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Part 1

“Thanks, Dad, for bringing me here for the college tour,” said my son Zach. “You could get lost on this campus.”

“It’s a big school,” I agreed. “And no problem. I wanted to get a look at the school you’ll be attending next fall.”

Zach looked over at me. “What do you think, Dad? I know it’s not a big Ivy Leaguer like you hoped for.”

I shrugged. “It’s still a good school. One of the highest-ranked in the state. And getting that sports scholarship definitely helps.”

Looking wistful, Zach said, “Hey, playing football here can still lead to a career. I mean, The Hammer Johnson played for this school and look where he is now.”

“How are you going to concentrate on school with all these chicks? Wow!” exclaimed my youngest son Corey. Their mother, my wife Sandra, insisted I bring him too.

Zach laughed and leaned over in front of me to ruffle Corey’s hair. “Chicks? Get through high school first, Romeo.”

Corey finger-combed his hair. “Hey, cut it out!”

I shook my head. One of the advantages of Zach going to this school was that he wouldn’t have to leave home to attend. Knowing how much he and Corey like to argue, I couldn’t help but think that he should move to the campus housing. Well, he still had two months of high school before graduation. And then Corey starts high school. I sighed. Neither showed any interest in following my footsteps into chemical engineering.

Cory suddenly stopped and screwed up his face. “Eww! What’s that smell?”

“What is it, bud?” I asked.

Zach was holding his nose. “Can’t you smell that?”

And then I was hit with a horrible rotten egg smell. It seemed to be coming from the building we were standing next to. The sign in front was labeled, “Science Labs A1-A13”

I pulled my shirt up over my mouth and nose, even though I knew that wouldn’t help. “Smells like hydrogen sulfide. Surely, they don’t have that on campus. Come on, let’s get upwind.”

We were all knocked to the ground as a portion of the science lab’s wall blew out in a violent explosion, showering us with flying debris. Through the hole, I could see eerie green electrical flashes with what looked like bolts of lightning reaching out of the building like fingers with a loud crackling sound, setting nearby trees on fire. A heavy odor of ozone filled the air.

“Guys! Let’s get out of here!” I yelled above the din of explosions from the lab building. Scared to death, the boys remained on the ground as I stood. The lab building detonated, sending one last tendril of that freakish green lightning bolt that sent me flying several dozen feet through the air.

My body felt like I was on fire. While still in the air, my middle convulsed, and I managed to vomit as I hit the ground. Every part of me tingled with electricity. All my muscles flexed, and I passed out.

#

“Dad! Dad!”

“Officer! Please help us! We can’t find our dad!” From his voice, I could tell Corey was crying.

I couldn’t open my eyes. All around me, I heard dozens of feet along with the sounds of emergency vehicles.

“We’ll try, son,” said some adult male voice. “But we have mass chaos here. Where did you last see him?”

Zach’s voice said, “Right here! A bolt of green electricity arced out of that building and hit him. He lit up just like in the cartoons. You could see his skeleton in the glow. Oh my God, he’s been disintegrated!”

The strange male voice said, “He’s probably in shock and wandered off. What is his name, and what was he wearing? I need your name as well.”

Zach said, “His name is Dave Williams. My name is Zach, and he’s Corey.”

Corey said, “Dad was wearing a green t-shirt and jeans. He was right here! I didn’t see him walk away.”

The male said, “Okay. I’ve added him to the list of missing. Can you help us identify this young woman? Was she with you?”

Zach said. “No. I never saw her before. All of her clothes are burned off. But officer, please help us find our dad!”

The male voice said, “Jack. Do you have a blanket to cover that girl? Thanks.”

Corey said, “That girl kinda looks like Dad.”

#

“Miss. Once again. Can we have your name, please?”

What is my name? I’m totally out of it. I tried to open my eyes. Sheesh…worst case of bed spins I’ve ever had.

Name? What is my name? Oh wait…

“Williams. Yeah, Williams.”

“Do you remember your first name, miss?”

I could tell I frowned, though I still couldn’t open my eyes. “Of course, I have a first name—if I can think of it. Stop calling me miss. Are you blind?”

“We must have your name, miss. We want to notify your family. You have no ID on you.”

“I’m not a miss. I know that much. Ummm…Oh….Ah. It’s…it’s Da…David. That’s it. David Williams.”

“Is that your father’s name? Your husband’s?”

“That’s my name!” I shouted angrily. “Where the hell am I?” I passed out again.

#

“I have no idea who she is,” said my wife. “As far as I know, Dave doesn’t have a sister. She looks twelve. I don’t know how she knows my husband’s name.”

Corey said, “Don’t you think she looks like Dad?”

#

An elderly-looking man in a suit stood at the foot of my bed. He took a deep breath. “I’m sorry, Ms Williams. As fantastic as it sounds, you have to accept this young woman is your husband.”

Tears in her eyes. “How is it even possible? I can’t believe you.”

“It’s me, honey.” I said, not believing it myself.

###


Part 2

We all stood; there were no chairs for us mere mortals in the university president’s office of Dr. Cromwell. I’ve never seen so many letters following someone’s name. He was not just a PhD, but an actual medical doctor as well, along with the alphabet soup following his name. So he wasn’t just a bullshitter. Well, maybe a higher level of bullshit.

It was a hearing. Not a trial. This wasn’t a court of law after all, but Cromwell insisted his opinions carried the full weight of the law. Whether he was or he wasn’t couldn’t be debated by his credentials. But we weren’t assigned lawyers. All I had was a college counselor, and he was going to settle my fate as a human being. Just sit down and shut up. Oh sorry. You can’t sit.

Flanking Dr. Cromwell were two grumpy-looking old men looking like they had something sour in their mouths. Correction. One of the grumpy old men was a grumpy old woman. Both were professors of something. I couldn’t read their nameplates.

My wife and kids stood stiffly in Cromwell’s office along the wall facing his desk. My counselor stood between me and my family. They weren’t just witnesses to the event but eventual custodians of… well, me. Whatever Cromwell declared was going to affect them as well. So far, I didn’t care for how this hearing started with Cromwell referring to me as merely “Victim 495”.

I looked past my councilor to study my family for a moment. My wife Sandra had chosen to wear a dress and heels, which she rarely does. She was gorgeous, as always, but she wouldn’t look over at me. It was obvious she was trying not to cry.

It had taken hours to get her to even consider that this teen girl dressed in a simple white cotton shift was me, her husband. Honestly, I still think she’s not buying it.

The boys were also witnesses to my “transformation,” as it were. They weren’t sure about me, and Corey was sure I’d been blasted into atoms. Zach somewhat accepts it because of Occam’s Razor, something he actually learned about in school. And it embarrasses him all to hell for having a freak as a father.

And me? I have no choice but to believe that I was transformed into a teen girl. How can I deny it? I’ve seen my reflection in a mirror. I’ve played with my tits and pussy. They’re very real and, so far, the best part of this whole fiasco.

I can’t ignore the nurse who came in my university hospital room several times to braid the light brown hair that now hangs down to my butt. So no matter how incredibly, stupidly impossible and insane, I’m now a female teen of indeterminate age. And all my innards are female as well. At least I’m cute.

Dr. Cromwell pounded his gavel; yes he has a gavel on his office desk. He looked furiously around the room, his bushy eyebrows hanging over the top of his glasses. “This hearing will come to order. We will be deciding the disposition of Victim 495. First order of business is I must ask Ms. Williams if she accepts Victim 495 as the essence of your late husband, David Williams?”

Sandra glanced over at me and pursed her lips. She looked down at the floor. She said, “This individual who is referred to as Victim 495 does have the memories as well as opinions that match those of… of my late husband, David. Only David would have some extensive knowledge of his memories. I feel I have no choice but to accept the scientific explanation presented by this university’s science board.”

Dr. Cromwell nodded sagely. He looked over at my kids. “And with regards to the two minor children. While legally their opinion doesn’t matter, I would like to hear from both children with regards to Victim 495.”

Zach stiffened as he glanced over at me. “That girl has all my dad’s memories and, unfortunately, his sense of humor, but I have a problem accepting the impossibility of her being my father. I mean, that’s the stuff of science fiction and horror movies.”

Dr. Cromwell nodded. “And you, young man,” he said to Corey. “Do accept Victim 495 as being the essence of your father?”

Corey scowled at me. “My Dad’s dead. I saw him disintegrated right in front of me.” He folded his arms across his chest. Sandra started to tear up.

I said, “Corey! I…”

Cromwell cut me off. “You remain silent.” He glared at me, then at some papers on his desk, and I swear, he glared at his gavel.

Finally, he turned to address me. “And now a decision must be made about your disposition. For the week that you have been a patient at the university hospital, no one has stepped forward to claim you as a lost relative.”

He hmphed before continuing. “And as fantastic as it may sound, this board has concluded that you, miss, are the victim of a very unfortunate accident of an experiment gone awry and are, in essence, the transformed person of Mr. David Williams.”

He looked through some papers on his desk, again. He appeared to consult both of the curmudgeons seated next to him. After speaking in low voices back and forth, they all sat up straight.

After some internal process, Dr. Cromwell cleared his throat. “Here is the decision of the board. This decision carries the weight of law and is final.”

“Wait!” I blurted out. “You’re just a college president. How can you make proclamations of law?”

Cromwell scowled at me. “Silence! Legally, I owe you no explanations, but I will say this, since it seems to be a concern of yours. Because of the nature of our work at this university, the state has granted us certain, um, legal powers. A court of law would have no idea how to handle someone like you.”

I took a step towards Cromwell. “How can you claim the authority of law? Something like this is unprecedented and should be decided by law!”

A wry grin slid across Cromwell’s lips. “Be silent, miss. Do honestly believe this is our, um… first rodeo? A court would just turn you over to child protective services after our labs adjusted your memory.”

I heard Sandra make a small gasping sound. I stood there, stunned into silence.

Cromwell looked back at the two old grouches and then started reading from a paper in front of him. “Ms. Williams has agreed to take Victim 495 into her care. A new name will be chosen and within ten days hence, Ms. Williams new charge will be enrolled into the public school system.

He glanced up at me and then back down at the paper. “The board has declared this individual will be assigned the age of thirteen and will age to fourteen over the summer and then enter high school. This is to ensure the individual will acclimate into her new gender and age so she may one day become a productive member of society.”

He narrowed his eyes and said, “You must accept Ms. Williams as the role of your mother.” He lowered his head and shook it while raising his palm as if to say to stop. “I know what you’re going to say, that you are an adult. A forty-three-year-old and father of two, etc, etc. But you are now a child. David Williams, as of this moment, is declared deceased, unfortunately killed in an explosion on campus. You are now legally the daughter of Sandra Williams.”

