the box in the first place. And here I am, my ugly chicken-scratch handwriting staring up at me.
“Okay. Um. What happens if you don’t want to become a woman?” I flip the paper face down and wait for an answer.
Only instead of nodding and pursing her cardinal-red lips, Mrs. Johnston furrows her brow. There’s no snickering, only whispers that scorch the back of my neck and make my heart pound as I anticipate the deadly blow to come.
“Interesting question.” She stands up.
Someone behind me says, “Stupid question,” and Nora’s phone has gone dark. Everyone’s paying attention, and it’s only now that they laugh.
Thwack.
In the battle of fight or flight, I will always be flight.
Picture me diving into my backpack and burying myself under the heaps of crumpled papers I’ve been meaning to clean out since before winter break.
Picture me hiding with all the pens and pencils that are never around when I need them and the crumb-covered pair of winter mittens it’s officially too warm to wear. My dad jokes that the bag might burst at any minute. That cramming it full only makes problems for my future self.
My mom used to make me clean it out over every break.
Anyway, this shouldn’t be a big deal. No one knows it’s actually my question. I only read it. So why do my guts feel like they’ve been run through a washing machine?
People say you can choose to be brave, but people are wrong.
You can’t defy nature.
Picture me spreading my soft smashers. I say, “Totally stupid.”
Some mantis shrimp have spears instead of smashers. Their strike is much slower, but it’s incredibly accurate.
Mrs. Johnston shakes her head. “People feel all sorts of ways, but your body is your body. You’re all going to be women someday.” And, as if that was exactly what the incredibly anonymous, totally desperate person who asked that completely ridiculous question needed to hear, she adds, “It’s biology. Just be yourself and everything else will fall into place.”
Thwack.
Whatever. It’s fine.
What’s more annoying than not knowing who you are when everyone is telling you to be yourself is knowing who you probably are and hearing that it’s not right.
And like I said, it’s not like I haven’t looked this up. But my questions turn up more than just queer joy and advice. The internet is bloated with opinions, and most of them aren’t great. A lot of the most banned books for kids are about things like racial injustice and, you guessed it, gender identity and sexuality. And I don’t need to think very hard to figure out why.
Even if the people in my school don’t hate me, or want to ban me, they don’t think I’m normal.
And I’m not, but I can keep trying.
Gender is probably another thing I just don’t get. Like what faces to make and when, or whether someone is really interested when I tell them about mantis shrimp and their smashers.
So I close the tabs and clear the questions from my mind. Cram them down and leave them for my probably-wiser future self. Maybe I’m no good at being a mantis shrimp, but I can pass for an adequate human, when I put in the effort.
“All right. I’ll be handing out your next assignment. This is a personal assignment and I encourage you to dig deep. Be honest with yourselves.” Mrs. Johnston walks down the aisle and flops a small tree’s worth of paper on each of our desks. Dropping them left, right, left, right. Then she plops one on the sex-box question on my desk. “We’ve covered the physical changes, and now it’s time to think about the changes we can’t see. Over the next few weeks, I’d like everyone to write an essay on what it means to grow up, no searching online. Just your opinion and conversations with trusted adults. Please look over your packets now and come in on Monday prepared to discuss the topic in class.”
Conversations break out like wildfire until the noise is this raging inferno of weekend plans.
Daeva’s going to the mall and, oh my gosh, she just cannot wait to pick out a cute sundress because the weather is finally looking good, and Lily thinks that sounds fun, but she’s got homework, you know?
Nora’s phone is on her desk and she’s leaning back, typing away. Probably to Cal. My phone is in my backpack.
This class wouldn’t be so terrible if Cal and I were in the same health group, but the whole seventh grade was pulled from gym class and split boy-girl—something schools really enjoy doing—and divided in half for our health unit. And so, without Calliope for moral support, I’ve spent the past three months alone, learning about nutrition, the biological predator otherwise known as puberty, and all the terrible things that could happen if I ever have sex. Like babies and nasty infections.
Cal is in her own health class, sure, so we can talk about everything we learn after school. But it would be better if she were here planning movie night instead of texting Nora Wilson about whatever it is that people text about. Instead, I’m alone in this room, with its walls of labeled reproductive systems and cartoon diagrams of puberty, whose genitals follow me as I leave, like the inescapable gaze of the eyes in one of those haunted paintings.
The hall isn’t any better, though. It’s loud and boring. But maybe you care about bras and boys and viral makeup tutorials, and maybe you like hearing Evie May make jokes about whatever loser went and asked such a dumb question in class, because didn’t she have the internet? Didn’t she have a therapist? I mean, come on.
Who even asks something like that?
Not me. Never again.



  
TWO
NO ONE HATES sex ed as much as they pretend to. The girls in my class get to ew and haha together like there’s not a single person in this whole school staring at these posters wondering: How will this be me?
It’s fine.
Tonight will be good. Tonight I have hockey, and hockey doesn’t take much getting. It’s a safe place where the rules are the same for everyone, eye contact is optional, and changing bodies are the least of everyone’s worries.
Plus, I’ve barely seen Nate since winter break and we have a lot to catch up on.
“It’s Friday!” Cal’s singsong shout scrambles my brain. She wraps her arms around my shoulders and rests her head against my back.
Friday is also movie night, a school-year tradition Cal and I have had since the third grade.
“Ollie, baby. It’s Friday and I have an incredible need for movie night. Tell me your dad remembered to get more popcorn,” she says.
“I have hockey.” The pressure and warmth of a whole person against my back is claustrophobic. Like being in the coils of a python.
If it were anyone other than Cal, I’d shove them away, but her hugs wrap me in a blanket of what I assume it feels like to be normal. For a moment, at least. I shrug her off and drop my hockey bag, pulling my stick to my shoulder.
“I know. I know.” She slumps and rolls her eyes. Then she pulls her phone out of her pocket—she’s been doing this a lot. It’s fine. I don’t mind. “You’ve been talking about it all week. First day of spring hockey, blah, blah. I mean after. This week’s my pick and I have a movie I know you’ll absolutely adore.”
Cal and I do not share similar tastes in movies.
No worries. We eww over the kiss scenes in her weird girl-gang bonding flicks and she likes all the movies-based-on-books that I pick, and she doesn’t even care when I talk about the book while we watch, which drives my sister, Lila, totally nuts.
She’d make a great sister, too.
When we were five, her family moved in down the block. My mom and I were on a walk when we saw it: a giant pop-up spaceship in the front yard. Cal bolted through the tent flaps, hair long and thick and black like mine, but braided and beautiful because she knew what it meant to be a little girl. You understand.
And I said, “Whoa! Cool spaceship.”
And she probably looked at me and my long and thick and black hair, still tangled from sleep, and didn’t even care that I would never want to be a princess.
And she said, “Wanna play?”
While our parents talked and the monstrous moving truck idled in the driveway—an enemy ship to our space adventure—we became best friends.
It was really that simple.
Even now, Cal is a lot of things I’m not.
I’m the viceroy butterfly to her monarch. A close copy, but a much less glamorous imposter.
It’s fine. Always has been. I don’t need to pretend a single thing when I’m around her.
“What movie?” I ask.
Cal shakes her head. “No way. It’s a surprise.”
“Why?”
She glances up from her phone and says, “I’m sure you’ll look it up if I tell you.”
Who cares?
I wrinkle my nose, putting on Lila’s scrunched-up face of disapproval, the one she uses when I blow five-star spit bubbles after eating cereal or when I rescue a worm from a toasty sidewalk. I don’t know what I look like, but I can picture her perfectly. A mask from my bag of stolen faces.
Cal isn’t looking.
“I’ll do that anyway. I don’t see why it matters when I do it,” I say.
“Yeah.” She pauses, looks up from her phone again, and adds, “I think it’s best if you don’t have too much time to think it over. Remember what happened when we watched Freaky Friday?”
A certifiable disaster.
I mean, you try to defend the logic of that movie.
Smiling is an important way to let people know that you’re not frustrated with them when they’ve done something you don’t like. So I smile even though she’s already gone back to her phone. “Fine. I’ll text you when I’m done with practice.”
“Just drop by on your way home.”
“Perfect,” I say.
She repeats it back to me, as usual. Saying “Perfect” like a confirmation before nudging me with her hip.
“Cal, baby!” Nora injects herself into our space, hooking her bony arm around Cal’s elbow and tugging her away from me. Cal calls her the epitome of fashion, which means that her fair skin is rosy and flawless, her straight blond hair is parted the right way, and her clothes are always the right clothes. And she wears makeup. “You ready?”
“Yeah! Totally. See you later, Ollie.” She waves to me and they turn, arm in arm, and leave.
On their way, Nora says, “You won’t believe what happened in health today.”
I can’t hear her probably make a joke about my question.
But I do hear Cal laugh.
It’s fine.
As I bend over and grab my hockey bag, a pair of scuffed white Adidas stops beside me.
“Hey, Ollie.” It’s Dina Davis. She sits at the back of the room in health like she doesn’t care, but she knew every part of each reproductive system before we learned them in class. You wouldn’t think that advertising your knowledge about fallopian tubes and ovaries would be all that cool. But it was when she did it.
“Uh, hi.” I pull the padded strap over my shoulder and lean against my stick as I stand up.
“Mrs. Johnston’s wrong, you know.” Her ghost-white fingers are interwoven with those of an eighth-grade girl with mismatched socks and long legs who transferred here a month before winter break, which is pretty suspicious if you ask me. Maybe she had a modeling career and decided she wanted a simpler life, or her mom was some sort of secret agent and now they’re starting over. Or maybe her parents just moved here. That would be boring. “She shouldn’t have said that.”
Those socks are ridiculous. The Mona Lisa on one foot and a naked woman covering her breasts and pelvis with long, flowing hair on the other.
What am I supposed to say?
I mean, maybe Dina knows. But you expect me to just up and blow my cover? No way.
“Huh?” I keep my mouth shut and my eyes glued on the image of the lady.
“About gender. The question you … got from the box. Not everyone who’s born and assumed to be a girl needs to grow into a woman. It’s okay, you know?” Dina tilts her head, probably trying to get my attention. Because she knows. Holding her smashers over my soft shell, calling my bluff while her friend smiles the most perfect smile and I want to hurl. “There’s no one way to be a woman, either. We’re going to the playground—”
“Freak,” a boy calls.
Bursting out from a small horde of sporty guys, Grayson Alexander, a grouchy eighth grader with a blond buzz cut and thick hairy legs and high white socks, checks Dina’s shoulder before stomping into her friend’s space.
He says, “Freak” again.
He says, “Liar.”
He coughs these words into his fist like he’s got the world’s most wicked-tempered cold. Then he says an F-word that I can’t repeat. A word a braver person would stand up against.
But I don’t. I run away.
You’d probably do the same.



  
THREE
THE HOCKEY RINK is this big paved oval set back behind the park by my house. They’ve updated all the local playgrounds over the last few years, but our nothing-too-fancy bouncy bridge, slides, and swings have held strong. Staying the same while everything else changes.
The trees in the park are just as close to some inevitable blooming as everyone else in the seventh grade. That’s what Mrs. Johnston calls puberty.
Blooming.
Blossoming.
Barf.
Nope. No way. Not me.
Back in fifth grade, Nate and I could walk from school to the playground in an easy-peasy five minutes. Now? It takes at least twenty. Long enough for Nate and me to argue about Marvel Cinematic Universe headcanons or Dominion strategies. I had to beg my dad to let me walk by myself back when I started middle school, and after about a million lectures about strangers with imaginary missing dogs and suspicious vans, he said it was all good.
Well, actually, he said, “Okay, Ollie. I guess if you think you’re ready for something like this, then it’s probably all right,” while pretending he was thinking really hard about a book he wasn’t actually reading.
Lila says this is Dad code for Your mom would have been responsible for deciding this and I don’t know what to do.
Almost everything he says sounds like that these days.
Sometimes at family dinner, which happens every Tuesday and Thursday if we’re lucky, Dad reminds me again. Saying something like, “You’re staying safe out there, right?”
And Lila will say, “Daaad,” like he’s announced to all her friends that she keeps a little square of her old baby blankie in the drawer of her bedside table.
And Dad will say, “What?” with food in his mouth.
And Lila will say, “She’s twelve—almost thirteen. She can walk twenty minutes to an elementary school.”
And Dad will say, “Right, of course. I was just asking.”
And I just eat my food while they go on like that for a while. I never have to say a thing.
I pull my phone from my pocket and read the messages again.
NATE: Dont wait up
NATE: Walking w Liam. See u there
Have you ever met someone you just can’t get along with, even if you try? Even the sight of their name builds a hulking, charged cumulonimbus cloud in your head.
Yeah.
Then you know how I feel about Liam.
There was a really short time when I thought him being mixed could be a point of bonding for us. His dad is Puerto Rican and my mom is Persian. Was Persian? I think you’re still whatever you were even after you die. Point is, having one white parent and one brown parent is where our similarities stop.
He’s best friends with Cash, who’s best friends with Grayson the Hateful. So, yeah.
Because of Liam, this is the first time in the history of middle school that I’m walking twenty minutes all by myself when there are probably serial killers in vans with imaginary lost dogs just waiting to snatch me up. Except I get through the pines behind the school, past the apartment complex with its balconies and sliding glass doors holding in entire lives I catch a glimpse of if I’m lucky, down Main Street, past the pharmacy and the strip mall where high schoolers hang out—or loiter, if you look at it from the perspective of the crabby mall cop—and through my neighborhood to the school and the park and the rink without seeing a single suspicious van.
Easy peasy. It’s fine.
I press my sneakers against the wooden beam that lines the mulch pit and draw a deep line in the dirt with the butt of my stick. Leaps from the tallest tower were superhuman when Nate and I battled droids from a universe beyond our own. I can still feel the burn of the monkey bars on my palms and the rattle of the bouncy bridge under my feet.
It’s empty now, which is an absolute waste of what could be a good time.
When did we agree to be done with our games?
Before Liam, definitely. Because unlike him stealing Nate from my lunch table last month, this is one thing I can’t blame him for.
Dina and her friends, including the girl with the mismatched socks, land on the swings like a bunch of birds returning home after a long migration. Chattering and comfortable. She waves, and I wave back, even though she’s never waved at me before, then I pretend I’m running late and hurry to the rink.
Even when they’re out of sight, I can still hear them laughing and talking, and a part of me writhes under the weight of having been silent in the hall. The other part? It wishes I’d stayed. So why do I keep walking away?
Maybe we just outgrew playgrounds. The same way Lila outgrew family dinner, which used to just be dinner and happen every single day of the week before Mom died. Used to be that we had family dinner every Tuesday and Thursday. All of us. Together.
Now Lila is only there sometimes. Now it’s only most Tuesdays and Thursdays.
I don’t think you can just outgrow your best friend, though.
So maybe playgrounds aren’t cool unless you’re someone like Dina, who makes everything uncool look surprisingly cool.
How to be cool is very high on the list of things I don’t understand. Right above fashion and fingernail polish, but below knowing what emojis to use. Who’d have thought I’d need to understand fake faces as well as the real ones?
By the time I get to the rink, Nate is already geared up, wearing his standard below-the-knee sports shorts. Liam has him and the rest of the guys running drills, which is something we never used to do. But Liam showed up this year and joined the team right at the end of the fall season—which is a really official way to say that my friends and I get too cold in November to keep coming out to play—with his ultra-stylish fade and charming half smile, like all his faces belong to him. No one invited him, but here he is. And just like at school, he’s become an infestation. Everyone loves him.
For some reason, he’s very cool. Apparently cooler than pretending you’ve been air-dropped on a foreign planet for a recon mission with your best friend since forever.
If he were a bird, he’d be a peacock.
I unpack my gear and set my bag on the cool metal bench outside the rink. On the other side of the chain-link fence, Nate dribbles the orange ball through a line of neon cones Liam has set up through the middle of the face-off circle.
Who just, you know, has cones? And people think I’m weird.
And maybe, fine, we’re a little better than we were before he showed up, but I’m just saying that being good was never the point and does anyone really find drills fun?
I stop tying my skates long enough to watch and wait for Nate to wipe out when he cuts around a particularly tight pair of cones—he’s never been much of a precision skater—but he handles it fine. Better than fine, really.
His usual teeter-totter sway is smooth. He comes to a quick stop, pulling the ball to rest on top of the last cone.
Like he’s practiced this.
It’s fine. If you lined up Nate from last year and Nate from this year, you’d barely see any difference. He’s the same lovable dweeb I met back in kindergarten, with elastic shorts that pinch too tight into his waist and a messy blond bowl cut his mom’s been giving him twice a year for as long as I can remember.
No blooming or whatever.
So what if he doesn’t want to run surveillance with me? So what if he doesn’t go on creek walks or want to sketch plants—which he’s actually crazy good at—or text me back when I’m live-reacting to the new season of Star Trek: Strange New Worlds, which he told me to watch in the first place? These are just observations. He’s still Nate.
Usually when we see each other at school he gives me a big, tight-lipped grin. One that covers his crooked front teeth, which he swore would grow in straight. But when he looks up his face melts blank.
Nate’s stride slows to a hobble and he turns to Liam. “Uh, Ollie’s here.”
I lift my left eyebrow. A skill I acquired in the fourth grade, exactly four months after my mom died. It took a lot of practice and was worth every second because it probably looks pretty neat. Plus, every time I do it I see my mom’s face in my mind clearer than any memory.
Liam skates over and pats him on the back, knocking him off-balance. “Olive! Hey. Let’s chat.”
I forgive teachers for using my full name, because it’s not like we’re friends, and it’s written on the attendance sheet like that along with hundreds of other kids whose names they’re supposed to remember. Whatever. But I’ve told Liam to call me Ollie at least twelve times before, so each time he throws an Olive my way, it hits me like an egg to the face.
“About what?” I ask. My skates are on and I want to play.
Liam leans against the tall metal post, stretching across the opening in the fence like a very cool gate. “We wanted to see if you had, you know, anything else you could do after school.”
I spin the wheels on my skate. The scuff marks blur. “No. This is what I do after school.”
“Sure, but—”
Nate cuts him off. “It doesn’t really matter. Let’s just play.”
Liam snorts out a laugh, like a bull ready to charge. “Really?”
They stare at each other for a little bit, probably chatting telepathically. It wouldn’t surprise me one bit if this isn’t exclusive to sci-fi. Actually, I’m almost certain everyone can do it and I’m a broken radio or maybe just tuned in to the wrong channel. Sometimes I’ll just send out a signal so people don’t catch on to the fact that I’m missing.
Hello, everyone. It’s me, Ollie. Sorry for my silence. I’m here. Definitely normal.
Anyway, they stare at each other until Liam smiles with his mouth, even though his eyebrows look like he’s working on a really annoying math problem. Then he says, “Sorry, didn’t realize you two were a thing.”
A thing is probably not good because Nate’s face twists up like that time he thought a butter pat at a restaurant was cheese, even though Lila was like, “Hey, that’s butter,” and he put the whole square in his mouth. He’s frowning like his mouth is full of cool, soft not-cheese and he has to either swallow it or spit it out, but doesn’t know which is the better option.
“Gross,” he mutters, staring at his skates.
“Can we just play?” I ask.
Whatever is going on, it seems more like a problem between them, not me.
“You’re such a chicken.” Liam clucks a few times.
Nate isn’t looking at me and I’m not looking at him and I bite the inside of my cheeks before saying, “I just want to play.” Then I walk to the entrance to the rink. The space between Liam and the fence is so small that I’d have to be like a rat or an octopus to fit, and I’m decidedly neither of those things. “Excuse me.” I point to the rink.
If the big tree beside the rink fell right now and I jumped out of the way, it would only hit Liam. I’m not very fast, though. I stand silently and drop trees in my mind, but most of them would probably kill me if they fell.
Nate shrugs his hands impatiently and Liam rolls his eyes, mouthing something that summons back Nate’s not-cheese face.
The key to mimicry is adaptation and it’s fine to make a few mistakes, but I’m usually way better at this.
No worries. I’ve got this.
Liam may as well creak on rusty hinges as he backs off.
And practice is awkward the way my house is when my sister has told me without telling me that she wants me to do something and I don’t do whatever she didn’t ask me to do. Like when she says, “Wow, there are a lot of dishes on the counter.” And there are, so I say, “Yeah, you’re right.” But really she apparently means, Ollie, you need to clean up the dishes. Except I only know this because my dad hates to see us fight, so, while Lila is clanging pots in the sink, he whispers, “She wants you to help with the dishes.”
And that’s what’s going on here.
No one pairs with me for drills.
When Liam says, “Sloppy turn,” Theo and Rasheed whisper, “Keep your feet wide” and “Weight on your outside foot.”
Nate doesn’t say a single thing.
When practice is over, Liam and Nate go off together like this whole supposedly important team thing doesn’t even include them. Like Nate and I don’t usually walk home together after practice. I don’t even know how he liked the Ultimate Hulk anthology I got him for Christmas.
He didn’t get me a gift this year. His mom probably forgot to remind him.
It’s fine.
Rasheed walks over as I’m taking my skates off and says, “You should probably practice your stickwork. Maybe Liam wouldn’t be so hard on you if you practiced more.”
“Thanks,” I say. Even though I’m exactly 0 percent thankful.
I don’t want to be good. I just want to play.
I can fix this.
I leave my things on the bench and walk over to them. “Hey, Nate. Want to go to the creek? The ferns are wild right now. You could use the pencils you got for Christmas.”
Liam goes, “Ohhhhhh,” and laughs.
Not-cheese face. Long, stinky, stomach-turning not-cheese face.
Back before Liam, Nate was the kind of guy who would accidentally eat a pat of butter and swallow it because spitting it out wouldn’t change what he’d done. And why should everyone else suffer for his mistake?
Now Nate says, “I don’t care about some stupid ferns. And I haven’t even opened the pencils. I don’t really do that anymore.”
Liam looks between us like we’re on some super-high-stakes game show with thousands of dollars on the line.
“What are you talking about?” He’s been drawing since he was five; when did he stop?
With his jaw clenched, Nate says, “Drop it, Olive.”
Splat.
“Later, Olive.” Liam gives me a very hard pat on the shoulder as he leaves, and the ghost pat sticks around like a nasty aftertaste well after he and Nate walk away.



  
FOUR
EVEN THOUGH IT’S not Tuesday or Thursday, both my dad and Lila are in the kitchen when Cal and I get home. So I don’t even get to hear about the funniest thing ever, which wouldn’t have been the funniest thing ever the same way that the naked lady sock on Dina’s friend wasn’t the weirdest thing ever and Elijah McMahon’s new haircut couldn’t possibly be the coolest thing ever if Nora’s new van Gogh sweater was supposedly also the coolest thing ever.
Instead, Cal’s laser focus lands on my sister. I grab a bowl for popcorn and Lila shuts the cabinet behind me. She follows me around the kitchen, tidying whatever evidence I leave of my existence as she talks about her final year of college. She used to just say, I’m in college. Or I’m studying finance. But now she’s added in the whole final part.
“It’s a lot of pressure.” Lila shrugs. “But at the same time, my whole future is within reach.”
Lila and Cal both smile and stare past each other, like their magical, sought-after futures are visible somewhere in the distance.
Few animals anticipate the future the way humans do. One study found that some birds adjust their food storage in anticipation of future needs. And then there was that chimpanzee at a Swedish zoo that would gather rocks to throw at visitors later in the day, stopping when the zoo was closed for the season and starting again when it opened.
Cal, on the other hand, gathers questions about Lila’s love life. Halfway through Lila explaining how exciting job hunting will be, Cal says, “Do you think you and Gabe will get married after college?”
And Lila stops short of the sink, where my cup and plate from breakfast sit in a tidy stack. “Huh?”
And Dad chokes on his water before changing the subject. “So, what are you girls going to watch tonight?”
Girls. Why does he always say that? Maybe it shouldn’t bother me, but it feels like I’ve just wrapped my fingers around the edge of a desk and touched gum.
Lila rescues the dishes from the sink and jams them into the dishwasher.
Cal lights up. “Oh, I can’t even say it yet! I don’t want Ollie to go and ruin the whole thing.”
“I wouldn’t,” I say.
But both Lila and Cal go, “You would!”
They laugh.
I can’t tell you what it means to be normal or what exactly makes me not, but I’m not. Trust me. What I do know is that Mom brought home some psychologist’s paperwork with my name on it not too long before she told us she was pregnant, and I threw it away after she died because I didn’t want to add my name to Dad’s list of problems to deal with by himself.
I can fix myself without a bunch of grown-ups telling me what’s what.
I just like to know what happens in movies before I watch them. It’s not that weird.
Anyway, Cal doesn’t mind. She never has.
“All righty, you girls have fun. I left twenty dollars for pizza. I’ll be back early tomorrow morning.” My dad pats every pocket he has. The chest pocket on his scrubs—he’s a nurse, not a doctor, and no, he never wanted to be a doctor—his jacket pockets, pants, butt. “Ah, there it is.”
His wallet is always in his butt pocket.
“Bye, Dad,” Lila says.
Cal laughs at her phone. It’s just an observation. I don’t care.
As soon as Dad is gone, Lila picks up her phone to order pizza, but before she makes the call, Cal says, “I’ve got it!” And as she does, she says, “My mom has me schedule all of my own appointments. You should try that, too, Ollie. It’s good practice.”
She opens her mouth to say, People won’t do things for you forever, and some people, you know, need a little extra practice. Ask me how I know. Take a guess who some people are.
Anyway, she doesn’t get a chance before someone answers to take our usual order. A large cheese pizza.
Maybe making all your own appointments is what it means to grow up. I take out my phone and write that down in my notes app. I need ideas for my health project.
Another thing that might be growing up is how Cal and I used to get home from school, drop our bags at the door, and then run into the backyard. Our neighborhood was built at the expense of a lot of trees. I’ve decided this on account of the way our little yard backs up to a pretty big forest. A whole neighborhood-shaped cutout from the tree line. Before Cal cared so much about her clothes and Lila’s love life, we’d walk down the big hill to the creek in the forest and lift rocks close to the water’s edge, where the ground was saturated enough to attract loads of worms and insects.
So many people think worms are insects, but they aren’t. Animals fall into two different categories: vertebrates and invertebrates. Insects and worms are both invertebrates, but insects have an exoskeleton. Worms have no backbone or exoskeleton. Actually, “worm” isn’t even a genetic classification. It’s just a shape. A tube creature with no spine.
Either way, Cal didn’t used to shout Oh my gosh, ew! when she saw them.
I guess all change is kind of growing up, because it’s not like time moves in any other direction. This assignment stinks.
Lila’s phone rings, and she smiles. “Don’t eat all the pizza if I’m not out when it gets here,” she says, as if we don’t always save some for her. Then she answers the phone and walks back to her room, leaving the kitchen free from all signs of Ollie. Not a cup or crumb out of place.
“So.” Cal drags out the o as she hoists herself up onto the counter, dangling her legs off the side. “How was hockey? Nora said she heard Liam talking about practice. I don’t get why you still hang out with them.”
I toss a bag of popcorn into the microwave and fill her in on what happened, how Liam is basically a parasitic worm—not related to the earthworm; they just happen to be tube-shaped and spineless as well—in the belly of my life and he’s slowly depriving me of vital resources. Like hockey and Nate.
“I think you’re taking this too seriously,” she says, which is no surprise, because Cal doesn’t think anything is a big deal unless it happens to her. “Look, Liam is very cool and Nate wants to be cool. He’ll either get over it and go back to being some dorky nature artist or he’ll become a cool sporty jock boy. And, I mean, good for him if that happens, right? Don’t you think he’d be happier with them than—”
With me?
I cut her off. “Maybe.”
The microwave hums.
“I wasn’t going to say you. I was going to say those weird guys who, like, don’t wear deodorant even though everyone knows that you start stinking like the literal second you turn twelve.” She holds her nose and sticks out her tongue and I laugh only a single chuckle before realizing that I’ve been twelve for like eleven months and do I stink? She sighs. “I don’t see why you like him so much anyway. He’s not even that cute.”
I don’t know why that matters.
“Unless—gasp. Ollie, do you like him?” She puts her hands on her cheeks. “Ohmygosh!”
I’ve never thought of Nate in terms of cute or not, so I say, “No.”
“Mm-hmm.” Cal laughs.
“I really don’t.” And who cares if Rasheed and Theo stink? I mean, I care sometimes, but they’re nice. Nate is nice. Hockey is one of two places where I feel like myself. Embarrassing, I know. I’m not even good at it.
“Sure.” She shrugs. “Well, then it shouldn’t really matter that much.”
“Aren’t you supposed to fight for the people you care about?” This is what movies and books and love songs say, at least.
“Not if they suck.” Like it’s really that simple. He didn’t always suck, if he even sucks now. “You don’t fight when it’s a lost cause. Sometimes people grow apart. It’s just part of growing up.”
I pull out my phone and write that down as well.
Cal is the kind of friend I can talk to about things that happen—like Liam being a jerk or Lila being angry at me—but not about things I feel—like wanting to keep Nate in my life because he’s my friend and you don’t just give up and outgrow a friendship.
It’s fine.
Finally, the microwave timer ticks down and the space between pops grows longer. Five, four, three, two. I press the button and open the door.
I want to ask: What happens when you grow up, Cal? Instead, I pick up the bowl and head down the concrete steps to my kind-of-finished basement.
We plop down on opposite sides of the small sofa and I put the bowl down into the crack between our cushions. Cal’s phone is still out and she checks it like her hand might go entirely numb or totally forget to let her brain know that the thing had vibrated. It buzzes and she smiles.
My basement is a space that will never change. I know this because my mom was in charge of house projects. Our whole house is just a bunch of partially executed plans that my dad can’t bring himself to complete.
So the basement is cold and mostly empty, with gray concrete floors covered with a huge red Persian rug, which apparently belonged to her dad. He gave it to her way back before I was born. Before Lila, too. We’ve never visited him or talked to him, and my mom never talked much about him. Anyway, I’m not sure why we have his rug.
Another thing she left unfinished before she died: me.
“Okay, so please try not to overthink this.” Cal finally puts her phone down and grabs the remote from the water-stained coffee table. “My mom says it’s absolutely stunning.”
I raise my eyebrow, but she isn’t looking.
“Okay,” I say.
It’s The Sisterhood of the Traveling Pants, and even though she asked me not to, I look it up while it starts and she doesn’t notice. It’s based on a book, so it falls into both our categories without her knowing. That happens a lot. I read the entire synopsis while they pull a pair of pants off a clothing rack. This is when you’re supposed to tell me not to spoil it for you.
So I won’t.
Point is, these four girls have been friends their whole lives and they’re about to spend their first summer apart. Only they find a pair of pants that inexplicably fits all of them, even though they’re different sizes, and they take turns wearing the pants for a quarter of the summer each.
Going off looks alone, which I don’t need you telling me doesn’t matter, these girls probably wouldn’t be friends if they went to my school.
When Lila comes down with the pizza I want to ask, Do you think the pants would fit us? But I don’t, because I’m not even sure I’m a girl and what if the pants knew, with their magical pant wisdom, that I’m not like Cal or Lila or probably every other assumed-girl-at-birth person at my school?
“Oh, wow, this is old,” Lila says. She hangs out with her pieces of pizza like she’s considering staying for the whole thing. Eventually she says, “You left the plastic from the popcorn on the counter, by the way,” then she leaves us alone.
Or not really alone, because Cal is still smiling and texting, and whoever it is has dammed up the usually constant stream of conversation that’s supposed to come with movie nights.
I’m just making an observation.
When she puts her phone down and talks, it isn’t much better. Instead of laughing during the scene where the hunky Greek guy rescues one of the pants-girls from Grecian water before she drowns, Cal says, “Oh my gosh! Can you imagine those arms around you?”
Let’s be honest, maybe some people can be themselves, but some of us are better off just being normal. Even if it’s a lie.
So I hold out my soft smashers and say, “Totally.” And I say, “He’s so cute.”
And when we get to the kiss scene at the soccer camp, she doesn’t find it even a little gross.
She says, “I can’t wait for my first kiss.”
And I say, “Yeah,” even though I definitely can wait.
Blooming is only accurate for people like Cal, who are destined to become flowers in the end.
Picture grassy ground.
Picture a mushroom.
Just there. That’s me. No blooming. Nothing to stop and marvel over.
It’s fine, you know? Mushrooms are important for the ecosystem, even if you don’t want to pick them and give them to all the pretty girls you know or whatever.
When the movie is over, there are three pieces of pizza in the box, which means Cal has eaten one less piece than usual. We always leave two for my dad. And Cal always eats all her share.
“You going to eat that?” I ask.
She shakes her head. “No way. I’m watching what I eat.”
I frown. “Why?”
“I read online about how you can lose weight pretty fast by just eating less food.” She lifts her shirt up over her belly button and jabs her pointer finger inside. “Nora said that Ellie said that my belly button is too deep. See how far my finger goes in? Not good.”
Ellie Green is cooler than Nora, who’s cooler than Cal, who’s actually more of a smart kid than a cool kid. But ever since Cal and Nora worked together on their ecosystem food web assignment and spent a week together learning about the tundra, while I researched the far more interesting tropical rainforest with the much less helpful Otto Bok, she’s cool.
To be clear, I’ve always thought she was cool.
“I think you’re perfect the way you are,” I say, staring at her tummy. It looks basically like my tummy and I don’t think Ellie’s tummy would look much different, but I can’t back that up with any evidence.
Cal laughs and lets her shirt fall back over her stomach. “I wish I didn’t care about this stuff. You’re lucky. You don’t even wear a bra. I think you’re basically the only girl in the seventh grade who doesn’t.”
That can’t be true.
I say, “Oh.”
“You don’t even shave.” She nudges my leg with her totally hairless foot. “Maybe if you wasted less time goofing off with Nate you’d notice these things.”
She’s just making an observation.
That’s all.
How did they all know to start? My face is hot and my insides are cold and what I thought were totally adequate adaptation skills suddenly look more like a well-camouflaged creature out of its natural environment. Which is to say, entirely ineffective.

WHEN SHE’S GONE and I’m not sleeping, even though not a single car passes by to flash light through the gaps in my curtains, I pull out my notebook and start my project.
By which I mean I add to my list.
Growing Up
	Making your own phone calls—No problem
	“Changing”—Undefined
	Smelling bad—Check?
	Losing friends—I hope not
	Enjoying movie kisses—I can manage
	Standing up to bullies—Not my strong suit
	Shaving your legs—Doable
	Wearing a bra—Augh

I run through what happened in the hall with Grayson and Dina and the girl in the silly socks, who might actually be Dina’s girlfriend. I could have done better. I could have said something. Like … Okay, I’ve got nothing. Over and over again, I’ve got nothing. Each time I replay what happened in the hall I can’t picture a better, braver me.
I clasp my hands together like I’m two people in love, fingers interwoven.
Freak.
My face morphs to his expression and I release my hands.
Am I the bad guy here?
There’s something called the bystander effect, where everyone watches something terrible happen and assumes that someone else will do something about it and, surprise, no one does a single thing. What I did seems different, so I look it up and it’s kind of like I’m an accessory to bullying. I knew it was happening, and I knew it was wrong, and there I stood.
Was it bullying or a hate crime?
It definitely felt hateful, and I am awful.
Don’t act like you’d have done anything different, though, because it’s not always easy to do what’s right in the moment.
I toss my notebook on the floor and drop back onto my pillow.
I could have told her that the question was mine. Honesty is supposedly an important part of doing the right thing. But if you listen to the loud opinions people have on gender, there’s something even more important than doing the right thing: being the right person. And the right kind of girl is a girl who becomes a woman. Is growing up doing the right thing or being the right person? And you can’t say it’s both if one makes the other impossible. You can’t say it’s both if you don’t know what right means.
I fish the book from the floor and scratch out my Growing Up list.
Maybe more importantly, I need to answer the question: What does it mean to be a woman?



  
FIVE
THERE ARE FIVE stages of death, and dying is just the beginning.
Saturday is my exploring day. But instead of walking around the neighborhood, catching little snippets of everyone’s morning, before heading down to my sacred spot at the creek, I spend the morning in my bed with the cold slice of pizza Cal was too grown-up to eat—her loss, because it’s delicious and less work than eggs or a freezer waffle—and my notebook. My notebook of lists. Not my nature notebook or the notebook that I thought I would use to write down my dreams but can never find when I have a dream to document.
There’s the scratched-out Growing Up list and my new, empty How to Be a Woman list.
How are a bunch of seventh graders supposed to know what it means to grow up? It’s not like we’re in high school or something.
I pull out my phone and look up the word essay.
ESSAY
	noun: a short piece of writing on a particular subject
	noun, formal: an attempt of effort
	verb: to attempt or try

Apparently not all essays are created equal, and I have to say, the ones we’ve learned about in school—with a thesis and facts and citations that follow the skeleton taught in English—aren’t the interesting kind. If you ever take the time to read about it, you’ll know that some of the very first essays were people attempting to get their thoughts down on paper.
I’m basically an expert at making attempts.
This’ll be pie.
When my phone buzzes it’s almost noon. I haven’t actually attempted anything and I’m not sure where the time went.
NATE: Hockey today?
OLLIE: Sure. When?
NATE: Now. Probs be here for a few hrs.
They’re already playing.
Whatever. It’s fine.
I’m not worried because Nate would never forget about me on purpose. Maybe he got distracted when Liam, digging through his supervillain closet full of athletic gear, called to ask what color cones he should bring. Simple mistake.
You don’t just outgrow your friends.
You can’t.
I grab my hockey bag and stick from the mess that is my closet.
Lila sent a message to our family group chat this morning saying she’d be out for the day and telling me to clean the kitchen, which isn’t even that messy, and the hiss of white noise seeping through Dad’s closed door means he’s still asleep. So I head to the rink.
My dad would probably object to me walking even just to the park by myself without saying something to anyone, because who knows what kind of crazy serial killers are out there, right? I think he would worry less about this stuff if he didn’t watch so much true crime.
Plus, I have a hockey stick. And a big bag. I’m not a great target.
A smart serial killer would take someone else.
If Nate were here, we’d talk escape strategy. He’d say how he’d use the weight of his gear bag to knock the killer off-balance and I’d say how I’d go for the knees with my hockey stick.
The supremely cool version of me who could fight a crazed killer with a hockey stick is also probably good at hockey. I’m not horrible. I’m just not great and I’m not competitive and I’m not motivated. So maybe I’m just not cut out to play hockey.
Anyway, this version of me could totally handle a face-off or the pressure of a breakaway with seconds on the clock. Not that we have a clock. But this version of me? Yeah, they’d do it. They’d stand up to stupid Grayson or tell Dina … whatever. They wouldn’t spend hours before falling asleep googling things like how to smile so people know you’re not angry or how to make sure you don’t grow breasts. You know, naturally normal.
Maybe hockey doesn’t actually make me that person, but being around all the guys just feels right.
And maybe that’s part of what’s going so wrong.
“Uh, hey, Ollie.” Nate skates out of the rink to meet me in the parking lot. “I’m really sorry. He just wants to talk. Just hear him out, okay? Sorry, I—”
“Olive, hey,” Liam shouts. He skates over as well and puts his hand between my shoulder blades. He doesn’t even have to push. The heat of his hand repels me like we’re opposite poles of a magnet until we’re standing between the weathered yellow lines of a parking spot just about as far from the rink as we could be, which still isn’t all that far. “Look, you know how we were talking about other stuff you could do after school?”
And I say, “Yeah.”
And he says, “Thought about it?”
So I say, “No.”
Liam groans and Nate spins his little gold necklace around and around his neck. He only does that when he’s anxious or lying, usually when he’s anxious about lying because he’s a really horrible liar. I bet Liam doesn’t know that.
“What?” I ask. My feet pile together tiny rocks from the asphalt and I press the toe of my sneaker into the stack until I can feel the pointed edges of the rocks on my foot. “This is what I do after school.”
“Look. You’re cool and all, but it’s kind of weird, right?” He ducks his head to catch my gaze, thick black brows high on his forehead like he expects I know what he means.
“I don’t get it.” I’m talking to Nate, because he knows I don’t have telepathy, but he doesn’t look at me. Maybe he’s tired of transmitting my missed messages.
“You’re a chick.” Liam shrugs. My heart flops and my face warms up. The message is coming in loud and clear. “It’s just that you could do stuff with your friends. Chick things. Dance or something. Or hey, even chick hockey, but we all know you’re not really into it.”
And so maybe this isn’t the killing blow. It’s the death rattle.
There are five stages of death, and dying is only the beginning. And Liam wasn’t asking if I had something else to do; he was telling me to find something else.
“These are my friends.” My flopping heart twists into a knot in my chest. Worse than a knot, really, because a knot is just a knot and this is more of a constriction. Active. Getting tighter by the second.
Picture a constrictor tangled around its prey.
Picture rats.
Picture a whole entire antelope.
Picture me wrapped in the coils of whatever this is with no shell and stupid useless smashers.
Picture half the hockey team just watching. Rasheed and Theo leaning against their sticks by the fence like they’re not an accessory to all this.
This isn’t the bystander effect because no one sees anything bad happening here.
Nate just watches with his stupid not-cheese face.
Liam probably wants to feel my bones break under the pressure. So he says, “And even if you were any good, you’re basically a weakness because who really wants to defend a girl? Right, Nate?”
The chain spins around and around and around. Each loop squeezing until my heart is in my throat.
I can’t breathe.
It’s fine.
“And best case, right? People think you’re a dude or something. Look at you, you’re like a haircut away from being Rasheed over there.” Liam holds a finger under his nose, along his upper lip, and wiggles it.
Then he smiles.
Nate tugs on his necklace. Theo turns to Rasheed, who’s holding in laughter, and wiggles his finger under his nose, too. Shocker, he doesn’t find it all that funny anymore.
Picture my ribs snapping, one by one.
Picture my eyes bulging from the pressure.
Not some mouse or a thirsty warthog, but a stupid kid who isn’t good at hockey or friends or even being a girl.
A kid who thought their best friend was just busy over winter break, when he was off gobbling down this massive evil parasitic worm who sucked all the kindness and years of friendship out like it was never even there to start with.
And, honestly, I like my mustache in private, okay? It’s just hair and I don’t mind it. But I hate the way people look at it.
“Rasheed is Pakistani, you know,” I say. “It’s kind of a racist comparison.”
Liam laughs, but it’s not a joke. “You know that’s not what I’m saying.”
I sweep my foot and kick the pile of rocks and they scatter across the parking lot. And you know what the rest of the team does? They scatter, too. Back to practicing passes.
No one says how none of us were any good.
How we always lost our matches, which were only against kids from the neighborhood anyway.
None of this is supposed to matter as much as friends you’ve had since you were seven.
“Come on, Ollie.” Nate shrugs. “It’s not that big of a deal.”
None of this was supposed to matter.
Making yourself larger is a defense tactic that works great in the animal world, and as far as I can tell, body language is just as important to humans.
Picture a frog or a frill-necked lizard.
Picture a soft-shelled mantis shrimp raising its soft smashers.
Then picture me, pulling my shoulders back and standing up straight in an attempt to defend my territory.
Only problem is how most animals do this as a bluff, because they’re pretty short on defensive strategies beyond that show.
This is my death rattle, remember?
My stomach churns, but I hold my position.
“If I look like a guy, then why does any of this matter? People will just think I’m a boy and we’ll play like normal.” My voice cracks, which is not exactly a sign of confidence, but I didn’t do it on purpose. I’m embarrassed by how nice it feels to be thought of as a boy. It sits in my stomach like too much ice cream. My heart races and my hands shake the way I assume they probably might when you’re around someone you have a crush on.
Liam scoffs. “You might have a mustache, but soon you’ll be bleeding all over the place and growing boobs, just like every other girl in school.”
He backs away, grabbing at his own invisible breasts and laughing.
The cardinal signs of death are the end of breathing and circulation. I’m empty. All out of whatever was keeping me alive.
My eyes go blurry, but I hold the tears in. I don’t know how I do it, but I’m very good at maintaining the surface tension of the tears in my eyes, not letting them fall until I’m somewhere safe.
“Seriously?” I ask Nate.
He shrugs, looking more like Liam than before. I guess this is his form of defensive mimicry, only I don’t see why I’m the one he wants to scare off. “You don’t even like hockey.”
“Neither do you,” I say. Then I grab my bag and my stick and head across the parking lot to the playground while the surface tension of the tears breaks and they trickle hot down my cheeks.
I don’t say, I did like you, though.
The first stage of death is pallor mortis. The paleness that occurs when the heart stops pumping blood to the rest of your body. The start of a transformation away from everything that made you you. Maybe that only matters if you were somebody in the first place.



  
SIX
I THROW MY gear bag into the mulch and sit on the tiny playground fire truck. Your English teacher would have you believe that death foreshadows rebirth, but what I’m about to do isn’t majestic. I’m not a phoenix rising from the ash. Nope.
I pull out my phone and add to my empty How to Be a Woman list.
How to Be a Woman
	Grow boobs
	Take dance?
	Wear a bra
	Have a period
	Shave your legs and mustache (or not have a mustache at all?)

I can’t make my boobs grow or bribe my ovaries to start sending out eggs so I can get a period, but there’s still hope. I can do something about this.
Dina and her friends are watching me from the swings, so I wave. They wave back.
She’ll have no trouble with her health assignment. She’s not a fake. She and her friends have defied the rules of middle school. Of growing up. Dina is cool without being popular, which you might think is a contradiction, but there she is.
What really makes someone cool other than other people thinking so?
Is there one very cool person in charge of all this? If so, I bet they’re an eighth grader.
But then, there has to be someone at the way beginning. Like the big bang origin of coolness. The first humanoid to cut their fur—not for some practical reason, like wanting it out of the way for hunting, but for style. The first real hairstyle. The first homo-whatever to look into the water at their reflection and go, Wow, I look fantastic. Everyone who doesn’t look like me is way less than I am.
And just like that, all the pre-society humans were like, Whoa, we need to cut our hair to look cool and get new colors for our loincloths because this plain pelt is way out of fashion.
Anyway, the coolest thing about Dina and her friends is that they don’t care if people think they’re cool. This seems advanced. And that’s why Dina will write a really amazing essay.
And for some reason, she’s walking my way. I wipe my cheeks.
“Hey, Ollie.” Dina stuffs her hands into the pockets of her unzipped hoodie. “I overheard—I guess I just want to say that what Liam said was super sexist. Don’t listen to him.”
I don’t have much of a choice, do I? He’s taken over my comfortable space and pushed me out. It doesn’t matter whether I listen to him or not.
“It’s fine,” I say. But it’s not.
“The problem is theirs, not yours. Let them keep it, you know? Being a girl doesn’t stop you from doing anything. Keep playing if you want to play, but don’t make his ignorance your weight to carry.” She smiles and offers me a hand.
“Thanks.” I take her hand and stand up.
She’s gone through all this effort to be helpful, even though she doesn’t really understand my problem at all and now she knows I have a mustache, which I guess she probably already knew since we’ve been in school together for almost two whole years, but seeing it and hearing someone mention it are very different, I think. I’m still miserable. And I can still hear the clatter of practice in the background.
Now Liam’s parasitic worms are in my belly, slurping up all the good feelings before they even reach me.
“Want to hang out with us?” Dina asks, pointing to the swings.
There’s Roscel—who once wore a skirt to school as a joke, I think, and didn’t care when people made fun of him—and Mason, and the girl from the hallway. Mason is a white kid with red hair and glasses and a lot of freckles. He’s in my math class and he never talks, so it’s weird to see him so loud and happy with his friends.
Dina’s girlfriend gets off her swing and walks over, hoop earrings tugging on her earlobes. They’re heavy and probably uncomfortable, swinging under the cover of her thick black hair.
“He’s a jerk, you know. He and Grayson and all those idiots have nothing original to say. Ignore him. People are gonna be hateful.” She has a soft accent and a nice half smirk, which I’m saving to use later. “I’m Stella.”
It takes me a moment to realize, one, I’m actually making a probably-weird copy of her smile on my lips, and two, she’s expecting me to reply.
“Ollie.” I wave. “It’s fine. I don’t actually like hockey. It’s just something I do sometimes.”
Something I’ve done sometimes forever, but whatever. I’ve outgrown the playground and hockey has outgrown me and apparently you can just go and outgrow your best friend. That’s life, I guess.
It’s growing up.
It’s fine.
“Wanna swing?” Stella points to the empty red swing that’s still swaying from her dismount.
Once upon a time, everything was just that simple. Sort of. I was still weird and awkward, but no one really cared when all you had to do was ask if someone wanted to play superheroes and, bam, friends for life. Or I guess that’s what I thought.
The skates and shouting are gone.
“Yikes, Olive. Don’t let it touch you or you might really become a man.” Liam laughs.
Nate’s not-cheese face is more like he’s eaten mud until he catches Liam looking, then he tries to smile.
Stella rolls her eyes like she’s been doing it her whole life. I save that for later, but I think it’ll take serious practice to do it justice. “You went through all the trouble to make her leave. Why bother hauling your hate over here?”
“It’s fine,” I say, but no one’s listening.
And it’s not fine, anyway.
“Just figured she’d want to know what she’s hanging out with.” His words are oozing with disgust, and the constrictor is back.
“Oh, get over yourself.” Stella’s expression is parental stern.
She doesn’t shrink away. She’s the hero of her own story. Not a wimpy puffer fish inflated with fear, but majestic and certain as a lioness’s warning roar. To fit in—to raise my smashers—I’d have to make a stand, right? And you already know I’ve got no shell, so maybe now’s a good time to admit that the mantis shrimp is spineless—an invertebrate, like a worm.
This is not who I want to be.
But it’s who I have to become if I stand a chance.
“Drop it, Liam,” Dina says.
Roscel and Mason walk over from the swings and take root behind Stella. Roscel is tall enough to touch the monkey bars without getting up on tiptoe, and we all shrink as he stands there, arms across his chest.
“Sorry, I feel like you were saying something funny, but I don’t really get the joke.” Roscel puts on an honest, confused face. “Maybe explain it a little slower, for us simple folk?”
Liam sucks his teeth, his bluff losing air as his confidence deflates. He mumbles something, rolls his eyes, and leaves, Nate trailing behind him like a clever dog.
I wonder if that’s what I look like when I hang out with Cal.
Even though I have a million questions and I could probably use a friend and these people are cool and here and welcoming me, I say, “I gotta go.” Then I leave.
It’s better this way.



  
SEVEN
LILA WAKES UP early every Sunday to make us spinach and feta omelets. It’s a sisterly tradition, she says. Something very adult, according to my dad, that she started doing after graduating from high school. This way we can spend time together even though she’s grown-up and has work and school and Gabe.
I add Fall in love to my How to Be a Woman list before heading out of my room, still dressed in my flannel pajama bottoms and a National Geographic shirt with pandas eating bamboo across the front.
This is one thing that will never outgrow me. We’ll always need to eat breakfast, and every week has a Sunday. Simple.
Sometimes we also video chat with Mimi and Pop Pop, Dad’s parents, at least one Sunday per month. They’re already talking when I get down the steps of the upper split level, where all our rooms are, and onto the main floor, where the living room is. The kitchen is a few steps down from that. I can’t see them, but they sound happy.
“Hey,” I say as I make my way into the kitchen.
“Is that our little Ollie-bollie?” Mimi calls me by my baby name and I don’t mind. “Turn the phone around, Lila. I want to see your sister.”
Lila turns the phone, and I wave. “Hi, Mimi. Pop Pop.”
“Sweet pea, you shouldn’t wear those baggy old clothes. You look like a boy. Lila, you show your sister how to doll herself up.” She’s got her face close to the phone like she’s zooming in on me, and my skin crawls. Like I’ve rubbed my fingertips against the wrong kind of towel.
“Oh, Mimi, stop. She just woke up.” Lila turns the phone back around to frown at her.
Like I would be any different if it was the middle of the day.
“We’ve already heard all about you. Turn us back,” Mimi demands, and Lila does. “How’s school? Your birthday is coming up; you must be so excited. Thirteen! A woman. Both of my babies are so grown-up. Do you have any plans? We can’t wait for you to get our surprise.”
“I … uh. It’s fine. And I don’t know.” I shrug.
I don’t want their surprise. It’s hardly a surprise when I know what it will be.
“Oh, boo. You only turn thirteen once. You’ll need a big celebration, like your mother did for Lila when she turned thirteen. Bob, don’t you remember?” She swats at my pop pop’s shoulder, which is the only part of him in the frame. “She wore that stunning dress we got her. There must be pictures here somewhere.”
We get a great view of the spinning blur of her ceiling fan while she rustles around.
“Mimi, we have pictures here. I’m sure Ollie’s seen them before,” Lila says.
And I have, because they’re framed and in our hallway. We used to update the pictures each year, but that hasn’t happened in a while. Guess whose job that was?
“Hm. Fine. Lila, you’ll need to help her with her hair, she’s not learning anything from your father.” She grabs the phone and points it back at her face and shakes her head. Everything about me is wrong. “It was about your age that I stopped going by Lizzie and started going by Elizabeth. Maybe you’ll consider using your real name, too.”
Go ahead and add that to the long list of things I need to change. I don’t even need to write it down. It’s not like anyone is letting me forget.
I must be making a face because Lila goes, “Oh, crap! I forgot we needed to go grab something from the store before Dad gets home—”
“Lila, watch your language—”
Pop Pop talks for the first time, saying, “Oh, Lizzie, give the girls a break.”
“Bye, Mimi.” Lila waves.
“Let us know how everything goes! So excited for you both.” Mimi blows us a kiss, and Pop Pop’s hand comes into the frame to give a stiff wave before Lila hangs up.
Lila laughs and quickly puts her phone face down on the table, like they might pop up and start talking again if she doesn’t. The pressure in my chest gradually hisses away.
“Sorry, I asked her not to do that. She knows you’re not a big birthday person these days, but she’s … well.” She makes a little half smile and raises her brows to show that we both know exactly how Mimi is. She doesn’t need to say it.
Wild how a face can just do that.
Maybe Cal has fewer complaints about me, but her face can’t tell a whole lifetime of stories.
The relief fizzes out when she stands up from the table and says, “You know, you never actually threw away that plastic from the popcorn. And you left plates and cups and…” She sighs. “You left crumbs all over the counter.”
“Sorry.”
She’s still in her pajamas, which are apparently more appropriate than mine. Like a long-sleeved white shirt that’s way too clingy for comfortable sleep and some short shorts are better than a cozy old T-shirt. Like anyone cares how feminine I am in my sleep.
“You have to be better about cleaning up after yourself.”
I pick at an old divot in the table. “I threw the popcorn bag away.”
Lila laughs. “Okay, thanks for not throwing more trash on the counter?”
“I said sorry.” The divot is old. Probably almost as old as I am. Probably made by me. The table is full of scars like this, but I don’t know every story.
“I didn’t ask for an apology.” Lila sighs and opens the fridge.
The little rows of dots, fork prongs pressed into the wood, aren’t from me. By the time I came around, Mom and Dad had discovered the magic of place mats.
“Ollie?” She’s standing by the oven, carton of eggs in hand, gesturing at me like I’ve just ripped the biggest fart and forgotten to excuse myself. “I’m not your maid. Dad doesn’t have time to clean up your mess.”
“Got it.”
This seems to satisfy her. She says, “So, ready for breakfast?”
“Definitely.”
Every single Sunday, Lila shares wisdom you could only know by growing up and graduating from high school. Unfortunately, sometimes she’s not wise at all. Like when she said I should enjoy myself while life is still easy, which is a joke. I think part of growing up is coming down with amnesia and forgetting just how exhausting life was when you were younger.
Have you ever tried to make an adult realize how important it is to finish your research on the migratory patterns of the blue whale when all they want is for you to just empty the dishwasher already, Ollie, because it’s not like it takes that long and the articles aren’t going to just disappear? Like the dishwasher is going to disappear.
Whatever.
Other times Lila talks about Mom. Sharing things I wouldn’t have known because I wasn’t old enough for Mom to share her life with. Those are the best days.
After a long silence as she bustles around the kitchen, gathering tools and ingredients, Lila sighs again. So I wait for the thought to come out, as it often does once she’s adequately deflated. While she cracks eggs into a scratched-up green plastic bowl, tossing the shells into the trash can with slimy egg-goo fingers, she finally says, “I think Mom knew what she was doing when she married Dad, but I can’t imagine a world where I could marry someone who would lose me my family, you know?”
I shrug.
She says, “It’s just wild to believe that she came all the way over here for school, met Dad, and then never went home.”
Before last week, I didn’t actually know that Mom’s parents don’t talk to us because of Dad. She was supposed to go back to Iran after college, but she fell in love instead. And she had Lila, a total accident.
And she baptized her Christian, which apparently didn’t make her parents any happier.
Even though we’ve never gone to church a day in our lives, this alone was enough for her parents to cut her out of their lives for good. Can you imagine?
Lila is kind of a pro at making omelets. She cooks up the spinach and feta, then dumps in some seasoned whisked egg. Then she turns the pan all around, pushing at the edges of the egg so it cooks evenly.
Push, swirl. Push, swirl.
“I can’t imagine doing anything I knew would cut you from my life.” She stares at me like I’m preparing for an inevitable migration.
“Good,” I say. “That would be really crappy of you.”
I think she’s got it backward, though. I can’t imagine rejecting her for anything. Nothing you do, short of like becoming a serial killer or something, should lose you your family.
And sisters are forever.
I may not remember much, but Mom used to say that to us all the time. Especially when we were fighting over the good spot on the couch—far left side, next to Mom and the arm of the sofa—or definitely not touching each other in the car. Normal sibling things.
Even if I don’t feel like a sister, I’m still glad I have one.
My phone buzzes with a message from Cal.
CAL: what r u up to today?
Lila slides the most perfect omelet you’ve ever seen onto a plate and sends it across the table to me. “I guess people will do some crazy things for a boy, huh?”
I say, “Sure, I guess,” even though I’ve never loved a boy in my entire life and I’m not sure I want to. I don’t think that’s something I can fake.
Lila makes her own omelet in one pan and some eggs over easy for Dad in another, even though we both know that he won’t wake up until they’re cold. The microwave clock reads fifteen seconds. I always stop just before the beep and Lila clears her leftover time, which means that Dad came home early this morning from his shift and made himself some popcorn.
You know what’s completely ridiculous? He expects me to eat a balanced dinner all by myself when we know he eats popcorn and feta and watermelon more nights than not. Sure, he’s got good intentions, but he’s a perfectly fine person despite not doing any of the Very Important Things he expects of me.
And why is it that Lila is talking to me about love and Dad is pushing a healthy diet, but no one told me even once that everyone starts to stink at exactly twelve years old and all the girls in my school are wearing bras?
I have to adapt.
I can do better.
Animals do it all the time. Social adaptation is why you see loads of animals in packs, because the odds of any one wildebeest being eaten by a lion in a herd of one hundred wildebeests is a measly 1 percent. But a wildebeest on its own? It only takes one hungry lion.
It’s fine.
If I have to choose between being myself and fitting in, I’ll pick the herd, thanks. You can’t become a woman without being a girl first, right?
And I can’t handle this gift from Mimi if I’m not ready to be a girl.
Lila goes on about some boy she liked when she was my age—or maybe thirteen or fourteen, she can’t remember—and how he totally ruined her summer break by dating her best friend. The problem with pack living is that resources are limited and everyone wants the same things. Still, it beats being the only wildebeest around when a lion comes prowling. I’m busy stuffing my mouth full of omelet to keep all my questions from spilling out. I want to ask, What does it feel like to be in love? And What does it mean to be a woman?
I want to know if sex ed made her stomach tumble. If maybe everyone feels a little bit terrified about growing up and a little bit different from everyone around them. I want to know if everyone is hiding just how hard and confusing this is or if there’s something really, terribly wrong with me. If maybe I shouldn’t have thrown away those papers my mom left on the counter, because maybe some dumb grown-up in a big chair with a notebook and a brain full of science could have fixed me by now.
But I still have Lila.
And Lila is basically the most amazing woman I’ve ever met. She always looks exactly like other women, with long perfect hair and dresses or jeans that fit to the curves of her body. Sometimes I see her pinch the fat on her hips and thighs and belly, tugging like she might unravel into a smaller Lila if she pulled hard enough, but I think somehow that’s also part of being a woman, as far as I can tell.
“Are you even listening?” Lila says. She does this thing where she ducks her head into my field of vision to drag my attention back to whatever she is saying. She’s not the only one, either.
Why do they think what they’re saying is, always and by default, way more important than what I’m thinking?
“I need you to take me to the mall,” I say.
This is less deploying my soft smashers and more showing my soft belly. More trying to buy a new shell. Lila would never take a strike at me.
“Have you been listening to anything I’ve said?” She puts her fork down on her empty plate and narrows her eyes, like I’ve asked her what her favorite lizard is or whether she thinks humans will one day develop technology for casual underwater breathing. “And the mall? Really?”
She’s an adult. She has a car. Maybe she’s not Mom, but she wears a bra, so I suppose that makes her more of a woman than my dad. I don’t know, okay?
“I need a bra.” I do not need a bra. I’m as flat as a board and she even looks, like she’s checking to confirm that I haven’t grown boobs overnight.
“Oh.” She snaps her gaze back to my eyes and stares into my brain until I can feel it like a worm digging into my skull. This is a terrible skill that Dad says she got from Mom. “I guess that makes sense. It’s good timing, too. I have some stuff to talk to you about, so we can have a girl date. Let me shower and get ready.”
This could easily take a million years.
I toss my plate in the sink. Then I go to my room and lock the door. It’s small and plain, with pale yellow walls Mom painted when I was in her belly. I’ve got an absolute disaster of a desk and a black bookshelf stacked with comics and some of Mom’s books. A battered copy of Through the Looking-Glass, and classics like Peter Pan and The Thousand and One Nights, as well as a few weird romance novels with shirtless men on the covers. Dad put all of these in the attic way back, but they don’t belong there at all.
I haven’t read any of them, but I will.
I pull out my phone to reply to Cal.
OLLIE: Going bra shopping. 
CAL: AHHH 
CAL: I though ud never do it!!!
OLLIE: Haha
Cal’s room used to be yellow, too. She had creepy rabbity wallpaper that bordered the ceiling, but she pulled it down. Well, her dad did. Then he painted over the yellow. White, with a rose-pink accent wall. Then there were the posters. Even though I’d been giving her cutouts from my National Geographic magazines since we were little—mostly colorful birds and butterflies—she pulled them down in favor of what she called classy minimalism.
Maybe growing up is changing your bedroom. I write that down in my notebook, even though boys change their rooms as well. Girls probably do it differently.
My room is the same as always, with my big stack of National Geographic magazines piled under my bedside table. Pages missing. I bet almost all those gifted pages are in a landfill somewhere. I doubt Nate has kept his, either. At least if Liam has anything to say about it.
I bet Liam hates animals and the earth.
Anyway, maybe you start to grow up when all the things around you change as well. Like where you sleep and how you dress and who you hang out with. Eventually you just become different as a result.
Adaptation. You do what you can to stick with the herd.
We’re all just trying to survive.
If I painted my room white, my accent wall would be navy blue. That seems like a very adult color. I could have a big bed, like for more than one person to fit in, with boring white bedding the way you see in fancy TV hotels.
I’d be the kind of person who has cool posters of musicians or supermodels or old movies on their wall and interesting old clothes in their closet. The kind of person who sits up straight and smiles when they talk. It’s not hard to imagine exactly who I could be if I could change everything about myself.
Lila knocks on the door and I slouch out of character.
“Ollie!” She knocks again.
And I’m back to just me. Plain. Boring. Somehow an entire hour in the future and not even dressed, which was the whole reason I went upstairs in the first place.
“Coming!” I shout, scrambling to pull off my pajamas and throw on an outfit from my pretty-clean-clothes chair. Before I go to the door, I glance at the mirror, which is really such a useless thing to do. I know exactly what I look like and seeing my reflection only makes it worse, but I stare at myself anyway and imagine what I might look like in a suit. Nothing comes to mind, but I think I’d look pretty cool. I’d still be me, though.
And I’d still be wrong.
As soon as I turn away, my face is wiped from my mind.
I open the door to a very grumpy Lila. She rolls her eyes in a way that says she’s annoyed, but mostly okay with it, nothing like the eye roll Stella did to Liam. I’ve taken Lila’s version and used it with Cal when she makes me give her feedback on new dresses. “Jesus, Ollie. I swear, you take forever to get ready. What are you even doing in there?”
“Sorry. I was reading for school.”
“It’s fine. I can’t find my—” Lila rummages through her purse as she walks down the stairs. I’ve never wanted a purse, but maybe I should. Another piece of armor to add to my currently nonexistent collection. “Oh, here we go. My keys. Let’s go.”



  
EIGHT
I’VE NEVER HAD a panic attack before. I mean, I spend a lot of time generally panicked about things, like whether a tree will fall on our car when we drive through the wooded areas around our house or if someone somewhere is hurting an animal or whether global climate issues and hateful people will ruin this world before I’m even old enough to do something about it. But this is just the way I am. I’ve never really felt attacked by it.
Until now.
The dressing room is too small, for one. A coffin with walls that want to crush me like a spaceship trash compactor. And my phone has been buzzing with questions from Cal.
CAL: Hows it going?
CAL: 
CAL: Wat color r u going to get?
It’s white and it’s suffocating me. Like the tightness in my chest I felt at hockey, but this is really here, wrapping around my ribs. My reflection looks normal, other than being half naked with this useless bra on, but I feel like my eyes should be bulging. The fluorescent light hums and flickers.
And hums.
And flickers.
And screams.
There’s a tap on the dressing room door. “You okay in there?”
“Yeah. All good,” I lie.
How I can talk is beyond me. What with this bra squeezing the air out of my body, digging into my skin.
I will never need this.
I will not grow breasts.
I will never look in the mirror and see a woman.
My mom would be disappointed.
Picture her here, saying, Always be proud of your body.
And, Be bold, Ollie-bollie.
I don’t remember as much as I should but I remember enough to know that I’ve failed to become the daughter she hoped for. And disappointing dead people is how you get ghosts. Which might not be terrible because at least someone could tell me what the heck I need to do to get this right so I can move on with my life.
I extract myself from the bra and throw it onto the bench.
It’s coming home with me. It has to. This is growing up, right?
I pull my shirt over my head, crawl into my hoodie, and leave the stall.
“Yeah. It’s perfect. Fits fine,” I say.
Lila tries to raise her brow at me. She can’t do it, though. Never figured it out. “Oh, all right.”
“I’ll just get three or something.” Then off I go.
Past my sister. Past the signs featuring a well-planned diverse cast of confident teen girls smiling because they know. It’s natural for them. And they know it’s not for me.
Picture the sign falling from the ceiling. Picture it crushing me worse than the bra.
The same unfulfilling breath sticks in my throat. Yo-yoing up and down from my desperate lungs but never escaping.
“Ollie?” Lila follows me.
“I’m suddenly very hungry.” If I can talk, I can breathe. My body is a liar. It’s the one part of me that I’m supposed to be able to rely on, and now it’s lying. “I have diarrhea and need a bathroom, then I want to eat.”
The bathroom sign dangles over the aisle between the kids’ shoe section and the women’s professional section. Ancient cartoons play on a grainy giant TV screen to rows of tiny colorful shoes. Business-casual mannequins watch as I speed walk toward the entrance to the bathroom, where the word LADIES is written in giant letters and slammed onto the wall.
And do I even belong here?
I have to. I will.
Picture each letter dropping from the wall as I try to enter. A trap set to crush intruders.
If I move fast enough, maybe I can pass undetected.
If I move fast enough, Lila won’t catch up and notice that I’m turning blue. That my head is ballooning up so big that it’s bound to pop off my body and float up, up, up until it bobs against the speckled ceiling tiles and settles against one of these ugly and probably terribly dusty metal light fixtures.
Picture chaos—ahhhh, people would scream—as my body deflates into a little rubber pile on the ground, traumatizing children and professional women alike.
“Ollie! What’re—” Lila’s voice is cut off by the heavy bathroom door as it closes behind me.
Each breath I take, and apparently I’m taking a lot of them, is thick with the smell of lavender and whatever soap is used in just about every retail bathroom in the universe. As I hustle to the stall, a little girl whispers to her mom, “Why’s he in the girls’ room?”
Her mom shushes her. They leave.
And suddenly I can breathe again.



  
NINE
LILA DOESN’T ASK what happened as she slides a plastic tray of food-court Chinese between us. She nearly knocks the bag of bras from the table, she’s so busy staring at me. I’m not telepathic, but I hear all her questions.
What’s wrong with you? Why can’t you be normal? Why are you such a mess? A disaster? Why didn’t I get a sister who shops for dresses and wears makeup and wants my probably excellent advice about love and boys?
Her top-notch sister skills are totally wasted on me.
But they don’t have to be.
The quiet only lasts a little while before it gets the best of her. It’s always the same: She takes a big breath, as if stuffing more air between her words and her mouth might just stop them from coming out. Her lips form a long straight line. Then she exhales.
“I was nervous about puberty, too, you know?” She says this to her veggie mei fun. “Mom would have known what to say, sorry. This really snuck up on me. It’s terrible timing.”
I want to say, Same. I want to ask, Why? Instead, I say, “Oh.”
“It’s actually kind of funny. I was so freaked out by the idea of getting a period.” She laughs. “I remember watching all my friends get it, you know? None of us were exactly excited, but when it started happening—you remember Sarah Barker, right? She got her period on the playground in fifth grade. We were all sort of jealous that it wasn’t us. Or at least I was. For all I know, she wasn’t the first, but she got a lot of attention for it. Allie got hers in English the next year, and apparently this kid Ryan was the first to notice and he didn’t even, like, announce it to anyone else. He just gave her a hoodie to wrap around her waist. We almost didn’t believe her because Ryan was never exactly the nicest guy.” She weaves her hair between her fingers and twists the strands nervously. People meander around the food court, browsing, waiting in line, carrying food to tables. Everyone having their own moments. Lila takes another breath and shrugs half-heartedly. “Eventually, basically everyone had gotten it. No one really said anything, but we all knew. People casually asked for pads or mentioned PMS. I actually started carrying pads around in ninth grade just so people wouldn’t question me. I was so embarrassed.”
“Wait, you never got your period?” There’s hope. My heart races.
“No, I didn’t say that.” She shakes her head and—flush—my hope spirals away. “Turns out I have PCOS. Mom had it, too.”
I raise my left eyebrow.
“Polycystic ovary syndrome. It’s a hormonal imbalance that causes a bunch of things, but sometimes leads to these fluid-filled growths, or cysts, on your ovaries. They don’t usually hurt you, but they can mess with your cycles and make it so you might not ovulate regularly, which can make it take a while to get your period and cause big gaps between periods. Anyway, Mom told me she didn’t get her first period until like fourteen. Apparently it made getting pregnant kind of difficult.” She pauses and breathes. Neither of us knows what to say. Thinking about Mom being pregnant brings back memories of the night she left. I see it play in Lila’s eyes. We both share this face of sadness and I didn’t even need to steal it from her. “Anyway, I had to take some medicine to start mine. I didn’t even want it at that point, but it seemed like something that needed to happen and I was relieved when it came.”
It’s really hard to imagine twelve-year-old Lila. Nine years ago I was three, and I don’t remember anything about her other than the way I loved her. The way I used to wrap my arms around her thighs and press my face into them like the most comfortable, squishy pillows. Back before I knew how she might hate her thighs the way Cal maybe hates her stomach. And maybe I should start thinking more about my own body, too.
Maybe that’s part of being a woman.
All our family photos show a confident Lila, looking an awful lot like any other girl I’ve ever met. But if she was nervous, then how am I supposed to manage?
“I’m not ready.” It’s as close to the truth as I can force out.
I can’t tell her that I’m not a girl. That I am not a woman. Especially when I’m not entirely sure what I am. Maybe I’m nonbinary. Maybe I’m transgender. But these seem like the kinds of words you should never say until you know for sure. The kind of words I can probably go a lifetime without saying, if I try hard enough.
She smiles. This is Mom’s face. One that has stuck with me the way I remember the smell of the bonfires we used to have back when we’d go camping or the sound of Lila’s violin when she played in her high school orchestra. “I think that’s normal, Ollie. It’s a big change, and I’m an open book, okay? I’m sorry. I’ve just been so busy. I forgot all of this was right around the corner for you.”
She’s lucky it hasn’t happened all right. I hear people talking about pads and PMS, and I wouldn’t be surprised if the whole school moved on to a life where puberty was normal and left me behind.
“Busy with what?” She’s always busy, but she usually talks about why. She loves to talk.
“Right, I was hoping we could talk about this today.” Lila closes her empty container and sits back against the vinyl bench cushion. “This timing totally sucks, I hope you know that I know that. Before you react, just listen to me talk, okay? I know you don’t like big changes, but I’m going to do what I can to keep things normal for everyone.”
“Okay.” I hate this.
“I’m moving in with Gabe. His roommate moved out and he asked me to move in and I said yes. I’m not going to be that far away, and Dad said you could come stay with me on Saturdays if you want. It could be fun.” She’s trying to scoop my attention away from the table.
It’s fine. I’ll adapt. What’s one more change?
Still, there are tears somewhere in my belly. Something like sadness and anger. But all I can think about is whether I’ll have PCOS, too. Whether I could just hide it forever and grow old without ever getting a period.
I say, “Oh. Okay.” Then I grab our empty containers and throw them away, knowing how they’ll outlive my grandkids, if I have those, in some landfill or kill an unsuspecting sea turtle or maybe wind up in space when we’ve flooded Earth with all our stupid human waste.
It’s all totally, absolutely fine.
When we finally get home, I ignore Cal’s messages and shove the stupid bag of bras under my bed.