He waved both Sandra and me over to his desk. “Before I can discharge this hearing, I need a name for your new daughter. You’ve had plenty of time to discuss it.”

Sandra looked at me and Cromwell. Fighting back tears, she said, “We decided on the name of Diane. It was the name of David’s mother and he… um she wanted to keep that family connection.”

Cromwell nodded. “Very well. If the secretary will make such note and hand me the papers for me and Ms. Williams to sign.” After Sandra and Cromwell had signed several documents, Cromwell grinned and said, “Congratulations on your new daughter. You will receive a monthly stipend for her care for a period of one year.” He banged his gavel and said, “This hearing is closed. Good day, everyone. You are dismissed.”

#

We all left Cromwell’s office in stunned silence. Sandra and the boys kept some distance from me as if I was diseased or something.

We approached the car. Sandra sighed heavily and said, “Okay, let’s go home.”

Corey stepped in front of me and frowned. “Fess up! Are you really my dad?”

Corey and I are now legally the same age and he’s slightly taller than me. I said, “As far as I know, Corey, I am. On the inside, I’m still me. This will just take some getting used to.”

Sandra said somewhat sternly. “Both of you hug your new sister. She’s not a space alien. We all need to get used to her.”

Corey hesitated before nervously putting his arms around me. Zach gave me a very stiff hug. And finally, with a nervous smile, Sandra…aka Mom, bent down and gave me a motherly hug. “Welcome to the family, Diane. Let’s all go home.”

###


Part 3

The ride home was in silence. Everyone seemed lost in their own thoughts. I knew I was! This whole situation was insane. I’m a girl. Undeniably so. How? Nobody can really say why I wasn’t just outright fried by the bolt of electricity. It wasn’t just your old standard run-of-the-mill bolt. It was an odd color and modulating. What does that mean?

Nobody can answer that. The reply of all the experts was that, well, you can’t deny you’ve changed. No shit Sherlock! But I only got blank stares when I asked why.

I sighed. We had our first family squabble getting into the car. Obviously, I can’t drive even though I have for years. I no longer have a license, I’m technically not old enough, yadda, yadda, yadda. So it wasn’t hard to say that Sandra, or I mean Mom, would occupy the driver’s seat.

But when I started to get into the front passenger seat, Corey threw a fit. “I claim shotgun! You don’t get it just because you’re a girl!”

I glared at Corey for being so childish. “What are you talking about? I always sit up front when your moth… er Mom drives.”

Corey squealed, “You don’t! Dad did. Dad’s dead. So I get to ride shotgun!”

Zach rolled his eyes. In an irritated voice, he groaned, “Just get in the car, doofus.”

Sandra said in a calm, even voice. “Corey, let Diane ride up front with me this time, okay?” It was jarring to hear my new name being used.

Corey glared at me and turned to get into the backseat exclaiming, “Fudge sickles.” Sandra has a very strict rule on the use of obscenities.

She rolled her eyes and looked at me. “I’m glad that’s settled.” I couldn’t help but chuckle at the absurdity of the situation.

Corey pointed at me as I settled into the seat and said, “I get shotgun next time!”

Zach narrowed his eyes at Corey. “I’m next. I’m the oldest.” He gave me a look that dared me to counter his claim. “Besides. You got it all last week.” Note to self. Don’t die and transform into a girl if you want to keep the respect of your kids.

“That’s not fair! It’s because of her!” squealed Corey. He pointed at me, “You’re poison, that’s what you are!”

I sighed heavily and looked over at Sandra… Mom! Dammit, Mom. In a weary voice, I asked, “Can I get a different family?”

Sandra… Mom! forced a smile. “It’ll get better, honey. I hope.”

The rest of the drive home was largely quiet. As I watched the world go by outside my car window, I couldn’t help but notice that things seemed different. My color perception seemed off. I kept trying to raise the seat. From the back seat, Corey kept giving me the evil eye.

As we came to a stop in the driveway, Corey blurted, “I call shotgun next time!”

Zach snarled, “I’ve already called it, dipwad!”

I turned in my seat and glared at both of my darling children... er siblings. “Look, I really don’t give a rat’s ass who sits here. I mean, like, who cares?”

Corey gave me a puzzled look. “You sound like Dad.”

Mom said sternly, “Diane! Young ladies don’t use that language!”

I opened the car door and groaned, “Wake me up from this nightmare…”

“What did you say, honey?”

I sighed. “Nothing Mom.”

I ran up to the door like normal and tried fishing around my pockets for the house key. It took a second to dawn on me that my dress had no pockets. Sandra had already mentioned to me last week that my keys, wallet and whatever else I was carrying were already stored in a box on her dresser.

Grinning as she opened her purse, San… Mom said, “I got it, honey.” With a smirk, she continued, “It’ll get better.” I just nodded.

Upon entering the house, I noticed everything seemed slightly off. Not just my color perception, everything seemed a bit too tall. Not by a lot, but noticeable.

The woman I used to be married to entered the kitchen and then just held her head in her hands. Shaking her head, she asked, “Anyone object to pizza for dinner?”

Corey squealed, “Yay! Pizza.”

Zach shrugged. “That’s fine with me, Mom. Get meatlovers.”

I said, “I had my heart set on lobster Newburg.”

Mom looked at me with an emotionless expression. “Fine. You’ll have to make it yourself.”

I gave her a half smile. “Pizza’s fine.”

Zach held up his phone and said, “I’ll order it.”

I walked back to our bedroom and was happy to find that the décor hadn’t changed yet. I sat on the bed and just looked around the room, reflecting that all of it would probably change.

Mom entered the room and sat next to me. “Just so you know, I already bought you a few items to wear tomorrow. Some panties, a few pairs of shorts. I got you a skirt. Don’t fuss. You’ll need it. I got you a bra. Yes, you’ll need that too. Trust me. I also got you a pretty nightgown.”

I shook my head. “We’re just going to rush headlong into this girl shit.”

Mom frowned at me.

“Stuff.”

Mom shrugged. “No point dragging it out, honey. We have to face the reality that you’re a girl now, and what all that means.”

I laughed without humor. “Maybe I can change into something else. I feel like I’m wearing a prison gown in this.”

Mom nodded. “Sure, though, that is a nice dress. You can change into your new shorts. Sorry. None of your old clothes will fit you.”

I tugged at the cloth of my cotton dress. “Do I get to keep my old bed?”

Mom patted the bed. “You’ll be in here for tonight. Your new room isn’t ready yet, and you can’t sleep with either of the boys.” Obviously, I’m losing my office which will become my bedroom. The university would pay for new furniture, like a bed, a dresser. The room already had a desk. It made sense, but I still resented it.

I stretched out on the bed, which was a zillion times more comfortable than the hospital bed I had been sleeping on. “Why can’t I just stay in here? It’s just us girls, right?”

Choosing her words, she said, “That’s true. But honey, you’re a teen girl now. You’re going to want your privacy, and quite frankly, I will too.”

I narrowed my brow at her. “Privacy for what? We both now have the same parts, right?”

She smiled at me. “That’s true. But trust me, you’re going to want privacy.”

I was going to question her further, but the doorbell rang. “Pizza’s here.”

She stood up. “Let’s go eat.”

###


Part 4

The kids… stop. Backup.

My brothers had settled down in front of the TV with their pizzas. I sat in the kitchen with Mom. I tried not to be sour about it, but I didn’t care for the show they were watching.

Not because I’m now a girl. Mental changes like that don’t happen overnight, or so I was told. I was actually trying to keep a grip on who I was inside this female shell. And frankly, I never had liked the show they were watching in the first place.

Mom and I just ate in silence, brooding over my change. The change is huge for me, of course. And for Sandra, it’s a big change, too. She lost a husband and gained another kid to take care of. The boys? Their lives don’t really change, except now they have a sister to harass. Namely me.

I sighed and turned more away from the scene in the living room.

Mom looked up from her device. She handed it to me and said, “Looks like you made the news.”

I gave her a curious look as I took the device from her. “How so?”

“Just look.”

I looked at the screen. Call me a curmudgeon, but I admit I miss the days of newspapers. On the screen was a local news story.

The headline read, “Local Man dies in explosion.”

It went on: “While touring the campus of Mulberry University with his sons, David Williams was fatally injured when a failed science project caused a massive explosion at the science lab. Mr. Williams was struck by a powerful electric bolt that disintegrated him. He was a chemical engineer at Janus Industries.

“His two sons, Zachery Williams and Corey Williams were unharmed in the explosion.

“In an interview from his university hospital bed, Professor Grundy, Dean of Sciences exclaimed, ‘It was a real blast, chickie!’”

I stopped reading and handed the device back to my wi… to Mom. “No mention of a teen girl that was left in my place,” I said glumly.

Mom chuckled without humor. “You didn’t think they’d admit to that, did you?”

I shook my head. “Not really.” I looked down at my pizza, which I seemed to have lost my appetite for. As I pushed my paper plate away, I asked, “So. What’s the agenda for tonight and tomorrow?”

Mom forced a smile. “Well, tonight is your welcome home. You’ll be glad to know nothing in the house has been changed… yet. I started to re-arrange furniture, and then I heard you weren’t dead yet. I didn’t want you to be more confused than you already are. So tonight, we just relax and talk about whatever you want. And you start your new bedtime.”

I blinked a few times. “My what?”

“You’re going to have the same bedtime as Corey. You’re both the same age. Zach gets to stay up a little later.”

Scowling, I exclaimed, “That’s ridiculous! Corey is a child!”

Mom frowned back at me. “And so are you, Diane. A tribunal has ruled…”

I waved my hand dismissively. “Oh fuck them! This is their damned fault anyway!”

Mom’s eyes widened. “Diane! Watch your language!” There’s always been a rule against vulgarity in the household and I used to enforce it too.

But my eyes flashed as I shook my head. “Are you fuckin’ serious? Sandra, in real-time, I’m older than you. You’re being ridiculous!”

Mom stood up and slammed the countertop with the palm of her hand. “You listen, little girl. All this only works if you follow the rules.” Her voice shook with anger. “You can’t accept the rules, I call the university, and they pick you up and discombobulate you and hand you over to another family. Your choice.” Sandra had always had more steel in her than you would think.

But I was pissed off, too. “You wouldn’t dare!” I hissed as I stood up.

Frowning and holding up her cell phone, she said, “Try me. I know being a girl wasn’t your fault, but this only works if you become my child with my rules.”

I stood there for several moments, my muscles tight, just aching to say something stupid. Sandra… Mom stood several inches taller than me now. Kind of more intimidated than I expected, I relaxed and nodded. “You’re right, Mom. I’ll be a good girl.”

Mom forced a smile and I matched it with a shaky one. “This is hard for all of us,” she admitted. Then her eyes brightened. “Hey, let’s have some girl fun before bedtime.”

I looked at her cautiously. “Like what?”