  
TEN
PCOS DOESN’T EVEN stop you from becoming a woman. I want ovarian cancer. Or breast cancer. Maybe both. I know it’s horrible. I’m an atrocious human being, but I can’t stop fantasizing about a doctor delivering the news.
I’m sorry to tell you this, but we’ll need to remove your ovaries.
“Oh no! Not my precious ovaries,” I say.
And your breast tissue as well. I’m sorry. This must be very hard.
I could try to cry, but I’m only so talented. “That’s so terrible. How will I ever become a woman without all of these important parts?”
And maybe they’d let me just be a boy, if that’s even what I want.
But no. I’m going to become a woman. I have to become a woman. All I need to do is figure out what that means.
Instead of spending lunch silently sitting at the end of the bench, Cal dividing me from the rest of her friends like I’m some sort of anomalous extra pinkie attached by a single thread to their very important social circle, I pay attention.
There’s Cal and Nora, hip to hip, talking about Elijah.
Cal is practically slumped over the table, saying, “His eyes are—”
“Oh my gosh, they’re dreamy!” Nora says.
“So dreamy. Perfectly brown.” She smiles. “I did a Punnett square and our babies are basically destined to have stunning features.”
Nora used to sit on the other side of the bench, closer to the middle of the table, and Kevin Stevens sat next to Cal. They’d do their homework together with some of the other honors English kids. I am not an honors English kid.
Neither is Nora.
And now Cal spends lunch not doing homework.
It’s just an observation.
“You guys would make perfect babies,” Nora says, like it’s a completely reasonable thing for a twelve-year-old to plan.
Maybe it is.
Ellie, who usually sits on the other side of the table entirely but comes over to our side halfway through lunch, plops down on the end of the bench across from me. Everyone moves down to accommodate her.
She’s a confident social commander, and I’d use her as the perfect example of approaching womanhood if I could convince even one cell of my body that she is the end goal. As vile as it is, I’d sooner become Liam than Ellie.
“I don’t know, you both have pretty big noses. Might not be great to combine them.” Ellie shrugs like she’s just pointing out the obvious. “He is dreamy, though.”
She glances over to his table. He sits with Liam and Nate and Cash and Grayson.
Way in the corner are Dina and her friends. Like everyone else here, they’re loud and happy. Roscel is there, too, with Mason. There’s always room at their table, but they also take up as much space as possible. Bags spread out on the table, bodies draped over the benches. Never just sitting.
Cal is hurt by the comment, and no one says a thing to make her feel better. I don’t think this is what it means to be a woman, but it happens a lot.
Still, I think I’ve got some good material. Boys, babies, planning for the future. An optional side of tearing down your competition like we’re not all just trying to survive here.
After school I stare at the growing to-do list that is my disaster of a bedroom. You can’t even see my carpet under the dirty laundry or my desk under the papers, with my How to Be a Woman list on the top from when I jotted down notes from lunch and health class, where everyone finds this topic very obvious and boring. And even though I still need to come up with my topic, I also have to read for English and study Cambodia for world history and do a worksheet for math, but you know what I don’t do? I don’t open my computer. There’s too much to do to know where to start.
So I shower. Maybe that won’t solve a single thing, but remember how I’m twelve so I probably stink? I don’t want Cal to notice when we hang out later to work on our health assignment. She already knows I’m falling behind; I can’t reek, too. When I’m done, I dry off and stare at myself in the mirror in my room. I suck in my belly. I pinch the fat.
It’s a part of me that I never considered to be a problem, but it’s there.
Skin is thick, but a quick search breaks the terrible news that, wouldn’t you know it, abdominal skin thickness is affected by puberty and whether you’re a boy or a girl.
Either way, skin is something like a millimeter thick. So it’s not just skin.
I push my hair behind my ears and twist it out of sight, then flex my shoulders so they’re broad and the muscle rises just enough to form a little hollow above my collarbone. I don’t look any different than when the boys play hockey shirtless in the summer. Not one little bit.
I bet they eat however much pizza they want. I bet they don’t pinch their belly fat.
I think I would have been a better and more confident person if I’d just been born a boy.
Does that make me sexist?
Don’t tell me if it does.
There’s a little bit of hair where there wasn’t before. My stomach drops, my muscles shrink, and slowly my hair eases back into place. I don’t get any say in this, and that’s got to be the most messed-up thing in the world, right? This is my body. I’ve had it for my whole life, and it’s just going to go and change without even consulting me?
I like how I look.
Two heavy thuds rattle my bedroom door. “Ollie, you in there?” My dad.
“Yeah.” I shrink away and grab my towel, wrapping it around my body before peeking out at him. “What?”
“Cal’s here.” He watches me through the crack like we haven’t seen each other in weeks, which may as well be true. “Hey, we should have a dad-daughter date. It’s been a while, right? Maybe this week? Saturday?”
Sometime after we started to lose family dinners, Dad made up this thing called a dad-daughter date, which is when he hangs out with just me or just Lila to make up for the fact that we don’t actually sit down and spend time together anymore. But these dates are just as weird as they sound. This might seem bad, but it’s actually reassuring. At least my awkwardness comes from somewhere.
“Sure,” I say.
“Okay.” He doesn’t move or close the door. “Um. All right. Yeah. It’s a date, then. I hope things are, you know, going okay with you in there.”
Does he mean right now, or in general?
“Yeah, totally. Dad, I need to get dressed.” I push the door closed, but he doesn’t walk away.
The floor doesn’t creak.
Then it does. Slow creaking that gives me a kind of swampy feeling in my chest, like I should have had something better to say to him.
Cal is waiting for me when I get to the living room, so I shove my sneakers on and grab my backpack.
On the way to her house she says, “Okay, so I was talking to Nora about this last night and we came to the conclusion that this is basically a throwaway assignment.”
“Oh?” I can’t imagine why she thinks that.
“Yep.” She nods. “I mean, I don’t see how we’re supposed to really draw any conclusions without doing research, since none of us exactly have firsthand experience on being an adult, but growing up is pretty straightforward.”
All the houses in our neighborhood are like fifty years old or something and look basically the same. My dad calls this cookie-cutter, like it’s a bad thing. On the outside, Cal’s house is the same as mine. Split-level, reddish-brown roof, stone exterior. A little path and steps to the sidewalk and a driveway into a single-car garage. If you press your back against the side of the garage and swing out your leg, you can almost touch the house next door.
Just like mine, Cal’s house has a living room right when you get inside, a kitchen and door to the basement on the lower level, and bedrooms upstairs.
All these similarities between our houses make the differences stick out. Maybe they’re identical on the outside, but her house is better. They redid their whole kitchen a few years ago and their refrigerator is shiny and silver and not at all magnetic, which is kind of a downgrade if you ask me. They have an island where they can sit on barstools and eat, which is also a downgrade because you have to lean in to see people if you want to talk to them. And forget about ever knowing what the person at the far end of the island is saying. Still, I can tell it’s nicer in the ways that count. In the ways other people care about.
They also have a robot mopper named Bonks, who cleans the floors with a press of a button but sometimes crashes into things in the process.
You wouldn’t know that if you walked by, though.
Like if you looked at me and Cal, you might think we’re the same. That we’re sisters or something. Only she’s fancier on the inside, too. You can tell with not too much effort.
And so it’s no surprise that growing up would be so easy for her. She’s better than I am at being exactly who she’s supposed to be. Because she is exactly who she’s supposed to be.
It’s just an observation.
I say, “Sure, I guess so,” even though growing up is the least straightforward thing I’ve ever had to do.
We plop down onto her bed, where the assignment and her computer are already laid out. In my house, Lila sleeps in this room. It’s the second biggest of the three rooms. Guess who’s in the smallest? Maybe I’ll get Lila’s room when she moves out, not that I want it because it’s Lila’s room and who wants to go and share a room with some boy when you have your own perfectly good room at home with your family?
Cal has a dresser that matches the bed that matches the desk. All the frills.
She pulls her computer onto her lap. “Have you thought about yours at all? I’m not sure if she’s expecting some sort of more specific topic, but I’m pretty sure I’ve already got an idea, I just need to flesh it out.”
“Kind of?” I shrug. “Did you know that the word essay is based on the French word essai, which means a trial or an attempt, which is based on a Latin word meaning ‘to weigh’? So you really don’t even need a conclusion. Historically, essays were just people thinking on paper and they didn’t need any sort of answer.” She’s waiting for me to finish. “I just mean that maybe we’ve got it all wrong thinking that everything we write about needs to end in us pretending we’ve figured it all out.” I pull out my laptop.
“Sure, but I want an A on this so I’m going to come up with a conclusion because the rubric says we need one.” It’s not like I’m really passionate about essays, but I’m still offended. It’s not right to be so limited just because some grown-up decided to make up new rules. “Basically growing up is hitting puberty, right? Because puberty can’t be undone. It’s finality.” She says this like she wants me to know it’s impressive. A word I don’t know, but I can pretty much guess what it means. “Puberty causes all these physical and mental changes that alter us forever. And you start to have to be this whole real part of the world. You can’t go back to being the same as you were when you were a kid.”
“I guess.” I want to go to bed.
“Right. So, growing up is part inevitable physical change and part decision. I know lots of grown-ups who still act like kids. That’s a choice, right? You’re still old, but you’ve decided to be immature.” She’s very sure of herself.
“So you’re a grown-up when your body says so?” I ask.
She laughs and shakes her head. “No, that’s not what I’m saying at all. Puberty is just the start. I got my period last year, right, and I’m not a woman, but I’m definitely more grown-up than someone who hasn’t hit puberty. Womanhood is a journey, Ollie.”
Usually I like how confident Cal is because it means there’s just one less thing for me to figure out on my own, but her certainty is kind of disturbing. “What do you think it is that makes someone a woman?”
“Just being a woman. I don’t know. You’re being super weird—weirder than usual. Is this about what happened with hockey?” She pushes her laptop onto her bed and picks up her phone, swipes, and smiles. “Because who cares, right? Hockey isn’t the end of the world, you’ll find better things.”
Only I never told her about what happened this weekend, so how does she know?
It’s fine.
Over the summer Cal’s mom bought her a bulletin board with a dry-erase section and hung it over her bed so Cal could track her camp and activity schedule. It’s loaded with calendar pages and notes and doodles that are different every time I come over.
I’m not jealous.
It’s just an observation.
“No, it’s not about that. I just wonder what, exactly, makes someone be a woman? Boobs? Because I read that guys can have extra breast tissue. A vulva? What if you have testicles where your ovaries should be; are you still a woman if you want to be? It can’t be makeup, because that kid Roscel wears makeup sometimes and I am pretty sure he’s still a boy.” I want to stop, but my mouth keeps going anyway. I’m embarrassed now, and I’ll be even more embarrassed later. “He also wore a dress to school. And people said it was a joke, but I don’t know that it was. Is it liking boys? Because I think Dina is dating that girl who wears the crazy mismatched socks. And—”
“Ollie—”
I speak louder. “And if there isn’t anything specific that makes someone a woman, then how is anyone supposed to know how to do it right?”
Cal holds up her hands like two stressed-out stop signs. “Ollie!”
“What?” My stomach is a swarm of angry bees, and pressure builds in my chest as they search for a way out.
“You just know, Ollie. People don’t think about this. It’s not that hard, and no one is asking you to define it anyway.” She pulls her computer back onto her lap but watches me from behind the screen.
I want to say, You’re asking me to define it. If growing up is hitting puberty and hitting puberty will supposedly make me into a woman, then isn’t growing up becoming a woman? And it’s not like I can un-grow-up if I do it wrong.
“Oh my gosh, did I tell you that Elijah finally asked me out? We’re going to hang out at the mall on Saturday. My mom won’t let me go alone, which is totally ridiculous, but still. It’s my first date, and I am literally losing my mind.”
Me too.
But I’ve done my research. I know what to do. I fall back into place, raise my smashers, and say, “Oh my gosh. That’s amazing.”
She smiles and takes a deep breath. “I am so nervous!”
“It’ll be perfect,” I say.
“I’ll text you everything, even if it’s a terrible time.”
“I’ve got to go.” I can’t do this. I pick my bag up off the bed. “I have this thing. I forgot.”
“Oh. All right.” She barely glances up. “See you at school. And seriously, don’t procrastinate on this, okay?”
I nod. “Yeah, I won’t.”
Mrs. Mylonas sits on a barstool at their kitchen island with a computer and a whole mess of papers. I’ve never seen her do anything but work. Maybe growing up is doing a lot of work and never having an end, like a summer break or anything. Lila wasn’t so busy in high school.
I don’t leave, though. Instead, my feet take me to the top of the short flight of steps between the living room and the kitchen, and I say, “What makes you feel like a woman?”
Why should Cal be the only one to benefit from the feminist wisdom of her mom?
She looks up from her computer and pushes her thick black glasses up the bridge of her nose. It’s the same bony arched nose with a notch on the bridge that Cal has, only I bet she isn’t as self-conscious about her nose as Cal is.
She says, “What?”
“It’s … for a project. I’m writing about what it means to be a woman. I can’t use the internet, so I’m, uh, conducting interviews. And I didn’t know where to start, so…” I would have started with my mom. That would be the logical place to start.
“Oh, okay. Is this for your health essay?” She’s giving me her full attention now, head tilted and brows loosely furrowed. Mrs. Mylonas has a way of making you feel her attention.
“It is.” My whole life is just an attempt, after all. So this makes sense. I’m trying.
“Is there a specific question you’re asking for your research?” she asks.
I shake my head and pull out my phone to record the conversation. “No. I guess I’m just trying to figure out what it means for someone to be or feel like a woman. Can I record this?”
I can’t believe I’m saying this out loud. And it doesn’t even sound that weird.
“Of course.” She nods and presses her lips together. I save this face for later and pull out my phone to record the conversation. “That’s hard. If you’d asked me at your age, well, I never felt like a very cool girl. I read and focused on my schoolwork. I dressed the way the girls in my class dressed, but I don’t think I ever felt like them. It sounds horrible, but I think I didn’t want to be like them. As if somehow being like every other girl would make me less than myself. Still, I kept up with the trends.” She laughs and shakes her head. “Now, though, being a woman is just being me. Doing or not doing things because I do or don’t want to do them. People rag on aging, but I care way less about what people think of me than I did even ten years ago. It’s a relief.”
I frown on purpose so she knows that this answer wasn’t what I wanted. “Okay, but a man could do that.”
She makes a thoughtful face again, only this time I don’t like it as much because she smiles at the end. “Sure, I don’t see why not.”
“Then that has nothing to do with being a woman.”
“Well, you’re in health, aren’t you?” She pulls her glasses off to wipe them with her shirt, and I wonder if she can see me or if I’m a big fuzzy blob. “I assume you know the differences between male and female anatomy. I think some people might say that womanhood has a lot to do with the way the world interacts with that anatomy, good or bad. How you’re perceived by others. Advertisements, magazines, media—heck, even your peers. For me, motherhood was the most womanly thing I’ve ever done. But plenty of women can’t or don’t want to have kids, so I can’t say that defines womanhood in general.”
I nod as if all of this makes a great deal of sense, even though she definitely hasn’t really answered my question. “Okay, thank you.”
“I’m sure you’ll find that most of us have our own paths to womanhood. It’s not a universal experience.” She fixes her glasses back on her face and shuffles through her papers. When I put my phone away and turn to leave, she calls, “Hey, Ollie?”
“Yeah?”
She looks a lot like Cal. Like she has all the answers and she knows it. “This is a great idea for a paper. I’d love to read it when you’re done.”
I smile, because this should make me proud. “Thank you.”
My heart is jammed way up in my throat and my stomach is sunk in my pelvis.



  
ELEVEN
JUST LIKE WOMANHOOD, there are many paths to get to the best spot in the whole forest. So it’s not like I need to go home first. If you follow the creek away from the tree line, past the giant boulder that must have fallen from nowhere, because it’s not like we’re by a mountain or ridge or anything like that, eventually you find the charred remains of a barrel-thick tree rotting away on the ground. It wasn’t always rotting, but time has a way, you know?
Anyway, the tree split in half after a lightning storm, back before I really understood, no matter how many times Lila and Mom and Dad said so, how thunder was just a sound and nothing to be afraid of. These days I wouldn’t be afraid of the ground-trembling crack that came when the lightning hit that tree.
My mom trekked Lila and me, with muddy rain boots and bedhead, down the hill behind our yard until we found the blackened tree lying across the length of the creek like a burnt bridge. What was left of the trunk looked like a chair, with a high back where the tree had split, and a rough seat. Mom marched back down first thing the next morning with tools to flatten the seat.
We called it The Throne.
And we’d sit there and talk about the mushrooms that grew along the tree bark and the little fish that swam in the creek. She’d listen to our good days and our bad days. When Lila came home in tears, they’d head down the hill together and come home renewed and smiling. It was a sacred space.
And if she were here with me today we’d talk about important things, like when was I supposed to start wearing a bra?
One time when we were on The Throne, my mom said that being a woman in Iran was different from being a woman in America. She told me this before I was thinking about being a woman at all, so I never thought to ask things like How is it different? Or Is that why we never talk to your parents?
Or What if I don’t want to be a woman anywhere?
So what if Cal gets to talk to her mom all the time? At least I still have The Throne.
I close my eyes and say, “Are you there, Mom? It’s me, Ollie.”
She’d listen, like she always did. I unzip my bag and open my notebook of lists.
Dear Mom,
Maybe this is useless, because you can’t even answer, but I’m not ready to talk to anyone who could have an opinion.
I just need to know, am I a mistake?
Am I who you wanted me to be when you had me? Or have I grown up all wrong?
I’d like to think you’d tell me that I’m perfect as I am as long as I’m being myself. You said that to me in kindergarten when still-bully Grayson told me that my Iron Man Halloween costume wasn’t for girls. You didn’t ask me why I wore scrubs to trick-or-treating instead, though.
I am not a girl, Mom.
I think maybe you knew that.
I don’t know who I am, though. And I think it will be best for everyone if I find a way to be a woman. I can do it. I can try to fall in love, too. Even if I’ll probably never look at a boy the way Cal looks at Elijah, and I’ll never want to kiss or marry
or have perfect babies with him. But I’m also not sure I want a girlfriend, like Dina has.
Between you and me, mouths are super disgusting and the tongue is just a wet bumpy muscle. It’s actually eight muscles and it works a lot like an elephant’s trunk. And all of that just makes the idea of putting my tongue into someone else’s mouth to touch their tongue so weird. That’s not even taking into consideration the bacteria.
You made a decision that lost you your family. I wonder how you did it and why.
I wish I were as strong as you were.
But I’m not. If being a woman is mostly what body you have and the way other people see you, like Mrs. Mylonas says, then all I have to do is look the way everyone else looks and I’ll be fine.
But if I’m going to be fine, then why do I feel so doomed?
Confusedly yours,
Ollie
In the bottom of my bag is a plastic ziplock with crumbs from some cookies or something. I shake it out, stuff the letter in, and shove it into one of the holes around The Throne’s dead root system like it’s my own private mailbox.



  
TWELVE
LET ME TELL you how a face that used to make you smile and laugh can make your heart swell like it’s been stung by a thousand wasps. Supposedly wasps only sting when they’re threatened, and just like supposed womanhood, I guess being a threat is all about how other people see you, because I’m not doing anything threatening as far as I can tell.
Anyway, the wasps come when Nate stops me on my way out from school and says, “Hey, Ollie.”
Picture my normal-sized heart thumping faster because, clueless as I sometimes feel, even I can hear the buzzing.
Did you know that a wasp will buzz louder before it strikes? Did you know that, even once it stings you, a wasp will keep attacking because it knows the battle is over but it can’t let you walk away? It wants to take you down.
Even though I hear the buzzing, I say, “Hey, Nate.”
I want him to tell me that he finally opened his art set and will I come over for chicken nuggets and root beer so we can read The Incredible Hulk together? Keep dreaming, right?
It’s fine.
He fidgets with his chain, and I wait almost a full eternity for him to say, “Look, Ollie. It’s not that we can’t ever be friends or anything, but I just don’t think you should come back to hockey.”
I didn’t even plan on it, so the wasp is just being stupid and pointless and inconsiderate because there’s no way I can go back there knowing that everyone heard what Liam said about me and my mustache and they didn’t care to stick up for me.
My body is stiff. “Fine. But are you really giving up on art? I mean, no one sketches a fern the way you do.” What feels like eons ago but is really only a few weeks past, he would have found this funny.
Instead, he squints like I’ve just jabbed him in the gut with the hockey stick I’ll probably never pick up again. “Come on, Olive. I’m just trying to be normal for once, okay? You should give it a try. Make some other friends.”
But even he doesn’t see that I’m making an effort. That my hair is brushed and pulled back. That I didn’t wear a hat or a baggy hoodie. Even Cal was too busy during lunch, talking with Nora about Elijah and their big date plans, to pay attention to the fact that I was wearing the fuzzy purple scrunchie she gave me.
How am I supposed to be a woman if no one sees me at all?
“Ollie!” Dina sneaks up behind me and I flinch. “I was hoping to catch you after health, but you left pretty fast. Anyway, we decided to start a queer book club and I was wondering if you’d want to join.” She gives Nate a stink face.
Saying yes would be noticed, and not just by Nate and his definitely-not-cheese face. But I can’t bring myself to say no.
So I say, “Oh. Cool.”
People are loading on to buses, shouting out of windows before sitting down to text the people they just said goodbye to because they have friends, and good for them. It’s not like I’m missing out, it’s just an observation. Stella waves, waiting by one of the buses in the circle.
Dina waves back and bites the inside of her cheek. “Well, just think about it. Our first meeting is on Monday after school in Ms. Atando’s room.” Then she smiles at me, looks at Nate, and leaves to meet up with Stella.
In another life, Dina and I might be friends. In this life, we could be friends. But that’s not the plan, right? It’s better this way, right?
It has to be.
Nate looks over his shoulder at the bus as they hop on, hand in hand. “And maybe not them. You know what people are saying, right?”
People are always saying a lot of things, you know? How’s a kid supposed to keep up? It’s not like anyone tells me anything.
I squint, the way my sister does when I get going about the bizarre sea pig and other deep-sea creatures, and say, “They’re both nice.”
“Stella’s not … Liam said—”
“I don’t care.” I squeeze my eyes shut. It’s not his information to share. “I don’t care.”
“Ollie.” I can’t even look at him, but I feel his gaze on me and it’s ants on my skin.
It’s hot needles. It’s the feeling in my spine when I rub my fingertips over the wrong kind of fabric.
I hear the words from the hall.
Freak.
Liar.
Nate says, “You can’t be like this forever.”
He says, “Or maybe you can. But I won’t.”
It’s the persistent jabbing of thousands of wasp butts right into the muscles of my heart.



  
THIRTEEN
SOMETHING COOL ABOUT bees is that some species blend their own perfumes from different flowers in order to attract mates, which means that putting on makeup and all that jazz isn’t just about love. If bees can understand all of this, then so can I. I’m way smarter than a bee. I also think that animal mating rituals prove that people aren’t as clever as they think. Think about it: If penguins can pick out smooth pebbles for their mates, then this whole diamond ring thing isn’t exactly anything special.
Point is, I’ve totally got this, right?
Who cares that hours of research—not for my paper, okay, just to clarify what Mrs. Mylonas said about the world and anatomy—only made womanhood more confusing? Who cares that there are chromosomal intersex conditions and other sex chromosome abnormalities that affect hormones and presentation? Who cares that even PCOS affects the hormones that supposedly make men men and women women? Who cares that none of it makes sense?
I don’t.
I don’t need answers, I just need a plan.
And here’s my secret. On this otherwise totally normal Wednesday, I woke up and crawled under my bed to dig out the sacred relic of womanhood. You know what? I didn’t even feel the constrictor in my chest.
Do you know how liberating it is to not have to be yourself?
Sure, I didn’t recognize who I saw in the mirror. But what’s new?
All I need to do is be like them. Like Cal, who’s like Nora, who’s like Ellie. Ellie being the queen bee. The one we all revolve around, whose insults are acceptable and whose boring stories we apparently live for.
I can do that.
Nate doesn’t look at me when we pass in the hall on the way to lunch, and if you think I care then you’re wrong, because we’re not friends and I’m not even that upset about it, okay? I do care when Liam waves because why does he bother?
Consider this a dry run, because I only need to survive twenty minutes of ohmygoshElijahissocute!! and ahwhatOllieiswearingabra?! before I can leave to interview Ms. Price for my project.
If you look from table to table, really tuning in to the conversations, it’s kind of like watching a whole bunch of different TV shows all at once. But I don’t do that. I socialize.
“Your top is actually really nice, where did you get it?” Nora says, pointing to the flowery shirt I pulled from the bottom of my drawer.
“I think it was Lila’s,” I say.
Cal nods. “Definitely her style. She’s got great taste.”
“Oh my gosh, best idea ever!” Nora slaps her palms on the table. “What if we go to the mall. All three of us. Ollie could invite her sister to, like, guide us.”
“Best idea ever.” Cal shuts her still-full lunch box and looks at me. “What do you think? Girl time at the mall this Friday?”
“Friday is movie night.” We can’t miss movie night.
Cal shrugs. “We can miss one movie night. It’s no biggie.”
“The mall is way more fun than watching a movie in your basement anyway,” Nora says.
Dina and Stella sit shoulder to shoulder over at their table, where Roscel is clearly telling a very dramatic story, arms flying around. There’s a flash of what it would be like if I were there with them. With someone who is maybe like me. I shut my eyes tight and erase the picture.
“Uh, yeah. Who cares? The mall is great.” Social adaptation. See? Simple.
Cal smiles so big you’d think I just told her that I’d traveled to the future and she will, in fact, have three babies with Elijah and they’ll all inherit perfect button noses. Not that we’re skipping an all-important school-year tradition to go shopping with my sister.
At the table across the lunchroom, Nate takes an elbow to the side from some kid with a rec league soccer hoodie and, just then, the elastic of my bra starts to claw into my skin. Tiny barbs of material digging deeper into my flesh.
“Ollie! There you are.” Ms. Price puts her hand on my shoulder and I tug away. “Sorry, I just wrapped up a little early and I figured I’d grab you now. Want to come to my room?”
“Sure,” I say. She’s awfully lucky I don’t throw up right here on the spot and run off like some frightened squid.
Cal takes a break from plotting this invasive girls’ shopping trip to say, “Bye! Have a good interview.”
Nora waves.
I leave.
I fill Ms. Price in on my project as we walk to her classroom.
I say, “I’m just trying to learn about people’s experiences with womanhood.” I don’t say how this is an attempt to understand exactly what makes a woman a woman, and I don’t mean anatomy. This is me peering at everyone’s answers and making a cheat sheet.
And she says, “That’s really wonderful. Let’s get settled and get to it!”
Ms. Price’s classroom is decorated with punny math posters that say things like What do you call dudes who love math? Alge-bros! or Don’t let math intimidate you, it’s easy as pi! I didn’t say they were actually funny, okay, it’s just better than plain walls. Ms. Price sits at her wooden desk, which is plastered with posters of, you guessed it, more math puns and sets down her glass lunch container.
“So, where should we start?” she asks.
I sit in the front row and open my computer. “With what it means, in your opinion, to be a woman.”
She takes a bite of some pasta with peas in it and thinks. Then she says, “I can’t say I’ve actually spent a long time thinking about that one. I just am.”
Lucky her, I guess.
“Maybe, I don’t know…” I think back to my conversation with Mrs. Mylonas. “What did it mean to you to be a woman when you were younger, and how do you think that has changed now that you’re an adult?”
This feels like an awfully clever question, and when I finally get around to looking at her face, her big smile and raised brows says she’s thinking the same thing.
“Well, at your age, I wouldn’t say I fit in perfectly. I had friends, but I think I spent a lot of time trying not to be like the girls around me. There was a little blip where I tried really hard to be girlie and do girlie things. But if I’m being really honest, I think I was so bad at it that I intentionally avoided being girlie. I wasn’t fashionable or into boys the way some of my peers were.” This is surprising because she wears dresses and makeup and is just about as girlie-girl as any woman I’ve seen. “I think, for me, it was all about being quiet and not standing out. And then I went to college to study math, which was a very male-dominated path of study, and suddenly there was a lot of pressure for me to be more than just another girlie-girl. I felt like I had something to prove.”
“Pressure from who?” I ask.
She laughs, even though this wasn’t a funny question. “Myself, I guess. It was misapplied, though. Somehow I fell into this school of thought that in order to be strong and smart, I had to be less feminine. Becoming a woman has shown me that there’s actually nothing inherently weak about femininity.” She pushes the noodles around in her dish before setting her fork down. “I don’t think I actually wore a dress and really loved how I felt in it until after college. In the end, I just needed to find my people. I started playing Ultimate Frisbee and the women there helped me find strength in my femininity.”
“What exactly is femininity? If a boy wears a dress, is that a boy being feminine?” I ask.
She shrugs. “Maybe. I think a lot of this is social, you know? We’ve been told for generations that things are one way, and even when you don’t want to participate, it’s still in you to think that way.”
“So what exactly makes someone a woman?”
“I don’t know what makes someone a woman other than feeling like a woman,” she says.
I want to ask, How can you tell if someone is a woman, then? But I don’t. I want to ask, What does it mean to feel like anything?
It’s a lot easier to get away with being bad at being a woman than I thought. I finish typing up my notes, then I thank her for her time. This seems like the professional thing to do.
By the end of the day, I have three more interviews set up. You could say the project is gaining traction, that it’s shaping up to be very successful. If you’re Mrs. Johnston, you could even say that I’ve got a very insightful way of approaching social issues, whatever that means.



  
FOURTEEN
LILA SETS WARM Styrofoam containers out on the kitchen table. She brought borani, koobideh, and mast-o-khiar from the Persian restaurant behind the strip mall and we set them out like a buffet for two, no plates required, which you can only do with your sister. We haven’t had Persian food in a long time, probably because my dad has never really liked it. The long, flattened ground-beef kebabs sit between us, with grilled onions and peppers. Lila and I used to fight over our dad’s grilled tomatoes, and I know she’s trying to make up for totally abandoning me because there are extra tomatoes in there as well.
The kitchen smells amazing. Imagine walking into a house just after someone has made cookies, except instead of cookies, imagine your mom smiling like she’s been given the best gift in the world. Yeah, that’s what this smell is. Mom’s happiness.
I’m not exactly Persian the way my mom was, because what do I know about Iran or even my whole Persian family? But this food still feels like home.
Forget stupid Nate. Stupid Liam. Hockey, which I don’t even care about. Forget how my bra is always just there against my body or how Cal would rather go to the mall than watch movies. This erases all of that.
I shuffle my breakfast plate and cup from the counter into the dishwasher as quietly as I can as Lila looks over my project notes on my computer.
“This is a cool project,” she says.
I wasn’t going to tell her about it, because who wants their perfect sister telling them all about how perfect she is? But I’d be stupid not to interview her. I mean, she’s doing all the right things. She’s in college, she’s with a boy, and now they’re moving in together. Mimi and Pop Pop are proud of her. She’s what they all expect me to become in the end, right?
“Thanks.” I sit down and scoop myself a steaming mountain of rice, and she doesn’t say a thing about it.
“Okay, so. Womanhood.” Lila talks with food in her mouth for probably the first time ever. It’s amazing. “I guess when I was your age I always felt like I took up too much space in the wrong way, if that makes sense. Mom always said I should take up as much space as I needed because she was raised to be as small and quiet as possible. I’m not—well, I’ve never been a small person. So I’d take up all of this space by just existing, right, and then I have this big way of being.” She smiles and I can’t help but laugh. “And then I’d retrospectively realize, like, wow, I was taking up so much space there, and then feel uncomfortable about it.”
I hope Gabe doesn’t make her feel like that.
Small. Caged.
“I like that about you,” I say.
She smiles. I’m staring at the containers of food between us, but I can hear her smile. I don’t need to see her to know what it looks like because this is the smile I wear. The one I’ve borrowed from her at my happiest moments.
“Thanks,” she says. Then she takes the biggest bite of koobideh ever and says, “I just think the world is saying such mixed things. Be loud and proud, but not so loud that you’re intimidating. And don’t be bossy. Like we have to walk on this hair-thin tightrope between being too passive—which some people want anyway—and being a b-i-t—”
“Lila!”
She laughs. “Oh, don’t be a baby. I know what kids your age are saying. You’re all over the internet these days! So accessible; no one should have all their—sorry—stupid teenage decisions judged and immortalized online.” She pushes her hair out of her face. “Anyway, I wanted boys to like me. I’m sure you get that, you know—you just want to be enough, but not too much. Seen but not watched. And then you see all of these magazines and stories telling you how to lose weight and be smaller. I mean, men are objectified as well, but women are commodified. We have to fit in the package and be what people want. And to be fair, I think objectified men are built based on the image men want for themselves anyway.”
I must be making a face—Lila calls it resting grandpa face—because she laughs. She laughs so hard that she snorts and rice comes flying out of her mouth like a spray of venom from a spitting cobra. Luckily rice doesn’t have the same blinding properties as cobra venom because I don’t move out of the way in time.
I laugh, too. Not the laugh I give when other people are laughing at something I suspect I’m supposed to find funny, but a real laugh. A tickle laugh.
“Oh my god,” she says, sweeping the rice from the table with her hand. “Sorry, I sound like Mom and it’s terrifying.”
We’re both quiet for a moment, our laughter fading into breaths before disappearing all the way.
“I don’t remember her talking like that.” I missed out on so much of her.
I remember her gardening in the big pine-enclosed boxes in the yard, tugging weeds in the weeks after my birthday and eventually planting the tomatoes and cucumbers and peppers we grew from seed in egg cartons. Nothing grows there anymore.
“She always wanted to raise us to be strong and confident women. Feminists.”
“Uh, wasn’t she a housewife?” I ask. There’s only so much you remember about your parents when you’re eight, and none of it has to do with them, exactly. I know she kept lavender-scented lotion in the drawer by the sink. I know she gave hugs when other people would yell or try to teach you a lesson.
I know she loved me.
“Sort of, but that doesn’t mean anything. Feminism is being exactly who you want to be because you want it for yourself. Not being something for someone else. Or society. She wanted to be home with you. Not because society expected her to, and she wasn’t going to not do it just because people might think she was less of a feminist.” Lila shrugs. “She worked up until she was pregnant with you. She worked a lot.”
Mom was pregnant with me when Lila was almost my age. So Lila’s life before me was basically my whole life. This is hard to think about, because my mom had a whole life before that, right? I was just a tiny blip. A couple of years. Whoever I could have gotten to know if she hadn’t died wouldn’t have been all of her. Not even close.
And I didn’t get to know her anyway.
Lila reaches across the table and puts her hand on my wrist. “She’d be so proud of you.”
I’m not sure she would. But there’s something faraway about Lila’s expression, like she’s lost in thought.
I pull my hand away and clear my throat. “So, um. Back to my project. What does womanhood mean to you?”
“I think girlhood is trying to understand how to be a woman, like any woman or the right woman, and womanhood is figuring out what being a woman means to you. Undoing all that stuff that you thought was right, but was only for everyone else.” She pushes grains of rice from the bottom of the container onto her spoon with her finger, the way Mom used to. “I’m not saying I’ve done all this. I have no idea what I’m doing. This just seems like great advice.”
Maybe Mom gave it to her.
I want to ask, What have you undone? But instead, I say, “I think Mom would have been proud of you, too.”
But when she smiles, she drifts off again. “You’re so yourself. You make me nuts with your messes and inability to listen to literally anything anyone tells you, but at least you’re Ollie.”
How can she be so blind to the fact that I’m trying to be anything but myself? How am I failing this much? Nate and Liam and hockey and the things people are probably saying about Stella rush back into my body, and everything collapses.
Lila thinks I am so much myself, but I’m not.
I’m a liar and I’m wasting time.
There’s a big black hole in me, probably on account of the total collapse of some very vital part of what would be authentic Ollie. It’s not something you can hold, like a heart or lungs, but something you feel. Like someone dug out all the love I was supposed to get from my mom and I’ve grown around it, always missing something.
And now?
Maybe it hurt most when she died, and for a long time after, but now? Some days I forget. Not that she’s gone, because how could anyone forget a thing like that? But sometimes I forget how she used to wake me up every morning or make me breakfast or tease my dad for patting all his pockets every time he left the house. A hole where my mom would stand by the stove or sit on my bed.
A hole that’s shrunk down.
This sounds like a good thing, maybe.
But you shouldn’t forget what your mom’s love feels like.
You shouldn’t grow so big that all the love she would have given is nothing but a little spot of darkness.
It’s embarrassing, and I don’t want to do it, but I cry.
Lila walks around behind me and wraps her arms around my chest and tugs me into her soft belly. Her breaths are even, in and out. In and out. In … and out.
Her tears fall onto the table, but she just keeps breathing. In and out.
This is one of the only feelings I have that I know I am not alone in.