Grinning, she said, “Let’s go to my bedroom.” I still remembered not long before when it used to be our bedroom.

I nodded and followed her. She pointed at the bed when I entered our… her room. I climbed up onto the bed as she turned around and dumped several bottles of nail polish on the bed next to me.

“Pick a color you like,” she said as she got up on the bed with me.

I picked up a bottle. “What’s this about?”

Mom grinned at me. “I’m going to do your nails, silly.”

I dropped the bottle and pulled my hand back. “No.”

Mom frowned at me. “It’s not like it’s permanent. This is just some mother/daughter bonding.”

“It just seems so… so girly,” I said.

Mom cut loose a belly laugh. “What do you think you are?”

I sighed, trying not to tense up. “You have a point, but I always considered ‘doing nails’ as a colossal waste of time.”

Mom scowled at me, and moved to slide off the bed. “You don’t want to, fine. You can go watch TV or something until bedtime.”

I stared at the bottles of polish piled on the bed. I wanted to make a good effort at making things work so I picked one up and said, “This pink is pretty.”

Mom looked at me with a wry smile. “It is, isn’t it?”

I smiled at Mom. “Let’s do some bonding.”

Grinning, Mom scooted across the bed to be next to me. She picked up one of my hands and felt my fingers. “Such a delicate hand and so feminine. Let’s get started.”

It felt weird as she started smoothing the polish onto my nails. When she finished with one hand, she held it up and smiled at me. “See how pretty that is?” I giggled, mostly because of the absurdity. Not because, yes, it looked cute.

When Mom finished my hands and used a last coat of some kind of quick-dry, she picked up a really bright red. She handed me the bottle and said, “Now do me.”

“I don’t know how to do this!” I protested.

Mom looked at me sideways and asked, “Can you paint a wall?” I nodded, and she continued, “Well, there you go.” She extended the nails of one of her hands towards me.

As I started on her second nail, Corey stuck his head in the door.”Hey Mom! Do you know where my laptop is?”

Looking over her shoulder, Mom responded, “I’ll help you look for it in a minute. We’re kinda busy here.”

He looked in at us and scowled. “Busy. Yeah, right.” Then he left the room.

I started painting another nail and shook my head. “Boys!” I said, trying for that feminine tone of dismissive superiority. Mom just giggled.

#

Later, Mom found Corey’s laptop on his bed with a pillow on top of it. Another disaster averted, Mom got him ready for bed and returned to what was our bedroom.

My new bed was supposed to arrive the next day, so this was most likely the last time I’d get to sleep in the big comfy bed. I lay with the covers pulled up to my chest, feeling wistful and a little sad. I’d lost so much.

Mom came into the room holding a brush. “Is it okay if I brush your hair first?”

“Sure, Mom.” I grinned at her and nodded with mostly faked enthusiasm. Anything to keep from having to go to sleep at such an early hour, I thought.

I sat up with the covers now in my lap, and Mom sat on the bed next to me then began gently brushing my hair with long, slow strokes starting at the top of my head. “Your hair is so silky and beautiful. Tomorrow, I’ll teach you how to braid it.”

I turned a little sideways so she could make each stroke long and continuous. My long brown hair reached almost to my waist in this position.

What I first used as an excuse not to go to bed became an activity I fully enjoyed. It turned out that I loved having Mom brush my hair out. I would never have thought that, but it was so comforting and relaxing. I felt a lot of tension and stress just flow out of me as she stroked my longer hair.

She finally set the brush aside and kissed my forehead. “Now you go to sleep.” She pulled the covers up again, and I snuggled into them. This little girl shtick ain’t too bad after all. I must have fallen asleep almost immediately.

###


Part 5

I was awake but pretended to be asleep when Mom got up. It was still a bit dark out. An alarm clock apparently got my brothers up. I heard Mom encourage them to get ready for school while she poured cereal into bowls. She usually gets ready for work at the same time. I used to get ready for work, too.

Back when I wasn’t considered dead.

I think she knew I was faking sleep when I squirmed a bit too much to snuggle into the covers. She didn’t say anything, though. Today, I knew she had the day off from work so we could go shopping. Oh, be still my heart. I knew she’d be coming back in about fifteen minutes.

I heard the boys get herded out the front door and the door closing. I needed to pee.

I pulled the covers back and threw my legs over the side of the bed. The bed seemed taller than I remembered. I padded over to the master bath. My toothbrush was still there. I suspect it’ll get moved to the kid’s bathroom soon. Oh geez. And then the fights over who’s spending too much time in the bathroom will start. It’ll be the girl, of course. Corey will again declare I’m poison to the family.

I quickly took care of business. I’m already used to sitting down. When I got up to wash my hands, I couldn’t help but notice the dizzying array of cosmetics on the bathroom counter. I shook my head at it. This is my future, and I’m not sure I like it.

I picked up one of Mom’s lipsticks and popped the cap off. I sniffed it. Yuck. This one is her favorite color lately. I didn’t even try to touch it to my lips. I picked up another lipstick and opened it. Holy shit, that’s a bright red. I think she wore that at the Christmas party last, well, Christmas. She’d never worn anything that red before or since.

I picked up a contraption that resembled some kind of hellish Medieval torture device. I was actually horrified by the eyelash curler. No way in hell am I bringing that thing anywhere near my eyes! I couldn’t imagine using any of the bottles, tubes and markers spread out on the countertop. I reject this future!

“Hey, honey.” I jumped.

Mom hadn’t made any noise when she returned. I turned to look up at her. “You scared me. I didn’t think you’d be home this soon.”

Mom smiled. “I’m sorry, dear. I didn’t mean to frighten. What are you up to?”

“I was just looking at all this stuff,” I said. “I hope I didn’t mess anything up.”

Mom chuckled. “Oh no. It’s perfectly normal for a little girl to be curious about her mother’s make-up. I’m surprised you didn’t try any of it on. I did when I was little.”

I frowned. “I’m not that curious. I was just thinking about how I reject this future.”

Mom laughed as she put her hands on my shoulders, and we stared at our reflections in the bathroom mirror. “You say that now, but we’ll see how it goes when all your friends are wearing make-up and dating boys. You’ll probably change your tune.”

I shook my head. “I sincerely doubt it.”

Mom just smiled at me and played with my hair for a moment. “We’ll see. But now let’s get you dressed. Busy day today.”

I frowned. “I can’t hardly wait. This is sarcasm by the way.”

Mom rolled her eyes. “I never would have guessed.”

#

“Why are you being such a gloomy Gus?” asked Mom as we drove to the strip mall. I guess I was still pouting over having to go on a shopping expedition. I had scored a minor coup in talking Mom out of making me wear a dress. I was happily wearing a pair of jeans and a t-shirt.

“You know how much I hate shopping. I know what I want. I go to the store, grab the item, pay for it and leave. I don’t need a big production.” I said, folding my arms.

Mom laughed. “For one thing, your old clothes will no longer fit. And even if they did, trust me, you wouldn’t want to show up at school tomorrow dressed as a forty-something man.”

We were stopped at a red light, and she dug in her purse a moment to extract a credit card. “Besides, the university has given us a rather generous budget to buy you stuff. This is just to get you started. In a few months, you’ll be needing a dress for your Homecoming dance.”

“Whoa!” I shouted, horrified all over again. “Next thing, you’ll have me married off! I won’t be going to any dances!”

Mom glanced over at me with a giggle in her throat. “How can you be so sure, honey?”

I folded my arms tighter. “Most of the time, that requires a boy, and that ain’t happening!”

Mom just smirked at me. “You never know.”

After a short drive, Mom pulled into a parking spot and killed the engine of our Dodge Journey. Mom opened her door, picked up her purse and looked over at me. “Hop out, Diane. First stop is to get your ears pierced.”

I instinctively reached up and grasped my earlobes. “I don’t think so!”

Mom frowned at me. “Don’t be such a baby. You need to get your ears pierced.”

I looked at Mom with a puzzled expression. “Why do I need to?”

Mom said, “For one thing, you can’t borrow my diamond earrings to wear with your pretty homecoming dress.”

I looked at Mom sideways and asked, “Didn’t I get you those earrings?

Mom shook her head. “No. My late husband did.”

I frowned. “Ouch… that’s so cold.” I pretended to shiver. Shit was getting real fast.

Mom opened the door to the earring boutique. “We’re here. Let’s go do the deed.”

I stood outside the boutique with my arms folded. “You’re going to force this, aren’t you?”

Still holding the door open, Mom said, “No. You have free will. But who knows what your new family will have you do after you get discombobulated?”

I sighed and walked through the door. “Are you going to threaten me with that for the rest of my life?”

Mom grinned at me. “Yes.”

Something told me she wasn’t joking.

A very pretty college-age girl came bounding up to us. “Good morning, ladies. What can I help you with?

Standing behind me with her hands on my shoulders, Mom said, “This one needs to get her ears pierced.”

“Yes, ma’am.” She picked up a tray containing starter earrings. “What kind of stud would you like?”

With a smirk, I said, “About 6-2, broad shoulders, three-day stubble…” I didn’t finish my joke as the girl yawned.

She held the tray out to me. “Don’t we all?” Apparently, she’d heard that before. I picked Hello Kitty.

She used a machine like a miniature death-ray pistol, and as soon as she had it near my ear, I let out a yelp, more from the sudden pop sound than actual pain when the stud went in. The girl started massaging my other earlobe.

“How about a heads up for the next one? I wasn’t …yelp!” The second stud went in. The girl chuckled.

The girl said, “Now, remember to keep your hands off the earrings for the next few days. You don’t want an infection.” She smiled at Mom. “Were there any earrings you would like to buy?”

Mom bought four pairs of earrings she thought were cute. I grunted my indifference, but actually, the earrings she bought were cute. But I won’t admit it. Never, never, never. I shook my head, but the baby tigers were impossibly sweet.

I couldn’t help but touch my ears as we left the store. “Stop that, Diane!” Mom admonished me. “Do you want infection and your ears falling off?” I quickly pulled my hands down. That wouldn’t really happen, would it?

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” I sniffed.

Mom frowned at me. “No, because then we just wasted a lot of money on earrings.”

I sighed. “I don’t know if you’re serious or not.”

Smirking, Mom said, “Good. Now, next door is a store with a lot of cute skirts and dresses for teens. And then we can go look at formals.”

We shopped until we dropped—or until I dropped. Mom had me try on just about every skirt and dress she saw. Thankfully, she also got me some jeans and T-shirts. Why is life so complicated for girls?

As Mom started the Journey, she said, “I had hoped to hit one more store, but it’s late. We have to go pick up the boys from school.”

“Gosh darn it. I was so hoping to go shopping there.” I had no idea what store she was talking about.

“If you want, we can go right after dinner?” Mom backed out of the parking spot.