  
FIFTEEN
SO I KEEP wearing a bra, even though I don’t need one. I dig out Lila’s old shirts from the back of my closet, and Lila herself, who supposedly wants me to be myself—not normal—tells me I look cute. And even though I don’t have a great track record with malls, I still ask Lila if she’ll take me to meet up with Nora and Cal.
And she says, “On movie night?”
And I say, “Yeah, it’s fine. Malls are fun. Cal’s got a date tomorrow.”
And she narrows her eyes and stares into my soul and says, “Okay,” like she’s not even a bit convinced.
Because maybe someday I’ll have the time to really find myself the way everyone keeps saying, but right now I need to fit in.
Cal asked me, walking back from school on Friday, staring up her nostrils with the camera on her phone, flaring them and pursing her lips as low as they could go. “You think Lila would help me figure out how to get ready? Like do my makeup and stuff?”
This is what girls do. It’s a normal, natural thing. If I went on a date, I could go to Lila and sneak into some inappropriate outfit and she’d do my makeup and I’d tiptoe out of the house even though my dad would probably not even be there.
I said, “Totally.”
“Amazing!” She said, “We could do you, too. You could look way pretty with a bit of effort.”
And even though I hate makeup, I still said, “That sounds fun.”
She absolutely beamed. Because me doing the things I hate is all anyone wants of me.
Quit hockey, Ollie. Grow up, Ollie. Abandon your interests, Ollie. Start painting your face and wearing a bra and caring about things you don’t care about, Ollie. People will like you better if you aren’t you at all.
Just be yourself, my butt.
So instead of movie night, we go to the mall.
Do you know how it feels to be in a place that makes you nauseous with people who are supposed to love you for who you are but don’t know who you are at all?
There are hundreds of dresses and too many mirrors, which makes dodging my reflection something of an Olympic sport. Maybe I could be like Ms. Price and learn to love dressing up. I drag my hand over the different types of fabric, walking around the racks and hooking my fingers into the elastic, gently tugging as I pass by. I get the appeal. Like watching a flock of tropical birds, I really do like how people look in these. The same way I don’t actually want to be a tropical bird, I just don’t see myself wearing any of this.
It’s not about how I see myself. It’s about living an easier life.
A normal life.
One where I don’t have to explain myself or defend myself or worry.
Cal pulls dress after dress from the rack and then slips in and out of the dressing room while we all—yes, me included—ooh and ahh at her glamorous poses. It’s like a scene from a movie. Girls, laughing. Enjoying some mutual love of shopping while we prepare our own for her big date.
I go back to browsing while Cal checks out.
“You see something you like?” Lila asks.
I shrug.
“You could get something, if you wanted.” She lets her fingers drift along a flowy floral sleeve.
I can do this. It’s just a dress. I pull one from the rack at random—it’s purple and plain and ruffly—and I say, “This is cute.”
“I’m not sure that really suits you,” Cal says.
Nora laughs, probably because the thought of me wearing this stupid dress is no different from shoving it onto a gorilla and, wow, that’s pretty funny, don’t you think? I laugh as well, because she’s right. She is.
It’s fine.
Lila shrugs. “If you like it, you can get it.”
Cal’s brows are high, like she’s called my bluff. Like she’s waiting for me to admit that I don’t actually want the dress. To admit that, hey, I’m not a real girl after all and my sister is better off moving out and being with her normal boyfriend and having a normal life and my best friend doesn’t need me because her new best friend is better. Nora doesn’t even need to try.
What if I’ve been this bad at blending in all along? Soft shell left abandoned by predators too proud to prey upon someone so pathetic.
“It’s fine. I was just saying.” I let it go and it disappears back into the rack.
I’m trying. I really am.
My life: an essay. It gets a big fat F.
“Can you help me figure out my makeup for tomorrow?” Cal turns her attention to her own reflection in the wall mirror beside her, lifting her chin, tilting her head. I’d like to imagine she’s thinking, Gosh, I look so great, but her mouth bunches to one side and she lets out a big huff, which is not exactly celebratory as far as I know.
“Yeah, sure. We have to get home for”—Lila looks at me and her lips draw into a long, thin line—“it has to be quick, okay?”
“Mm-hmm, cool.” Cal gives a big, gigantic smile with closed eyes and shrugged shoulders.
Nora doesn’t come home with us, thankfully. But the threat still lingers in all the ways that Cal carries Nora with her. All her adaptations. We set up in my sister’s newly extremely boring bedroom. She’s packed up everything that matters in boxes that aren’t in a hurry to leave but still remind me that she’s going.
Cal sits in the soft beanbag chair in the corner and Lila kneels on the floor beside her, where a big fabric bag is spilling its guts. Bottles of nail polish and little palettes of makeup that make me think back to when Lila would do watercolors with me over weekend breakfasts when I was little. The smell of wet paper and the glass of brown water between us.
“I can’t believe you’re going on a date. Tell me everything,” Lila says, running her fingers through Cal’s hair.
“Oh my gosh, he is so cute. He’s already thirteen and he can skateboard. He is so cute. Right, Ollie?” She looks at me like she’s sure I could say nothing other than, Soooo cute.
So I laugh and say, “Soooo cute.”
Lila explains her brushes and palettes and techniques and Cal fills in the blanks with ease.
She’s already dressed up in her new cropped sweater and high-waisted skirt so she can match her makeup to her outfit, even though she’ll have to wash it off and do it again tomorrow. It’s not so different from what she’d normally wear other than the fact that the skirt is very short.
And is that wrong? Is it creepy that this is fashionable or sexist that I think that?
What I do know is that she’s definitely wearing a bra. I can’t help but wonder if she’s really grown that much or if she’s faking it. Maybe she’s got socks in there. Or maybe she bought a bra that makes it look like she’s grown more than she really has.
Maybe it’s none of my business.
I hate this.
“You next?” Cal asks.
Lila looks up with a question on her face. Her left brow that wishes it could copy our mom.
Maybe stealing faces is more normal than I thought.
“Oh. Sure.” I don’t want to do this. “Sounds great.”
How bad could it be, anyway?
Cal says, “Yay!” and gives another one of Nora’s big-fat-fake smiles before hopping up off the beanbag to inspect her new look.
And she looks nice, you know? It’s not like Lila overdid it, but it doesn’t look like Cal.
The air whooshes out of the beanbag chair when I sit down and Lila and I meet eyes, grinning.
I’m sure she sees Mom in my face the way I see Mom in hers.
“I’ll just do a basic look, okay? Something natural.” She’s already digging through her bag to gather her supplies.
Little pencils and brushes.
Only I’m the paper, and this is extremely weird.
And it’s nice for about two seconds.
But there are too many things touching me. Her hands. The brush. Her focused and way-too-close attention.
And even though it smells like art, it’s on my skin and I hate it.
Mom used to say, Ollie-bollie! Brushes on the paper, not on our bodies.
Our bodies. Like me painting on my leg was some sort of sorcery that marked her skin as well.
She’d say, Just use the water on your skin. Not the paint.
But the water never dried with the same tension as the paint and I always went back to the blue and the purple. Drawing little streaks on my skin, blowing them dry and then tracing my hand over each mark. I think, if she were alive and doing my makeup, she’d remind me of all the times she washed paint from my skin. We’d laugh.
“You okay?” I’m not sure when she stopped, but Lila is sitting back with the brush in her lap.
I nod. “Yeah, sorry. Am I done?”
“Not even close,” Cal says.
“You can be done if you want.”
I get up and look in the mirror and it’s not like the change is big—I guess Lila didn’t really do that much—but I can’t shake the feeling of a zoo face painting. How can this look so normal on someone like Lila or Cal, but feel like such a joke on me? Like I’m doing drag.
“You actually look super pretty,” Cal says. “You should let her finish.”
The constrictor comes back, squeezing my heart. The bra digs in. The makeup is dry and tugging at my skin.
I can’t do this.
Lila’s phone rings like a miracle and I can breathe again until I see who’s on the screen.
“Hi, Mimi,” Lila says.
“Hi, Lila, we just wanted to see what size dress your sister wears. I think she’s a little smaller than you were at this age and I didn’t want to order something too baggy, you know?” Mimi says. Dishes clink in the background. “Could you pop into her closet and check?”
“Oh,” Lila hums with a tight-lipped smile. “Well, I don’t think she actually has any dresses in there.”
I have two really good reasons to not have any dresses.
First, when I was five Mom made me wear a big, dumb, poofy dress to a Christmas party at Mimi’s house, where all the little girls wore silly dresses with matching bows and the little boys wore ties and shirts tucked into trousers. Only the boys could take off their ties and play with them at the end of the night, leaving the girls stuck in their dresses, wishing they could pick their wedgies incognito.
Anyway, I had to pee and I climbed all the way upstairs to a bathroom that smelled like old ladies, because it’s really hard for me to pee when I can hear everyone talking through the door. I shut the door and locked it, which I’d only recently started doing because I’d only recently become totally sure of my ability to accomplish everything myself, and tried to get on the toilet. Only my dress was so big and stupid that I didn’t think to check the toilet, and those boys with their ties and no huge frilly skirts left the seat up, and I fell right in.
Ha ha.
Mimi takes dresses very seriously. It wasn’t a good night, but it is a good story.
Less good of a story is how the last dress I ever wore was to Mom’s funeral.
Mimi scoffs. “Your father … he really needs to motivate her a little more. You’re telling me she has absolutely no dresses? What a shame. Poor dear.” Lila’s brows are high and my face is burning red. “She can’t play dress-up like a boy for the rest of her life. It’s losing its charm. You tell your dad she’s not going to be a little girl forever.”
Dad is frozen in the doorway. Cal is staring at her own phone, but she’s hearing all of this.
The makeup tugs. The bra constricts. This attempt is not working.
“Thanks, Mimi. I’ll see what I can find and let you know.” Lila quickly hangs up.
Cal grabs her things. “Okay. Um. Well, thanks for the makeup help.” She glances in my direction. “Bye, Ollie.”
“Bye,” I say.
This is exactly what it feels like to finally pull your frilly butt out of a toilet and drip your way down the soggy carpeted steps to a Christmas party you didn’t want to go to in the first place to a room of boys with their ties on their heads and family stopping to stare at you.
We’re all quiet until Lila gets up, draws in a big breath, and says, “Okay, date night for you two.”
“Date night?” Dad-daughter date is supposed to be tomorrow.
My dad clears his throat and says, “Yeah, sorry. I had to take a shift for Mel. But Lila said your usual Friday dinner plans were off, so…”
“Oh,” I say.
He lifts his hand up in a shrug and says, “Shall we?”
Lila shuts the door behind us and I’m stuck in the small hallway with Dad. We fumble around each other, trying to escape down the steps like we’ve never once walked through this space before.
And he goes, “Sorry.”
And I say, “It’s fine.”
And he says, “You go ahead.”
And so I do.
How did my mom marry this guy and then wonder, all those years later, if I was the weird one?
Picture an okapi, if you can. The totally real relative of the giraffe—a bizarre horse-bodied, zebra-legged creature from central Africa.
Then picture a unicorn.
My mom is the unicorn.
These aren’t real creatures, but you can probably picture them better than an okapi, because nothing about an okapi, no matter how real it is, makes any sense. Less sense even than a sparkly horse with a horn on its head.
Anyway, picture this unicorn marrying an okapi and looking at her baby and wondering why it isn’t a perfect unicorn.
Picture that little okapi looking at the unicorn, wondering exactly the same thing.
Knowing exactly what people want from you is only a good thing when you can be exactly that. Otherwise you just know all the ways you’ve failed.
Dinner with Dad shouldn’t feel that way, right?
Except usually I’m not walking into Louie’s Pizzas wearing a bra and makeup. And even though there are a hundred other things about me that people would see first, that’s all I can think about. A big spotlight on these lies.
“So, how’s school?” My dad presses a paper cup against the lever under the soda machine and root beer comes flooding out, a little bit like the way all my feelings might explode if I ever get the first few words out.
But I don’t.
I say, “Fine.”
And he says, “Come on.”
Everyone else is talking about normal things. Like how this one guy’s boss is a huge pain and he’d tell him so if it weren’t for capitalism’s rule over his life, and how this other lady’s husband is real lousy at all the things she asks him to do only she’ll never tell him that and she’ll just go ahead and redo everything he does poorly. I guess that’s what normal people talk about.
All these booths are full of people who think they’re exactly the way people are supposed to be, when the reality is that none of them make an ounce of sense.
“I’m joining a club,” I say, because I am.
I’ve just now decided to join Dina’s book club. Dad always tells me I need to be more involved.
Actually, he says, How about clubs?
And I say, What about clubs?
And he says, You could join some.
And then I say, I guess I could.
But then I don’t.
So here I am.
“Oh yeah?” he says. He peeks back over his shoulder as he lids his drink and grabs a straw. “Tell me more.”
I read online once that saying Tell me more is better than asking a question with a short answer. Like What club? Or Why did you join?
Tell me more makes people talk. Maybe my dad googles these things as well.
“It’s just something a few kids from school started. I don’t know. I don’t feel like doing hockey anymore.” I fill up my cup with raspberry lemonade. Not a fan of carbonation. “Trying to find something else to do. I like books.”
Mom would probably say, What’s gone wrong with hockey?
But Dad says, “You used to sit and read for hours as a kid.” We sit down at our usual booth and he places a little wire sign with the number 10 at the edge of the table so the waiter knows where to deliver our baked zitis and garlic bread. “Your mom always loved to watch you read while she made dinner. You’d curl up on the floor with your little matted monster doll—”
“Monster isn’t a doll.”
“Right, of course.” He looks away. “I just … You loved reading. I haven’t seen you with a book in a while.”
“I’m reading The Outsiders for school.” Or I should be, at least.
“Oh, I read that. It’s a good one.”
“Yeah, I guess so.”
The whole place smells like garlic and tomato sauce and my stomach growls loudly. We haven’t actually been here in a while, but I still know the menu by heart. When the food finally comes, he asks, “What happened with hockey?” And I tell him that nothing happened, because what am I supposed to say?
He says, “I know that this can be a hard time to be a kid. I just hope you know that I’m here for you.”
Even though I can’t really tell him anything, it’s nice to hear him say so.
When we get home, I spot Gabe through Lila’s open door. He’s pulling socks from a white laundry basket and placing them in little piles by length, pairing them when he makes a color match and throwing the pair into a suitcase that doesn’t even belong to him. It’s my dad’s. It shouldn’t be used to take things out of the house forever.



  
SIXTEEN
THERE ARE TWO bras sitting on the floor when I wake up on Monday morning. Even though I spent the weekend totally sure about the whole book club situation, the bras are there saying, People are going to see you, Ollie.
They’re all, Everyone knew before, and they’ll know now.
It’s not like the bras or the clothes made my shell any harder, but they did make my smashers more convincing. The thing about starting to wear a bra is that waking up one day and not wearing it is a decision. I could get away with one day. I could say I forgot. But then what?
Cal would notice and Nora and Ellie would probably have something mean to say in a totally-not-mean sort of way. But it’s just a bra. It’s not me.
Joining a book club because of an invitation from the probably-lesbian girlfriend of the possibly-trans girl from school is also a decision. And if anyone says anything mean, probably in a very mean sort of way, it is me. Even if I’m too afraid to say it.
It’s still me.
Lila offers to braid my hair, because I guess all my lies are working, and I’m a coward, okay? So I say yes, because I’m not perfect.
And I wear a bra, just in case.
So all day my whole scalp is screaming, but Cal thinks I look great.
Actually, she says, “Oh my gosh, Ollie, you look stunning.”
And Nora says, “Like a girl!”
And Ellie says, “Almost like a girl.”
Cal shrinks away, like they’ve said all this about her and not me. Then she says, “You should have seen her with makeup.”
Ellie watches me for a long time. “She still needs to do something about that mustache. She looks like Rasheed.”
I use my foot to tug down the cuff of my jeans so she doesn’t notice how my leg hair pokes out around my socks.
Ellie and Nora walk off, and Cal grimaces and says, “Sorry about them. They just want to help.”
I don’t tell her how all this help shrivels my insides.
How it hollows my chest, giving the constrictor more room to grow.
I don’t tell her about the book club or Dina.
I can’t share anything about the real me without feeling wrong.
Nora and Ellie are halfway down the hall and Cal’s antsy to catch up, so she says, “See you tonight!” And dashes away before I can tell her that I’ll be late to our study hangout.
I could text her. I could tell her I have plans. Instead, I walk as fast as I can to the bathroom without looking like I’m going to poop my pants. I stare at my reflection. That liar.
Fraud.
It’s just an observation. The truth.
Then I tug out the rubber hair tie, which tugs out pieces of me. And I throw it away.
Who cares what they think?
Okay, you know what? I do. And maybe I always will.
It’s fine.
I unravel the braid and look at myself again, but it still doesn’t feel right.
Luckily I don’t have to go to lunch because I have another interview.
I knock on the door to an eighth-grade classroom way on a side of the school I almost never go to. It’s a little exciting.
Ms. Atando is a beautiful, dark-skinned Nigerian woman, with hair buzzed tight to her scalp. She’s round and bold and I’ve never had a reason to talk to her before. She’s the teacher sponsoring Dina’s book club, though, so she’s got to be very cool.
We sit down across from each other at a long fold-out table and she scoots in so her body presses against the tabletop, hands folded in front of her.
“So, on being a woman, then?” she says. Her eyes crinkle.
Would you believe me if I said I just don’t care anymore? If I said that this attempt has come to a conclusion?
“Yeah,” I say, placing my phone on the table to record the conversation.
“What have you learned so far?” she asks.
I frown. “Well. I guess that being a woman has more to do with how everyone else looks at you. Some people do a bunch of stuff to be like everyone else and some people do a bunch of stuff so they’ll be different, but what’s it really matter when it’s all for other people? What’s that got to do with being a woman?” My heart lurches and then starts to race. “I think no one knows what they’re talking about.”
She laughs a deep belly laugh and smiles. “You’ve got this all figured out, don’t you?”
I lift my left eyebrow, because she’s got me all wrong. I don’t have a clue, can’t she tell?
“It was different in Nigeria. My family wanted me to be a wife and mother. They wanted me to cook well and keep a home. In America, I wanted an education, and that was never the path that was set for me.” She relaxes back against her chair. “I knew the path for me, though. I do not want kids. And I have a wife of my own.”
My racing heart hits a brick wall when she says wife. I guess queer kids—like Dina and Stella and maybe Roscel—have to grow up, but I’ve never really imagined a teacher who is a lesbian. I’ve definitely never imagined a trans or nonbinary or whatever-I-am teacher.
Ms. Atando says, “Being a woman is looking at all of what is expected of you—which is a lot, as I think you know—and finding yourself through all the noise. Maybe that person fits the expectations, but maybe she does not. Maybe that will get you in trouble.” She raises her eyebrows and smiles, pointing her finger my way. “No one said growing up would be easy.”
I guess my mom had to make the same hard decision.
I ask, “Do you miss your family?”
And she says, “Every single day. But I do not miss how it felt to act around them.”
And I don’t say, I know exactly what you mean.
As I leave, she stops me and says, “No matter what others might suggest, you don’t always need to have an answer. Not right now. And maybe not ever.”
It’s nice and all, but it won’t get me an A on my health essay and it doesn’t tell me what I should do now because I can’t just not have an answer and do nothing. Every morning I need to either wear a bra or not. I need to shave my legs or leave them. So maybe when you’re old, you have time to mess around and not have answers, but right now that’s just not a luxury I have.
I do my second interview during English class. This is a very unexpected benefit of my project.
English is my least favorite subject on account of there being no right answers. Or, more accurately, on account of people saying there are right answers when that can’t possibly be true. I mean, how the heck can you read a book wrong? Unless you read it upside down or backward, I’m not sure whether it matters that you can write down all the themes and symbols.
And, you know, maybe I would still like to read like my dad said I used to if any of these books felt like they were talking to me. Or if I was even in the conversation.
That said, the interview was just as confusing as trying to understand the significance of the poem in The Outsiders. I might as well have stayed in class. I’m not even trying to be a girl anymore, because maybe it’s nuts to think that I can be a fraud my whole life, but I still wish I knew what it meant.
Why everyone doesn’t feel the way I do.
Anyway, Mrs. James, who’s about a million years old and taught Nora’s mom when she went here for middle school, was pretty much no help. To her, being a woman isn’t anything more than being born one.
It’s not a feeling. It’s a fact of life.
She said, “Women come in all shapes and sizes, with all sorts of interests. There’s no such thing as feeling like a woman. You’re born a woman and you are whoever you are. Those two things don’t need to relate.”
Except I know how I feel about being a woman.
And those things have to relate because look at all the ways the world divides us. Like being in health class.
What do the boys even learn?
I imagine them sitting there at their desks learning about penises and STDs and laughing while they label the labia and vagina. The bad jokes.
I don’t imagine they’re learning in-depth about teen pregnancy or about menstruation at all.
And, just like us, I bet they’re hearing nothing about safe and consensual sex.
Lila says it’s an abomination that all anyone does is hide the truth like we don’t know better. She’s right, too. I don’t know everything, but I have ears, you know. I hear everyone mocking what they learn. All of the adults tiptoeing around the fact that we’ll all supposedly grow into people who have sex, whether they say the words or not.
Why do adults think that by telling us not to do something, they’ll stop us from doing the thing? I wonder what kind of decisions we could make if we actually had all the information.
Did you know that some people think just putting books with queer characters into schools will make kids queer? If being a boy or a girl is so built into us at birth—if it’s not something we learn from everyone around us—then what are a few books going to do to change that? I don’t think you can make anyone into anything unless the pieces were there to start with.
I guess the point is that it’s pretty messed up that I consider myself lucky to be walking into Ms. Atando’s room after school to read queer books with other queer kids.
There, I said it.
Other.



  
SEVENTEEN
“OLLIE!” DINA’S EYES are tight and confused, like I might be some sort of mirage that will vanish if she squints too hard. “You made it. I wasn’t sure you’d come.”
Stella is here, too, seated next to Dina at one of six desks rearranged into a circle in the middle of the map-plastered classroom. Roscel, with his long black hair and Pride shirt, is sitting on the desk. Mason, with his fiery red hair and freckles and soft, friendly puppy-dog expressions, is parked behind. I’m not sure that four people really make a club, but somehow five feels right, so in the interest of not ruining their club, I think it’s a pretty good idea that I stay.
“Hi,” I say.
“I told you the flyers would work,” Roscel says.
Dina scoffs. “The flyers didn’t do anything. I invited Ollie.”
“Did you at least see the flyers?” he asks.
“Uh, no.” Maybe I should have paid more attention.
Stella kicks him under the table. “I told you putting them by the bathrooms was a weird decision.”
“Queer book club is a weird decision. I’m just trying to advertise the product, okay? Sheesh.” Roscel folds his arms across his chest like he’s winning this argument, even though I’m not sure he is. “Plus, everyone uses the bathroom, so it’s a high-traffic point.”
“You make everything so complicated,” Dina says.
I’d like to be a part of whatever is happening, but I’m not sure how to break into the bubble that exists around them. They are part of an ecosystem and I’m an invader. An alien species.
So I just stand and listen and wait. If I stay here long enough, I’ll eventually learn the language well enough to blend in.
Only I’m supposed to be myself, right? This is the one place that should be possible.
“Gonna sit?” Roscel asks. He shoves a chair out from under its desk with his foot.
All the hate from Nate and Liam and Grayson comes rushing into my head and I feel the urge to bolt creep into my joints. They’re stiff and need to move. Not to sit or to read, but to run.
“Yeah, okay.” I plant myself in the seat and try to figure out what to say next, but they dive right back in.
“If you think you have a better place for the flyers,” Roscel says, “then you should just move—”
Stella cuts him off. “Let’s get started before my mom shows up, okay? I don’t have all night, Princess.”
I can’t imagine talking to anyone this way, but they’re all smiling. Mason smiles at me, and his quiet makes my quiet welcome. Like I don’t need to say anything unless I’ve got something to say, and much to my surprise, I do.
“What are we going to read?” I ask.
Roscel jumps right in with, “Every queer book I can get my glorious gay hands on.”
Mason says, “Alliteration.”
And Roscel plays proud and replies, “Alliteration.”
Stella turns to me. “It’s a game of theirs.”
“It’s supremely serious,” Roscel says.
And Stella says, “It’s royally ridiculous.”
Dina raises her hands and blinks, brows high on her forehead. “We’re going to scare her off.” But they won’t. They couldn’t. “We’re starting with Melissa by Alex Gino. The title used to be the character’s deadname, and they sent out some stickers, so we’re going to run down to the library to fix the copies here and check out however many they have. Then Stella and I are going to hit the public library on our way home to do the same. Plus we can check out more copies if the school library doesn’t have enough.”
“Have you read it?” Mason asks.
I shake my head. “No. I’ve heard of it, though.”
“It’s good,” Stella says. “But it’s only a starting point. You won’t believe how many queer books are out now, if you know where to look.”
Picture a rainbow sea of books that know who I am.
Picture four whole kids in my school who might not care if I’m weird.
And the whole rest of our meeting is like this.
The thing about mushrooms is that most of the wonder of them is underground. Their rootlike systems, called mycelia, connect and link them to surrounding plants, creating a huge system of underground communication and nourishment. So maybe I don’t get to bloom, but this is about a million times better than that.
Connecting.
We prowl through the aisles of our school library, and for the first time, I can imagine myself as an eighth grader, or a high schooler. An adult, even. Like there’s a place for me, and I’m on my way to find it.
“Over here,” Mason says.
There’s a small section with a printed-out rainbow plastered onto the shelf with packing tape. While Roscel pulls the three copies of Melissa from the shelf, I look at the handful of other books left. One by one, I pull them out and skim the covers. There aren’t many there, but Melissa isn’t the only trans character. It’s not just fictional trans characters, either. These books are written by trans and nonbinary authors. Fully grown adults who got to grow into exactly who they’re supposed to be. And they’re okay.
For the first time, I wonder who I could be when I grow up.
“Wait.” Stella takes a copy of Melissa from Roscel’s hand and offers it to me. “Want to do one?”
I’m not sure what makes me worthy of the task, but I say, “Sure,” and accept the book and the stickers.
Then we sit on the floor—Stella, Roscel, and me—and carefully press the MELISSA stickers over the book’s original title. A real, concrete change.
This is maybe what people mean by making a difference in the world, and I’ve just done it. Maybe it’s not writing a book or marching for Pride or writing letters to the people in charge, whoever they are, but it’s something. Before we leave the library, Roscel grabs my wrist and pulls a rainbow bead bracelet from his bag. Then he slips it on me.
“Welcome to the club,” he says.



  
EIGHTEEN
ON OUR WAY to the front of the school, Stella stops me and says, “I heard about your project. How you’re talking with a bunch of teachers and stuff. It’s really cool. If you need anyone else, I bet my mom would totally love to answer your questions. She’s into things like that, especially with me … She might have some thoughts you haven’t gotten yet.”
“With you what?” I ask.
“I figured—I mean, what Liam said the other day, I figured he told you.” I can’t tell if she’s angry or sad or nervous, but I feel stupid for not realizing what she meant before she had to say it. The corners of her mouth turn down when she talks and she bites at the skin on her glossy lower lip. “I moved school districts so that maybe this wouldn’t happen.”
I say, “I’m sorry.”
Because, really, what else can I say?
“It’s not your fault. And it’s not like I’m hiding anything. I just wanted to finish out middle school as myself.” She shrugs. “I wish people would spend less time trying to pick that apart like it’s their business.”
How did she know who she was before she started middle school? This seems very advanced.
“Totally. People should mind their own business.” Repeating people’s words back to them is a good way to get unstuck.
Some animals, like snakes and insects, use aggressive mimicry to lure prey by appearing similar to the creature they’re hunting. But the opposite works just as well. Less risky than throwing up your smashers, like our good friends the mantis shrimp, is simply pretending to be the predator. How is this less risky, you ask? Simple: Never growl, never throw up your smashers or bare your teeth, and you can walk around unnoticed for years.
If you do it well, you’ll be more or less invisible.
But that’s not me anymore, right?
I open my mouth to tell her that I’m more than just an ally, but Dina says, “Hey, Stella, your mom’s here to take us to the library.”
She glances at me and shrugs. “Just text me and we can set something up for that interview.”
“Cool, okay.” My phone is warm in my pocket, vibrating already with messages from the QBC (that’s Queer Book Club) text thread that they added me to after we checked out our copies of Melissa.
She heads toward the door before stopping. Then she turns and says, “By the way, I’m here to talk if you ever need a friend.”
A friend wouldn’t be a terrible thing to have right now. I wouldn’t go so far as to say that I need one, though. Still, I say, “Thanks,” and wave goodbye.
Maybe what’s wrong with me is that I’ve been a mushroom on a sandy island for my whole life, and now I’m rooted into dirt and reaching out to connect. The thing about fungi is that all the plants in the ecosystem grow better when they’re present. Maybe it really takes kids like me and Stella and Nate to make the popular kids popular. Without us, what are they, really? Just kids, right?
I take the after-school bus to the elementary school and walk home from there. It would be easy for me to torture myself and walk past practice, which is probably going on without me, but I’m basically a whole new person and there’s no point in torturing myself like that. I’d say that’s a pretty grown-up decision.
When I get home, Cal is waiting for me with her face all tight and sour.
“You’re late,” she says. “I texted you like six times.”
My phone has been buzzing nonstop, and I haven’t checked it since adding the QBC kids to my contacts. The last thing I need is to lurk on their text thread before I know how I fit in the group, so I haven’t even checked.
“Sorry, I had to stay late at school and I lost track of time.” Okay, maybe I’m not that changed. “Sorry.”
Her whole body shifts, like someone waved a wand and all her sour feelings sweetened. “Oh, no problem. I have so much to tell you.”
And I want to say me too, because I do. But I don’t.
I just listen while she says, “Elijah is such a gentleman. He paid for us to get pizza in the food court and we ended up going to see a movie. My mom was in the back, but it didn’t matter because the theater was dark and we”—she lowers her voice like I’m not the only one around to hear—“held hands through like half of the movie.”
I think I’m supposed to be impressed by this so I raise my eyebrows high and say, “Oh, no way!” But it feels hollow.
“Yes way!” She does her big weird fake smile and then we go inside.
She turns down Bagel Bites on account of her having already had pizza this week, and the supposed fact that too much pizza or dairy or whatever is not good for her skin or her stomach fat or her reproductive health, which I didn’t realize we were supposed to be worried about at this point.
Instead, she puts her naked feet on the sofa and paints her toenails with a sky-blue polish she pulls from her bag in anticipation of flip-flop weather and tells me all about the way Elijah stroked the back of her hand and how that means he’s probably a good kisser.
Who knows how those two things are related.
My mom used to stroke the back of my hand when I was overwhelmed. All I had to do was walk up to her and lay my head on her lap and she’d let her pointer finger drift over the tendons of my fingers and around my bony wrist. She’d count my freckles under her breath and wait for the feelings to drift away.
She’d say, One … and start to trace the three points of the triangle on the left side of my hand.
Two, three …
She’d travel across toward my thumb.
Four …
To my wrist, five, six, seven.
“Oh, shoot!” Cal reaches for the tissue box on the table, where my own bare feet are propped, and grabs a tissue. “I think my pinkie toenails are a stupid shape, are yours so weird?”
“I don’t know.”
She leans over to check and frowns. “You have to shave your toes. You can’t wear flip-flops with hairy toes, Ollie.” When she focuses back on her own feet, she says, “Augh, there’s totally something wrong with my pinkie toes.”
Ms. Atando’s words echo in my head. How she misses her family, but not how it felt to act around them.



  
NINETEEN
ON THURSDAY NIGHT I sit across from Stella at the wooden table in her warm kitchen, the smell of boiling seasoned chicken making both our stomachs growl, and we laugh like no one in the world could ever hate us or outlaw us or see anything more than the normal kids we are as we flatten fried unripe plantain rounds with the bottom of a glass cup. Her mom, who says I ought to call her Maria, stands at the counter beside us, slicing up carrots with a rhythmic thunk thunk thunk and sliding them with her knife into a pile of chopped celery and potatoes.
Stella waved me over during lunch on Tuesday and said her mom was extraordinarily interested in my project and would I want to come to dinner on Thursday night?
I said, “I’ll check with my dad.”
But I meant, I’ll tell my dad later because odds are good he won’t be home for dinner on Thursday anyway.
And then I went to sit with Cal, who said, “What was that about?”
But she didn’t really care that much because when I told her, “Nothing,” she didn’t ask again.
In health, Dina asked if I wanted to sit with the QBC at lunch on Wednesday, and do you know what I did?
I didn’t go to lunch at all on Wednesday or Thursday. I went to the library and stared at the books under the rainbow banner in the back and wished my whole life didn’t feel exactly like that. With all this stuff hidden in one little spot, surrounded by the things everyone else wants.
But I waved to them in the halls and talked to Dina after health until the bell rang and I even sat with them on the swings after school on Wednesday while Roscel braided Stella’s hair and talked about all the ways that Grayson’s and Liam’s mean comments prove that they’re actually secretly gay. Or at least bi-curious.
And I go to Stella’s house on Thursday night for dinner because when I told my dad he said, “Oh, it’s great you’re making some new friends.”
And it is great.
Her house isn’t made from the same cookie cutter as mine. It’s all new to me, which would usually make my stomach heavy and my joints stiff, but instead it makes my heart light and speedy.
She lives in one long stretch of house. The only stairs lead down to what her mom calls a cellar, but I would have called it a basement. We haven’t gone down there, so I don’t know anything about it, but every time I pass the door I want to take a peek. Maria gave me a tour, which was really just her pointing at closed doors, saying things like, That’s a bathroom or Here’s the cellar. Most of the rooms are very tidy, but not the kitchen. I bet they cook dinner together every night.
There are about a thousand pictures of Stella and Maria and loads of other people, as well as crucifixes and religious art, hanging all over the house. It’s a little creepy at first, to have all these eyes on me no matter where I am, but once I’ve met them it’s not so bad. They’re all Maria’s family from the Dominican Republic. Her parents and brothers and uncles and aunts. They’re her faith, always there for her.
“We go back to visit them twice a year,” Stella said, holding a frame of a younger Stella sitting on her abuela’s lap. “It’s like the biggest party you’ve ever seen. There’s so much food.”
If I went back to Iran, would my family even know me?
There isn’t a single picture of her dad in the whole house, not even in the big family photos, which look more like a class picture than a family, with all of the rows of faces.
Maria dumps the chopped carrots, celery, and potatoes into the pot of chicken and rice.
“Want to ask your questions now?” she asks. She’s got the same accent as Stella, only thicker.
Everything is so simple and natural that I don’t want to ask my questions at all.
“Yeah, sure.” I pull my computer out of my backpack and open it up.
Explaining the project comes easily now. I’ve done a bunch of interviews and learned practically nothing about exactly what makes someone a woman. Maria raised Stella, though. She must know something.
“I think the biggest thing about being a girl is just how complicated it is to be a girl,” she says. She places the flattened plantain circles back into the hot oil with tongs. Her long fingernails are painted a deep purple and her hands are damp from washing between tasks. “I liked to wear clothes like I saw my mom and older cousins wearing. Like the older girls in the neighborhood. It wasn’t really strange for younger kids to dress that way, but as someone who developed early it meant that no matter what I wore, I got a lot of attention.”
The word attention is a bad thing. Like the way a mouse doesn’t want to draw attention to itself. The way being transgender might bring me attention I don’t want. Not one bit.
She’s still talking, pulling plantains out of the oil and placing new ones in, saying, “And I was little, you know, your age. What did I know? It was nice to feel pretty at first. Made me feel grown-up. And, maybe not you, but all I wanted then was to be pretty and grown-up like the girls around me. That doesn’t mean that those catcalls were acceptable, you know? They were grown, I was young. They knew better and I didn’t. It felt good at first, but it always made me concerned over how I looked. Was I being too sexy? Did I look pretty enough? It’s a fine line.” She shakes her head. “I had Stella when I was sixteen with a boy from school. I think, really, being a woman is finding peace in your skin, dressing up for you, not for any man.” She looks at Stella. “Or woman. It’s putting on makeup because you want to, or not because you don’t. You live for you.”
And maybe what she says makes sense, but I still don’t understand how to get there. How to survive without blending in with the rest of the herd.
After dinner we go to Stella’s room, which is tiny and messy, its walls collaged with tear-outs from fashion magazines and watercolor paintings of oceans and magical creatures. She clears clothes from our path and throws them into a fabric basket. The smell of dinner didn’t leave the house once the food was gone, and even though I’m not hungry, I can’t stop thinking about it.
“So,” she says, hopping onto the squeaky bed, “you figure out what it means to be a woman yet?”
“Enough to write a paper, I guess.” I shrug.
“Who do you wanna be when you grow up? I mean, when you picture yourself in your head.”
This feels like an unfair question. I can’t picture myself in my head now, so how am I meant to time travel? I give it thought anyway, but the smell of the food has my mind all clogged.
“I want to eat more tostones,” I say.
She laughs and nudges me with her foot, nails painted the same purple as Maria’s fingernails. I imagine they did it together. I imagine my mom and Lila did the same thing. I imagine I wouldn’t want it done to me, but I’d give anything to roll my eyes at my mom asking me to give it a try.
“Come on, there must be one thing.” She gets up onto her knees and points at a picture on her wall. A short, thick woman with asymmetrical hair and a retro hip-hop style. “Like, I’d love to feel confident enough to wear stuff like this when I’m older. Look at her.” She traces the curves of the woman’s body.
It’s surprising to hear her admit that she isn’t confident enough now. I hope it isn’t because of those boys from school.
“I guess.” I pause, the words sitting on the tip of my tongue. For the first time, though, they aren’t held back by fear. I’m excited, but I don’t want them to spill out. “I want to feel like I’m exactly who I’m supposed to be. Without so many questions about whether I’m doing things the right way or if I’m enough.”
She doesn’t miss a beat. “My mama says she doesn’t feel grown-up enough or smart enough or pretty enough, even though she’s a smart, beautiful grown-up as far as I can tell.”
“I don’t think anyone at school thinks I’m doing anything right, though.”
Stella shoots me a look, brows arched and lips pinched into a nervous frown. And of course people at school think she’s all wrong, too, but I can’t shake the certainty that she is better than me. “I just don’t feel like the right Ollie,” I admit. “Even for me.”
“Sure, maybe not. I don’t always feel like the right Stella.”
And I can’t decide whether that makes me feel better or worse.
She lies down on the bed, legs resting up along the wall as she chews her cheek. So maybe neither of us feels exactly right. I want to lie down beside her and say how this is the first place I’ve ever felt like I belong, but she wipes her eyes and the back of her hand comes away damp.
Instead, I lie down and say, “Right or not, you’re a pretty great Stella.”
She laughs and wipes her face again. Even though I wish it were easier for her, it’s nice to know that someone so amazing is just as confused as I am.



  
TWENTY
ON FRIDAY AT lunch, Stella catches up with me on the way into the cafeteria. She’s wearing the naked lady socks again, and now I imagine what would happen if Grayson stomped over and said all those nasty things. Would I shrink away? Or would I fight? And if I did fight, would that just draw the attention of a predator I’m totally defenseless against?
But nothing happens.
Stella says, “My mom thinks you’re amazing.”
And I say, “I think your mom’s amazing.”
“You’re going to sit with us, right? Roscel’s on this whole tirade about nonbinary fashion being dominated by androgyny, and I could use at least one more pair of eyes rolling so he can see that it’s time to simmer down.” She bites her glossy lower lip and smiles at me, like this should be very enticing. “Pretty please?”
Across the cafeteria, through all the noise, Cal is sitting with Nora. They look the same from here as they do when I’m sitting next to them. It doesn’t matter if I’m there.
It’s just an observation.
But if a closeted queer kid falls to pieces in the middle of the cafeteria and nobody notices, does it matter if they make a sound?
Lonely is a feeling. And I’ll always be lonely if I surround myself with people who make me act.
Maybe I’ve been around Cal for so long that I know what she wants from me better than anyone else in school. Maybe that’s not the same as having a friend who really knows me.
“Yeah, totally.” I take one last look at my old lunch table before turning to follow Stella to hers.
To my new table.
And Roscel says, “Good, I know Ollie will back me up on this.”
“No way, baby boy.” Stella squeezes in between Mason and Dina. “Ollie’s on my side.”
Like I’ve been here all year and have a place at this table, Roscel slides right down to give me a spot to sit. “Doubtful. Let her make her own mind up.” Then he looks at me. “Don’t let this witch brainwash you. I know you’re a person of great passion. You tell me, when you think of nonbinary fashion, what comes to mind? Is it truly not binary, or it is simply crossing the binary in one direction?”
My mouth hangs open. All I could possibly say is that I’ve never thought about that a day in my life. All I can think about is whether this is how people feel when they’re talking to me.
“Ollie! You’re supposed to roll your eyes. Why’d I drag you over here if you’re going to give him the gift of consideration?” Unlike when Ellie says mean things like they’re not actually mean, Stella says this like there’s no way in the world she could be serious. Like her whole face is glowing with the reminder that she wants me here. She looks at Roscel. “Be the change, baby.”
“’Scuse me?” He flips his long hair over his shoulder. “I am so beyond the change. People need to catch up. I sewed a new skirt, and let me tell you…”
And he goes on and on, and even though they pretended to want him to stop, everyone keeps him going and going.
Mason leans toward me and says, “Cookie? My dad made them—well, I kind of made them with my dad. We’re trying out a new hobby.”
Then he hands me a cookie, and honestly it’s the best cookie I’ve ever had.
I think I’d be great at baking, but the idea of people seeing me as some girl who likes to bake churns my stomach. And yeah, that’s probably awful and sexist of me.
But I can’t help the way I feel.
I do spend the rest of the day wondering why. What’s so bad about being a girl who bakes and why is it somehow more appealing to be a boy who bakes? Can I even be a feminist if I have these thoughts?
Honestly, if I were a boy, I don’t even think I’d mind wearing a dress.
By the end of the day I’m itching to find a way to talk to Roscel about this without telling him everything about me. Actually, I’m itching to tell him everything about me. Under the layers of dirt, I’m desperate to attach myself to their nourishment.
But Friday night is movie night. A once-important school-year tradition that has evaporated into basically an inconvenience. It makes sense, too. Cal is blooming, growing up toward the sun in search of what she needs, and I’m burrowing. We’re moving in opposite directions. On my way home with Cal, who’s busy texting, I imagine movie night with the QBC kids.
How Roscel would talk over the movie and Stella would shush him and Dina would watch seriously while Mason smiles. Maybe he’d even bake some more cookies. And I’d be right there, in the middle of it all. Maybe I’d talk over the movie, too. And nobody would even mind.
“Did you have another interview at lunch? I feel like you’ve been missing all week,” Cal says.
“Yeah,” I lie.
“Must be a good project.”
And I nod. “Yeah. It’s going really well.”
“Wanna skip the pizza tonight?” She stops when we get to my house and looks at me, and it hits me all at once just how much a person can change. Not just their appearance, but everything else. “I’m just not feeling it.”
So we watch a movie without pizza. Whatever.
It’s fine.