I vigorously shook my head. “No! I was kidding.” I need to keep my sarcastic mouth shut. I had felt the unexpected weights on my earlobes when I shook my head and had to resist touching them. I knew I would need my ears, so hands-off.

It was a short drive to the school. As soon as Corey jerked the door open, he yelled, “Hey! It’s my turn to ride shotgun! You think you’re important just because you’re a girl!”

Feeling exhausted, I said to Mom with a sigh, “Is it too late to get discombopulated?”

###


Part 6

“Time to get up, Munchkin!” called Mom near our bed. I was trying to enjoy laying in the big comfy bed as much as possible. Today, my new bed and furniture were supposed to be delivered.

“You guys go on without me,” I mumbled into the covers.

I was suddenly pounced upon in a massive tickle-fest. Through laughing and gasping, I squealed, “Okay, okay! I’m getting up! Stop!” Breathing hard, I sat up and threw a pillow at Mom.

After I’d gotten out of bed and tried to get my brain in gear, Mom was in the bathroom applying her makeup. She said, “I’ve laid your clothes out for you on the bed. I need you to take a quick shower. Zach has already left for school in his car.”

I padded over to the toilet. “Why didn’t he take the little monster with him?” After being called a freak and “poison” numerous times by my youngest son, I started thinking of him in a negative way. I know. I’m an awful dad. Oh, wait. I’m not a dad anymore.

“Diane! Be nice,” scolded Mom. “Both of you are going to the same school, so I thought you two could ride together. Now take your shower.”

As the warm water ran down my nakedness, I couldn’t help but wonder why my kids treated me like I was some space alien. They used to joke around with me, talk to me about their day, etc. Now, they barely say two words to me unless it’s Corey calling me a freak. Even Zach is distant.

I guess that’s it. I’m a freak. They can’t see me as their father anymore. And they can hardly accept me as a sister as I just materialized into the family. They’ve had very little time to adjust. I need more time to adjust as well. In all honesty, I don’t want to be a little sister. I still want to be seen as Dad. But that ain’t happening.

Mom seems to think that if Corey sees me as another kid at his school, he’ll accept me as his kid sister. I’m not holding my breath. I never knew I’d raised a girl-hating little monster. Maybe not hating all girls. Just me.

As I patted myself dry, I went back into the bedroom to find my clothes laid out on the bed. I had avoided getting my hair wet, which was hard to do as it’s so long now. It takes forever to dry. Mom won’t let me just rub it dry with a towel like I used to do. At least when I saw what clothes were laid out, I felt a little better. Jeans and a T. I’d been sure I was going to get a dress.

The jeans didn’t have real pockets and had feminine stitching on the backside. But at least they were pants. They went on easy enough, though they were still a tight fit. I sighed when I saw my new pink tennis shoes. Isn’t it obvious I’m now female without resorting to pink?

Without being told to do so, I put on a cute pendant necklace with a cute kitten. We’d bought it at the earring store. Mom had also bought me a cute purse. Why do I feel that the word ‘cute’ will be a growing part of my vocabulary?

Mom had pre-loaded said cute purse with a hairbrush, money, and my cell phone. Oddly no house keys. I guess I’m not likely to walk home.

Mom stuck her head in the door. “Honey, are you ready? Time to go.”

I frowned at my mirror reflection. “Do I really have to go to school? I’ve literally been there, done that and got the t-shirt.”

Mom folded her arms. “That was a long time ago in a galaxy far, far away. So yes. You need to go.”

I turned and walked towards Mom. “This is going to suck.”

Mom flashed me a smile. “You’re going to have fun.”

From the living room, Corey shouted, “Mom! I’m going to be late!”

Mom rolled her eyes in the general direction of Corey. She held her hand out to me. “Let’s go, Pumpkin.”

When we got to the door, Mom removed something from a hanger by the door. “Put this in your purse, and don’t lose it.” It was a house key. The very key I used to carry when the world was sane. It was just the house key. All my other keys were removed from the ring. Granted, I had no idea what some of them opened anyway.

As Mom opened the door, Corey frowned and said, “Am I going to have to start riding with Poison every day to school?”

“Stop calling your sister that.” Mom shook her head at Corey.

As soon as we were out of the house, Corey ran to the car, shouting, “I call shotgun!”

I gave Corey an expression like I’d just eaten something sour. “I don’t care, twerp. I wanted the back seat anyway.”

Mom sighed. “Stop fighting, you two.”

“He started it.”

Mom just shook her head.

#

The car had barely stopped rolling when Corey gave Mom a quick hug and bolted from the car. He turned and shouted as he ran towards school, “Bye, Mom!” He then ran up to a couple of boys, and they entered the school.

Mom looked at me using the rearview mirror. “See? Corey doesn’t mind going to school.”

I frowned. “The semester’s almost over, he has friends here and he’s been going to school forever. This is all new to me. And did I ever tell you how much I despised Jr. High?” I’m sure that in today’s world, my Boys P,E. coaches would face arrest and lengthy prison sentences.

Mom opened her car door and stuck a leg out. “You’ll get back into the swing of things in no time. I’m sure of it. Now hop out.”

I got out of the Dodge Journey and took a few steps towards the school building and then froze.

Mom walked up to me and took my hand. “What’s wrong honey?”

I felt numb. “The shit just got real. I’m going to school. I hate school. I could teach these friggin’ classes better than the teachers can.”

Mom sighed. “We’ve talked about this, Diane. You have to go to school. Besides. I can’t leave you home alone while I’m working. You might as well be at school. Come on.”

Mom gave my hand a tug, and we started walking towards the school. There was a group of boys standing under a tree near the entrance. They all stopped talking with each other to turn and look at me as we approached. I wanted to disappear. As we passed, I heard one of the boys say, “Where has she been all year?”

As we approached the entrance, I felt like I was walking into the jaws of Moloch. I couldn’t help but feel an impending doom. I kept getting stared at by boys. Have they never seen a grown man turned into a teen girl before?

Mom tugged my hand. “Come on, Diane. The office is down this hall. Corey is a frequent flyer.”

The halls were starting to get choked with kids. Even though I was, I really didn’t feel like I was one of them. I got odd glances from everyone passing by. We finally reached the offices, and Mom opened the door and ushered me inside.

As we approached the counter, separating the masses from the office personnel, a woman stepped up and looked us over. “How may I help you ladies?”

Standing behind me and placing her hands on my shoulders, Mom said, “I need to get her registered. She’s transferring here. Here’s her transcript from her previous school.” The university had created a background story for me and had generated a fake transcript. It all looked so official. It made us wonder just how many clean-ups they’ve had to do over time.

The woman looked a bit taken aback. “It’s pretty late in the semester.” She looked at the transcript with raised eyebrows. She smiled at me. “Welcome to the home of the Mighty Horned Frogs.” I was always annoyed that the mascot for Corey’s middle school was a desert lizard known colloquially as a horny toad. Not a lion. Not a bear. Not a tiger. A horny toad.

The woman wrote something on a form and attached it to my transcript with a paper clip. “Johnny, please go put this in Mr. Bottoms's in-box?” That was the principal. I always thought his first name should be Soggy, but it was Francis of all things.

The woman smiled at me as she typed some things into a computer. “That’s a very impressive transcript, Miss Williams.” She squinted at the monitor. “What’s your father’s name, honey?”

Mom sighed and said, “He’s deceased.”

I said, “Yeah. He was gone in a flash. They gave us an envelope to bury him in.”

“Diane!” exclaimed Mom.

Scowling, I said, “Well, it’s true!” And it was, actually.

The office woman looked extremely uncomfortable and said, “I’m terribly sorry for your loss.” The printer spat out several sheets of paper. “Here is your class schedule and a map of the school.”

I took the schedule and glanced over it. Thankfully, there was no P.E. class. There was an Algebra II class and, oddly an art class. My last period was a study hall.

Johnny returned and looked at Mom. He said, “Mr. Bottoms said he’d like to see Mrs. Williams in his office. In private.”

I grinned at Mom. “Gee, Mom. What did you do?”

Mom said, “You hush.”

The woman behind the counter said, “Just follow me, ma’am.”

As they walked away, leaving me alone at the counter, Johnny walked up to me, grinning. “Hi. My name’s Johnny. Actually, it’s just John, but all my friends call me Johnny.”

I smiled weakly at the boy. “Nice to meet you, John. My name is Diane.”

Glancing down at his feet, he said, “I’m sorry about your dad. That must suck.”

I sighed. “You have no idea.”

Johnny said, “I couldn’t help but notice you have the same lunch period as me. Since you’re new here and all, if you want, you can sit with me at lunch.” He paused a moment before asking, “Are you like a genius or something? I saw you had an ‘A’ in Calculus. I didn’t even know Calculus was offered in middle school.”

I smiled at John. “I don’t know about genius. Math has always been easy for me.” I was tempted to say that, yes, I’m a genius. Bow before me, you worthless pleb. But I didn’t.

Laughing, Johnny said, “Well, it’s my worst subject.”

Before I could say anything else, Mom returned from visiting the principal. She said, “When school is over, wait for me with Corey at the front of the school. Have a great day, Diane. I know you’re going to like it here.” She hugged me, turned and left the office.

The woman behind the counter handed me a yellow card. “Show this to each teacher when you get to a class so they can put you on the rolls. And this laptop has been checked out to you. I suggest you don’t lose it. Johnny, would you please walk Miss Williams to her first class?”

A girl student who was working as an office assistant looked over at me. “Your brother is Corey Williams? I feel sorry for you.”

I mumbled, “Thanks.” Well, I wasn’t going to argue with her.

John looked at my schedule. “Okay. Your first class is English with Mr. Gruber.”

I laughed, looking closer at the schedule. “H. Gruber? Seriously?” I couldn’t help but see in my mind an image of Hans Gruber falling from Nakatomi Tower in my favorite Christmas movie.

John laughed. “I know what you’re thinking. Don’t say anything to him. He’s kinda sensitive about that. Come on. We need to get to your class.” He walked out of the office.

I slowly followed John, feeling like a condemned man walking that last mile.

###


Part 7

John stopped me in the hall just outside Mr. Gruber’s class. “Here’s your first class for today, Diane. Tomorrow, it will actually be your second class. You have the map, so I don’t think you’ll have any trouble finding your other classes.”

I got my yellow card ready to hand to the teacher. “Thanks for your help, John.”

Grinning wide, he said, “No problem. Hey, maybe I’ll see you at lunch. I gotta get back.”

I nodded. “Thanks again.”

I looked at the classroom door. I could run. Jump on a freight train to the coast and hop on a tramp steamer to Europe and then…and then. Ah, fuck it. I walked up to the door and knocked even though it was open.

The teacher stopped speaking to his class and looked over at me. “Can I help you, miss?”