  
TWENTY-ONE
THE FIRST TIME Lila made me an omelet she set off the smoke detector in the kitchen, which woke my dad up because blackout curtains and a closed door weren’t effective against the pandemonium that was Lila and me scrambling to scrape blackened cheese off the burner. You might think that would be my worst Sunday with Lila, but it’s nice to see her fail sometimes.
She lifted up the pan, folded over, nearly cooked omelet inside, and said, “Watch this.”
Picture a flying omelet landing splat onto the flame of a gas burner and not anywhere near the pan that was supposed to catch it.
Picture Lila’s green eyes peeled wide.
And then it started to sizzle.
And smoke.
The smoke alarm went off.
I slapped my hands over my ears and Lila rushed to shut off the burner.
By the time she grabbed the metal spatula and started scraping, Dad had flown down the steps, pillow in hand. He flapped the smoke out from under the detector until it stopped screeching.
Then he said, Try not to do that again.
And my sister said, Glad you told me or I probably would have.
And my dad gave her The Look. Lila said it’s not his look, either. It was Mom’s, and he had to take it on once she was gone. That way he could tell us to shut up or cut it out without actually using the words.
Lila says he uses it too much, and it stopped being effective because it’s basically just his face now. He obviously didn’t understand how to use The Look properly. Do you see where I get it from?
In the history of Sundays with Lila, I don’t think we’ve ever had a bad time in hindsight, even if we weren’t having a great time in the moment.
Until right now.
“Are you going to help, or what?” Lila asks. She kicks over a cardboard box that could fit a small dog and gestures at it. “I’m putting books in that one.”
“I’m hungry,” I say.
Her shoulders sag. “Just one box, please. Then I’ll make food.” She pouts and cocks her head, a whole song and dance that’s supposed to be the pretty-please of sad faces but just churns the empty in my belly.
Packing her junk so she can run off isn’t my job.
Now every week will have a Sunday and she’ll be off making omelets for Gabe. Did she even think about what I’m going to do when she’s gone?
I’m not a bad sibling, though, so I pack the box, even though I don’t want to. What else can I do, anyway? She reads a lot of the same romance novels that I found in my mom’s stuff. Hunky guys, close-ups of velvet corsets, and some vampires in the mix. I run my finger over a particularly tan set of abs and take a moment to imagine he’s real. That I could feel his skin and the contours of his muscles and the heat of his body, and it’s supposed to be exciting, but it isn’t.
I want them. But I don’t want them.
Maybe you understand.
“You can keep it if you want,” Lila says.
My neck burns red, and I drop the book into the box. “No, I don’t want it.”
“Just saying, it’s normal to be curious. I’ve already read it, so it’s not like I’ll miss it … much.” She’s all singsongy, like the time she found out I’d been keeping a nature journal pretending I was David Attenborough exploring the woods behind our house. “Go ahead. It’s not like I’ll say anything to Dad.”
And if I’m not curious, what then?
I don’t want to fight her, so I take the book and say, “Thanks.” Then I say, “I’m really hungry, can we please just make breakfast?”
And the worst part of all of this is that she makes waffles and bacon as a special treat, so I don’t get to have my omelet and I still have to thank her and pretend I’m excited because that’s what you’re supposed to do, right?
Does that sound like a treat?
Anyway, Mimi and Pop Pop call right as she sets the plates on the table, which means Mimi is going to watch me eat.
“Olive, sweetie!” Mimi leans in close to the phone. “We just wanted to see what you were planning for your birthday party.”
“We’re getting Persian food,” I say.
“How are you, Ollie?” Pop Pop peeks into the frame.
Mimi shoos him out. “Her name is Olive.” Then she points at me through the camera. “No boy is going to want to date a girl named Ollie, you know.”
“Mimi,” Lila warns.
“I just think your mother and father gave her a perfectly fine name, is all.” It’s like I’m not even here. Like she thinks I don’t know how she’s saying that not only is there something wrong with my name, but probably me as well. “Anyway, Pop Pop and I sent you a little pre-birthday gift. It’s not exactly what your sister got, but it’s lovely. There is an extra dress—just to bolster your closet until we get there.”
My heart tries to skip a beat, but trips and tumbles instead. “Get here?”
“Oh, your father didn’t mention it?” Mimi’s brows knit together tightly.
Lila and I silently confirm that no, our father hadn’t mentioned anything of the sort.
“No,” I say.
Mimi clasps her hands together. “Oh, well, surprise! It’s been too long since your father has been able to get you both out here, so we’re coming to you. Your mother was always a little better at all the coordinating. Our son would forget his own birthday if we didn’t call him first.” She laughs. “And we cannot wait to see you in the dress we got. It’s really lovely. And, as a special treat, I’m going to take you shopping for some nice clothes. Lila, don’t you remember when we went out for your thirteenth birthday?”
“I do, Mimi.” Lila has a nice smile, but this isn’t that. “It was a lot of fun. Maybe I can come as well?”
“Oh, sure. I don’t see why not! Both of you are in the midst of such wonderfully important life transitions. And someone needs to help Olive doll up a bit.”
I imagine my pulse in my ears, focusing on the sound, whoosh, whoosh, whoosh, that it would probably make, and time that with the pounding in my chest until my whole body starts to throb. The only words I hear are Ollie and Olive being batted around like a feather on the end of a cat toy.
I just want Lila to stay, okay?
The whooshing stops when Lila says, “I think this is just a disrespectful conversation to be having and we should move on.”
And Mimi says, “Oh poo, I’m just trying to be helpful. You’re so sensitive, like your mother.”
And Pop Pop says, “Oh, leave the poor girls alone, Lizzie.”
And Lila says, “We’ll see you in two weeks.”
And, holy crap, I’m turning thirteen in two weeks.



  
TWENTY-TWO
AFTER BREAKFAST I swipe my notebook from my desk and take the rainbow bracelet Roscel made out of my backpack. Then I take my time walking down to the creek because no way do I want to stuff more half-naked men into boxes while Lila’s all Ooh la la, want this book?
I hike down to the mouth of the creek. To the fallen tree. The Throne.
I hop on and flip to an empty page.
Hi Mom,
I met some really great people. I’ve made a lot of progress since I wrote to you last. I made friends, I think.
If you were here, I’d tell you that Roscel is like a dolphin. He’s smart and mischievous and surprising. Did you know that dolphins carry around and use tools? Did you know that Roscel once broke every dress-code rule directed toward “girls” in our Code of Conduct student handbook in order to express how the rules were basically sexualizing kids? I hadn’t ever thought about that, but it makes sense, you know?
He waves to me in the hall over everyone’s heads. Rainbow nails and beaded bracelets—they all have them, and on Monday Roscel gave me one as well—surfacing over my classmates.
I’d tell you that Mason is like an emperor penguin. My gut
instinct was to compare him to a golden retriever, but he isn’t good-dog loyal. He’s “travel for nine weeks in subzero temperatures to care for a tiny egg because sometimes things really matter that much” loyal. He’s someone you might not think about all the time, but he’s there and he’s beautiful. He’s the kind of person who only put his hand on my back once before realizing I didn’t like it, and now, when we’re part of a group and I can’t figure out what to say, he stands so close to me that I can feel him there, but he never touches me or says a word. I don’t know what it means, exactly, but it’s like what I imagine having an arm around your back in a huddle is supposed to feel like.
Dina is an ant. Bear with me, though, because I know that this sounds boring and weak, but it really isn’t. She came up to me after health class and changed my life. She held me up; she holds up Stella when people say things in the hallways. She’s always there, working behind the scenes, even if you might not notice her.
One time this kid Grayson—a friend of Elijah’s, who stole Cal away from me—said to Dina, “I don’t know why you had to get the biggest boobs in the whole seventh grade when they’re just going to be wasted on other girls.”
It’s actually not true that Dina has the biggest boobs, because it’s actually Sorja, and I know that because Liam says she showed them to him over winter break and they were as big as the girls’ online, which is really sad. Not that there are girls online, but that us kids have to be compared to them when we shouldn’t even be in the race.
Point is, though, that Dina said, “The real waste would be if breasts really were just there for unappreciative jerks like you. It’s like sticking a toddler in the Louvre.”
The Louvre is an art museum in Paris that none of us have ever been to but Dina has read all about.
And, okay, that’s not very nice, but it shut him up!
How’d she even come up with something to say? I wonder. I only come up with things to say about a million years later, when everyone has moved on. Only I’d never actually say anything. It’s always Dina. I think her fight-or-flight is broken, because she seems like she’d really fight if it came down to it.
And Stella. Mom, I’ll be honest. I don’t know. She’s the first person I’ve ever looked at and felt like I understood. Not a creature to puzzle over, but someone who might just know exactly how I’m feeling.
That’s something special, I think. Because Cal acts like she’s best friends forever with Nora, but then she doesn’t even act like herself with Nora and her friends. So having a lot of friends is nothing like having someone who really knows you.
The thing is, maybe I wouldn’t actually tell you all of this.
How is it that looking at someone like me, who might really see me for who I am, can feel like coming home after a long trip and also like walking into a world I never knew existed?
Like comfort and adventure. But adventures mean danger, because a new world means new rules.
I have hope for my future, but also a constant awareness of all the things that might go wrong. All the people who think I’m wrong. I know who I am, and I think I know who I want to be. But what if growing up honest means that I don’t know whether the people I love most deeply will love the deepest parts of me in this world where so many people would rather have me dead or different or at least so out of sight that they can pretend I don’t exist?
How am I supposed to be myself, huh?
Maybe I haven’t made as much progress as I thought.
Desperately yours,
Ollie
I tear out the page. The plastic bag is right where I left it, under the knotted roots of The Throne with my letter from before. I add this letter to the bag and stuff it back into its spot.



  
TWENTY-THREE
IF YOU NEVER see yourself in the world, how are you supposed to think you can exist? Maybe most people see themselves everywhere. In every book they’re made to tear apart in English class, in every hit TV series or movie. Lucky them.
Maybe they’re not the people who need to know that life can be okay. But then, maybe they’re not okay in their own ways as well.
We’re all a bunch of chameleons desperate to camouflage.
I just want to be okay.
On Wednesday, Roscel wears a cropped white button-up and a bizarre, asymmetrically cut skirt—a patchwork of blues and pinks he made himself—to school and grows taller with each whisper and glare, while I shrink away. I’m not a bad person. I’m just scared.
It’s fine.
On our way to lunch, Grayson and Liam and Nate walk by, and Liam stares at Roscel and his skirt for a long time before saying—well, use your imagination, because I’m not going to tell you.
I will tell you that Roscel says, “Mmm, love letters from my fan club. Get in line, sweet cheeks.”
And boy does that make Liam mad.
No matter what kids like Liam say, Roscel lets it slide right off.
He always does.
And when Grayson says, “Guess your old hockey chick is some sort of lesbian now, huh?”
And Liam says, “Dina must’ve turned her.”
Nate stands there, staring like someone just asked him to name the US capitals, and maybe they don’t know how bad he is with geography, but he’s absolutely terrible.
“Back off.” Dina is ready to walk away.
But Ellie’s voice chimes in from behind us, saying, “Dina’s not even a real lesbian.”
And just like that, Stella is gone. Maybe Dina would have stuck around to fight, but she leaves as well, and when I go to follow she presses her hand against my shoulder, stopping me in my tracks. “You realize those people were your friends, right?”
I want to say, They were never my friends.
But she doesn’t mean Liam and Grayson and Ellie.
She means Nate and Nora and Cal, who are watching it all happen. Less bystanders waiting for help to arrive and more testing out public displays of hate with their stares and silence.
Cal looks at me like I’m a worm on the ground. Something she used to find joy in, but now? She turns to walk into the cafeteria. Nora whispers something in her ear and they both look back at me before passing through the doors.
When Roscel says, “Coming?”
I say, “I have to work on my project,” even though I don’t have to work on my project at all.
It’s fine.
This is fine.
I can keep going.
So maybe it’s not always rainbows—not that I haven’t been bracing for the storms all along—but when we’re all together again at lunch the next day, I get up the guts to say, “Want to come to my birthday party?”
Even though the overall mood was soggy, Stella looks up at me and smiles.
“It’s next weekend. On Saturday.” I make sure to look between them as I talk, sending the invitation to each of them like an eager network of mycelia, ready to connect. “There will be food and a creek.”
I’m losing confidence, mycelia reaching through underground darkness until it finally strikes exactly what it was looking for.
Stella claps her hands together and bumps her hip into Dina’s. “Oh heck yeah. We love a party.”
And Roscel says, “Literally any excuse to wear a dress is a win in my book.”
“Roscel!” Mason looks at me with the best fake-offended face you’ve ever seen.
“Oh, please, I joke! I joke. Seriously.” Roscel smiles. “But I do want to clarify two details. One: What kind of food? Two: Will the creek be attending, or just nearby?”
“Uh, not attending.” I laugh. “But we could take a walk to it if the weather is good. And the food will be Persian food. It’s like rice and kebabs and veggies.”
“I’m in,” Mason says.
“Me too,” Stella and Roscel say at almost exactly the same time.
Dina looks at me and I realize the system I’ve connected with is all her doing. I’d never have started my expedition had she not sent the signal my way. In the distance, Cal and Nate and everyone else in the world keep moving on without me. Or maybe they’re growing even better now that I’ve found where I belong. Moments like this have a way of feeling like they could last forever. Sometimes bad moments feel just as eternal, though.



  
TWENTY-FOUR
TO DECOMPOSE IS to break down into matter more simple than the whole. Some of this process is natural, just the result of all those microbes that call your gut home multiplying and consuming your body from the inside. This whole process is called autolysis, or self-digestion. Sometimes animals, like maggots and our good old worm pals, lend a helping hand.
It’s kind of amazing how efficient the process can be. If you look it up, you’ll see how all these things that are essential to keeping us alive are also responsible for cleaning us up after we’re gone. I’ve spent hours searching, clicking link after link until the sun goes down and my stomach complains for food. I do it even though I’ve read about this a million times before. Even though the idea of gut microbes that eat my food and eventually eat me gives me itchy palms and tingly joints.
Calliope Mylonas has kept me alive for as long as I can remember. She has been an absolutely essential part of how I digest the world. Thanks to Cal, I know how to not take sarcasm seriously. One time in the second grade Ellie told me that she also totally loved worms and everyone wanted to hear more about them. Cal said that interested people almost never say totally that way and almost no one wants to hear about worms.
She taught me that I should look at people when I talk, and a few nights online explained why. I also know that people don’t particularly enjoy hearing about decomposition, and that the word putrefaction should never under any circumstances, even if it seems relevant to me, be brought up when people are eating.
“Want me to do you next?” Cal asks. She’s sitting at the vanity in her room, peeling open her eye so she can color her eyelid with a charcoal pencil.
It’s horrible and dangerous.
Picture a sneeze sending the tip of the pencil into her eye.
Picture all the microbes just waiting to give her some sort of terrible eye infection.
Even when I squeeze my eyelids shut and imagine my mind swiping away the images, like doodles on a magnetic drawing board, the churning in my stomach carries on.
“No way,” I say.
Lila didn’t do that to me. There were no pencils near my eye.
Cal stops drawing and looks at me, the bloodred of the inside of her eyelid still exposed to the world and all its germs. “You’d look so pretty with a little liner. Or some mascara. Your lashes are—”
“No.” I shake my head. “I don’t need it. And neither do you, honestly. I don’t get why you’re doing that for a stupid boy.”
I kind of don’t believe I just said that. Usually these thoughts stay in my head.
She can’t believe it, either. I’ve never seen Cal at a loss for words, but she stares at me like I’m a complete stranger.
After a long pause, she says, “I just want to look pretty,” but she is pretty. “I want to look like Nora and Ellie and the pretty girls in our class, and they wear makeup, Ollie. Our school is stuffed with these other prettier girls, and I don’t want Elijah to realize that before we even have a chance to fall in love.”
“Don’t you want him to like you?” I ask. “You’re both going to get all wrinkly and weird someday, so if he’s only into you for your looks, then what’s even the point?”
I think we might be having an argument.
Not a she said Worms are gross and I said No they’re not argument, either.
“Ollie, you don’t get it. I’m trying my best.” She sighs like she’s tried to tell me this a billion times before and she’s sick of saying so. “I want to be pretty. I want to wear makeup. Makeup makes me feel pretty, and honestly I actually enjoy putting it on. So why shouldn’t I do it?”
“Because you’re more than just pretty!” And I didn’t think we cared about pretty and thin and boys and bras, but obviously I don’t know her at all anymore, either.
She rests her head against the back of her chair and puts the eyeliner back on her desk. “I know that, Ollie. It doesn’t mean I don’t still want to be pretty. Not everyone is like you.” The way she says it, you, as if she’s pointing out a squashed slug on the sidewalk, snaps against my chest like a rubber band. “You don’t care how you look.”
“What’s wrong with how I look?” I ask.
She puffs a laugh that sucks the air from the room, then she shakes her head.
This room used to be my second home, back before she ripped down everything we had in common.
“You know, Ollie. People are saying things about you.” We watch each other through the mirror. “Ever since you and Stella and all those kids started hanging out.”
At some point, the gases caused by all your microbes multiplying and eating and producing waste cause your body to bloat up. Your organs are liquefied. Eventually, your skin stretches so tight that it can’t handle the pressure and pop.
Yup. It’s exactly what you think.
The whole process is called putrefaction. This is the first stage of decomposition.
“What’s wrong with Stella?” I rarely know what someone is going to say before they say it, but this time I have a terrible suspicion.
I can’t believe she’d take it there.
Maybe she won’t.
I have to be wrong.
“You have to know,” she says.
And I say, “What?” Because she can’t be about to say it.
“You’re always a step behind, but you’re not blind. I can’t hold your hand forever.” Is that what our friendship is to her? I can’t even think of a face to put on, or maybe empty and blank are exactly the feelings I have. She gestures in exasperation and says, “Stella’s a freaking boy! Everyone knows—”
“Stop,” I say.
“Ollie.” She isn’t watching me anymore. Instead, her fingers are drifting over the row of makeup pencils on the desk.
At some point, after the big pop, the liquefied organs will leak outside the body and start to break down the muscles and skin as well. I can imagine this clearly. Me, leaking all over the beige carpet.
“She’s a girl,” I say. “And—no, you know what? She’s a girl, and it wasn’t your or anyone else’s place to share something like that. Not with anyone.”
My body is tight, with all the potential energy of a loaded spring, vibrating with adrenaline. I press my toes against the carpet. I press my fingertips into my palm. I press my tongue against the roof of my mouth. I squeeze my eyes shut.
“Ollie, people are saying that you’re—”
“I don’t care.” There’s no reason to look at her. She’s not even Cal anymore. She’s repainted and redecorated and reimagined and about a thousand miles away, and I don’t want to catch up.
As I leave, she says, “Yeah. Well, I do.”



  
TWENTY-FIVE
THANKS TO LIAM and Nate and Cal and that maggot Elijah, I’m a skeleton with phantom tearing pains where skin and muscle are supposed to be. Crawling and scraping. I grab my things and bolt out the front door toward the sidewalk.
I could go home.
My feet know the way.
Even with every limb in my body strung tight as the strings on the guitar my dad swears he’ll play.
That he’ll never touch because it came from Mom.
And touching it would mean something.
My feet could still get me there.
But I don’t go home. At least, not directly.
In the battle of fight or flight, though? I will always be flight.
The wind stings my face. My eyes. The gentle rain turns sharp against my skin. I hear Stella and Dina and Roscel and Mason in my head like a chorus, saying, Coward, coward, coward.
I’m not one of them.
You can’t make a lion out of a mouse.
Branches snap underfoot as I stagger down the hill.
This place is my real home.
Where I can talk to Mom.
Where Nate used to get me.
Where Cal used to like me.
But she always wanted to change me. To make me normal. Even in the woods, where the worms sit in the cool dirt at the edge of the creek and the mushrooms connect probably the whole entire forest, nourishing and communicating. Where the trees grow and the flowers bloom and die and bloom and die. Even here, in the safest place in the world, she wanted me different.
Or less different.
Down past The Throne, the creek gets wide and the water is full of branches and logs and rocks of all sizes. It’s only calf deep and moves slowly.
One time I picked through the mud and showed Cal a worm.
And she said, That’s cool, but you shouldn’t do that at school, okay?
And I thought, Wow, she’s such a great friend.
Could be she was looking out for me. Could also be she was embarrassed.
She is embarrassed by me.
This is when my mom would walk down the hill. She would ask me what was wrong, because she’s the kind of mom who always knows when something is wrong and maybe she’s even got some cookies or a new Nat Geo magazine and she wants to read it with me.
But I say, “Leave me alone!”
Not because I’m angry at her, but because she’s my mom and I heard Lila yell like that all the time, even though I know for certain that Lila loved Mom and she never wants to be alone.
I’ll never know what it’s like to hate my mom. To yell at her. To need her so much and want her to go away at the same time, because I’ll always need her and she’ll never be here.
Here at the creek, I could scream. I could yell as loud as I wanted and by the time someone got here to see what was what, I’d be home. Lila would ask, Did you hear that sound earlier? And I’d say, Yeah, maybe it was a fox.
Do you know what a fox sounds like?
Like a yell.
I could come down here and yell every day and eventually the whole neighborhood would be saying, Seems like we’ve got a whole family of foxes out there.
I don’t know how to yell, though. So I squat down, dig my hands into the mud, and squeeze. Screaming behind my closed mouth, shrill sounds trapped in my tight throat. I clench my fists as hard as I can, water trickling between my fingers, until I realize there might be worms in there and I’m treating them the way all my should-have-been friends have treated my heart. So I relax my hands and stand up. Mud drips from my fingers.
I breathe.
The forest is alive. All the deciduous trees are catching up to the towering pines, which change less from season to season than their surroundings do. Even the animals change, but the pines don’t. They’re steady and tall and swaying in the wind. And all the birds and squirrels and the deer I can’t see, but I know are in here somewhere? They’re looking for love, same as Cal.
It’s not that weird, when you think about it. Everyone is looking for a mate. It’s biology. So it’s me who’s broken.
Maybe Cal was doing me favors all along.
When I get home, my shoes are muddy and wet and I’m breathing so hard, each breath burning in my chest. Instead of breathing heavily, I slow down, sucking in air through an imaginary straw and then puffing it out like I’m blowing out birthday candles.
“Are you all right?” Lila calls from the kitchen.
I send out a signal telepathically: Ollie is absolutely, completely, and totally FINE.
But she must not get it because she comes up the steps with a worry-wrinkled forehead while I’m squashing the backs of my dirty sneakers to pull them off, and says, “Ollie?”
I’m fine, though.
“No, I’m not.” And I must really not be, because I’m saying my thoughts and thinking my words and even though I’m decomposing down to the smallest and most essential parts of myself, I feel massive and immovable.
“What’s going on?” Her naked toes flex against the floor.
I open my mouth and it all comes pouring out, words so heavy they’ll take me down if I don’t get them out first.
“There’s this girl in my school who people are bullying and I don’t get it,” I say. “I don’t get why people need to change or wear makeup or even smile when their face isn’t smiling. Or does my face just not work? Or it’s my brain, like Mom thought. Why does it feel like I have to work to figure out all the things that everyone else just knows, and why does it matter whether this girl was born assumed to be a girl when she’s still just a girl now? What even makes someone a girl or not a girl? Because I don’t think your body really matters all that much when it’s the only thing in this whole life that we get absolutely no say in. And did you know that the most banned book is about a girl just like her? A kid! And people want to ban that like they’re not sending a loud-and-clear message to every single kid who isn’t…” What? Isn’t what?
My mouth hangs open like a fish’s.
My face is cool and wet, also like a fish’s.
I take a big breath and I say, “I don’t understand, okay?”
Her brows are practically attached in the middle, like they’d be if she didn’t wax and pluck. She thinks I don’t remember, and maybe I don’t, but we have pictures from before she decided she’d be better with less hair.
But maybe there’s nothing wrong with making that choice.
“I’m not sure I do, either. What are you talking about?” she asks.
“I don’t get why anyone cares what someone’s gender is or whether or not it matches the genitals they believe someone should have.” And I don’t get why telling my family that I’m not a girl has to be so terrifying.
They’d love me, right?
“I don’t know what to tell you. It’s not something I understand, either,” she says.
And I breathe easily.
And I say, “I wish people could just be respectful.”
And she lifts up her spears. And locks and loads. And says, “Sure. It’s just hard to imagine what it really means not to feel like you are your biological sex. I’m sure that girl at your school doesn’t deserve to be bullied, but I don’t really get it. Seems like it’s a surefire way to make life a lot harder for yourself.”
She keeps talking but I’m shish-kebabed on her spears, and here I never thought to raise my smashers, soft as they still are.
I never thought to be afraid because she’s supposed to understand all my hard feelings.



  
TWENTY-SIX
YOU MIGHT BE thinking that this is a prime time for me to talk to my mom. That’s what people do when they’re having a hard time, right? You might think I’m feeling awfully unlucky to not have a mom anymore, but you’d be wrong.
This is just one less person who might stop loving me.
Mom in my head will always love me.
Instead, I open Stella’s number in my phone and hover over the video button. I don’t press it, because what would I say, anyway?
Hey, Stella, I might be trans or nonbinary or at least definitely not cis, and I don’t know what to do about it?
She’d say, You’re exactly the perfect you!
And I would want to believe her. I might even say, I know.
But the truth is that no matter how much I want to know that I am exactly right the way I am, I’m drowning in all the ways that exactly the perfect me could ruin everyone else’s life.
Picture a huge wave of bullying smacking me right in the face.
Then, right as I get up from the water, tide pulling at my legs, another wave of Lila never understanding me at all crashes over my head.
A wave of Dad not loving me anymore.
A wave of maybe I can’t even get a job.
Then, tugging me under once and for all, is: What if all the people who could never understand, who are in charge of the world I have to grow up in, make it impossible for me to be who I am? For Stella. For our families.
In my mirror, I see all the ways I could be myself.
Only I don’t know how.
Or if I can.
The constrictor is back. Maybe it’s a part of me now. Forever tightening and loosening. Snakes are not parasitic, but in this case, I don’t see how I benefit.
I think this is growing up.
Realizing how you fit in the world, not just your home or your school. Or how you don’t fit at all.
And okay, if you were thinking, Hey, Ollie, you should still write to your mom, then you win because obviously that’s what I’m going to do.
Because, like I said, Mom in my head will always love me. It’s too dark to go back to the creek, and even if I did, I wouldn’t be able to see my paper to write.
But I can’t find my notebook.
It’s not in my bag. Not on my desk.
Nothing is the way it’s supposed to be because my mom is in the pages of a stupid notebook instead of here telling me to clean my stupid room so I can find anything when I need it.
I take all my bras out from my drawer and shove them under my bed, way back. Gone forever. And that’s where I find my notebook. Wedged between my mattress and the wall.
Dear Mom,
How did you know that loving Dad was worth losing your family over? Did you know you’d lose your family? If not, did you think maybe they’d love you enough to be okay with whatever decisions you made?
If bravery is genetic, then Dad must be the least brave person on the planet. I don’t know if Punnett squares work on bravery, but if both my parents were brave I think I’d probably have to be, and none of your bravery was passed down to me.
Anyway, I think I know the answer, because I’ve been hearing it for basically every important question I ask these days, but how do you even know you love someone? And is loving someone enough to want to lose your whole family for them the same as wanting to kiss them at the mall?
I’m imagining you’re saying, Oh, Ollie, you just know.
And, You can kiss anyone at the mall, but you wouldn’t lose your family over them.
And I would say, Well, what made Dad so special?
I would say, What does it feel like to just know all this stuff?
And if I could even guess what you’d say back, then maybe I wouldn’t be so confused.
The thing is, I know what a penis looks like, Mom. And I don’t want anything to do with them. Now maybe this is normal, but you wouldn’t know that if you listened to kids at school. I don’t think I am interested in any bodies at all.
Sometimes I look at the bodies on the books you left, you know the ones, and I think maybe I like them. But I also think maybe I’d like to be them.
It’s very confusing.
I just want to know that I can ask these questions and still have a place to sleep at night and family who love me and friends who won’t think I’m a monster and a world that won’t try to get rid of me.
I don’t think it’s too much to ask for a safe place to try out all the ways I might be myself.
Do you still love me?
Despondently Yours,
Ollie
Instead of going to sleep, I put the note in my bag and then pull out my copy of Melissa. I need to have something to say about it tomorrow during book club. It takes me a while to really read the words, my mind coming and going from Melissa’s life to my own, but eventually I get in a groove. The sound of my dad’s bedroom door shutting pulls my focus just long enough for me to make the decision to relocate. Then, nose still in my book, I sneak down to the kitchen and curl up with my back against the cabinets beside the oven. The way I used to read when I was little, except when I was little I wasn’t nauseated and afraid. Still, I read like old times until I hit the last chapter.
The time on the oven clock is blurry until I wipe my eyes clear. It’s almost four A.M. Maybe I should be going to bed, but I’m not tired.
I blink and look around the dimly lit kitchen. The old white stove, days-old pasta sauce dried on the burner and unknown spatter on the knobs. I can’t picture my mom standing there cooking. I can’t picture anyone standing there cooking. There’s Lila with our omelets, but Dad mostly microwaves his food, only occasionally heating up sauces or boiling water.
Sometimes I can barely picture Mom at all.
I won’t explain what it feels like to forget your mom.
There’s a big stack of photo books in the living room, tucked away in a drawer under the coffee table where we used to keep family board games back when we were more of a family than three people living in the same house. Or two people, basically. Back when the photo books used to be kept on top of the table.
Inside, there are pictures from the camping trip we took when I was really little, before Mom got pregnant. When we learned that Dad can’t pitch a tent, but Mom could, and that Lila was extra-allergic to poison ivy. There are photos from my sister’s dance recitals, her thick legs strong and sturdy in a sea of dainty figures.
After passing some awkward family photos from a Fourth of July parade, thankful that my mom printed these every year, I find the picture I wanted.
Mom and me at the zoo. I was six, dressed in khaki cargo shorts I remember picking out myself on account of all the pockets for the rocks I planned to collect in the forest. Her arm wrapped across my shoulders and pulled my back tight to her chest. She was in an outfit that looked a bit like a dress but was actually a flowy striped romper made of a thin, soft fabric I used to rub between my fingers as I hung on her legs. It brought me a kind of comfort I remember better than the silky softness of the fabric itself. A feeling that transports me to a past I hold in my mind. A place that was safe and easy. I lock the pale pink and off-white lines and that ghost feeling in my mind, then I scurry back to the spot in the kitchen and paste her memory right there by the stove.
Then I read the rest of Melissa, including the acknowledgments, out loud as she prepares an imaginary Persian feast.
Even though there isn’t any food, I go to bed full. Energized not by the measly hour or two of sleep I get, but by the tale of a girl who figured out how to start figuring out how to be herself. A book that didn’t really have an ending, but a new beginning.
By the time I get dressed and walk into the kitchen again, the exhaustion has sunk in, and as much as I’d like to say that I’m inspired to start my own life, I just feel bad about how much I’m still not ready.
My dad says, “Why the long face, Ollie-bollie?”
If he’d take two seconds to look in the cabinet next to his coffee beans, where Mom’s tea bags are still stashed away, he’d know. If he took a second to look at the big ugly emptiness where Lila used to keep her coffee and tea and flavored water drops, he’d know.
But he doesn’t see any of the sad things ever, so I say, “My stomach hurts.”
And he says, “Oh no, need to stay home?”
And I want to say, Dad, you’re not supposed to go right to keeping me home.
But instead I say, “No, I have book club. It’s not too bad.”
But it really is so bad, and how am I supposed to feel this way for my whole entire life?
“Okay. Have fun.” He pats all his pockets, looks around the kitchen, and smiles. “It looks nice in here.”



  
TWENTY-SEVEN
BEING A WOMAN killed my mom. No one ever said this exactly, but no one ever says anything outright when you’re a kid because everyone else gets to decide what you ought to know. But one of the good things about being a kid is the way people forget you’re there if you’re quiet enough. And when grown-ups think the kids are busy, that’s when they say real things.
This is how I found out the truth.
I was nine years old, which is old enough to walk around your neighborhood alone but not old enough to know exactly what happened to your dead mom. People were giving Dad their condolences in our living room like condolences help anyone feel better, and I said, I’m going to my room.
And he said, Okay, kiddo.
And people gave me the kind of sad looks that you only get when your mom dies and people feel sorry for you. The kind of looks you get from teachers when they say you should talk to your mom about if she can come on a field trip and you say you can’t do that because you don’t have a mom anymore. They’re not reserved for funeral parties.
Anyway, I sat just past the steps with my back against the wall and heard stories that no one ever thought to tell me about when my mom was young.
How she demanded a beach wedding because she didn’t want to wear shoes.
How she could never actually make a cake, but still tried. For every single one of Lila’s birthdays she tried and failed until she could. All my cakes were amazing.
And then I heard Mimi say, A woman her age really shouldn’t have gotten pregnant in the first place.
And I wondered if my mom knew that.
So maybe being a woman and growing up killed my mom.
Later that night my dad said, I’m not sure I’ve ever seen so much blood in my life.
I got snippets like puzzle pieces to make up my own answers.
Because all I knew was that I said goodbye to my mom late one night, kissed my little brother through her big belly, and woke up in the morning with neither of them.
My dad said, They did everything they could, but sometimes these things happen.
So I imagined the doctors rushing around with bags of blood, yelling over the rapid beeping of all those monitors, and my mom lying there just trying her best to be alive. I wondered what she felt and if she knew and if she had anything she wanted to tell me.
I wondered why it was that these things could just happen.
I asked, Did you pick his name?
And my dad said, She wanted to name him Julian.
So I think his name was Julian, but no one ever said so. And no one ever talked about him.
We cried and watched cartoons and I didn’t go to school for a week, but it wasn’t as exciting as you’d think.
People left us flowers that died, because Dad wasn’t the household gardener, and even though Lila tried her best, she wasn’t Mom. So we threw away crunchy leaves and petals and eventually whole flower arrangements until our house looked exactly normal and people stopped asking things like, How are you holding up? Or saying, Let me know if you want to talk and It’ll get better, as if this hole in my family was a broken arm that would heal flawlessly if I gave it time and stayed positive.
Now I’m staring at my blood drip, drip, dripping into the toilet, and I can’t help wondering if this is what death looks like. No matter what I do, it won’t stop. I bled through my jeans just enough to leave a little smudge on my seat and now I’m trapped here forever, I guess, with my ruined jeans and all this blood.
The stall is so narrow and I feel impossibly large and obvious, like Hulk playing hide-and-seek. The scratched-up yellow door might as well be a window, because I’m sure anyone who came in here right now would know what was happening.
I could text Cal. Her mom made her a little “feminine hygiene” bag to carry around eons before she even got her period. I never understood why until right now. No one ever told me that my period would just up and attack me at school. But I don’t want her to know this is happening to me. I don’t need her telling me all about puberty like it’s just another thing I am late to figure out. I don’t need her help.
Then there are the cancers. Remember them? The ones that might convince doctors to remove this whole part of me.
As I listen to the doctor say, We’re so sorry, there just isn’t any other option.
As they say, We did everything we could, but sometimes these things happen.
As I imagine myself in a hospital gown, going back to surgery, I am at peace.
I am a terrible person.
But there’s no peace in the bathroom when you’re bleeding all over the place and lunch is about to end and your friends are probably wondering where you are, so there’s no choice but for you to bunch up a whole incredibly irresponsible amount of practically see-through toilet paper, shove it into your underwear, and then flush the evidence of a blooming you never asked for in the first place. Because you can’t stay in that stall forever, can you?
And this is it.
Ready or not, womanhood is coming.
The boys’ bathroom is right across the hall, and I stop and stare at the door. I don’t feel like I belong in there any more than I belong in the girls’ room.
I tie my hoodie around my waist. It wouldn’t be a tragedy if I bled out on my way to math. And I just might, honestly. Blood trickles down the inside of my thigh. My uterus is twisted and knotting like it’s the constrictor that’s been tormenting me all along.
It doesn’t stop there, either. Each breath is a little less satisfying than the last. The constrictor is growing and writhing and taking up the space I need to survive.
Winding tighter and tighter.
And tighter.
People are slowly leaving the cafeteria, passing through the two sets of double doors like a lazy current tumbling through a narrow pinch in a stream. They’re heading toward class, something I really ought to consider, but I can’t move.
My feet are stuck. My legs are heavy. Even the air in my squeezed-shut lungs feels more like stagnant swamp gas than anything life-sustaining. And I can’t just walk through the halls with this flag of menstruation tied around my waist for everyone to see.
Across from the cafeteria, the doors to the theater are open.
There’s nothing but darkness.
Maybe peace.
Pretend you’re celebrating escape from a crowded hallway while you’re bleeding out into your favorite pair of jeans and trying to keep the air in your lungs, but it’s seeping out and your eyes are bulging and, bam, you hear, “Ollie?”
I press my tongue against the roof of my mouth and clench my jaw and beg my stupid uterus to just uncoil already so I can breathe. Joke is how I have to do this maybe twelve times a year for the rest of my life.
“Ollie?” Stella walks through the doors after me. “We were wondering where you went. What are you doing here?”
I want to say, What are you doing here?
Instead, I say, “Just breathing.”
And she says, “Oh. All right.” Then she says, “Are you okay?”
I can’t come up with a face to make, because happy isn’t any less weird than whatever the truth is, and maybe she can see my big balloon head ready to burst, so I shake my head and dig my toes into the ground and wait for her to go away.
She nods. “Okay. What’s going on?”
And out it comes, like a burst of air. “I got my period.”
“In general or…?” Her eyebrows tug together and she glances down at my hoodie. “Like just now?”
“Now,” I say. “For the first time.”
And she says, “Oh.”
And I say, “Yeah.”
And she says, “I assume you don’t have, like, pads or anything, then?”
I shake my head again.
“Okay.” She bobs her head and pulls her lips tight and thinks. Then she pulls her phone from her pocket and starts typing. “Okay. I’ll text Dina. She’s probably on her way to class, but I’m sure she can make up something.” I don’t want Dina to know because the more people who know the more of a thing this will be, and I can’t just shut my eyes and pretend it didn’t happen if Stella and Dina and basically the whole world know that I’m turning into a woman. But I also don’t want the whole school to know by way of my bloody jeans, so I nod. She nods back, then says, “Take a big breath and look around. Tell me three things you see.”
“What?” I’m suffocating and bleeding out and she wants to play I Spy.
It’s fine.
“Just do it.”
“Fine.” Without hesitation, I say, “Your shoes, my shoes, and an electrical outlet.”
She says, “Cool. Okay, what do you smell?”
I want to argue, but she seems sure of herself so I say, “Uh, citrus.”
“I have extra, do you want some?” She reaches into her hoodie pocket and pulls out a mandarin, offering it to me. “What do you hear?”
I take the mandarin from her and back into the wall, resting my head on the cool brick. “Thanks. And a big fan.”
She says, “What do you feel? Like not inside, but outside? With your body.”
I guess this is an important detail, because no one needs to know what’s going on in here right now. More and more often, though, my insides are finding their way out. I suppose it’s only natural when you’ve decomposed the way I have.
“Rough brick; it’s cold. Clothes on my body.” There’s also the blood dripping down the inside of my thigh. But I don’t say that. Instead, I rub my finger over the soft bumps on the mandarin peel and say, “It’s smooth.”
“Eating something sour can help, too. If you’re having these a lot, then maybe think about carrying around some sour candy or something. Kind of shocks your brain out of the panic attack.” She points at the orange. “That will help.”
I nod, then I say, “I have a question.”
“Okay.” She scrunches her mouth to one side. “Go ahead.”
“I think it’s the kind of question that you shouldn’t ask, and I don’t want to make you angry.” This is where Cal would say something like, That’s too invasive or It’s fine, she just won’t answer if it bugs her. I could argue either side.
This is not me missing Cal.
I jab my finger into the orange peel and the juice stings where I’ve chewed my nails too low.
She laughs. “Just ask. I think usually the reason you ask a question is more important than whatever the question is. I trust you.”
So maybe she knows what I want to ask.
I say, “How do you know you’re a girl?”
Her face doesn’t tell me anything, and I imagine her and her blank face walking away forever. The QBC room is dark and the door is locked, forever and ever. And the brilliant mycelium network feeding me has pruned my infestation.
I stuff a piece of mandarin into my mouth and Stella’s lips bunch up. Just thinking about the face makes my lips twitch.
“I just knew.” She shrugs. “Looking in the mirror, I guess, I knew exactly what kind of woman I wanted to be and I knew the kid I saw—I was real little, too, still wearing what my mom picked out for me—wasn’t going to become that. It was scary, honestly.”
Her head tilts so that her cheek is resting against the brick, and she watches me with curious eyes as I think about this for a minute. I don’t see any futures in the mirror, and I don’t mind at all what I do see, for now.
Stella says, “Did your interviews give you any answers?”
And I say, “No!” Because they didn’t. Not really. “How is it that all of these people don’t even know why they’re women and I’m supposed to be fine with growing boobs and bleeding and being a woman?”
“I don’t know what it means, either,” she says. “I just know that it’s the direction that feels right for me.”
“If you tell me to be myself, I’ll literally scream,” I say, very seriously. I don’t know how to scream, but I feel it in my chest. A scream I’ve never had before, just waiting to come out. “I have no idea who I am.”
She laughs. “Well, okay, who do you want to be?”
The doors open, and we both jump, like we’ve been up to no good instead of eating oranges and having a panic attack. I guess, though, some people might think our conversation is no good, and I want to ask her, How can you be who you want to be when you’re afraid everyone will hate you or hurt you?
And suddenly I’m thinking about how she started school right before winter break. How that’s not a normal time to start school at all.
“Stella?” Dina whispers, like some sort of miracle standing in the flood of light at the entrance to the theater. “I have pads.”
“Hey, yeah. We’re here.” Stella pushes herself away from the wall and waves.
Dina walks over and hoists a small fabric bag in my direction. “Take your pick.”
I unzip the world’s worst prize box and grab the first pad I touch. It feels wrong, almost, to be touching pads that belong to someone else, in the same way it felt wrong when Mrs. Johnston handed us a party bag of pads and tampons along with a doctor’s office pamphlet of information about puberty and a really mortifying visual explanation of how to place a tampon.
I stuff the remaining pieces of orange into my mouth. Then I mumble, “Thank you,” and walk toward the light.
Before I reach the door, Dina says, “Wait.” Then she pulls out her phone and puts a hand on my shoulder to stop me from turning around. “Stay facing that way.”
“Why?” I ask, but before I can turn to see what she’s up to, she’s tugging up my hoodie and shining her phone’s flashlight at my butt.
Then she says, “You’re good,” and gives me a thumbs-up. “Can’t really tell from straight on.”
She drops my hoodie and I thank her again, which is weird because who’d think that someone looking at my butt for blood would be worthy of thanks?
When I’m done, Stella is gone and Dina is waiting outside.
She says, “I got my first period, like, in the middle of the night. You should have seen my sheets. I thought I was dying.”
And I say, “I kind of feel the same way.”
And she says, “I promise it won’t always feel like that.”
And I can tell by her smile that she really means it, but she’s wrong.
I have to do this every single month, and I’m pretty sure that it will kill me.