I held up my yellow card. “Sorry to interrupt, Mr. Gruber. I’m a new student.”

He chuckled. “You’re either very late for this semester or very early for the next.” The classroom laughed and I felt embarrassed. He waved me into the class and held his hand out for the card. He scribbled something on a folder on his podium.

Handing me back the card, he said, “Welcome to the class, Miss Williams. Help yourself to an empty desk. And no. I no longer attend Christmas parties.” He chuckled. I giggled. Oh my God. I actually giggled.

As I looked quickly for an empty desk, one boy started gesturing and pointing to the desk in front of him. I was sure it was a mistake, but I sat at the indicated desk and opened my notebook computer.

I found out the boy behind me was named Jeff before being shushed by Mr. Gruber. The class itself was pretty dry. I honestly don’t know why I have to attend these classes. The games have been removed from the laptop, so I had to sit quietly and listen.

Before I could stand up when the class was dismissed, Jeff tapped my arm. “Just curious if you have a boyfriend?”

I frowned at him. “Dude. I’ve been here less than an hour. Besides, I’m not exactly looking.”

Looking confused, Jeff asked, “Is that a yes or a no?”

I shook my head and left the room. I really hoped boys weren’t going to be a problem.

Looking at my schedule, I saw my next class was Algebra. I have a degree in math, so this will be a snooze fest. The teacher had an absolutely horrible name. Ms Snodgrass. Without talking to anyone, I knew what students called her. The class wasn’t far down the hall.

As I did for the other class, I knocked on the door. I didn’t think she heard my knock as the students entering the class were rather noisy. As they were settling into their seats, I knocked again. She kept looking at her lectern.

I took a few steps into the room, getting the attention of every boy. This is Algebra. I have a degree in math. I could teach this class. I tried not to get angry about it. I stepped further into the room.

Holding my yellow card towards her, I said, “Ma’am? Ma’am?”

Finally, she looked up and seemed surprised. “Oh, hello, miss. I wasn’t expecting to see a new student this late in the semester.”

I said, “Sorry.” I waved the card at her.

She took the card and lifted her glasses slightly so she could read it. “Miss Williams? We only have four weeks of classes before we go into finals. I don’t see Algebra I on your grade sheet. I… oh my.”

An overweight goofball with greasy hair and stubble on his upper lip frowned at me. He didn’t even try to lower his voice as he growled, “Just great. Right at the end of the semester, we get some stupid girl who’s just going to screw up the curve.”

As the teacher added me to her roster, she said quietly, “Very impressive grades, Miss Williams.”

Taking advantage of the class disruption, one kid said, “Hey, Erwin. Let’s invite her to our study group.”

Lowering his voice, Erwin, he of the greasy hair and stubble, said, “Stop thinking with your pecker, Slovenski. When was the last time you saw a girl this pretty who also had a brain?” Several boys in the class, including Slovenski laughed.

Looking furious, Ms. Snodgrass said, “Boys! You need to behave yourselves!” Turning towards me, she said, “I apologize for the horrible behavior of some of my students.”

I sighed. “It’s okay, Ms. Snodgrass. It’s about what I expected.”

A somewhat large and imposing student sitting in the back looked annoyed. He leaned forward and said, “No, it’s not okay. Erwin, do I need to knock some manners into you?”

Several boys, including Erwin, looked sheepish and got quiet. The boy in the back smiled and winked at me. I hoped that was a good sign.

Ms. Snodgrass said, “Miss Williams, come take this seat by my desk. If the boys are all through making a spectacle of themselves, let’s get started with class.”

I sat at the indicated desk. I think she was trying to protect me from the pimple-faced imbeciles in the class. I kept catching them looking at me.

My last class before lunch looked like a throwaway. It was keyboarding. I almost couldn’t find the class. I did feel at ease when I saw it was mostly filled with girls.

#

I looked grimly at what was just scooped onto my plate. I was allegedly getting meatloaf, mashed potatoes and green beans. I was pretty sure I could identify the green beans. After swiping my ID card to pay for my meal, I stepped out of the cafeteria line.

I started scanning the room looking for a place to sit, when some motion caught my eye. I looked, and sure enough, it was John waving frantically at me. Seated next to him was a girl I hadn’t seen before.

I slid my tray down onto the table across from John and the girl. John grinned ear-to-ear. “Hey, Diane. Thanks for sitting with me.”

The girl sitting next to John said, “So you’re this mysterious new girl Johnny’s been blabbing about.” She extended a hand towards me. “I’m Karen.”

I gave her hand a weak shake. “I’m Diane.”

John blurted, “I just said that. Anyway Karen, I saw her transcript. She’s a freakin’ genius!”

I chuckled with a shrug. “I don’t know about genius.”

“I swear! I saw her transcript!” exclaimed John. “She’s a perfect straight-A student! I mean, in things like calculus.”

Karen shook her head at John. “You know you can get into trouble for that. But girl! Transferring with less than two months left in the school year? Sorry, but your parents are just plain evil!”

Laughing, I said, “No argument there. Well, my dad did just die. Erased in a chemical fire.”

Karen screwed up her face. “Ugh! How horrible. I’m very sorry to hear that.”

I sighed. “You don’t know the half of it.”

Looking sheepish, Karen tried to change the subject by asking, “What school were you going to before here?”

It took me a moment to remember the lie the university concocted. “It was Mulberry Medal of Honor Middle School.” It’s a real school associated with Mulberry University. My oldest son Zach is attending the university in the fall on a free scholarship since the university fried his old man. But I’m not bitter.

Karen’s eyes grew as large as saucers. “You’re shitting me! Only geniuses are allowed to go to that school.”

Looking smug, John said, “I told you!”

A shadow crossed the table as someone approached from behind me. A boy’s voice said, “I wish I were a genius.”

John looked up and grinned. “Hey, Gene. Sit down with us.” As Gene sat down beside me, John said, “Gene, meet Diane. Our new student…”

Interrupting, Gene said, “I believe we’ve met.” Gene was the large boy who defended me against the pimple brigade in Algebra I class.

John looked at me questioningly. “You’ve already met Gene?”

I shrugged. “Not formally.”

John leaned across the table and said, “Gene, also known as The Rock, is team captain of the Mighty Horned Frogs football team. He’s going to be a Ranger next year.” The Rangers were the football team for the largest high school in town. Zach played for them as well.

“Maybe…” said Gene glumly.

John asked, “What are you talking about? Coach Walker can’t wait to get you on his team.”

Gene sighed heavily. “If I don’t pass this Algebra test Friday, I won’t graduate.”

I knitted my brow at him. “What test on Friday? I don’t remember Ms. Snodgrass saying anything about a test Friday.”

Gene laughed without humor. “You don’t have a test. Just me. I’ve failed it twice already. I get one more try. And I get that try only because of football.”

Karen looked over at me. “Since you’re a math genius, maybe you can tutor The Rock so he can pass?”

The Rock shook his head. “I can’t ask a girl I barely know to tutor me. Especially on such short notice.”

I bit my lower lip in thought. After a few moments of thought, I said “I could tutor you the next two nights. I can’t guarantee you’ll pass, but I can increase your chances.”

Giving me a surprised look, he asked, “You’d do that for me, Diane?”

I shrugged. “Sure. You stood up for me against those bullies in class. My way to say thank you.” I was suddenly engulfed in dread as I was sure I was making a mistake. But I’d stuck my foot into now.

Gene smiled at me. “Thank you so much for your offer of help. What time should I come over?”

Writing my address on a paper napkin, I said, “How about seven? That gives us about two hours before I have to go to bed.”

Taking the napkin and studying it. Gene said, “I’ll be there. Thanks again, Diane.”

Mom’s gonna kill me.

###


Part 8

Karen walked out of the cafeteria with me as I headed for my next class. “Wow. You haven’t even been at this school a whole day, and you already score a date with the biggest hunk.”

I shook my head. “Oh, stop. That’s hardly a date. We’re going to be discussing Algebra. Hardly a hot date topic.”

“It’s called getting your foot in the door,” laughed Karen. “Let’s face it; he wouldn’t have helped you in the first place if he didn’t like you.”

“You think he’s that shallow?”

Karen laughed. “He’s a boy, isn’t he?”

I shrugged. “Well, I’m certainly not looking to date anyone. I don’t even know if my mom would let me.” I can’t even imagine liking a boy.

We stopped walking at a large hallway intersection. I pulled out my map.

Holding my map up to Karen, I asked, “Can you tell me where this class is?”

“That’s one of the Science labs.” She pointed. “That’s way on the other side of school. You need to hurry.”

Frowning, I said, “Well, shit. See ya later.” I started to hurry off.

Karen yelled, “Good luck!”

She didn’t see me, but I rolled my eyes. Under my breath, I said, “I’m not dating Gene!”

I hurried through the mob of students to find my way to my next class. I had my card out and ready as I entered the classroom just as the bell rang.

As I handed my yellow card to Mr. Hendrix, the science teacher, I heard a familiar voice say, “Oh hell no.”

I turned to my right to see my sweet, darling brother Corey. In the science classes, there weren’t desks per se, but tables with black, round tops, equipped with sinks and sporting spigots for natural gas to fuel things like Bunsen burners.

As Mr. Hendrix handed my card back to me, he said, “Let me extend my condolences to you about your father. What a horrible way to go.”

I shrugged. “You don’t know the half of it.”

Mr. Hendrix continued. “I went to high school with your father. I knew about his sons, but I wasn’t aware he had a daughter as well. I have to say you favor him a lot. Go have a seat next to your brother so class can get started.”

Before I turned away from him, I took a hard look at Mr. Hendrix. I went to high school with him? Then it dawned on me. He was the son-of-a=bitch who stole my girl from me. Well, she wasn’t quite my girlfriend yet, but I was working on her.

And then he, with a cleft in his chin, perfect hair, dimples and sparkling teeth, swooped in and stole her. The rat bastard. I chuckled to myself. He went on to marry Blanche Fuchs and became a middle school science teacher after he got his degree. I went on to become the senior chemical engineer at a major corporation. Hah!

And now I’m a teen girl in his middle school science class. Damned karma.

I walked over to the table where Corey was sitting. As I approached, one of the boys at his table leaned over and said, “Dude. You have a sister? Man, you’ve been holding out on us.”

Corey frowned and waved dismissively. “Stay away from her. She’s poison.”

“Will you knock it off, you little creep?” I scowled.

“I’d still have a dad if it wasn’t for you,” sneered Corey.

The boy who had talked to Corey looked at me. “What did you do to his dad?”

I frowned and said, “I mixed up some C-4 in the kitchen sink and rigged it to his car’s ignition system.”

The boy’s eyes went wide. “For reals?”

I frowned at him. “No.”