  
TWENTY-EIGHT
I HAVE ONE last interview, which I manage to squeeze in at the end of health class. Mrs. Johnston didn’t mind excusing me one bit and thought, very loudly and in front of the whole class, that my motivation was something to be admired. Nora watches me leave with a smile I can’t figure out.
It’s been a long time since any teacher has said something actually nice about me—not just, Ollie, you’re so much smarter than this or Ollie, if you applied yourself you’d be more successful.
It should feel nice, but Mrs. Johnston’s got me all wrong.
Imagine me handing in my essay and her big happy proud face going right into confusion.
Imagine Mrs. Johnston saying, Oh, Ollie, I’m not sure you understood the goal of this assignment.
Ollie, if you were paying attention at all, you’d know that it’s just biology.
It’s fine.
Ms. Porter, the school librarian, stands in front of the laminator in a back room of the front office, slowly feeding construction paper letters tucked away between pages of lamination sleeve through the massive and ancient humming machine. It stops. She glides scissors through the plastic with a sharp hiss and the sheet falls onto the table.
The letters read: Lit Literature: This week’s hot reads.
Roscel would find that cheesy, but Mason would say it’s charming. I wish I knew how I felt.
“Oh! Ollie.” Ms. Porter puts her hand on her chest like I’ve scared her. She’s pretty and thin and blond the way I guess people like Ellie and Nora and Cal, and maybe even my sister, want to be. “I hope you don’t mind meeting down here.”
“It’s fine.” I stare at her and try to want to be her.
There’s no hair on her arms as far as I can tell. Not like the dark fuzz on mine and Cal’s. She’s got makeup on. Maybe she spends time on her hair every morning to make it so smooth and straight, but how would I know? Maybe she wakes up like that.
Maybe it doesn’t matter.
“So, want to just tell me a little more about your project?” she asks, snipping around the words.
“Yeah, sure. I’m just trying to see what defines womanhood for different people and how their relationship with being a woman has changed as they’ve gotten older.” And for what? I don’t care about my health grade. I can’t be a woman.
I don’t want to be like her.
“Have you gotten some good answers so far?”
I shrug. “Yeah, I guess. No one has really said anything specific to being a woman, though.”
She laughs. “That’s kind of a relief.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know, exactly. I guess I’m very comfortable with being a woman, but growing up is confusing. Each step of the way I’ve been waiting to know something about being an adult or being a woman, and it hasn’t happened yet.” She puts the scissors down and leans back against the table. “That’s probably not even helpful for your project. I thought I’d have something wise to tell you when you reached out, but I wish anyone had prepared me to constantly feel a little bit behind. And the truth is that I’m probably in exactly the same boat as everyone else.”
“But what does that have to do with womanhood?” It’s like no one I talk to can stay on topic.
“I guess that’s just it. I think we’re all just doing our best.” Her pale, thin fingers drift over the letters. “I learned a lot about femininity from books. From the proper and dainty to the bold and adventurous. I wanted romance and purpose. To be independent but cared for. There was so much to desire about the pictures of women I got from books and movies. Even then, there was no one right way.”
Except to be thin and girlie and appealing to boys.
“Just lots of women who knew what they wanted,” I say.
She shakes her head. “Lots of women who thought they wanted something, but found purpose in themselves.”
Maybe Ms. Porter hasn’t read many books about kids like me, even though she made the little rainbow section in our library. I think about Melissa. How all she wanted was to find purpose in herself. How she found her own way, in the end.
A door opens down the hall and a woman’s voice says, “I hope you’ll take our concerns seriously. This isn’t acceptable. I don’t have any trouble with this kind of student in the school, but there are rules for a reason. The girls’ locker room is for girls—people born girls. Not just anyone who wakes up and decides that’s how they’re feeling.”
Principal Webber’s soft voice replies, “I’ve heard your concerns.”
“It’s not school appropriate.” The woman’s voice fades as she says, “They’re only kids, and it’s honestly disturbing that my twelve-year-old is coming home with this information.”
The constrictor is back, and I’m sorely lacking anything sour, it’s just me and the churning of all my insides as they threaten to burst out. The violent sound of blood thrumming through my ears. Faster and faster.
Inhale.
“Ollie?”
“I’ve got to go.” I walk out of the room, stop, and turn around. “Thank you for your time.”
“Ollie—”
“Bye.”
The bell hasn’t rung yet, but Stella is on her way out, pushing the front door open with her hip.
“Stella?” I call out.
“Sorry, I just don’t feel well. My mom is picking me up.” She wipes her face like maybe I won’t notice her smeared eye makeup and red eyes.
She turns away, and then she’s gone.
I want to follow her out, but my feet won’t move. Maybe Lila was right. Maybe being myself is a surefire way to make life a whole lot harder than it needs to be. Maybe I’m setting myself up for misery.
Melissa figured it out. I can have a happy ending, too.
It has to be okay.
I stand there in the middle of the lobby as the bell rings. As people leave. As Liam walks by laughing and Nate slinks along with him like a mistreated dog. As Grayson says, “I heard she left the room crying.”
And Ellie says, “My mom said she has some choice words for Principal Webber.”
And Nora says, “I heard Daeva’s mom came in today.”
And Cal laughs and says, “Good.”
My feet are rooted into the tiles, searching desperately for connections. Nourishment. Still and safe, the way a tree in the forest with no one around usually is.
Except trees don’t have lungs. Trees don’t need to inhale and exhale and inhale and exhale and—
“Ollie!” Dina puts her hand on my back, and I step away.
“Where did Stella go?” I ask. “Is she sick?”
“It’s not her who’s sick,” Roscel says.
“I think we should postpone book club.” Mason pulls the shoulder straps of his bag tight across his chest, like connecting them in the middle might keep him safe from whatever we all know has happened.
So I ask again. “Where did Stella go?”
“Definitely. We can’t meet without her.” Roscel watches the door, but she doesn’t come back.
“She isn’t answering my texts.” Dina scrolls through her phone. “I don’t want to overwhelm her, but I just need to know she’s okay.”
All the horrible feelings build until I finally blurt, “What happened?”
They’re quiet for a second. What about Stella and Melissa and my happily-ever-after?
Dina sighs and says, “Apparently someone said something transphobic to her in class. I don’t actually know the whole story.”
Roscel adds, “And someone else’s mom came in to complain about Stella being in the girls’ locker room—”
The floor spins under my feet. My uterus contracts in a record-breaking cramp.
“Even though she literally doesn’t feel comfortable doing that in the first place.” Dina pushes her hair back from her face. “We can’t let this happen to her again.”
Roscel wraps his arms around Dina’s shoulders and rests his forehead against the top of her head. “These are grown adults bullying a kid. We will not let this happen again. I think our book club has a new goal.”
My mycelia have grown, under the surface. I’m linked with people like me, but also something else. A poison in the soil, maybe. The phobic, hateful way of the world that hurt before, but now? It takes everything I’ve got not to uproot and run.



  
TWENTY-NINE
I THINK SOME things change you forever the second they happen. Like a seed that takes root and grows with you until the day you die. Like your mom combing her fingers through your wet hair on the scorched old stump of The Throne after you threw the rock she said not to throw off the ledge she said was eroded and weak into the creek she said was probably pretty cold. And off you went as well. Into the cold water.
And instead of saying, Oh, Ollie, you knew better, because of course you did, but the rock was big and you needed to see the splash, she says, “That was a really big rock, huh?”
And you say, “Yeah.”
And she says, “You can always ask for help next time.”
And you feel loved, for everything you are.
Except this seed? This seed is toxic.
This seed digs deeper and deeper, into the hole that’s supposed to be full of all the things my mom would have said if she hadn’t died, and it gets nice and cozy.
It’s honestly disturbing that my twelve-year-old is coming home with this information.
Stella. Stella is that information.
Me.
Can a person ever outgrow that? I doubt it.



  
THIRTY
THE SAMPLE PADS from health class got me through the night. Or at least I thought they did. The mature thing to do in this situation would be to take my sheets and pajamas and my jeans from yesterday down to the laundry room and figure out which spray bottle is the one for removing blood. But if it was really that easy then wouldn’t murderers just go ahead and wash out their stained clothes instead of burning them or throwing them away?
Maybe they do.
Still, it can’t be that easy.
I ball up all my bloody things and skillfully use my foot to turn the doorknob enough to nudge the door open. Not because I think I’m mature or anything, but because I need to know if it works.
Call it a science experiment.
I’m fine. It’s just blood.
Not that much. Not I’m not sure I’ve ever seen so much blood in my life blood.
Imagine it was. It’s from the same place.
You know what, though? Periods are the most natural thing in the world, right? Lions get periods. Elephants get periods. Maybe I don’t want this stupid part of my stupid body, but at least it’s one thing about me that’s working as expected. Totally normal.
Way to go, uterus.
“Ollie?” My dad watches me, arms piled with laundry, around the corner in the kitchen toward the basement door, his fork hovering over a plate of fried eggs and rice.
The rice is fried, too. Golden brown and crunchy, like a lazy tahtig. I don’t know if this is a Persian thing, or just something my mom did, but it’s definitely a Mom thing, and all the sadness I don’t let out just floods the hole in my heart stuffed with the seed of what that woman said. Watering it.
I miss my mom.
“Are you okay?” he asks.
“Fine. Just doing laundry.” Best case, he thinks I peed the bed.
Maybe if I can’t be a girl and I can’t be myself, I can just be nothing. I can just exist. Like jellyfish. No shell. No smashers. Those spineless, brainless bags of water have it made.
“Right, okay.” He’s thinking. “I’m going to leave some money on the counter for you, okay? Just in case, you know, there’s anything you need.”
My arms are getting tired of keeping the mass of stained laundry from falling and spilling my secrets all over the floor while my dad munches away at my mom’s favorite breakfast, and the supposed-to-be-empty hole in my chest fills with the worst feelings imaginable, so I say, “Okay, thanks.”
Then I go downstairs.
And there’s some stain spray in the cabinet above the washer. I have to climb onto the washer to reach it, but it’s full enough for me to use before I toss everything in and cross my fingers.
My dad is gone when I get back up. He’s left forty dollars on the counter with a little note that says, Have a great day:).
The whole way to school, I’m thinking how I have all this money and I’m just going to have to spend it on pads, which is a real shame. I could get so many candy bars, or even save it for some pizza. I actually don’t know how much pads cost, so pizza and candy isn’t out of the question just yet.
Pizza would be better if I had a movie and a best friend, but I don’t think I have a best friend anymore at all.
I don’t have a best friend. I don’t have a sister.
What’s really bugging me is that I want to see Cal. It’s like muscle memory, walking down these halls looking for her.
When I do spot her my stomach flops like a beached fish.
You should know what happened before I saw her, though. Because my life is in two halves, and even though one half is right—not right like PB&J, like people usually say, because PB&J never feels exactly right, but right like sitting by the creek in the spring or right like dipping salty fries into a chocolate shake—the other half is comfortable.
And not comfortable like a nice hoodie.
Comfortable like the only cave you’ve ever known or grilled cheese with scraped-off burnt bits because your dad always forgets to flip it but loves you enough to sit and scrape away the blackened bread.
So, not great, but there’s still something to it.
In the better-than-PB&J part of my day, Roscel and Mason meet me outside before school and hand me a brown paper shopping bag very stealth-like, as if they’re spies and inside the bag are documents that are key to saving the world.
But there aren’t any documents in there.
Roscel says, “Don’t open it right now, okay?”
And I wrinkle my brows very tightly and ask, “Why?”
And they’re quiet for a second. It’s hard to keep up with the faces of two people at once.
Words burst from their mouths at the same time. A jumbled mess until Mason wins out, saying, “I know you probably didn’t want us to know, and I’m sure Stella wouldn’t have said anything—”
Roscel jumps in, “Tattler!”
“—Shut up. Anyway, she’s home today and Dina is running late, and Stella—”
“Mason!” Roscel nudges him with his elbow.
Mason grimaces and tries to smile. “Point is … Roscel has two sisters.”
They both shrug and shrink in on themselves, looking guilty.
Dogs pin their ears back and crouch toward the ground when faced with aggression. People like to say, My dog’s acting guilty. But the dog is actually just afraid and saying, Okay okay okay, you’re in charge. I’m not a threat.
They’re called appeasement gestures.
Roscel’s and Mason’s appeasement gestures are different from a dog’s because they, unlike a supposedly bad dog, know what they’ve done wrong and are basically putting on a show to make up for it.
“Oh,” I say.
Roscel turns his palms up and shrugs. “It’s a normal part of life, I don’t care. Plus, my sisters leave these babies lying all over the house. In literally every single dang backpack we own, so all I had to do was dig through a backpack no one’s even seen for like eons and, jackpot. Pretty sure pads don’t expire or anything.”
I raise my left eyebrow.
Mason says, “I put some salted dark chocolate in there because I think it’s supposed to help, I don’t know. It’s good, though.”
I decide that this is a good thing. Giving gifts is a sign of affection.
So I say, “Thanks. This is awesome.”
And everyone looks relieved that I’m not angry.
Back in the supposedly-comfortable part of my life, I see Cal. The only thing about a comfortable cave is how it’s really a terrible cave once you’ve stepped out and seen the world, and you feel pretty silly for enjoying it still when you get back. But even if there’s a bear in the cave, at least it’s a bear you know. A fear you’re familiar with.
And it’s a place you crave, even if it’s horrible.
So her face gives me the worst tumble-dry feeling in my gut. Warm, but nauseated.
“Hey, Ollie,” she says.
I’m not sure what she wants, so I say, “Hey, Cal.”
She sours and looks over her shoulder. “I’m going by Callie. Cal is a boy’s name.”
“All right,” I say, but it’s not all right at all. Cal was her name, and if she’s not a boy, then how’s it a boy’s name?
And we aren’t really friends anymore, right? Thing is that I don’t care because you can’t just spend your whole life with someone and then pretend it didn’t matter. Like, maybe I don’t like hockey or care very much about chick flicks, but I did like Nate and Callie, and if going to hockey meant hanging out at the park and hikes to the creek with Nate after, and if gooey movies with Callie meant pizza nights and spending time together, then it was all okay.
In addition to being spineless and brainless, the jellyfish also doesn’t have a heart. Lucky them.
Callie sighs with her whole entire body, like I’m the most tiresome person she’s ever had to talk to, and says, “Whatever, Ollie. I just thought you should know that people really are saying things about you.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” I ask.
“Well, Liam told Nora at lunch that you said you wished people thought you were a boy. Everyone already thinks you’re the one who asked that sex-box question in your health class, and now you’re all BFFs with Stella.” She shrugs. Then she looks over her shoulder.
She doesn’t want to be seen with me.
What happens if you don’t want to become a woman?
She’s been helping me understand people for six years, but she doesn’t understand me at all.
I don’t have anything to say, and she knows it, so she says, “I mean, do you want people to think that about you? People already think you’re kind of weird. It’ll only make everything more difficult.”
Even though I shouldn’t care, I ask, “Who thinks I’m weird?”
She says, “People,” but I bet she means Nora and Ellie and Elijah, and I don’t think anyone needs to be thinking about me at all, thanks.
My lips may as well melt together. Words have never come from my throat and air has never moved through all the little sacs in my lungs. I am stone, probably.
Callie shakes her head and says, “I hear more parents are going to complain. They might even protest or something. I’m just trying to help you.”
Then she walks away.
I’m stuck there with no mouth or lungs, all heavy where I stand, until someone comes up behind me.
“You didn’t even stand up for her.” The frown on Dina’s face lands like a fist to my chest and jolts my frozen lungs back to life.
I open my mouth, but nothing comes out even though I have a million things to say.
I could say, I didn’t know what to say, which isn’t great but is better than nothing.
I could say, I’m maybe trans as well, and I’m terrified.
I’m afraid that everyone who loves me will know what’s best for me is to never be myself.
I’m afraid of people talking about me like they know things I don’t understand yet.
I’m afraid that maybe I’m wrong.
I could say, I’m trans as well.
But what if I’m not sure?
Or, I’m sorry.
But I don’t.
Dina puffs out something like a laugh. An angry laugh. Then she says, “Seriously?”
I’ve gone all beached fish again, mouth hanging open. Is she going to tell Stella? Pressure builds behind my eyes until they well up with tears, but I don’t cry. I shut my mouth and press my tongue to the roof of my mouth and breathe slowly out from my nose.
“You hear what they’re saying, right?” Dina says.
She says, “They want the QBC gone.”
And, “They think our books are perverted.”
And, “They think Stella needs to use the boys’ bathroom.”
Dina watches me and I’m just as disappointed in my inability to speak as she is, but if I open my mouth again I’m not sure what will come out.
She walks away.
And I wipe my face and walk to class.
I am the jellyfish.
No heart. No spine. No brain.
Nothing.



  
THIRTY-ONE
THERE ARE TWELVE pads in the bag. All different colors. Some of them are really tiny and others are big and thick, and I don’t know how you’re supposed to know which one you need until it’s too late. You might think that I could just tell my sister or steal some of her pads the way Roscel stole some from his sisters, but there aren’t any more pads under the sink in our bathroom. They’ve been there for as long as I can remember.
Lila has extracted every last piece of herself from the house.
Every scrunchie, gone.
Every sock, poof.
Only thing she left behind was hair. Lila’s hair is always everywhere. In the shower, on blankets. I’ve found her hair in my underwear.
Good riddance, though.
I don’t need her help.
I tear open the chocolate and take a small bite, then I stuff the rest in my mouth. It would taste better if I weren’t alone. And I don’t mean in this exact moment, even though I am very lonely, standing outside the school and wondering what the QBC kids are up to.
At lunch, while I was hiding away in the library, I got a bunch of messages about meeting up in Mrs. Atando’s room after school to talk about how we can fight back against the students and parents who are bullying Stella.
I couldn’t show my face.
They wouldn’t want me there, anyway.
It’s fine.
The only thing that’s certain anymore is puberty. So I’m taking the money my dad left me and going to the store for more pads.
That’s a responsible and adult thing to do. It’s something Lila would do, I think.
Not that I need to be like her.
The hockey rink isn’t not on the way to the store. I guess I just need to see if it’s still there. If it didn’t crumble and fall into the earth since I stopped playing, leaving nothing but a big pit in the ground.
And you know what? It’s there. So is everyone else. On a Tuesday.
Life goes on and on and on.
I mean, no surprise, but it still stinks like stepping in a big pile of dog poop on your way down to the creek and being stuck with the smell the whole entire way, even when you think the poop is gone.
They’re playing shirts versus skins, which we never did before. I think playing hockey shirtless would feel like freedom. Like being the dog that escapes from their yard and gets to poop someplace as exciting as a forest. Maybe people like Callie look at shirtless boys and find it exciting, but I’m angry.
Jealous.
“Hey, what are you doing?” Nate skates out of the rink.
He’s skins. Sweaty and pale with his hair plastered against his neck and forehead. No one ever broke a sweat when we played. Is it more fun? Or just more serious?
“Don’t worry,” I say, pulling the money from my pocket and waving it. “I’m just going to buy pads. Not coming to bleed all over your manly sport game.”
It hurts, but I can’t help smiling as I say it. Another cozy rock in my old cave. Still warm.
He laughs as well. It can be a real giggle if you get him going, and I could always get him going. “Gross, Ollie.” His nose is wrinkled and he nudges my shoulder with his hockey stick. “Uh, so. I mean, really? You got your—you know?”
And I nod and say, “Yup. Lucky me. Guess I’m really a girl after all.”
I don’t even get a chuckle. Not a tiny smile in his eyes. “Liam shouldn’t be saying that stuff about you.” He looks over his shoulder at Rasheed and Theo, who are only kind of taking a water break, but mostly staring at us. “I was a jerk, too. I was tired of drawing stupid plants and sucking at hockey and having no friends. I gotta get good at something before high school. You can’t just go and change what people think about you in high school, and I don’t want to be some weirdo forever, do you?”
Depends on what he means by weirdo, because I might. Being queer felt more manageable with friends, though.
“Do you even like Liam?” I ask.
Nate reaches for his necklace, but stops short and clears his throat. “I mean, I think he’s not who you think he is.”
Whenever Lila or I would whine for Mom’s attention, she’d always tell us, Actions speak louder than words. If you want me to go outside with you so badly, then you’ll help me with the dishes. It’ll take twice as long if I do them myself.
And that’s how my mom had us helping her with chores almost every time we wanted something. After a while, she didn’t even have to say the whole thing. Just, Actions speak louder than words. And then nothing. We just knew. And it made sense.
It would be one thing if Liam were grouchy on the outside, but it’s so much worse than that.
“He’s a transphobe,” I say. These are Roscel’s words. “If he wants to be something else, it wouldn’t be too hard.”
“I wanted to apologize, okay?” Nate’s eyes crinkle as he scrunches his nose, and he’s about to say something else when Liam shouts at us from the rink.
“Come on, Nate.” Liam is also skins. He skates over, and I can see, clear as day, maybe six total hairs growing around his belly button. When he wipes his face on his bicep he shows off pits that are absolutely loaded. Like my dad or Gabe when he’s in a tank top.
I don’t find this attractive.
I’m not repulsed.
I feel inadequate.
“Oliver,” Liam says, smirking at me like he’s the most clever person to ever open his mouth and speak. His whole face makes it clear that he’s got nothing particularly friendly to say, but the weird thing is that he’s turned his attention to Nate. His supposed friend. “I thought you didn’t have a thing for her. You gay now or something? I mean, if we’re pretending like Stella’s a girl then Ollie’s basically a boy.”
And you know what? I’ve already come up with what to say here.
I’ve said it to the darkness over and over again, when the Liam in my head is up against the better version of me.
“You must really like me,” I say. My body vibrates, because even though actions speak louder than words, you also should never ever hold up your smashers when you’d be just fine running away. “I mean, everywhere I turn, there you are. You tell me to go away and run along after me once I’m gone.”
He frowns.
Then I say, “If you hate us so much, did you ever consider just leaving us alone? It’s not like we would miss you if you did.”
Nate fidgets with his necklace and looks at anything but my face and Liam watches me gravely, like he wishes he had a comeback and knows that he won’t come up with one until he’s taking a shower tonight or tomorrow or next week.
“Gonna go play with your boyfriend, Nate? Or come scrimmage? I’m sure Theo would jump at the chance to play forward.” Liam doesn’t take his eyes off me. Maybe he’s thinking all the worst things a person could think and sending them to me telepathically, but joke’s on him because, as you already know, my ESP is broken.
I hope he feels real silly as I turn around and walk away before Nate even gets a chance to reply. His silence says enough, anyway.
Maybe, like Ms. Atando leaving home or my mom picking my dad over her family, being yourself can hurt. Maybe it’s not always easy, even if it should be.



  
THIRTY-TWO
I STARE AT the massive wall of feminine hygiene products for approximately twenty years, trying to decipher the code. Extra Absorbent. Heavy Flow. Light Days. How am I supposed to know what a normal flow is when I’ve only ever had one period? And how do you know what pad to put on before you go and bleed everywhere? What if I use a Light Days but I end up with a heavy flow?
If you were to walk down the aisle, you might think I’m just a very picky shopper. If I were to turn around, you’d think I was a pervert or a hooligan.
Behind me is what I’ll call the sex wall.
I won’t turn around, though.
I guess it’s better to come to the store needing to buy pads than condoms or something. Not that I’d need those. But you’d need to go ahead and pay for them all the same, and if I can’t imagine grabbing one of these boxes of pads and taking them to the checkout counter and handing over my money to some person who’d know, then, that I had gotten my period, then no way could I buy a box of condoms.
That’s kind of a shame, though.
Not that I wouldn’t do it, but that probably people who want to have sex feel that way, too.
Anyway, I’ve got to figure out which box will keep me from destroying another pair of jeans or more bedsheets. But who even knows? For the sake of the planet, I choose a cardboard box instead of plastic. One for nighttime Heavy Flow and one for Light Days, just so I’ve got my bases covered. Thing is, I know the pads will all be wrapped in plastic, so it’s not like I’m doing all that much for the environment.
Luckily there’s a self-checkout station open and no one waiting around to use it. So I pay and smuggle my loot back home in a brown shopping bag, but no one is home to see anyway.
The night pads are nothing like what Dina and Roscel gave me. They’re as long as my forearm and look like someone cut up a diaper. I’m not sure they’ll even fit in my underwear. I hold one against my body to compare and, yep, too big. They should probably include some kind of measurements on the box to prevent this kind of thing.
I cross my fingers that Light Days will do the trick. But the diaper pad is already out of its wrapper, so I press the sticky side to my wrist and flatten it against my arm until it’s all the way to my elbow. You could make a whole suit of ultra-absorbent armor with these things.
It’s not like they’ll let me return the box now.
I sit crisscross on the floor and peel away another piece of plastic and attach the massive pad to my other forearm and then add one to each of my biceps. I pull off my shirt and put one across my collarbone. Across my chest. I curve them around either side of my rib cage. Then I take two more to make some abs and one to fashion a codpiece—which is like a medieval athletic cup—but when I reach back into the box, it’s empty. Kind of a rip-off for the price, if you think about it.
Especially because it’s not like I can decide not to need them.
It’s not like there’s a right way to build armor from pads, but I did a pretty amazing job. I point my fist at the mess on my desk, press the pad on my forearm, and make a blaster sound with my mouth.
“Pew pew pew.” The papers are reduced to ashes.
“Pew pew.” Flames burst from the top of my bookshelf.
I point to my bed.
“Pew.” The bras stuffed under there are no longer my problem. The folded sheet and jeans? Gone. Poof. I’ll never know if the magic stain spray works on blood or if I’m just doomed to ruin everything my butt touches for the rest of eternity.
Just as I line my sights up with the wall between Lila’s and my room—because why should all that space go to waste?—someone knocks on my door.
“Uh.” I scramble to grab my shirt, tugging it over my armor. “Yeah, hold on.”
Dad says, “Package for you. Also, Lila’s here for dinner.”
“Okay,” I say.
And he says, “You okay in there?”
And I say, “Totally,” as I rip the pads off my arms and toss them onto my bed.
If you’re clever about it, you can open a door just enough to lean against the door frame and block what’s going on inside without looking too suspicious. Only I didn’t take height into consideration, because Lila is a whole lot shorter than Dad. So when I open the door, he looks right over my head, and confusion creases his forehead.
“Uh, okay,” he says to the pads stuck to my comforter. “Well, here’s the package. It’s from Mimi and Pop Pop. Just … let me know if you need anything. Please try that on so I can send a picture to Mimi, or she’ll end up calling in the middle of dinner.”
And I take the box and say, “Sure. I’ll do that.”
But I’m really thinking, No way in the world do I want to put this stupid dress on.
For the record, I don’t not want to wear a dress because I’m not a woman.
It’s not about the dresses or who I may or may not love or not wanting a period.
My dad walks off, leaving me and the dress alone in my room. It’s taped shut with brown packing tape and my name and address are written tidily in marker, which means they put it in the box and sent it themselves.
Every winter, exactly one week before Christmas, we get at least four boxes just like this. One box of gifts for me, Dad, and Lila, and a box of cookies for us to share. We don’t open the gifts until Christmas morning, but we dig into the cookie box the second it comes in the house. On my birthday they send me elephant ears, which are like giant sugar-coated cookies made out of a delicious crumbly crunchy dough.
Point being, packages from Mimi and Pop Pop are usually exciting, and frequently delicious.
This is categorically neither of those things.
I pull off the tape and open the cardboard flaps. The dress is covered neatly with pink and white tissue paper, which is supposed to build suspense but is really just annoying.
The dress is a dress.
I don’t find clothes very interesting, but imagine something a princess might wear and subtract the poofy factor. Well, some of the poofy factor. It’s pale pink and instead of straps it has a lacy bit that covers my chest and arms like a short-sleeved shirt.
I undress, pulling the rest of the pads off my torso, and basically swim through the layers of the dress, wiggling it down my body until it’s got me in its grasp. I don’t look in the mirror as I leave.
“I can’t get the zipper,” I call out, peeking my head into the living room.
Lila is there with Gabe, who likes to rest his drinks on his thigh like there isn’t a perfectly good table in the middle of the room, and she says, “I’ve got you.”
She meets me in the hallway, taking the steps two at a time. Instead of just zipping me up and leaving it at that, she stops and stares like I’m art in the Louvre or something. And, you know, I feel pretty bad for art. It has to hang there while everyone else decides what it means.
And Lila thinks I look beautiful, which I know because she says, “Oh wow, Ollie.”
Imagine you see a whole sky of shooting stars and you want someone to know that something truly amazing and unique is happening and you say, Oh wow.
Imagine you’re in the Louvre and you see the Mona Lisa, which must be pretty fantastic since people talk about it in songs and books. Oh wow, look. The Mona Lisa.
You say it like that because it’s amazing and maybe you’ll never see it again, but you might wish you could.
That’s how she says it.
Only problem is how I’m just some normal painting of dishware or a rainy city and someone went and taped the Mona Lisa over my real art. And that’s what she likes. Me, the fraud.
This isn’t even a mantis shrimp situation. This is so much worse than that, because there’s not a single cell in my body that thinks this is essential for survival.
So what am I doing?
I do not miss how it felt to act around them.
How can a place be so comfortable and so unsettling at the same time?
She smiles and tucks my hair behind my ear the way Mom used to. Then she walks behind me to do my zipper. Just as she gets her hands on the dress, she stops and lets go.
“Hey, you should wear a bra with a dress like this. The material is pretty thin on the top and, you know…” She clears her throat and tugs up the zipper anyway. Then she turns me around and walks back like I can’t be fully appreciated up close. My stomach gurgles as she looks me head to naked toes, frowning. “And, okay, Dad didn’t give you the razor yet?”
“Know what?” I ask, pressing my toes into the floor. “And why would he give me a razor?”
“Ollie, once you start to develop, you can see … anatomy through tight, thin material like this.” She pleads at me with her eyebrows, like she’d rather not say, Ollie, people don’t want to know that girls have nipples.
Because Liam and Nate get to show their nipples to everyone, and no one bats an eye.
“Okay, fine.” I’m not lying or anything because I haven’t agreed to wear the bra. I’m just letting her know that I get it.
No nipples allowed here.
Something you should know about me is that I was very excited when my leg hair got dark. It was always there, because Persians are fuzzy and that’s just a fact of life. My mom used to say, People have hair, it’s normal. And she was right. I saw all the girls in my classes get hair on their bodies. Even Ellie, who might act like her hairless legs just came that way.
So when Lila says, “You need to shave,” it hurts some very honest part of me that has known all along it was shameful.
Because everyone else wanted to get rid of their hair.
Lila rips out her mustache hair.
Girls shouldn’t be hairy.
People might see and know and whatever would we do if that happened?
So now I’m all zipped up and I’m supposed to go show Dad how I look when I know already it’s all wrong. I want my hoodie and my jeans.
I want to be good enough in my hoodie and jeans. Worthy of all the wows in the world just being me.
Anyway, I show them my dress.
And Dad says, “Wow, Ollie.”
And Gabe says, “You look really beautiful.”
But I worry that he knows I have nipples and hairy legs, like those things aren’t the most ordinary things ever.