Mr. Hendrix was still taking notes for his class on his whiteboard, so he wasn’t paying much attention to his class.

A boy from the table next to Corey leaned over and whispered, “You should probably be careful. She’s the Rock’s girlfriend.”

Placing my hands on my hips, I said, “I’m not Gene’s girlfriend!”

Corey raised his eyebrows. “Did you just call him by his first name?”

“It’s his name.”

Looking pale, Corey said, “Nobody… and I mean nobody on this planet is allowed to call him that. You haven’t even been here a day yet. How did you become his girlfriend?”

I sat in the empty seat next to Corey. “I’m not. He’s just coming over tonight after dinner to…”

Corey grinned at me. “Holy crap! For reals? To our house? I admit I’m impressed.”

I shook my head. “You can think whatever you want.”

“Can you teach me how to make C-4?”

#

Last class finally rolled around. It was a study hall and they had the cafeteria set up for it. Most of the tables were filled. I found one with a large empty spot so I could have some privacy. Talking wasn’t allowed, but of course, people still talked. They were just quiet about it.

I relaxed and let out a sigh as I opened my Kindle reader on my phone and started reading my book. After several minutes of peace, a boy sat next to me. I ignored him.

He coughed a couple of times and kept staring at me. Finally, I put my phone down and looked over at him.

“Can I help you?” I asked with a bit of coldness in my voice.

He smiled slightly. “You’re Diane Williams, right?”

I sighed. “It’s been so alleged.”

“Hi. My name’s Steve,” said Steve.

I picked up my phone and started reading again. “Congratulations.”

Steve leaned over towards me. “What are you reading?”

I frowned at Steve. “Nothing yet.”

“I like to read.”

I loudly put my phone down on the table and growled, “Is there a point to this?”

Steve studied his hands a moment. “I heard you’re smart.”

I frowned and said, “I’m not telling you how to make C-4.”

His brows went up as he asked, “You know how to make C-4?”

“No.”

Looking disappointed, Steve said, “Oh. Look, I just wanted to ask you if you’d like to join me and my buds in a study group?” He pointed at another table where a group of nerdy-looking guys were sitting. A couple of them waved.

I shrugged. “Thanks for the invitation, but honestly, I’m tired, and I just want to read.”

Steve sighed. “I told them you’d say no. You’re so pretty and everything. We have trouble getting girls to join our group. Actually, Dick doesn’t think you’re actually smart.”

I raised my hands into the air and exclaimed, “Dick caught me. I confess.”

Steve shrugged. “You can still join us. We could help you with math and stuff.”

I forced a smile. “I wouldn’t feel right about it. Now, I need to read this book for English.” I lied.

Steve nodded. “I’ll let you get back to it.” He got up and walked back to his buddies.

I felt someone touch my arm. I turned around, and a girl with shoulder length blonde hair who was sitting at the table behind me was leaning over towards me. In a whisper, she said, “None of my business, but you shouldn’t dumb yourself down just to get a boy.”

I sighed. “I wasn’t. And you’re right. It’s none of your business. I… “

She giggled. “But you have to admit that guy Dick over there is kinda cute.”

I shook my head as I turned around and picked up my phone again. Is there a way to test out of a whole grade?

#

“What are you doing here?” asked Corey as he stood under a tree outside the school building.

I frowned at him. “Waiting for Mom. The same as you, squirt.”

Corey looked at me curiously. “Your boyfriend isn’t picking you up?”

I placed my hands on my hips. “I do not have a boyfriend! So no, Gene isn’t picking me up.”

Mom drove up and parked in front of us. Corey yelled, “I call shotgun!”

I shook my head. “I don’t care.” I opened the back door and slid inside the car.

As Mom drove across the parking lot, she said, “Guys, I think next week I’m going to have Zach come get you so I don’t have to leave work early.”

I leaned back in my seat and said, “Fine with me, Mom.”

Mom looked at me through the rearview mirror. “Diane, so you know anything about these two calls I got today?”

I leaned forward. “What about, Mom?”

“Are you offering students to make C-4 explosives for them?”

I fell back into my seat and groaned. “No! Not really. I joked about it.”

Looking back at me in the mirror, Mom asked, “What exactly is C-4? And can you really make it?”

I rolled my eyes. “It’s plastique. I am a chemical engineer… or was. I could probably make some. I think I’d have trouble getting detonators.”

Mom said, “Well, unless you want a visit from the ATF, you might want to stop joking about it.”

I swallowed audibly. “Well, hell. No, I have no idea what C-4 is.” I lied.

With a cat that ate the canary expression, Corey said, “I know something you don’t know.”

Mom glanced over at him and asked, “And what is that, honey?”

“Diane has a boyfriend!” giggled Corey.

I leaned forward and exclaimed, “Shut up, you little creep!”

Corey added, “And he’s coming over tonight!”

Mom’s eyes widened. “Diane! Is that true? Did you invite a boy over for dinner without asking me first?”

Glaring at Corey, I said, “I did not! That little jerk is lying!”

At a red light, Mom turned around to look at me directly. “So you didn’t invite a boy over for dinner?”

I screwed up my face at Mom. “No! Where did you get that? I’m helping him with his homework.”

Frowning, Mom asked, “How old is this boy? Honey, you’re only thirteen. I don’t want you dating yet.”

“How the hell should I know?” I exclaimed. “We’re in the same grade.”

“Watch your language, young lady!” shouted Mom.

Feeling some despair descend on me, I said, “I’m guessing he’s my age. He needs help preparing for an Algebra test.”

“You didn’t ask me first?”

I shrugged. “How could I?”

Mom shook her head. “Just like when you were a man, you’d never give me any consideration when you invited some co-worker and his wife over for dinner at the last minute.”

I groaned. “He’s coming over after dinner. You won’t even know he’s there!”

“We’ll talk about this when we get home!”

Corey stuck his tongue out at me and grinned.

I scowled at Corey and thought of the quote by Jamie Hyneman of Mythbusters. “When in doubt, C-4.”

###


Part 9

“Go clean your room and then help me with dinner.”

“My room’s clean enough,” I whined. “We’re just doing math.”

Mom frowned at me. “I checked your room when we got home. I saw one of your panties on the floor, and your bed wasn’t made. And that was just from a thirty-second inspection.”

Scowling, I said, “I saw worse in Zach’s room. His underwear is all over the floor!”

From his position on the couch watching TV, Zach said, “The maid will pick it up.”

Frowning at Zach, I said, “We don’t have a maid.”

Not turning his attention from the TV, Zach said, “We have you.”

“Moooom!” I whined.

Mom came out of the kitchen and turned the TV off. “Zach, go pick up your room. Your little sister is not your maid. And neither am I. Scoot.”

As Zach got up from the couch, he turned to Corey. “You’re right. She is poison.”

Mom said, “Go clean your room too, Corey.”

Corey scowled at me. “Why? Her boyfriend isn’t going to come into my room.”

I folded my arms. “He’s not my boyfriend!”

From the kitchen, Mom shouted, “Go pick up your room, Diane! I need you to help in the kitchen.”

I scowled at Mom. “Why can’t the boys help in the kitchen?”

“Go!”

I sighed heavily and walked slowly into my newly appointed room. The offending panty was easy to find. I picked it up and stared at it. “One panty. Oh, the humanity!”

As I dropped it in the dirty clothes hamper, I knew Mom would make the case that you don’t want boys to see your panties on the floor. Or on the bed. I quickly made my bed, thinking how I doubted Gene would care what my room looked like. I haven’t even had a chance to decorate it.

How would I decorate it anyway?

I walked into the kitchen and announced, “Okay, Mom. I’m done.”

Mom handed me a large bowl. “Could you make the salad?”

I held the bowl up. “That’s it?”

Mom just smiled at me. “I just want you to get used to helping out in the kitchen.”

#

I was in my room changing into shorts and my Dirty Pair t-shirt. It’s actually Zach’s, but he can’t wear it anymore. I jumped when the doorbell rang. It had to be Gene. Why did that excite me? Nothing exciting about Algebra.

“Diane!” called out Mom. “You have a guest.”

Tugging my t-shirt down, I walked out of my room. I saw Gene and smiled. “Hey, Gene! Ready to learn some math?”

Grinning, Gene looked at Mom and said, “Hello, Mrs. Williams. Oh! There she is. I was just going to ask if Diane was home.”

Zach looked up from the TV and ran toward the front door, shouting, “The Rock! My man! Mom. This guy was voted MVP of the Horned Frogs this year.” He held out his hand for Gene to shake. He continued gushing, “Wow. The Rock. The Rangers are looking forward to some of that Rock magic in the fall.”

Gene shook Zach’s hand. “That’s why I’m here. Diane’s going to help me get through this stupid Algebra test.” He pointed at Zach and said, “Oh and too bad about that fumble.”

Zach frowned. “Yeah. Cost us going to state.”

I folded my arms. “Well, Gene. Are you going to talk shop all night, or do you want to pass that test?”

“Let’s do it.” Gene slapped Zach’s shoulder. “See ya ‘round.”

“My room’s right over here,” I said while pointing. I closed the door after Gene entered my room. “Take a seat at the computer, and we’ll get started.” I pointed at the chair.

Ten seconds later, my door opened and Mom said, “This door stays open.”

“Mooom!” I whined. I wanted our math session to be somewhat private.

Gene chuckled. “No problem. My parents do the same thing to my sister.”

“That’s so annoying!” I exclaimed. “We’re just doing math. Let’s get started. Show me the problems you’re having trouble with.” I sat in my other chair and scooted up closer to Gene.

Gene opened his device to a page filled with problems similar to what would be on the test. “I just can’t figure out how to do these. They make no sense to me.”

I smiled. “I know it’s annoying to say these are easy problems when they’re not easy for you. But really, they are. So watch. I’ll work this first one slowly and show you how it’s done.” I worked the problem, showing him exactly what to do. “Now you try the next one.”

Gene started off well, and then he, well, to use a term he’d understand, he fumbled. I pointed out where he made his mistake. He went on to complete the problem. Then he worked the next problem successfully on his own.

We high-fived, and I giggled. “See? That wasn’t hard. Now let’s try some harder ones.”

We went back and forth for the next two hours. Some things were easy for him, and some he just couldn’t get. He eventually would.

About an hour into it, Mom came in with a plate of homemade chocolate chip cookies and a glass each of milk. Milk. As if we were five-year-olds. Well, it’s not like she was going to bring in a couple of beers.

“What are you thinking about?” asked Gene when I’d taken a long pause looking at my glass of milk.

“Oh, nothing. Sorry.” Actually, I was just thinking that it’d been weeks since my last beer. Of course, I’m not going to tell Gene that. I need to check the fridge.

“I like your Mom,” said Gene matter-of-factly. “She knew just when to bring in a snack. I was really starting to fade.”