  
THIRTY-THREE
ACTIONS SPEAK LOUDER than words, but what about inaction? What happens when you do nothing? I guess that’s still an action. A choice. Like being a bystander or an accessory to hate. But what if taking action means saying something I don’t feel ready to say?
Stella answers her phone on the fifth ring. Just long enough to get my heart racing and scatter all my well-organized thoughts.
“Hey,” she says.
“I’m really glad I know you.” So it’s not really a greeting or what I wanted to say, but it’s true. “I wish everyone knew how you’re the kind of person who can stop a panic attack or send pads to a friend in need or—”
“Ollie?” she says.
“I hate what those parents are saying.”
Stella sighs. “It’s not your fault. I’m used to it.”
How’s that fair? Kids getting used to hate because people don’t understand who they are. Because people are afraid.
“Are you okay?” I can’t think of a more important question.
“I will be.” She sniffs and says, “I have to go. Thanks for calling, though.”
My heart sinks. “Oh. Bye.”
Before I can hang up, she says, “Hey, Ollie. I’m glad I know you, too.”
Then it’s just me, alone, in my room. Alone with the hope that maybe Dina didn’t say anything to Stella about how I couldn’t stand up for her. Alone with the fact that the world will make me get used to hate.
Alone with the tiny, shrinking chance that everything will be okay.
“Ollie?” My dad knocks on my door.
It’s ten A.M. On a Wednesday. I’ve never skipped school before.
“Ollie?” My dad knocks again.
Behind the door, my dad looks like he’s just rolled out of bed. Standing in his underwear, hair pointing every which way, yawning so big he has to close his eyes to get it all out.
“Hi,” I say.
Maybe he hasn’t noticed.
“Your school called?” He’s wearing Lila’s look. The one where she looks into your brain and worms out all your secrets, but his eyes are tired and confused rather than determined. “Do you need a ride?”
“I think I’m sick.” I am literally bleeding from my vagina and life as I know it is basically over. I deserve time to mourn and bleed in peace.
If you think I’m being dramatic, then you can go ahead and keep your wisdom to yourself, because I know I’m right. Maybe it’ll be okay, but it doesn’t feel that way now and I won’t know for sure until I start moving forward, which I’m not ready to do. Yet. So let me wallow.
“Can I make an observation?” he asks.
I shrug.
“I think maybe you got your period, and, well…” He backs into the wall and rests his head against it, staring somewhere above my doorframe like it might have a script for talking to your kid about puberty. “I’m worried I let you down,” he says.
I say, “I’m okay. You didn’t.”
It was only a matter of time until he said something. My sheets have faded brown stains on them, and I’m approximately 80 percent sure I left the bottle of stain remover out. And I’m not the one who folded them and brought them to my room.
He says, “No, you’re becoming a woman, and I haven’t given you even half of what your mom wanted.”
“What did Mom want?”
And he says, “She always wanted sex and anatomy to be a natural part of life. One that we never had to explain to you all at once. She did so much of that work herself, but when she…”
He cannot ever say died. I’ve never heard him say it.
He licks his lips. “Well, with her gone, I just forgot. Or I was too sad to do it. I’m not sure. I’ve worked so hard to make it seem like everything is fine, but Ollie, this is hard. I miss her so much. But I want you to know that I’m here, and I’m always open to talking about these things, even though you probably don’t want to talk to your dad about … uh, I’m not going to judge anything.”
“Thanks,” I say.
He does a big sigh, like he’d do after Lila and I would roll off his chest at the end of a game of caterpillar bus. Back before Mom … you know.
Died.
He says, “Okay.”
Then he says, “So. No school today. I’ll just let them know I forgot to call in. Just, you know, let me know next time.”
“Thanks.”
Just as he gets down the hall, he stops and says, “Oh. I grabbed you some things Lila mentioned you needed. Hold on.” He leaves and comes back with a shopping bag. “I’m not sure if these are great brands or what, but it’s what your mom … well, I have to assume it’ll work fine.”
“Uh, thank you.” I take the bag, and he walks back into his room.
You’d think a puberty talk with your dad would be painful, but that was actually kind of nice.
What’s not so nice is what’s in the shopping bag.
It might as well be prank dog poop because when I open it up I find a pink razor and some shaving cream. Also pink, just for the record.
Melissa is still on my bedside table.
The dress is in a heap on my chair.
My phone buzzes, and for a split second I hope that it’s the QBC group chat, but they’ve been radio silent since last night. Not that I participated at all in their planning. Neither did Stella, even though they’re doing this to help her.
It’s my sister, though.
LILA: Let me know if you need any help with shaving. I can chat tonight.
So maybe I’ve broken out of whatever current I’ve been trapped in, but I also ran away from the people who matter most.
Bad luck, because I can’t swim.
So who cares where I am?
Current or no current, I’m drowning.
You can’t run away from your problems when you are the problem.
Instead of replying, I look up the razor my dad bought me. Then I look up the men’s razor of the same brand, and he paid three extra dollars for a pink razor with scented soap on the blade. And maybe the shaving cream costs the same, but the words they use are different. Satin. Bare. Intimate. The canisters are small and the colors are pale or pretty. And I wonder how anyone is supposed to figure out what kind of woman they want to be when even the shaving supplies are telling us what’s what.
I decide that I am unappreciative.
I don’t appreciate my health, because I still wish every single day for some horrible illness to take away parts of me I don’t want.
I don’t appreciate my privilege. Because some girls don’t get to decide not to wear dresses. Some girls don’t get to go to school or decide not to fall in love. There are people all over the world who aren’t just worried about how they look and what kids in high school will think and whether their dad will love them even if they don’t want to become a woman.
And I don’t appreciate my life, because there are thoughts in my head when I pick up the razor that make me sick.
Nagging thoughts that don’t belong to me.
The constrictor wraps around my chest as I rip the packaging open, and it squeezes tighter and tighter. Plastic cracks like thunder in my hands. The extra blades drop to the floor without a sound and, finally, it’s out.
Imagine my legs hairless.
Maybe you don’t need to because you assume they should be.
But if I’m not doing it for me, then for who?
For boys like Liam? For men?
For my dad and my sister, so they won’t be embarrassed by me?
Every joint in my body—and I don’t mean only the big ones like my shoulders and knees, but also the small ones in my fingers and toes—is tight. I squeeze the handle of the razor. I squeeze my eyes shut.
Imagine Ollie, but better.
Be yourself, but shave and wear this dress and kiss these boys and make sure you’re someone all the kids in your class will like because no one wants to be a weird kid who doesn’t fit anywhere, or worse.
I pull up the leg of my jeans.
My shin is covered in soft dark hairs that are just minding their own business. Not hurting anyone. Still, I drag the razor along my skin.
My mom used to tell me that the first time I really scraped my knee I was more upset about leaving my blood on the ground than I was about having fallen in the first place. Because how would I get it back now that it was somewhere else?
My hands tremble and the razor catches on a little scab. Blood rolls down my shin in a single stream that splits into two once it gets to my ankle.
Back when medicine was just a lot of people guessing about whether things would work and waiting for people to die to decide that they didn’t, bleeding was actually a cure for basically everything. Sick? Bleed the illness away. Depressed? Bleed the demons from your body. Sometimes they’d use leeches for this.
Maybe I can bleed out whatever’s wrong with me.
And don’t get me wrong. I don’t mean being queer. I don’t mean not wanting to be a woman or wear a dress. I don’t mean not liking boys or girls or wanting to kiss anyone yet.
I mean ruining everything by always doing nothing.
By being a coward.
I can’t tell you why I do this, but I gather some blood on my finger and grab the dress. Then I press my bloody fingertip against the front of the dress once and then twice, right where my nipples would go. Two red smudges on the pretty pale pink.
And as soon as I see it, I cry. But instead of getting lighter as the tears fall, my body sinks deeper into what I’ve done.
I’m ungrateful because this is something someone got me because they love me.
And what do I love?
If you use a razor on fabric, it shaves away the fibers like the whole piece of clothing isn’t relying on those threads to hold it together. It seemed smart, at first, to use the razor to scrape away the bloody nipples, but each time I pulled the blades over the mark on the dress the mark was still there. And it was still there. And it was still there.
And then it was fading.
But the material was thin and getting thinner, like when you keep erasing the same spot on your math worksheet because you’ve forgotten to carry a digit or swapped around the digits in a long number, so, even though you’ve done the math exactly right, you keep getting the wrong answer. And then you erase it so much that the paper disintegrates.
So then the blood is finally gone, but before you cheer for my being so clever, you should know that I’m left with holes where my nipples should be. Even wearing a bra isn’t going to solve this problem.
And the material is speckled with my sadness and anger, so I stick my fingers into the nipple holes, press my face into the dress, and scream.
I really do it.
The dress breathes in all my horrible feelings, and I lock my fingers tight against the fabric and pull until all I’ve got are two nipple holes and a muffled, upset sound.



  
THIRTY-FOUR
I DID NOT shave my other leg. Or the rest of the first leg, for that matter. I did write my essay. Like, the whole essay.
I’m not even kidding.
I sat down in front of my laptop, opened a document, and wrote.
And wrote.
And wrote.
Changed my pad.
Wrote some more.
And, bam, it was done.
Then I send a text to Stella and cross my fingers that she’s not mad at me and that she’s planning to come to school tomorrow. I’ll print out a few copies, because this essay isn’t just for Mrs. Johnston. It’s not just for the assignment and a passing health grade.
It’s bigger than that.
And I feel good.
Until there’s a knock on my door and Lila’s voice says, “Hey, Ollie? I thought I’d swing by and bring some dinner.”
Dad called her to babysit me.
I know he did.
I’m sure she wishes she could be back in her apartment with Gabe having a romantic dinner with candles and tongue kissing. But no, she’s here babysitting stupid hairy me.
“Oh,” I say. “Okay, I’ll be right out.”
She’s set out two plates on either side of a box of sausage-and-pepper pizza. Not my favorite, but I’ve agreed to eat it often enough to accidentally convince my family that it’s something I love. The way she sits in her spot, pulling a slice onto her plate, makes it look like she never left. Like she thinks I’ll forget.
“Dad mentioned you weren’t feeling great, so I figured maybe you could use a little company for dinner,” she says. “You ready for your party?”
I sit down in my spot across the table from her and take a slice. “Yeah, I guess.”
Hopefully I can still have a party.
“Who’s coming?”
I shrug. “Um, probably my friends from book club. Stella, Dina, Roscel, and Mason.”
“How about Cal? Nate?” She folds her pizza and takes a bite. “I don’t think you’ve mentioned a book club. When’d that start?”
“Two weeks ago. I guess we’ve only really met as a club once, because Stella was being bullied—a word I think should be reserved for throwing paper balls at people’s heads, not harassing them about their identity until they have to leave school—and left early this week. But they’re all nice. You’ll like them.” I hope.
Her words buzz in my ear. I just don’t really get it. Seems like it’s a surefire way to make life a lot harder for yourself.
Then: I do not miss how it felt to act around them.
I clear my throat. “Anyway, how’s being a real grown-up?”
She groans and puts down her pizza. “Ollie, it’s so exhausting. I love Gabe and all, but I’m used to the kinds of messes you and Dad make. I’m not used to”—she waves her hands around like she’s doing some magic spell—“all of him, all the time. He leaves his socks everywhere! And the other day, he ate the last bowl of cereal and left the box on the counter so I didn’t know it was empty!”
“That’s annoying.” I imagine her saying, Oh, I just figured this box was full since, you know, it was sitting here on the counter and
not in the trash to Gabe, who doesn’t know for the life of him that Lila wants him to do better.
“It’s not that, really. It’s just different?” There’s something about the way she’s talking that’s different. Not so confident or silly. But quiet and thoughtful. “I guess it was really exciting at first, but now I’m realizing that things come next.”
She looks at me like I know, but all I can think is, Oh God please do not talk to me about having sex while I’m probably bleeding through this stupid pad or I will literally throw up.
“I mean, marriage. Kids, maybe? I don’t know. Mimi is obsessed with when he’ll propose and I just don’t feel ready to think about that.” She puts her elbows on the table and holds her chin in her hands. “I guess this feels like it. Like there’s no going back. It’s a new chapter, and what comes next is all of this serious adult stuff.”
“Why would you live with him if you don’t want to marry him?” I ask.
“I don’t know. Because that felt like the next step? I don’t not want to marry him—or think that living with someone means that you have to marry them—but one step at a time! I just want to graduate and start my career. I want to live with my boyfriend and just exist without everyone pressuring me to sprint forward and tell them exactly what the rest of my life looks like.” Just as she opens her mouth to say more, to remind me that she’s human, too, my phone buzzes.
Mimi.
It’s like she knows we’re feeling miserable.
We both look up from her smiling picture on the phone and Lila shrugs. I swipe to answer.
“Hi, Mimi,” I say.
There’s a spot in the middle of the table where we keep our salt and pepper shakers, and if you prop the phone up, it will keep you and whoever is sitting next to you perfectly in frame. Lila comes around from her side of the table with her plate. She plops down into the chair beside me and waves.
“Olive!” Mimi waves. “Lila! I wasn’t sure if you’d be here. This is perfect.”
“Just having a little sister-sister dinner,” she says, smiling at me like Dad didn’t have to tell her to come. But maybe she needed it, too. Maybe.
I’m shoving a big bite of pizza into my mouth when Mimi says, “We just wanted to see you try on the dress. Make sure it fits.”
And it tastes terrible. My stomach sloshes around acid to let me know that it’s still hungry and I should really swallow, but instead it’s just a bunch of soggy peppers and slightly hard melted cheese and overcooked sausage in my mouth for basically a million years.
The dress is under my bed with the unwrapped pads from my suit of armor and the bras I haven’t worn since Friday.
Picture me going to my room and putting on that dress and showing Mimi.
Actually, don’t.
“Ollie?” Lila says.
Mimi and Lila watch me, and so I do the only thing I can.
Defensive vomiting is a thing pretty much exclusive to humans and vultures. Sure, maybe I can’t projectile vomit a whole ten feet like a vulture and maybe the human version of defensive vomiting is to protect your body from poisons, but still.
I gag on the pizza and it flops out of my mouth, onto the plate, where the rest of the slice is waiting to receive its lost bite.
As soon as the pizza escapes, which you should know I didn’t fake, I slap my hand over my mouth and back away from the table so fast that my chair topples over and crashes against the floor. But someone on the verge of vomiting isn’t going to stop to pick up a chair, so I bolt up the two little flights of stairs to my bathroom. I think a person about to spew would definitely prefer to do it in their own bathroom.
Have you ever tried to fake cry? I can raise one eyebrow way up there, but I can’t fake cry. I tried to do it at my mom’s funeral.
I was sad, obviously. I’d cried a million times since she died. But there was too much pressure with all those people around and I couldn’t get myself to do anything but listen.
If you yawn and yawn and yawn, sometimes a tear might slip out.
But imagine me, at my mom’s funeral, yawning and yawning and yawning just so I could look sad. Pretty hard to pull off in front of an audience.
And throwing up is pretty hard to fake when you suddenly forget what throwing up sounds like and your sister is outside saying, “Are you okay?”
So I cough and cough and flush the toilet while Lila says, “Ollie?” And the spiral of water tugs me deeper into the fact that no amount of telling myself I’m fine will fix the dress and make everything that comes next easier.
The constrictor’s grip tightens.
“Ollie?” Lila jiggles the locked handle.
The bathroom always smells like an ocean breeze candle, which doesn’t smell much like an ocean at all. I grab the sides of the sink and stare my reflection in the eyes. A face that I know is mine. It’s my face. Even if it doesn’t really feel that way.
I see the door in the mirror, the lights, and the water rising again in the toilet. I feel the cold sink in my hands. I hear Lila knocking.
I hear Lila asking, “Ollie, seriously, are you okay in there?”
I hear she’s worried.
And I say, “I’m fine. I just need a rest.”
And I spend the rest of the night in my bed.



  
THIRTY-FIVE
DINA DOESN’T LOOK at me during health class. Not once. I watch her through Mrs. Johnston’s entire lecture on red flags for abusive relationships and she spends the class scribbling in a notebook. Maybe she’s drawing a picture. The way her hand moved, the arcs and lines, can’t be words.
I wonder why it is that no one ever says what a nice, healthy relationship looks like. Just the warning signs of a bad one. Is Lila in a healthy relationship, or just not an abusive one? I wouldn’t know, would I?
For the first time I’m one of the people waiting, waiting, waiting for the bell to ring, because I have plans. Do you know how that feels?
Stella’s reply to my text is burned into my eyeballs.
STELLA: Sure! Meet outside after school?
Thing is, I didn’t go to lunch, so as far as Dina knows, I’ve abandoned everyone. But she doesn’t know that what Callie said wasn’t just about Stella. And that isn’t exactly her fault. I’ve done nothing but pretend and lie and fake and, even though that used to be the answer, it’s getting me in real trouble now.
Dina’s gone the second the bell rings, no surprise there. By the time I make it outside to the busy bus line, Dina is making herself larger—shoulders pulled back and spine straight—next to Stella. This would be an effective tactic if I didn’t already know why it gets used. It’s not like she’s going to beat me up outside the school with all these people around to see. That would be ridiculous.
Right?
My palms sweat.
“Hey, Ollie.” Stella waves. “What’s up?”
Dina says, “You don’t have to—”
“It’s okay, really.” Stella looks at me and repeats her question. “What’s up?”
“I need help.” And I really do. I can’t do this myself.
She smiles. It’s a nice smile, and I see why Dina would want to kiss it, even if maybe I don’t ever want to kiss anyone. Then she says, “Yeah, I got that from your message.”
“Right. Okay, I want a haircut. Only I don’t know how to just go somewhere and ask someone to do it and I don’t really have any money and I think if I wait too long I’ll chicken out, so I want you to cut my hair.” I take a big breath. “Please.”
“Stella?” Dina inches closer because, in case you can’t see, I’m the threat here.
Me.
“Give me a second, Ollie,” she says, then she gently grabs Dina by the elbow, tugging her just far enough away that I can only hear the tone of the conversation and not the words themselves.
They’re not happy, but they’re not fighting. It’s the kind of voice my sister uses when she’s trying to reason with me, and apparently I’m not particularly reasonable, because she uses that tone a lot. The whole time Stella keeps her hand on Dina’s arm and Dina never pulls away. So it can’t be that bad. If they taught us about healthy relationships in health class, I think this is what it might look like. Only I wonder if they’d teach us about LGBTQIA+ relationships at all. They haven’t mentioned them so far.
Maybe people like Liam and Nate and Callie wouldn’t have such a hard time understanding us if anyone ever in our whole lives told us that it was normal. And it must be. Maybe no one knows that we need it. That I need it. Maybe someone should tell them.
Finally they come back. Dina’s face is a warning. Like I’m getting one more chance and I really better not mess it up. Then she leaves.
“We had plans, but she understands. She’s grouchy, but she really does. Don’t worry,” Stella says.
“I’m sorry, you really don’t have to—”
“We’ll meet up with them at the diner down the street. Her mom works there.” Stella’s backpack is black and pink and I bet it is extremely well organized, because everything else about her feels so tidy. “She’s just worried, you know. But she doesn’t know how hard it can be to stand up against that kind of hate when it’s personal. I’ve had a lot of practice. She just wishes I didn’t.”
“I do, too,” I say.
“I know.” Practically the whole school is zooming by around us. Everyone going somewhere. She says, “So, how are we doing this?”
“I have scissors in my bag.” I really do. I grabbed them from home.
She laughs, and I hope we can be friends for a long time because she has a nice laugh the way that Nate has a nice laugh. It’s real and her whole body joins in. “You brought scissors to school so I could cut your hair? Where? Here?”
It seemed like an okay idea this morning.
I say, “Well, yeah. Have you ever cut hair before?”
“Nope,” she replies.
“Cool, so. Wanna do it anyway?” I lift my left eyebrow real quick, like a shrug.
Her lips grow thin as she thinks. “As long as you’ll still be my friend when I totally screw it up.”
Have you ever heard someone say they’re your friend when you weren’t sure? If not, I hope you do someday. Not that I want you to be not sure about having a friend, but hearing those words? I think this is what it feels like when your crush finally asks you out. Or holds your hand in a movie theater.
And I say, “Oh, definitely.”
We walk to the woods behind the school, toward the looming oaks and pines where Nora told Callie that the kids from the high school down the road go to make out and smoke. I try to imagine what it would be like to sneak back between the tall green trees, their branches bending under the weight of hundreds and hundreds of pine needles, and meet up with someone I love in the clover-covered clearing. To sit on the worn-down cinder blocks across from each other and figure out what it means to kiss another person. You can’t see the road through all the green. It makes this space, which isn’t really all that far from the school and cars and the tiny surrounding neighborhood, cozy and private. Not a bad place for a kiss.
Or a haircut.
“Okay, so did you bring one of those drape things?” she asks. I didn’t. Just me and some scissors. It’s either her ESP or my face that gives this away, because she says, “No worries. We’ve got this.”
“We’ve got this.” I know she means the haircut, but I feel like it’s more than that.
“What kind of cut do you want?”
Even though it’s a reasonable question, the words feel like a trap, waiting to sink their teeth into me. This is my hair. My choice. Something I can do for me, because I want it.
“A short one?”
She laughs. “Got it.”
The cinder block is rough and too close to the ground for me to sit without tucking my knees up against my chest. But who cares? I’m in the woods getting a haircut. I tug my bag off my shoulders and drop it on the ground and start fishing around. Carefully. These old metal scissors have lived in the junk drawer in my kitchen for as long as I remember anyone in my life using scissors. They aren’t the only scissors we have, just the ones we use.
The ones Lila took to her favorite pair of jeans to design her own summer shorts, which turned out so uneven that she cried, coming out from her room in what was supposed to be a fashion show, tugging the fraying denim down over the curve of her inner thigh between sobs.
The ones that cut open bags of Halloween candy before we’d dump them into the neon-orange pumpkin for Dad to pass out to trick-or-treaters.
To cut the plastic tips off freeze pops.
I hand those scissors over to Stella, because they’re the ones we use.
She combs her fingers through my hair, snagging and pulling out knots when she hits them. I should have brought a brush and a drape, which any fully prepared person would have done. Her fingers plan and measure anyway, sorting my hair into clumps and pinning them back with clips from her own hair.
Finally she says, “Okay.”
Even though she says this like a statement, I know it’s actually a question, so I say, “Okay.”
Then she starts to cut.
The hiss and fall of my hair is almost as exciting as Stella’s attention to detail is soothing. We sit in silence as she works. Snip, snip, snip.
For once, my head is here. In this moment. Following the ins and outs of my breathing, picturing Stella’s fingers as they comb and part and decide on lengths to cut, feeling the gentle tug on my scalp and the tickle of loose, disembodied clumps of hair.
This might be what real happiness feels like.
Not wanting to be anywhere other than exactly where you are.
In the end, there are a lot of surprising parts of having short hair. First, my ears are cold. Second, my neck is cold. Third, my head is lighter by a lot more than I’d figure hair weighs. But does it look good?
I brush my fingertips against the hard edges around my ears like I’m going to tuck the hair back, but it’s too short for that. Then I trace down the line along the back of my neck while Stella steps away and narrows her eyes. Like a cobra poised to strike, hovering from side to side. Examining me from all angles. Grabbing my jaw and nudging it up, down, left, and right.
And she nods.
And she says, “I think it looks okay.”
And that’s about as perfect as I can hope for.
I have hair that tickles my forehead along the tops of my eyebrows.
“Do I look like a boy?” I ask.
She dusts my hair into a pile with her sneaker. “Do you want to look like a boy?”
“I don’t know,” I say. It’s actually surprising how much you want to talk when you’re saying things you never wanted to say. “I don’t want to look like a girl. Or a woman.”
There’s another cinder block across from mine. Stella sits, legs stretched out, and crosses her ankles. “Not sure what hair has to do with being a boy or not. I mean, Roscel has long hair. He wears braids and ponytails and—”
“He’s a boy,” I sigh. “Fine.”
She shakes her head. “I mean, I think he’s okay with being called a boy, but he’s nonbinary.”
“He doesn’t act like it,” I say.
“What does it mean to act nonbinary?” She looks at me the way teachers look at me when I’m confused about the things everyone else seems to just know. “I mean, do I act trans?”
It’s hard to contain my groan, but I manage.
And I say, “I don’t know! But if there’s not a right way to be, then how do you know you’re doing it right? I don’t feel like a girl, and I tried to pretend but that didn’t work, so I’m trying … whatever this is.” I tousle my hair. “How will I know if I’m doing it right? Do I need to get new socks or something? Mine are all for girls. I’m not sure what that means, but the package says so. And what about my pants? What if I’m no good at being a boy or being nonbinary?”
“You know there aren’t any rules, right?” she asks. “Maybe you need to ditch your list and just do what feels right.”
It’s just another way of telling me to be myself.
“Eating one hundred doughnuts feels right, Stella. What the heck does that have to do with being—”
“That’s different and you know it.” Her fingers slide along the closed blades of the scissors like she’s petting a hamster. “If you want to be a boy—and I don’t think not feeling like a girl means that you have to be a boy—then that’s fine. And being nonbinary doesn’t mean being more like a boy, by the way. But don’t look at what other people think a boy is. If you were a girl, it would be the same thing, right? You just do what you want to do and call yourself whatever you want to be.”
“I don’t want boobs, I know that much.” I can’t just not grow them.
She laughs. “Listen, if you can figure out a way to transfer boobs, I’ll take them off of your hands.” I laugh, too. Then she says, “I have a cool therapist. You should tell your dad, if you think you’d be safe, and see if he’ll take you to him. He’s trans. I’ll tell you what he told me, though. You have to love who you are today, even if that isn’t who you are tomorrow. People grow and change, and who cares if you think you’re a boy today and realize tomorrow that maybe ‘boy’ doesn’t exactly fit anymore? As long as you’re doing it because it feels right in this moment.”
“The problem is that I don’t know who I am … ever,” I say. “I feel like I’m playing some big game of make-believe and trying not to be caught for being a fake.”
It’s strangely relieving to get that out.
“Listen, I just give advice. I don’t really know what to do with it or how to do it right. I’m on my second school in a year, and … well, you know how well that’s going. I think when you decide who to be, it shouldn’t be just to look right to someone else. I mean, maybe don’t strip and run screaming through the mall or anything, but besides that?” She shrugs and stands up.
“Just be me, yeah. I know.” I stand up as well.
“No. Just be,” she says.



  
THIRTY-SIX
ON THE WALK to the diner I tell Stella about the dress and she says, “Oh my gosh, you gave it nipple holes?” so loud that people stare and I tell her to quiet down. It’s not like someone will call Mimi and tell her about how I wrecked her dress. I’m not delusional. I just don’t think you should be shouting about nipples in public.
This is when Roscel would say how I’m a big prude and society has tricked me into thinking parts of my body are sexual when that’s just not the case. They’re only body parts.
And it’s only a word.
But they still need to be covered when I’m celebrating my birthday in front of my family and friends.
“So, you’re not going to wear it, I take it?” she asks.
“Seriously?” I laugh. “I mean, I didn’t want to wear it at all, but my grandma will want pictures. It’s going to be a whole thing when I don’t put it on.”
Everything I do recently carries the weight of being a whole thing. Actions that speak louder than all the words that came before.
First thing, though, is that my haircut is awful. It’s all lopsided edges curling at the tips in uneven layers around my head, but still better than even one thousand doughnuts. Even if you divided them up over the course of however many years to ensure you wouldn’t get a stomachache.
At the diner, I walk away from Dina, Roscel, and Mason, who are already laughing, reaching across the table to dip fries in a giant chocolate shake. Instead, I slip past the glass display case by a counter with barstools where they show off cakes and pies and cookies, stepping exclusively in the black squares on the checkerboard floor, toward the back of the diner. In the back, a bunch of high school kids are shouting over one another in a booth, and I walk past them to get to the bathroom. It’s a single stall.
It’s not like I want to go into the men’s room.
I just don’t like having to say, every single time I pee, that I’m a girl.
Those little stick people ask me a question that I can’t answer.
Which is my answer.
And that’s okay.
But what’s more than okay is how I see me in the mirror. Bad haircut and all. It’s me, Ollie Thompson. For the first time, I’m a little bit recognizable in the dim orange light, toilet running in the background.
Me.
I reach out to myself and touch the reflection of my hand in the mirror.
Passing the high schoolers is different on the way out. This is probably how a peacock feels when he’s got his feathers spread wide—every kid in the zoo dying to catch a glimpse of his plumage. Only of course they’re not really looking at me. I just wouldn’t mind too much if they did.
“Shut your eyes! Quick,” Stella shouts as she slaps her hand over Dina’s face. “Drumroll, please.” When she moves her hand, Dina’s eyes stay closed, and the patter of fingers against the table carries on through Stella’s speech. “Presenting—possibly with brand-new trust issues because I am absolutely never going to have a career as a hairstylist—the wonderful Ollie Thompson!”
This smile is all mine.
Everyone looks at me, and even though it makes the high schoolers and the guys at the counter and the kind of grouchy woman working behind it look our way, they cheer. Who cares why they’re this happy about a bad haircut? All I know is that I’m warm and my eyes are blurry like I’m about to cry, but I don’t.
“Take a bow, come on,” Roscel says, and I do.
It’s a fancy bow, with a little hand flourish I saw in some historical drama my sister put on and didn’t actually watch. Then I slide into the spot that Stella’s made for me, squeezed on the same bench as her and Dina. They pass me a little container of fries. I pick one up. I dip it. And I don’t even once think about the way we’re basically creating a cool petri dish of mouth germs, like a long-distance kiss.
Okay, I do.
You can’t defy nature. Well, not that much.
And so maybe I never blossom.
And so maybe I don’t need to.
Once a body has decomposed, it’s actually a great place for fungal growth. That sounds gross, I know, and maybe you don’t want to hear about it, but this is my story and it’s amazing to think about the way an entire once-alive person can become the food source for a whole network of other creatures.
So some people bloom, but fungi are way cool, too.
“Do you know what’s total crap?” Roscel is half kneeling at the end of the padded vinyl bench, one foot on the ground, pointing a finger across the table and square into my face like I’ve just been chosen to be gifted a brand-new car or a once-in-a-lifetime trip to A Faraway Land. Dina’s mom, who’s been puttering back and forth from counters to kitchen to us—just to make sure we’re okay—gives him a quiet-down sort of frown. He lowers his voice, but doesn’t hush his whole way of being. “Listen, okay. The only reason guys don’t just wear dresses casually anymore is because of—wait for it—horses.”
“Oh, please shut up.” Dina leans into the table and presses her face into her hands. Anytime her eyes meet mine I can feel her sending a message. A warning. But then she opens her mouth and the words act like the looks never happened. “This is your fault. We’re not supposed to get him started on this one.”
“Listen, though!” Roscel shoos away her words with a flick of his wrist. “Just—”
“You did this! Just remember that.” Dina snaps her pointer finger in my direction.
Mason smiles down at his empty plate of fries and shakes his head like maybe he doesn’t mind hearing what everyone but me must have heard a million times by now. Then he says, “It’s always about the horses.”
Apparently I got him started.
All I said was, I think I’m nonbinary.
And he said, Aw, samesies.
And Stella said, We gotta help you find a style.
So I said, Fine, just no dresses.
And everyone groaned.
And Roscel said, Dang horses.
And everyone groaned again.
And I asked, What did the horses do?
“It is always about the horses,” Roscel announces. He grabs three fries and wipes them around the edge of the basically empty metal milkshake cup. Then, with his mouth full, he asks, “Do you know about the horses?”
I shake my head.
“Good grief.” Stella rests her head against Dina’s shoulder.
Dina says, “Hop off your dang horse already.”
“No. I refuse. The domestication of horses is pretty much the only reason men started wearing pants! It was too hard to ride in tunics and skirts. I mean, Alexander the Great never wore pants. But suddenly we’re hopping on horseback and need something to cover our legs, and boom, pants.” He’s using a fork to stab the air, like it’s the offending spirit of horse domestication. “I say, since none of us are riding horses anymore, that we go back to wearing skirts.”
“You go for it,” Dina says. “But I’m sticking with pants.”
I say, “Me too.”
Roscel shrugs like he gave it his best effort and probably wasn’t expecting to convert everyone. “Whatevs. I got some new sundresses and I do not ride horses, so I will be looking fabulous this summer.”
“Yes, girl, yes!” Stella laughs.
“Wait, your party is this weekend, right?” Mason asks.
I nod. If I could watch all of them at once, I would, but I can’t, so I look from face to face as if their eyes or mouths will tell me, before they say it, if they’re still coming.
“Oh, I have the perfect outfit for that.” Roscel claps his hands together.
Mason can raise his left brow too. And he does, as he asks, “Sequins?”
And everyone blows up into conversation.
All about my party. What they’ll wear, what they’ll bring. Talking over one another in a big storm of happy voices. I don’t know if this is how everyone feels all the time, or even some of the time, but I know I like it.
Roscel’s attention falls on me, and he says, “What are you going to wear to your party? I wouldn’t want to outshine the birthday babe.”
Stella laughs.
So there’s still the dress and how I’m supposed to tell my grandparents what I did. It’s fine. I’ve got it.
“You have to tell them,” Stella says.
“No way.” I shake my head.
“Come on! It’s so funny. Plus, you’ve never seen Roscel’s closet before, and I bet the act of radical rebellion will totally get you a ticket to closet shop.”
Roscel folds his hands under his chin and blinks at me about a million times.
“I got a stupid cut and I wiped blood on it so I used a razor to scrape the blood away and made holes in it,” I say.
“Oh, boo! That’s not even the good part.” Stella bumps me with her hip, the way Callie used to.
“Okay, fine. I made nipples out of the blood and so now there are nipple holes in the dress so I can’t wear it. And I didn’t want to wear it in the first place.” I cross my arms over my chest.
You can pretty much feel his pride when his jaw drops and the big O of his mouth slowly tugs into a giant smile. He calls it sex-positive vandalism even though it was actually more like a temper tantrum.
So that’s how I get invited to Roscel’s closet after school on Friday. Tomorrow. Just one day before my party.



  
THIRTY-SEVEN
I CATCH A ride home with Mason and his mom in a nice, new car that’s as big as a space shuttle. There are sippy cups in car seats and fidget toys as far as the eye can see. We sit so far back from his mom that it’s almost fancy. Like she’s just a driver and we’re being chauffeured.
“I’m glad you’re feeling better,” he says.
“Thanks.” I’m actually still feeling horrible. Sick. Terrified. But I am better, I think. “Is Dina upset with me?”
He nods. “A little, but she’ll get over it.”
“How do you know?” I ask.
A big smile puffs his freckled cheeks up over his eyes and he says, “Because you’re a good person. Maybe she saw one hard moment, but I’m sure she understands why. People are being jerks, and we all love Stella too much not to worry.”
“Are you guys going to protest?” Last I heard, they were going to stage a protest outside the front office—whatever that means.
“Nah,” he says. “We want to meet with Principal Webber and express our concerns, though. My parents think that’s probably a more mature way to handle it, especially since we don’t really know what they’re planning to do about whatever people’s parents have said.”
Actions matter. They’re standing up for something they believe in. And nothing can change if no one knows that kids need to hear about queer relationships in health class, or that we hear what adults are saying, even if they don’t think we’re listening or know they’re talking about us at all.
“I want to help. I have something prepared; I could read it.” There isn’t anything I want to do less than sit in an office, face-to-face with my principal, in front of my friends, and show them my guts. And maybe you can’t defy nature, not really. But you have to be able to grow. “I mean, if you all didn’t have anything else in mind.”
“Roscel always has something in mind, but I think this sounds like an amazing idea. We meet with Mr. Webber before school on Monday.” He looks out the window as we pull up to my house, and I wonder what he sees. My house, obviously. But what does he notice? “I’ll talk to Roscel about it. It’s just going to be us and Dina. Stella said she wasn’t ready to deal with that yet.”
I smile and open the door. “Just let me know.” Then I thank his mom, loudly, because she’s about a million miles away in the front seat, and leave.
There aren’t any cars in my driveway, which is pretty lucky if you ask me. I don’t regret my haircut because I know, deep down, that it’s the most genuinely me decision I’ve made in a long time. But being yourself doesn’t come without consequences. I only hope they’re not the kind that leave me homeless, because that would just be nuts, right?
Even if nothing changes at home, everything will change.
But will it be okay?
Anyway, my neck is too cold and the breeze tickles the tips of my ears, and somehow the whole world is a new place all thanks to my hair.
Everyone who sees me will be thinking, Hey, is that a boy or a girl?
And I’m just not?
Wild.
I’m working on my explanation for Dad, but I still don’t really know what makes a boy a boy or a girl a girl, so how can I explain why I don’t feel like either? It’s absolutely amazing that people just know this sort of thing. But maybe I do, too. I guess, deep down in me, I just know that I don’t want to become a woman, and I can’t say why for sure.

WHEN MY DAD sees me in the morning, he stares at me for a long time, like I’ve been missing for years and only just now appeared back home with no explanation. Perplexed, but smiling.
Then he says, “You cut your hair.”
And I say, “No.”
And he points at my head and says, “Yes.”
So I say, “Stella did.” Because she did.
And you know what he says? He says, “Oh, okay. Well, you look really happy. I’ve missed that.”
What am I supposed to say to that?
I smile with my lips tight and he runs his fingers through my hair, pressing a kiss to the top of my head as if he knows that I am returned from a yearslong absence and need to be welcomed home. To be reminded that I belong. And his body near me and his arms around me and his face against the top of my head give me a space to fit perfectly, just as I am. And I hope it will still fit me when I find a way to tell him exactly who that is.
“Dad.” I shrug him off. “You’re squishing me.”
He laughs and tousles my hair and says, “Sorry. Sometimes I feel like I’m missing out on all the important things.”
Sometimes I feel like all the important things are impossible to say.