I smiled after taking a drink of my really ice-cold milk. “Yeah. I’ll probably keep her.”

Swallowing a bit of his cookie, Gene said, “Good idea.”

“I’m getting a bit tired, too,” I said after I drained what was left of my milk. “Let’s hit it for another half hour and then call it a night”

Gene grinned. “You’re the boss.”

I laughed.

“How did it go?” asked Mom after I closed the door behind Gene.

“I think he’s getting it,” I said sincerely. “There’re some advanced problems that we’ll hit tomorrow night. I think he’s going to pass with flying colors.”

#

“Does Mom know you breeze through stop signs?”

“Is someone going to tell her?” asked Zach. Corey glared at me from his ‘shotgun’ position. Zach was taking Corey and me to school.

“Maybe.”

“Give me a break, Diane!” exclaimed Zach. “Mom just recently let me have my license back! In fact, I told her that we’d still have our dad if I’d been able to drive myself up to the University for the tour.”

I folded my arms. “I wanted to go with you.”

Zach drove his car up to the curb. “Well, as Dad would say, that’s all water under the bridge. See ya this afternoon. Hop out.”

With a chirp of tires, Zach peeled away from the curb. I guess I’m going to be more poison as I’m definitely telling Mom about Zach’s wild driving. Does that make me a tattletale or just the more reasoned little sister? Or both? I’m still pissed from Mom telling me last night that she’d thrown all my beers out.

As I approached the school entrance, Karen came trotting up beside me. “Hey.”

“Hey.”

“Johnny told me that the Rock was pretty psyched about the math help you gave him last night. He thinks he has a chance at passing now,” said Karen with a grin.

I nodded. “We’re having another review tonight. If he can remember what he learned, he’ll have it in the bag.”

“That’s good. I heard the Ranger’s coach is pissed that Ms Snodgrass refuses to let the Rock have yet another chance,” smirked Karen.

“He won’t need it.”

#

As I exited the lunch line with what was labeled “Salisbury Steak” and tater tots, Gene rapidly approached me with a huge grin. He took the lunch tray from my grasp and then took my hand.

“Come with me for a second,” he said, then led me to a table where many of what appeared to be football players were sitting. Still holding my hand, he set my tray down. “Guys. I want you to meet someone. This is Diane. She’s my little angel that’s going to get me through my algebra test.”

Embarrassed all to hell, I laughed nervously. “Well, let’s not count our quadratic equations until they hatch. You still have to actually pass the test.”

“Go ahead and sit down. I’m confident I’ll pass thanks to you,” exclaimed Gene.

One of the players said, “Yeah, man, thanks. We were all pretty worried that the Rock wasn’t going to be joining us next fall with the rest of the Rangers. Now, because of you, he has a chance.”

Gene looked at me and said, “Yeah, I’ve been talking about you.”

Feeling horrified if he doesn’t pass, I said, “You have a better chance of passing, but no guarantees. It’s really up to you.”

Another player said, “Don’t be so modest.”

A coach walked up to Gene, placing a hand on his shoulder. “Is this the little girl who’s helping you?”

Gene nodded. “She’s the one.”

Trying to shrink into a tiny ball, I said, “I promise nothing.”

Gene laughed. “Chill, Diane. If I fail, no one is blaming you.”

The coach pointed at Gene and said, “You better pass that test. I don’t want to see your ugly carcass at this school in the fall.”

Gene grinned. “That’s the game plan, coach!”

They all sat around me and ate their lunches. I relaxed. I was surrounded by all these large, muscular boys, but I didn’t feel put off by it. I wasn’t sure what I felt but I couldn’t stop smiling and they all smiled back.

#

I was sitting on the couch between Zach and Corey, watching a movie. It was after dinner, and I was shocked they weren’t bothering me. I couldn’t enjoy the movie as much as I would have liked as I was waiting for Gene to arrive for his final tutoring session.

The doorbell rang, and I jumped up. “That must be Gene.”

Corey shook his head. “Again? When is he moving in?”

As I walked briskly to the door, I said, “Don’t be stupid. This is only the second time he’s been here.”

I opened the door and grinned. “Hey, Gene!”

Gene chuckled. “Feels like I’m living here.”

I frowned. “Well, you’re not. Let’s get started.” He followed me into my room. This time, I left my door open like a good girl.

As Gene sat down at my desk, I said, “Gene, I truly believe that for most of the test, you won’t have a problem. We’re going to focus on the tougher problems tonight.” I sat next to him and opened my notebook PC. He draped his arm across my shoulders.

It seemed natural, and I didn’t flinch away.

Gene said, “Honestly, one of the biggest things you’ve helped me with is knuckling down and getting serious. I thought football alone would carry me through.”

I smiled at him. “I’m glad. Let’s get started.”

I put some of the harder problems in front of him. He struggled and messed up a few times, but he managed to work them through. A few he couldn’t get no matter how hard he tried. It didn’t help that I couldn’t do them either.

I chuckled. “I doubt there’ll be many of those on the test.” I leaned back in my chair. “You’ve got this! I’m confident you’ll pass this test. I’m not just saying that.”

Gene gave me a sappy grin. “I think I have more than a fighting chance now, thanks to you.” He surprised me with a hug that I didn’t really expect and almost made me giggle.

He picked up his phone and looked at it. “I didn’t realize the time. My dad’s out front waiting. Wish me luck tomorrow.”

I grinned at him. “You’ve got more than luck on your side now.”

“Thanks for your help.” He turned and exited my room. I followed.

As we entered the living room, Mom stood up to walk with us to the door. She said, “Good luck on your test.”

“Thank you, ma’am.” Gene reached over and ruffled my hair. “You have one smart little girl here.”

I wasn’t sure how I felt about that so I opened the front door and held it as I watched Gene walk to his dad’s car and then watched the car drive away. I may have sighed.

In a low whisper in my ear, Mom said, “It’s okay, Diane.”

As I closed the door and set the lock, I looked at Mom. “What’s okay, Mom?”

With a wry smile, she said, “To like a boy.”

Surprised by her comment, I asked, “What makes you think I like Gene?”

Mom smiled. “I know that look. Come on. It’s past your bedtime.”

She can’t possibly be right, can she?

###


Part 10

I climbed into the back seat of Zach’s car, since Corey called shotgun, and took a deep breath. I wouldn’t tell Mom about Zach’s driving if he promised to not run stop signs anymore. As Zach backed out of the driveway, I looked Corey directly into his eyes.

“Corey, how about a deal?” I asked, leaning forward a bit

Corey looked at me suspiciously. “What kind of deal?”

I swallowed hard. “If… if Gene, Mr. Rock or whatever passes his math test and graduates to high school, that you will stop calling me and treating me like poison.”

Narrowing his eyes at me, Corey asked, “Why?”

I took a deep breath, and as gently as I could, I said, “Because, dear brother, I tutored him on Algebra so he could pass. Otherwise, he would flunk and stay a Horned Toad for another year, possibly forever.”

Corey looked thoughtful for a few moments while Zach cruised down the street toward the school. Rubbing his chin, he said, “I don’t know…”

Zach turned towards Corey and said, “Take the deal, doofus. If Diane saves the Rock, she deserves some recognition for that.”

Corey nodded. “You’re right.” He extended his hand towards me. “Deal.”

I smiled and shook the little rat bas… I mean, I shook my dear brother’s hand. “Hopefully, we’ll know by lunch.”

I leaned back in my seat. I wonder how long that will last?

#

Everyone was strangely quiet as we entered Ms. Snodgrass’ classroom. Gene was in his usual seat at the back of the room. His expression was neutral. Ms. Snodgrass stood up, holding a manila folder.

“Mr. Miller. It’s time to take your test,” said Ms. Snodgrass. There was a pall of foreboding hanging in the air. “Please follow me to your testing room. You’ll have two hours to complete the test. There will be two teachers sitting in the class to monitor you.” Gene followed her out the door.

When they had left the room, a boy turned to me and asked, “Well?”

I shrugged. “It’s his test to lose. He’s about as prepared as he could get.”

Lunchtime rolled around with still no word on Gene’s fate. As I sat down next to John, I asked, “Any word?” He just shook his head.

About ten minutes later, Karen poked John and said, “Hey. Here he comes.”

We turned to see Gene walking slowly into the cafeteria, his head hung down. Everyone turned to look at him. The football team fell silent. Gene took a seat right next to me.

He took a deep breath and looked at his feet. He then lightly punched my arm and exclaimed, “I made an eighty-two!” The whole football team jumped up and cheered.

“You did it!” I exclaimed with a grin. “I knew you would.”

Smiling broadly, he said, “Thanks to you, girl.” He leaned over and surprised me with a kiss full on the lips. I sat stunned. He grinned at me and then got up to high-five his teammates.

Oh my God! I was kissed by a boy! It was against the school rules. But his lips definitely pressed into mine. A boy. Kissed me. I lightly touched my lip. I was kissed by a boy. I couldn’t believe it.

Gene, along with the coach, approached me. The coach wiggled his fingers, indicating I should stand. He lightly touched my shoulder and turned to face the team.

“Guys, let’s have a big cheer for this little girl…”

Gene whispered, “Diane.”

Continuing, Coach said, “Diane, for saving the Rock’s bacon.”

Gene put his arm around my waist while the team cheered, and my face turned twenty shades of red.

#

Corey caught me off-guard by running up to me and hugged me. “You did it, Diane!”

Zach shouted from his car. “I just got the news! The Rangers have a chance at state now!” He was holding his cell phone.

Corey pointed at Zach’s car. “Today, you get to ride shotgun.” I almost fainted. Well, not really.

As I opened the front door, Corey turned and pointed behind me. “Here comes the Rock. What’s he doing?”

Gene ran right up to me. Is another kiss coming? Catching his breath, he said, “I’m glad I caught you before you left. My mom wanted to ask you to come to dinner Saturday night. It’s her way of saying thank you for helping me.”

I held on to the car door for support. “Seriously? Your mother is inviting me over for dinner?”

Gene grinned. “For reals. How about it? Can you come?”

Flattered and embarrassed, I said, “Uh… well, that’s something I would need to ask my mom.”

Still grinning, Gene said, “Well, ask her and call me later tonight.” He shared his phone number with me.

#

I was in my room watching videos when there was a knock on my door, and Mom entered. She asked, “Well, how did Mr. Rock do on his test?”

Facing Mom, I said, “He’s graduating.” I’m not telling her about the kiss.

Smiling, she said, “Good job, honey. It’s great you were able to help him. I’m going to change and relax for a few minutes. Then I’ll need your help in the kitchen.”

“Oh, Mom. Before you go, I have a question.”

Mom stood just out the door. “Sure, hon. What is it?”