  
THIRTY-EIGHT
WHEN PEOPLE AT school see me, I bet they’re thinking one of two things.
Thing one: Wow, Ollie’s got some real guts cutting their hair off like that. They look very cool and happy.
Thing two: Ollie’s a big stupid fool and I hate that haircut.
So how do I know who’s thinking what? The answer is that I don’t, and it’s eating me up inside. I haven’t even seen the back of my head, and I have to sit in class for almost an entire hour with Lulu Black or Christopher Daniels or Taeyang Kim or—well, you get the point—staring at this part of me I’ve never actually seen before. So all I can focus on is What are these people thinking about my hair and have I maybe made a mistake?
I don’t regret it, okay.
It’s just complicated.
And to make matters worse, Callie sees me first thing before lunch and says, “What did you do to your hair?”
And it’s pretty obvious what I did to my hair, don’t you think? So why’s she asking?
Probably because she’s thinking thing two.
Now, I wouldn’t exactly call this fight, but it surely isn’t flight. Maybe it’s just action. I pull a Sour Patch Kid out from my pocket, because the constrictor doesn’t like them, and as soon as I pop it into my mouth, the coil loosens. Stella was right about that. Then I say, with the candy stinging the inside of my cheek, “I cut my hair. And I think you should know that I don’t feel like a girl, and everything you said about Stella really hurt my feelings.”
Then she looks at me the way you look at someone who sneezes real wet and doesn’t cover their mouth. “Ollie…”
“I’m serious,” I say. “I don’t know what I feel like, but it’s not a girl and it’s really not a woman. I’m not saying it’s a boy, either. But there’s no way I can ever imagine my body changing to look like the cartoon ladies in health class.”
“Some people are just less girlie.” She shrugs because she’s Callie and she is full of information she’s very sure about even if she hasn’t spent the past month doing interviews and her whole life making Google searches. “I’ve known you forever, and you’re definitely not a boy.”
Which is what I just said, right?
“Stella says—”
“Sure, but she is trans. Not everyone who doesn’t feel like other girls is trans. You’ve always been different. It’s not new. And it doesn’t make you not a girl.” She pulls out her phone and types quickly. “You basically changed and totally ditched me as soon as you started hanging out with her.”
“Because you’ve been saying some really hateful things.” Now this is fight. I don’t know where people get the energy to do this all the time, but I’m ready now. “And everything you were saying about Stella you were also saying about me.”
“I wasn’t, though.”
I shake my head. “No, you were. Because if you think those things about trans people, then you think those things about me, and it sucks to hear. It made me afraid of being myself.”
Like she didn’t even hear me, she says, “I just miss hanging out with you, all right?”
All I hear are her words in my head. You don’t fight when it’s a lost cause. Sometimes people grow apart. It’s just part of growing up.
Watching your best friend morph into a stranger is like spending years and years of your life with the brightest ray of sunshine imaginable, only to learn it was the lure of an anglerfish. And sure, maybe you were never the prey, but behind the light, something vicious was always lying in wait.
It’s just an observation.
I take a big breath in, then swallow the Sour Patch Kid. “I miss you, too.”
And I do. I’m human, okay?
It’s fine.
I won’t miss the way she makes me feel, though.
By the time she leaves, I’m left with this new sinking hole in my chest. Like another small piece of myself has dropped away. Withered. Maybe that’s a good thing, though. The way Mom used to trim down the dead branches of our butterfly bush each spring to help it grow better once it began to bloom.
And everything is still, silent even though I know the hall is loud, until Liam’s voice booms from the static. “No way! She’s not going to show you in a million years.”
Liam and Nate and Elijah huddle around a phone and laugh. They’re talking about Callie. Using words that Roscel says people should reclaim for good because sexuality is nothing to be ashamed of, but they still sound pretty insulting.
“I swear, she said she’d show ’em to me,” Elijah says.
And Liam says, “You won’t know what to do when you see them. What a waste of a nice rack.”
Elijah laughs. “They’re not really that big, anyway. But they’ll still be mine. You’re just jealous you’re not getting any.”
And she’s judging me?
Nate just listens with the ugliest smile ever until we lock eyes long enough for him to get the message I’ve sent out and shrink under probably a whole big planet’s worth of shame.
You’re probably thinking, wow, Ollie, you’ve really defied nature.
And you’re right. Maybe.
I think the difference between animals and people is that we can choose to change at any given moment. Even if you’re filled with the cowardly urge to be quiet and run away, you can decide to stand up and do something else. I’m not saying the silence is always bad. It’s just that you’ve got to figure out when to use your voice, right?
When Liam sees me he frowns, and I bet he’s feeling awfully silly for thinking that calling me a boy would be an insult.
I’d lie and say that I don’t care if he and everyone else in the whole school was thinking thing two. But I do care. A bit.
Maybe you’re thinking, wow, Ollie grew a shell after all!
But that’s where you’d be wrong.
I think when you’ve got friends and family loving you for exactly who you are, even if that’s not who you’ll be forever, then other people’s words and hate don’t land quite as hard.
Anyway, I’m proud of myself. The whole ordeal, from standing up to Callie to staring down Nate’s misogynistic silence—that’s what Roscel calls it anytime someone lets their friends go and say rude, sexist things like that and doesn’t say a thing about it—plays in my head until I’m interrupted by this dreadful possibility that my dad will tell me how he’s known me my whole life and no way am I not a girl. Even though I can’t imagine the words get out of my house coming out of his mouth, I can imagine living my whole life with a dad who just doesn’t believe me. Grandparents who send me weird birthday dresses and make me “doll up” for Christmas. A sister who’s supposed to understand even my hardest feelings, who just doesn’t really get me and thinks I’ve just gone and made my life, and probably my whole family’s life, a whole lot harder. And I think all of that is also pretty bad.
I think kids’ books give you happy endings because it’s the only place you’ll ever get them. And, really, at least a book gets to pick its ending. My life will just keep going.
On to the next thing. For better or for worse.
Until nothing comes next.
I’m not saying life can’t be happy, just that it can’t be happily ever after.



  
THIRTY-NINE
IT’S A BIG closet.
All of us—Stella, Mason, Roscel, and me—could hold hands and still only just touch each side of the frame.
Roscel’s whole room is not what you’d expect. It’s small, barely enough space for a bed and desk, and beige, with beads hanging where a door should be, with what he calls blackout poems on the walls. I stare at one by his closet, made with an article torn from one of those terrible magazines you see in grocery store checkout lines.
“He takes these misogynistic articles and crosses out all the words he doesn’t need until he’s got a poem.” Stella stares, like she can see the blackout poem of me. “Something beautiful.”
“Basically the opposite of whatever the stupid article says,” Mason adds.
The one by his closet goes like this:
 eat   ,

     for the

             day

 is       only

     now.    and    your

thighs!      and

           stomach!

are    stunning.

I want to show Callie and Lila.
Anyway, it’s a lot like that one scene in Melissa when she’s at her best friend Kelly’s house and gets to try on all these pretty clothes before they go to the zoo. Lucky for Melissa that she knew exactly what she wanted to wear, but I’m stuck here knowing only the things I never want to wear again. Or what I never want to wear again, for now.
And then there’s Roscel, who wears everything.
I mean, Mimi could find something to wear in this closet. So could Dad. And Nate. Now that I’m thinking about it, there’s a skirt in here that I’ve seen Stella wear.
Roscel opens his arms wide like he’s giving a big religious speech, and says, “Everything the light touches is yours to try on. Just stay away from my sequins, because I’m wearing that dress even if you can’t find something better.”
And do most people just come preprogrammed with opinions on clothes?
Did you know that a cuttlefish has millions of chromatophores, which basically expand and contract to change color? I could look down at my skin now and imagine it pulsing colors and patterns, the way a cuttlefish does when it’s hunting or hiding or trying to find a mate. But my clothes? Nope. Can’t picture those at all.
I just need them to do what clothes do best, which is fit comfortably and make it so that I don’t go to school naked. So do I like shirts with collars and funny patterns and buttons? Do I like tank tops? Would I look all right in trousers? I’d have to cuff them way up, like probably a whole five inches, because Roscel could use my head for an armrest.
You’d think I was sitting in front of the big glass display case at the diner, staring at cakes and pies and cookies, with how long it’s taking me to figure out which thing to try first.
“Can I?” Roscel asks.
“Sure.”
He pulls out a pair of black joggers and a dusty pink button-up with short sleeves and a little pocket on the chest where someone has sewn a kind of wonky smiley face. “Here.”
And they turn around.
And I change.
When I turn back around, Roscel claps his hands together and gives a breathy Whew. “You look fab. This color pink is perfect for you.”
“Oh, absolutely,” Stella says.
Roscel grabs my shoulders and ushers me toward a person-sized mirror hanging on the wall by his beaded doorway, standing behind me as I take it all in.
“How do you feel?” Mason asks.
I smile. “Awesome.”
So that’s what I take home for my party.



  
FORTY
ROSCEL’S MOM GAVE me a paper grocery bag like she was no stranger to people shopping around in her kid’s closet. I hug the bag close and wave to Roscel as his mom pulls away from the curb.
It’s just a bag of clothes. No one’s going to take it or anything. I know that. Still, it’s a gateway to other questions, like why did you take some kid’s clothes and what do you need them for and why do you need them for the party when you have a nice dress and if you’re not wearing the dress can you at least try it on for us once and if you’re going to be so ungrateful will you give it back so I can return it? And finally: Why did you wreck the dress?
Anyway, it’s just my luck that there are two cars in the driveway when I get home.
Lila and Dad are sitting in the living room like statues, hunched over and resting their chins on folded hands with a backgammon board between them. Like some sort of monument to tedious family games. I’ve never won a game of backgammon without being told what to do.
“Hi,” I say.
They both look up. My dad smiles, and Lila frowns.
“Ollie.” Lila says my name in an exhale. She pushes back from the table and walks over to me, gently combing my hair out of my eyes the way Mom probably would have if I’d had short hair as a little kid. “This is … really bad. Why’d you let some kid cut your hair?”
“Not some kid. Stella.” I scrunch up my face like I’ve got an itchy nose and then swat her hand away. “And I asked her to.”
The last thing I need is for Dad and Lila to think that Stella is some sort of bad influence.
My dad’s mouth goes fishy, because he doesn’t know what to say. I think that’s where I get it from. Then he stands up and says, “You know, your mom taught me to braid because she never wanted you to think that men—um, if you decide to marry one … or get married at all—should be limited to helping with only the things they know.”
Lila holds her hands out flat, palms down, and gestures for him to relax.
“Right. Sorry.” He doesn’t look relaxed at all, but he keeps talking. “I know I’m not Mom. But we always wanted you to be exactly who you were and I want you to feel like you can talk to me about anything, even if I’m not as easy to talk to as your mom was.”
“Okay.” So I’m doing this. “Well, okay. I don’t think I want to be a woman. I’m not sure I want to be a man, though. I’m … confused, I guess. I’m trying to figure it out. I think I’m nonbinary, even though I don’t totally know what that means, either.”
“Oh. Okay.” My dad drags his hand over his chin and it makes a sandpaper-y sound against his stubble.
I wait. I wait for him to yell. To cry. To tell me to get out of the house or tell me I’m wrong and I don’t understand what I’m talking about. My heart races.
All he does is look at Lila.
She clears her throat.
“Thanks for telling us,” Lila says, like she’s practiced these lines and they’ve lost all their power. “Let us know what you need from us, okay? And you know we love you, always? Right?”
“Like I said, we always just wanted you to be yourself.”
Maybe I’ve lost my mind, but this is boring. Even though it’s the best outcome imaginable, all the worry and fear and imagined horrible outcomes drop at once into my belly the way your present-opening excitement shrivels into a big clog the day after Christmas.
I’m relieved, but the weight is still there.
“Stella gave me the name of a therapist.” I’m not broken, and I don’t need anyone to tell me how to be myself. But I could probably use a place to talk about it. “I think that’s a good idea.”
Dad nods. “Yeah, of course. That makes sense.”



  
FORTY-ONE
LILA TAKES ME out to tidy up Stella’s broad strokes and I come away looking real sharp, according to the person who cut my hair. It’s much shorter on the sides, but they left the messy waves on the top. Dad offered to give me some money for new clothes, but with only this little bit of change, I look totally different. Like I’ve been given permission to do more than just attempt. Like I can just be me, in a public place, with my family. I decided to leave shopping for a different day.

A NEW PROBLEM is that there’s a rental car in the driveway.
The second we get inside, Mimi shrieks and claps her hands and says, “Oh, Olive, dear! Lila, thank goodness you’re back.” Then she takes one long look at me and frowns. “Oh, Olive.”
“At least let her take her shoes off,” Pop Pop says. He comes and gives us warm, careful hugs. “Hi, Olive. We’re so happy to see you. Lila, honey.”
“We don’t have too much good light left.” Mimi shoos her hand at Pop Pop and he shrugs at me, like at least he gave it his best and he hopes I know he loves me.
She talks like she didn’t know where we were or what we were doing and not like she wasn’t meant to be here until tomorrow morning.
“Anyway, I brought my camera, and I’m going to get a picture of you in your dress, just like the one we have of sweet little Lila. It’s a shame what you’ve done to your hair. Your father said you let a little friend cut it? All those beautiful waves.” She sighs long and tired, and shakes her head. “Anyway, hair aside, the light is still good. Go ahead and get changed and your sister will heat up dinner.”
It’s nothing new for no one to say no to Mimi, because we’ve all been doing things we don’t want to do on her behalf for as long as we’ve lived. I still hoped someone would tell her so it wouldn’t have to be me. I don’t plan to wear the dress. Even with them not knowing what I’ve done to it, they should know that I don’t want it. Even if I never came out—if that’s what I did; I think it was—they’d know.
I’ve never liked dresses.
And I do like my hair. It’s not a shame at all.
If Mom were here, she’d say something.
She would clear her throat and go, Oh, we are going to let Ollie pick what they want to wear on Saturday and we think the hairstyle really suits them.
And Mimi would be pretty upset about it, but Mom wouldn’t let her say so to me. She’d tell Mimi that they could talk about it later, and I’d never need to know what sorts of things Mimi thinks about little girls who refuse to wear dresses.
Dad says, “It’s getting late and dinner is actually ready. I put it in a little while ago.”
And that’s close enough, I guess.
But it doesn’t last. I get thirty seconds of joy out of staring at my new reflection the next morning. Looking into the mirror I’ve used to practice faces since I was old enough to finally see myself if I stood up on tiptoe. I raise my left eyebrow and smile and frown. I tousle my hair the way the stylist did, and watch it come back right into place. Perfect every time. Then I head out to breakfast, which is just a lot of conversation that sounds like questions about me, but no time between everyone talking for me to give any answers. Like they’re only asking questions in the first place so they have an excuse to tell me something else. Like being a kid means I don’t have anything worth hearing to say.
Maybe growing up is really just forgetting, bit by bit, what it felt like to be a kid, until eventually you’ve only got little snippets and things you wish you’d known. But if anyone really remembered how much of it was wanting to feel like you’re doing things right, then people would spend less time telling us all the things we’re doing wrong. Telling us how to be better. I just want to be enough.
For everyone.
My phone buzzes a million times.
STELLA: HAPPY BDAY!!!!!
DINA: Happy birthday!
ROSCEL: Glad you lived another year 
MASON: Happy birthday, Ollie. So excited to celebrate with you!
Before I know it, Mimi is saying, “Picture time!”
The picture of Lila in her birthday dress is on the kitchen table between Mimi and Pop Pop instead of up on the wall, and I bet Mimi’s been staring at it all morning so she could be ready to pose me exactly the same way.
“Maybe in a bit,” I say. Then I send a text to the group. The responses come back rapid-fire.
OLLIE: SOS. They want dress pictures.
STELLA: Tell your dad. Get him to help you out.
ROSCEL: No way. You gotta stand up for yourself.
ROSCEL: It’s good practice.
STELLA: Support systems are important. Lean on your dad!
DINA: I agree. Quiet, Roscel.
ROSCEL: 
Mimi tuts. “I’d like to get the picture before all your little friends get here. Just go along and shower and change. It’ll be fast.”
A text comes in to me, not the group.
MASON: BTW, there isn’t one right way to do anything. They just know what works for them. They want to help. I hope it all goes all right.
“Mom.” My dad is giving her a warning.
When grown-ups were arguing before you showed up, you can feel that in the air, even if they’re all silent now. It makes you feel wrong, like the space is occupied by all the things they want to say and there’s no room left for you.
“Please, she can talk for herself.” Mimi waves him away.
“I don’t want to take pictures.” My breaths are slow and steady and I wish I had a Sour Patch Kid. Dad nods at me. I hope I don’t need to puke my way out of this again, because I don’t know if I can pull that off a second time.
“Sometimes we need to do things we don’t love. Family memories are important.” Mimi looks at Dad like she’s reasoning with him and not me, then she turns her attention my way. “You know, your mother would really love to see you in that dress.”
You know she’s wrong, right? Mom wouldn’t ever want to see me lying like that. What does she know about my mom, anyway?
“Mom, please. She said no.”
“Hun.” Pop Pop puts his hand on Mimi’s wrist.
Her lips are puckered like she took a big gulp of lemonade thinking it was water. Except, I guess, I’m the thing she thought was something else.
“Hey, how about you go take a shower?” Dad says. “We have plenty to get ready, so go ahead.”
“Right, I’ve got to start on the salads for the party.” Mimi smiles.
Here’s where the snake gets real tight. The one thing I wanted more than anything else—the most important part about this whole party—was a giant buffet of Persian food. I’d made a big deal about it to my friends. You know how silly I’ll look if they come over and we have a bunch of weird potato and pasta salads instead? Everyone’s eaten salads. Persian food is special.
“I thought we were getting Persian,” I say. I keep my cool, even though my heart is pounding.
“What?” Mimi frowns and looks at Dad. “You don’t even—”
“Yes.” Dad cuts her off. “We’re getting Persian. Shower quickly, okay?”
“Okay,” I say.
Except I don’t shower right away. Like I said, grown-ups like to get on with whatever they were doing before you showed up, so sometimes they start up again before you’ve really gone. I hide in the hall with my back against the wall like a clever tiger watching the hunters polish their rifles, taking stock of who’s got what.
And that’s when Mimi says, “She’s too young for you to let her make these sorts of decisions.”
And Dad says, “It’s her birthday. She can eat what she wants.”
And she says, “You know that’s not what I mean.”
Down come her smashers. Bang.
It’s fine.
I shower quickly and get dressed. Just as I’m doing the last button on my shirt, Dad knocks and says, “Hey, can I come in?”
And I say he can, so he does. Then he takes a long look at me.
“You look cool,” he says.
“Thanks.”
He clears his throat. “I have a confession, and some questions, and I want you to hear me out before you say anything, okay?” His eyes are tired, like he’s been waiting thousands of years for me to come out of the shower, which really wasn’t more than ten minutes long.
“Okay.”
He nods and takes a seat at the end of my bed. “Okay. First of all, in hindsight, I should have talked to you before I did this. It wasn’t for me to share, but I thought I was doing the right thing at the time, I want you to know that.” His head rests back against my wall, body stretched along the end of my bed, legs dangling off the side. This is probably what he looked like as a teenager when his mom was bossing him around. “Before you came home, I told Mimi and Pop Pop that you are nonbinary, and that you might not want to wear the dress. You have to understand, they’re—”
“Being old isn’t an excuse,” I say because that’s what Roscel says and, you know, he’s a pretty understanding person, I think. He also says, “Being old means maybe you need extra time to understand it, but not that you have an excuse to be mean while you do.”
My dad thinks about this. Really thinks, with a long pause and serious, searching eyes. Then he says, “You’re right.”
“What are your questions?” I ask. He looks confused, so I say, “You have a confession and some questions. I accept your confession. What are your questions?”
“Oh. Right.” He sits up. “Do you want us to use a different name or pronouns for you?”
“Just call me Ollie. And I don’t know.” I’d like my friends to use they/them pronouns, but the thought of my dad doing it, and having to explain something I’m not sure I understand yet to anyone he talks to, gives me the spins. “I just want to figure it out. And I want to be able to figure it out without being afraid.”
“Afraid of what?” he asks.
“Of losing you. Of the world. Of being wrong.” I shrug like it’s nothing, but this is the weight on my shoulders.
I have seen my dad cry four times. First, when he told us about Mom. Second, at the funeral. Third, when he thought Lila and I were asleep on the first birthday Mom wasn’t around to celebrate, but we were crying, and when we came downstairs to get him, he was, too.
And now.
“You’ll never lose me,” he says. “I didn’t realize you felt that way. Did you really think I’d…”
I shrug.
He wipes his face. “You’ll never lose me.”
I don’t want to be crying, so I plop my feet on the floor and reach under the bed until the ruffles are in my grasp. “I have a confession as well,” I say, tugging it out.
And there it is. The beautiful dress—maybe better suited for someone like Stella or Roscel—ruined. Fabric shaved off and torn, bloodstained edges. I hold it up, grabbing the lacy shoulders between my thumb and forefinger like the whole dress is a pair of stinky underwear. I wince, waiting for … I’m not sure.
What I do know is I’m not expecting him to laugh, which is exactly what he does.
“Oh my god, Ollie. I’m a feminist and I’m doing my best to be progressive, but I simply cannot let you wear this.” He can barely talk through the way his sadness and joy are mixing.
I laugh as well, snaking my arm into the dress and poking a finger out from each hole. “It’s fashion, Dad!”
We totally lose it.
And it’s great.
It’s really, really great.
And once we catch our breath he says, “I’ll deal with Mimi, okay? You get ready.”
I hand him the dress and as he’s going, he asks, “Is Cal coming?”
“No.”
“Want to talk about it?”
I shake my head. “She just didn’t like my hair.”
And I think he understands.



  
FORTY-TWO
BEFORE THE PARTY, I toss my notebook into my bag and head out to talk to Mom. It’s a cool morning and the ground is soft as I take careful steps down the side of the big hill. Today I am thirteen years old. Even though it’s the same path I have taken for years and I’m just as confused as ever, something is different. Changed. Maybe it’s just the breeze on the tips of my ears.
Maybe I’m finally growing up, though.
The Throne is there, with its nice mossy back and the rest of the fallen tree that stretches across the creek, but it’s occupied.
“Callie?”
She turns around and quickly wipes her face on her sleeve. “Oh, hey, Ollie.”
Here’s a question for you, since you’re so clever: What does it mean for someone to show you their true colors? Follow-up: If we’re supposed to be growing up and making mistakes all the time, do our true colors change?
Answer me that.
Tell me what I should do next.
Because part of me knows that she’s not the friend I thought she was. That she didn’t have my back when I needed her the most.
But part of me wants to make mistakes without losing everything.
“Are you okay?” I ask.
Her knees are tucked against her chest, feet on the trunk. She shudders as she breathes. “Don’t act like you don’t know.”
“About what?”
“Elijah told everyone I showed him my boobs,” she says.
“Why did you do that?”
She snaps around and lurches off The Throne. “I didn’t do anything! Oh my gosh! You actually believe I—” Callie sniffs and rubs her nose and a big, giant tear spills down her chin. From this close I can tell she’s probably been here for more than a little while; her eyes are red and puffy. “I didn’t. He just told Liam and Liam told everyone and now Nora and Ellie think I’m some sort of—”
“Callie.” I stop her. “I believe you. And I wouldn’t even care if you did it; it’s your body.”
She’s probably feeling exactly the way I felt when she told me that kids at school were saying things. They were talking.
It’s fine. I’m over it.
Even though no one needs to be talking about anyone, at least what they were saying about me wasn’t a total lie, and I had Stella and Dina and Roscel and Mason letting me know that things would be all right. Even when I made mistakes.
“You know, he thought you were weird,” she says. “That’s why I said those things. Because some dumb boy thought you were weird and I didn’t want him to think I was weird, too.”
“Are you calling me weird?” I smile and lift my left eyebrow.
She laughs and I want to as well, but there’s something hiding behind her smile. Some truth camouflaged like an orchid mantis—a predator among harmless orchid blossoms, just waiting for the right moment to strike. Hate works that way sometimes.
“I bet Nora and Ellie will get over it,” I say.
And she says, “Yeah, I know.”
We stare past each other for a while. Her red, wet eyes looking back toward home and mine fixed on the creek. It’s peaceful, kind of. The way it might feel to walk past the orchids knowing something as small as a praying mantis is no predator to you.
She says, “Your party is today. You look … cute. That shirt suits you.”
“Yeah. Thanks.” She can’t come. She knows that. There’s no stable ecosystem that could host Callie and her friends as well as Stella, Dina, Roscel, and Mason. “I should actually get back pretty soon. I just came down here because my grandparents are here and I needed a break from … all of that.”
“I get it. And I’m sorry for what I said. I still don’t understand it, but I’m sorry.” The look on her face says that this is it.
On Monday, she’ll sit with her friends and I’ll sit with my friends. It’s that simple.
It’s fine.
I hope you believe me, because it really is.
“Well, I should go back home.” Callie sniffles as she wipes her nose, heading past me and back up toward our houses. “Have a good party.”
“Thanks.”
The letters are right where I left them, under the broken-down leaves and sticks, tucked into The Throne’s roots. It’s time to clean them up and take them home. Not that I’m done writing or anything. But I think my desk is a perfectly safe place to bring the letters.
By the time Callie is out of sight, my phone has accumulated about a hundred messages. Stella says she’s heading over, and Roscel says he’s in the car, and Dina says she was going to wait, but she might as well leave now if she can get her mom to take her.
Instead of taking out my notebook, I open my bag and stuff the old letters inside.
“Thanks,” I say. To the tree, and to Mom.
Then I go home.



  
FORTY-THREE
I’VE SEEN THE house full before. Full of mourners; full of teenagers, year after year, for my sister’s parties. Full the way an aquarium tank is full, even if you’re all alone outside the glass. Except now, instead of watching the water, I’m diving in.
This is for me.
Lila set out the Persian food on the counter. Big Styrofoam containers covered in foil, stuffed with rice and kebabs and koobideh. Extra tomatoes, too. And one by one my friends come in, inhaling the turmeric and saffron, smiling at me as they offer enthusiastic hugs and handmade cards.
Adaptation is key to survival, but it only works when you’re trying to blend in with the right herd. Maybe we’re a vulnerable herd, but we’re happy.
Mimi doesn’t eat. She doesn’t talk to me or my friends. When Roscel came in with his sequined party dress, her shock was so unshakable that she had to leave the room for a full three minutes to compose herself. He’s exactly the kind of kid she wants me to be, and yet, there she is, all arms crossed and frowning like this was supposed to be her party or something. Sometimes people really don’t make sense.
If Dad gave her the dress, she hasn’t bothered to make a scene about it. Maybe he’s waiting until right before she leaves. Maybe he won’t tell her at all.
I don’t care. Nothing she says could take away from how great this party is.
“Hey.” Stella bumps her hip into mine as we stand next to each other, scooping too much food onto twice-emptied plates.
“Hey,” I say.
“Your dad is super precious.” We both turn around, watching as he focuses on evenly placing candles on top of my cake.
I shrug. “He’s a pretty great dad.”
“My mom wants to invite him to a PFLAG meeting,” she says. “Make a new friend, maybe.”
PFLAG meetings are places for families and friends of queer people to gather and support one another to be better allies. Can you imagine my dad and maybe even Lila learning right alongside me? Stella hands me a leaflet with a schedule that says meetings are at a community center in the next town over every Tuesday and Saturday.
I hand her my essay, folded up and sealed in an envelope I stole from my dad’s desk.
“What’s this?” she asks.
And I smile. “It’s my essay. I don’t think I could have done it without you. I’m also going to read it to Mr. Webber on Monday, but I want you to read it first and tell me if that’s okay with you.”
She nods. “Okay.”
And so the rest of it is just a birthday party. You know the drill.
Dad lights the candles and, balancing the lopsided homemade chocolate cake that Lila made at her new apartment in the palm of his hand, he carries it through the kitchen. Then he puts it on the table in front of me. And everyone sings. The flames flicker. Roscel hits a falsetto so outrageous and off-key that I’m pretty sure Mimi is ready to try her hand at defensive vomiting. But she survives, I blow out the candles, and we all forget about the amateur icing job as we shovel absolutely delicious cake into our mouths.
Even though Mimi was pretty gung-ho about getting pictures before, she doesn’t even bother to capture the moments that matter. I wonder what the point of the pictures are, then, if she only wanted the memories her way. If they suddenly don’t matter when they’re not her idea of perfect.
Lila takes pictures, though.
It’s okay.
We fit so perfectly on the basement sofa. Stella, Dina, Mason, Roscel, and me in my spot on the end. All of us shoulder to shoulder. They shout titles:
“Love, Simon!”
“Boo, hiss.” Roscel makes a long fart noise. “But I’m a Cheerleader.”
“Scott Pilgrim?”
Dina lights up. “Oh, how about Steven Universe?”
They go on and on until Mason takes the remote and puts on the first episode of Heartstopper.
Lila sneaks down and snaps a picture of us all together. I know exactly where I’ll hang it, too. There’s an old Christmas picture of me in the hall on the way to my room that has no business annoying me every single time I walk past.
“Gifts! We have to do gifts,” Roscel says, interrupting the show. “I mean, you said no gifts, so everyone probably, you know, listened to you like a bunch of respectful losers, but…”
“Roscel!” Dina reaches across Stella to swat his shoulder.
He gasps.
“I made a card. And cookies.” Mason smiles. “They’re amazing cookies. I learned to brown butter.”
Roscel shoos him. “Fine, okay, you made a tasty gift.”
“We actually made something, too.” Stella nudges Dina, who leans over the arm of the sofa, fishing through her bag.
She comes up with a bunch of folded pages. “It’s a journal. We taped pretty flowers in there and wrote a bunch of questions.”
“You’re supposed to try to write in it every day. Answer the questions. No confusing lists.” Stella takes the journal from Dina and reaches over the pile that is Mason’s and Roscel’s legs to hand it to me.
The paper is normal printer paper, but the edges have been cut by some craft scissors to make them wavy or spiky, and it’s woven together with brown twine. Just like Dina said, some of the pages have pressed flowers under clear packing tape; others have questions.
No room for defining gender.
“Do you have a pencil?” I ask.
Dina gets one from her bag and passes it to me. They all watch as I write on the cover: There is no right way to be Ollie.
Roscel breaks the silence. “Okay, that’s super cute. Now I don’t feel as awesome, but I wanted to give you the outfit. The joggers are too short for me anyway, but the shirt. I mean, look at you. I couldn’t take that back after you absolutely slayed in it.”
“Really?” I’d nearly forgotten they weren’t mine. All day it was more like settling into a new skin than wearing something that didn’t belong to me.
“Duh, yeah. Now’s where you say Omg, thanks.” Roscel smiles at me so wide that his eyes barely stay open and his teeth are all on display.
“Thank you. I’m not sure I’ve ever felt so good about my clothes before.”
His smile is smaller, but still there. “You really look awesome.”
When everyone leaves, Stella and I walk down to the creek. The sun is out, but the warmth is gone, so we wrap ourselves in hoodies and walk along the water until we reach The Throne.
Spring is in full bloom, and everything is that new, light green that you only have in those first few weeks, before the heat makes the plants really work. Tulips shoot up from the ground and ferns cover the space between trees, so it’s not so easy to walk wherever you want. Best part is all the mushrooms. All the varieties. Some clinging to trees, some in the dirt.
“It’s really pretty here,” she says.
“This is my favorite spot in the whole world.”
It’s not like I’m talking to my dead mom while my friend’s around. I just want Mom to see.
I want her to know that I’m going to be okay.
“I used to come here a lot with my mom. I was really little, though.”
Stella and I share the seat. Her legs touch the roots, but mine dangle and tap against the trunk. I want to ask her about all the things she did when she was little. If she ever went on adventures with her mom. I want to know how she came out and how it feels to go back to Puerto Rico and have to pretend, again, that she’s something she’s not.
Not having the answers doesn’t feel so bad, because I know she’s not going anywhere. Someday, when we’re ready, these conversations will happen.
Ms. Atando left home, like Mom, and never looked back. But maybe it’s not always so simple.
She says, “I’m sorry.”
It takes me a second to realize she means about my mom. I shrug. “It’s okay. Do you think you’ll come back to school?” I don’t want her to leave, but I would understand if she had to.
Leaning against the charred stump seat back, Stella chews her cheek. “I mean, my mom is worried. But that’s just what parents do. I don’t want to spend my life running, but I don’t want…”
I nod, so she doesn’t have to pick from the long list of scary things we both hear about happening to kids like us. Particularly queer people of color.
“I wish I had advice.” She’s always so helpful to me.
“I don’t need advice. Just friends.”
“Got it.” I’m going to write that in my notebook when I get home. Not because I’m making a list, but because I always thought that giving someone advice meant you cared about them. And maybe sometimes that’s not what they need. I’m learning. And you take notes when you learn new things. It’s not a list.
“So…” Stella taps her foot against The Throne. “I read your essay. I know you wanted me to wait, but I have zero chill.”
“And?”
“I love it.” She smiles, but we both know it’s not a happy thing. We both know that no kid should ever feel unwelcome in their school or harassed by adults. School should be safe. For everyone. “You going to read it all out to him?”
I nod. “I don’t think I could memorize it. And I think if I went off script I’d never find my way back.”
“I think what matters most is that you’re saying anything at all,” she says. “That’s pretty brave.” She nudges me with her leg and we sit there together until she has to go home.

MY GRANDPARENTS LEFT for a hotel before I got home, and no one wants to talk about it. I don’t ask, either. It’s like they haven’t learned anything. I can handle more than they know. And just as it’s getting dark, Nate shows up at my door.
“Happy birthday.” Nate traces his fingertip along the edge of a thick piece of paper. “And I’m sorry.”
When he hands the paper over I’m almost afraid to look, but it’s just a bunch of ferns. Not taped on, like the journal Stella and Dina made. Drawn. Beautiful and better than anything he drew before Liam went and sucked the creativity out of him.
“The pencils you got me are cool.” He points to the smudged and blended shades of green. “You can use water and kind of mix them.”
“I know.” That’s why I bought them.
They take a lot of practice, apparently. Like most things.
“I was a jerk,” he says.
“I know.”
Round and round his necklace goes. Around a neck that’s thinner than it used to be, that supports a head higher up than I remember.
“Well … see you at school, I guess,” he says.
Only he doesn’t leave. His shoes scrape against the concrete step, kicking nothing.
People have a funny way of not saying what needs to be said, holding it in forever until they just can’t. Like Dad’s sadness about Mom. Or Lila, before she moved out, not asking me to do something over and over and over until eventually she just explodes: “Ollie, that dish has been sitting there for three days! Will you put it away?”
That’s how Nate is looking at me, though.
Like he’s got something to say and he’ll probably just jam it down into his gut with all the other things that really need saying and deal with it later, once there’s no more space or something spoils and has to come out.
“Why’d you lie to Liam about drawing?” I ask, holding the paper up to admire his work again.
He shrugs. “Because…”
The answer’s in there somewhere, beneath all the junk Liam piled on top.
“Wanna walk to the swings?”
“Sure.”
I let my dad know I’m taking a walk to the park. Inside, he, Lila, and Gabe are cleaning up. It’s my birthday, so I don’t have to help. Or maybe I should anyway, but this is also important.
So I put the picture inside, then we head out.
He says, “I don’t know how you do it.”
“What?” I ask.
“Just … not care about what people think of you. I don’t get it.”
That’s got to be just about the stupidest thing anyone has ever said to me. Worse than: Just be yourself.
“I do care,” I say.
He lags behind, so I can’t see his face, but he sniffs and sighs and says, “I missed you.”
“I’m not the one who went anywhere.”
He catches up to me, standing close. Then we walk and walk until we get to a big chain-link fence that’s not supposed to be here, but surrounds the whole entire playground. Chains hang, swingless, from the metal bar and the equipment is wrapped around and around and around in yellow caution tape.
“What did they do to it?” Nate grabs the fence and leans against it, like he might be able to pass through.
A big orange sign with small black letters hangs from a section of fence. I look at Nate, and he shrugs. This is kind of a disappointing way to end my birthday, but it’s fine. It’s nice to look at Nate and not be afraid of what he’ll say or what he’s thinking. And maybe he’s thinking the worst things, but I just can’t believe that. As he lumbers over to read the sign, I can’t picture him being a true predator.
“It says the playground is closed,” he says.
I walk behind him and read it: PLAYGROUND CLOSED FOR REMODEL. NEW EQUIPMENT COMING NEXT SPRING.



  
FORTY-FOUR
ON MONDAY MORNING, I meet up with Dina outside the school. I figured she’d have a whole pep talk prepared for me, but she takes a steady breath and closes her eyes. Her fingers press, one by one, into her palm. I reach out and grab her hand.
“We can do this,” I say. “It’ll be okay.”
It has to be okay.
“I just want her to feel safe.”
I nod. “Me too.” And maybe this plan won’t fix everything, but at least we’re doing something.
Nate, Liam, and Rasheed walk past. Sure, I’m disappointed to see them together, but Nate doesn’t have a herd that understands him. Not yet.
“You a lesbian now?” Liam calls out, staring at me as I let go of Dina’s hand. Then he nudges Nate. “Guess you ruined boys for her.”
Roscel and Mason spot us and come to help, but it’s Nate’s not-cheese face that takes over as he steps back and says, “Dude, why? What’s your problem?”
Liam laughs. “Mr. Sensitive over here. She basically looks like a boy, so if you’re into her, you’re some sort of—”
Nate shakes his head. “You’re a jerk, you know that? I’d rather be weird and terrible at hockey than…” We all know what he wants to say, but he closes with, “Someone like you.”
Who cares that Liam has a whole bunch of other stuff to say? That’s his problem, not ours.
Nate walks with us to the door. “Any chance I can sit with you at lunch?”
“Only if you’re good with your little buddies thinking you’re gay.” Roscel walks up behind us and pats him on the shoulder.
Maybe I’m just imagining things, but his cheeks pink up. He says, “I don’t care.”
Roscel narrows his eyes. “Mm, we’ll see.”
We head toward the office together, a herd. Roscel explains what our plan is, even though it’s my plan, but I don’t mind. He makes it sound much better than an essay.
He says, “You deliver the speech, and we’ll have your back.”
“Speech?” Nate says.
Mason nods. “Ollie wrote an essay in response to the complaints parents made against Stella—”
“Well, it’s just my health project,” I say. “But I think growing up is really hard if you don’t feel like you can be yourself.”
“Good luck,” Nate says. He looks at me and smiles. “If anyone can do this, it’s you. You’re basically the coolest person I’ve ever met.”
And he’s nuts, because neither of us is cool at all, but I still love him for saying so.
Roscel gives him a little nudge and whispers, “Scram.”
So he leaves, and the echoes of what I heard last time I was in this office grow louder in my head. They’re just kids, and it’s honestly disturbing that my twelve-year-old is coming home with this information. I am just a kid. It’s disturbing that I’m left feeling so afraid and wrong. In my backpack are all the letters no one will ever read. My mom’s hand on my shoulder. In my hand is the essay.
“You sure about this?” Mason asks.
“They’re fine! Don’t shake the confidence.” Roscel bumps me with his hip. “You’re looking at a newly minted queer teenager. They’re invincible.”
Nate turns to us from down the hall, giving me a curious look, and I shrug like it’s no big deal. Like I’m not doing anything beyond the true nature of Ollie Thompson.
Maybe I’m not sure exactly who I am, but I am getting the hang of just being. Of taking action. Each attempt is better than the last, and I can’t wait to see what’s next, even if that means I don’t have all the answers. Maybe I never will.
It’s fine. I’ll be fine. And hopefully, because we’re speaking up, the next kids like us will be, too.



  
AUTHOR’S NOTE
OLLIE’S STORY STARTED out as a homework assignment for a graduate school writing course in response to Judy Blume’s fabulous Are You There God? It’s Me, Margaret. A love letter to the kid I once was, who frequently felt jammed awkwardly into spaces I didn’t belong, certain that no one else felt quite as alone as I did.
I cast a wide net, contacting as many women as I had in my diverse network in order to gather information about their perception of womanhood. How did they feel about puberty? Were they excited? Prepared? What did it mean to them, in childhood, to be a woman, and what did womanhood mean to them now? Did they feel they fit in well, or were there girls they aspired to be like? Surely there were some people out there who felt as perfect as they looked—the girls who made the mold I was meant to conform to.
The project took a turn when I failed to find even one adult who felt entirely comfortable during this period of their life. I wasn’t naive enough to expect anyone to have a perfect pubescent experience, but I assumed that most people had an easier go of finding where they fit in than my conversations revealed.
After speaking with more than eighty people, I realized that the problem was the illusion that we were supposed to all fit in the same mold. That womanhood could be defined at all. So the project took me down a different path.
I started writing this novel unsure of how to approach my gender identity in public. Always afraid to be impolite or ask too much of the people in my life. And now, as I write this paragraph at thirty years old, I’ve moved on to the next step of my lifelong journey. I am proud of myself, and I am proud of you, too. No matter how you come into this story, I hope that you—queer or not—will leave with a sense of belonging. Not just in this world, but in whoever you are, wherever you are on your journey, even if it’s only a temporary stop.
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