“Mrs. Miller, Gene’s mother, invited me over for dinner Saturday night as a thank you for helping Gene. Should I go?”

Mom’s smile brightened. “Of course, you should go! You should be delighted. Hmmm. Saturday night gives us time to get you a new dress and maybe some shoes.”

I wrinkled my nose. “Do I have to wear a dress? I don’t think it’s some formal event.”

Mom shook her head at me. “You’ve been invited over for dinner. You wear a dress. When do you have to let him know?”

“I’ll call him in a minute. I’m just not sure I want to go.”

Mom tilted her head. “Why not, honey?”

I shrugged. “It just feels funny. Going over to a boy’s house for dinner…”

Mom chuckled. “I’m sure Mr. Rock’s parents are nice people. Is that what you’re worried about?”

Shrugging again, I said, “A little. But also… what… what if Gene thinks of this as um, more than just dinner? What if he asks me out?”

Mom looked thoughtful for a moment. “I doubt he will. But if he does, just tell him the truth. I’m not allowing you to date yet. He has to accept that.”

“Okay.” I shuffled in my chair. “You know, Mom. It’s still hard to accept that level of authority from you. I mean, we used to be equals.”

Mom shrugged. “Like it or not, honey, you’re only thirteen. And I’m responsible.”

#

“Gene. Hey, yeah. Mom says I’m delighted to come to dinner.”

###


Part 11

“Isn’t this just darling?”

“Yeah, I guess,” I said with a shrug. Mom and I were in her favorite dress store trying to find me a dress to wear to my dinner with Gene’s parents. Sounds like a book title.

Mom frowned at me. “When does your brain finally turn into a girl?”

I sighed. “It’s totes adorbs. How’s that? I’m sorry, Mom. But to me, a dress is a dress is a dress.”

“I’m trying to help you, you know,” said Mom as she pulled another dress from the rack. “You want to make a good impression, don’t you?”

I shrugged. “I don’t see the point. I’m not likely to ever see his parents again and I’m not even likely to see Gene. Next week is the last week of school before summer. Gene and I hardly run in the same circles and when school starts in the fall, he’ll be the BMOC.”

Mom pulled another dress to look at. “Well, still. You want to look nice. Oh, don’t forget. After lunch, you need to do your nails.”

“That’s another activity I don’t get,” I said, looking at my finger nails. The polish that Mom and I had applied during our bonding moment was looking a bit tacky.

A sales lady walked up to Mom and looked from the dress she was holding to me. She said, “She’d be just gorgeous in that dress.”

Mom nodded. “If I can get her into a dress.”

Nodding knowingly, the sales lady said, “In that tomboy phase, is she? She’s very pretty, and she’s going to be quite the little heartbreaker.”

Mom held up two dresses. “Come on, honey. Go try these two dresses on.”

As I took the dresses from Mom, the sales lady said, “Let me know if you need any assistance.” Looking at Mom, she said, “She’s going to need a new bra soon as well.”

I growled at Mom. “I don’t like being talked about!”

Mom shook her head. “Oh, stop being such a teenager.” The sales lady laughed.

I slammed the changing room door open. I could hear Mom say, “I have two teen boys as well, and they’re nothing like this.” I bet you never made them wear a dress, either.

The sales lady said, “Oh, I know what you mean. I have a teen daughter, too.”

I’m trapped. There’s no escape. I have no choice but to try on a dress. Actually, I could instead throw a wall-eyed fit, but ultimately, I’ll still have to wear the dress along with some sort of punishment. I don’t remember being a teen as being such a challenge before.

Looking at the dresses, I was forced to admit the floral print sundress was pretty and that I looked good in it. I stepped back out of the changing room and stood in front of Mom.

I said, “I like this one.”

Mom grinned and said, “You look gorgeous!”

The sales lady smiled. “Perfect.”

Mom said, “We’ll take it.”

The sales lady said, “Excellent choice, ma’am. Your daughter is just beautiful in it.”

#

The waitress left with our orders. We were having lunch at the Perky’s located in the same strip mall as the dress store. Mom let out her breath as she leaned back in her seat. With her hand, she brushed her hair from her face.

She closed her eyes and said, “Oh my God, that was much more difficult than it should have been. How did you become such a teenager?”

I frowned after taking a sip of my soda. “I’m thirteen, as you so gleefully keep reminding me.”

Still keeping her eyes closed, Mom said, “Well, you don’t have to act like one on my account.”

I shrugged. “I’m just being me.”

Mom took a sip of her coffee. And why coffee? God made Dr. Pepper for a reason.

“Honestly, I think your personality will start to change into who you seem to be. Professor Grundy said to expect it. I think we saw that on display in the dress store.”

I frowned. “Oh great. I don’t want to become some ditzy teen girl.”

Mom shrugged. “You might not have a choice.”

#

“Can I ask you a question?” asked Zach as I sat in the middle of my bed, applying a somewhat bold shade of red to my nails.

I looked up with a smirk. “You can always ask.”

He paused a moment and then sat on my bed with me, nearly causing a nail disaster. “I’m just curious. Why did you surrender so quickly and completely on being a girl? Is this something you always secretly wanted?”

I frowned at my son. “No. No, it isn’t. Look at me and tell me what you see.”

He shrugged. “I see a girl, doing her nails.”

“Did you ever see your dad doing his nails?”

Zach laughed. “No. Of course not.”

“Well, that’s the problem isn’t it? I’m kind of a Schrödinger dad. I’m your dad and not your dad at the same time,” I said, starting to confuse myself.

“In a very real and legal sense, your dad is dead. What’s left is me. Am I happy to be a girl? No. I’m happy to be not dead if you’ll pardon the grammar. After over forty years as a guy, it sucks being a teen girl. I’m sure your football coach has told you to embrace the suck when you had to play under less-than-ideal conditions. So I can either embrace the suck or be miserable. Does that make sense?”

Zach shrugged. “I guess so. Who’s Schrödinger?”

I just stared blankly at Zach a moment. “I have to finish doing my nails.”

#

“Oh honey, you’re so beautiful in that dress. Now stand still while I put some make-up on you.” I was wearing my new floral print sundress, a new pair of white flat sandals and my baby tiger earrings.

I wrinkled my nose at Mom. “I thought you said I’m not old enough to wear make-up.”

Cocking her head to one side, Mom asked, “Did you want to start wearing make-up?”

I shook my head. “No. Just questioning the hypocrisy.”

Mom frowned. “I’m just trying to add some color to your face.” She lightly brushed some blush to my cheeks. “And lipstick would look too heavy on you, so we’ll just go with some gloss. Ask me again about wearing make-up after you start high school.”

“I’m really not interested in wearing make-up,” I said.

Mom stepped back and looked at me. “You’re absolutely adorable.” She handed me my new purse. “We need to go.”

As we entered the living room where the boys were playing Halo on the Xbox, Mom said with a grin, “Boys, take a look at your gorgeous sister.”

I sighed and forced a smile. I really don’t like being put on display, even if it’s family.

Zach turned around and grinned when he saw me. “Remember to embrace the suck.”

I stood a bit straighter and smoothed the front of my dress, though it didn’t need smoothing.

“That’s not a nice thing to say!” admonished Mom. Mom checked my face and overall look one more time. “It’s almost seven. You don’t want to be late.”

It was a shorter drive to Gene’s house than I thought it was. Mom wasn’t amused when I claimed shotgun. It was just the two of us.

A few minutes later found us driving up the curb in front of Gene’s house. It was a nice house in a nice neighborhood.

Mom smiled at me. “Here we are. I expect you to be on your best behavior. Call when you’re ready for me to come get you.”

“Best behavior?” I whined. “That puts the kibosh on my plans.”

Mom frowned. “You are definitely your father’s daughter.”

“I can still bail on this, right? We just drive away?”

Mom shook her head. “Just go. I’m sure they’re nice people. Besides, you have a crush on their son. Just go.”

“I do not!” I protested. I really don’t care that he’s cute. Much.

I sighed heavily and got out of our Journey. “Bye, Mom. See you in a couple hours.”

Mom smiled. “Have a good time.”

I turned and walked up to the door. I looked behind me. Mom was still parked at the curb, I guess, in case no one was home. I pressed the doorbell.

What fresh hell am I about to walk into?

###


Part 12

The door opened, revealing a very pretty girl whom I assumed was around eighteen; about the same age as Zach. I’m sure it was Gene’s sister. Like Zach, she was graduating from high school. The city’s rival school was having their ceremonies tonight on Saturday. Zach’s school will have theirs on Monday.

Gene’s sister was wearing a black miniskirt and a white tank top. Her long, dark brown hair was put up in a high ponytail. Her nails were done in black which is what most girls in high school were doing, and her make-up was perfect. Why am I noticing these things?

“Hi!” the sister said pleasantly. “You must be Diane. Please come in. I love your dress and aren’t those just the cutest earrings!” She pointed at the couch. “Make yourself at home. I’ll let Gene know you’re here.”

“Thank you,” I said as I sat on the couch.

“Oh. Let me take your purse and put it over here,” said the sister as she took my purse from me. She placed it on a table near the door.

It dawned on me that I don’t know how to react around women. Yes, technically Mom is a woman, but she’s Mom first. So far, she hasn’t taught me any secret handshakes or code words that I’m sure women have.

Gene came bounding into the room with a wide grin. “Hey Diane!”

I stood to greet. “Hey, Gene. Good to see you.”

Pointing at his sister, who had started setting plates out in what I assumed was the dining room adjacent to the living room, he said, “I guess you met my sister Donna. I think she’s in school with your brother.”

I nodded.

Gene said, “My mom’s in the kitchen. Come with me. I think dad’s still out in the garage. He’s trying to restore a ’71 Super Beetle but he’s having trouble finding parts.”

I followed Gene into the kitchen. “Hey Mom! Diane’s here.”

In the kitchen was an attractive woman about Mom’s age, slightly taller with a short hairstyle. She was wearing a dress and sandals and had an apron tied around her waist. As she turned towards me, she started to untie the apron. Something smelled wonderful in the oven.

His mother smiled and said, “Diane! It’s such a pleasure to meet you. Gene’s father and I are very grateful you were able to help with his math test so he could graduate to high school.”

I smiled back. “I was happy to help, Mrs. Miller.”

Gene opened the oven door and peeked inside. “I hope you’re hungry. Mom makes a great chicken parmesan casserole.”

“It smells wonderful.” I said honestly.

“Gene said you only just now came to his school?” asked his mother.

Looking shocked, Donna said, “Seriously? That’s terrible.”

Frowning, Mrs. Miller said, “Donna, go tell your father Diane is here.”

Lying out my ass, I said, “I’m not sure why I had to transfer, but it had something to do with my father’s death.”

Looking like she wanted to change the subject, Gene’s mom said, “Oh. I’m so sorry for your loss, dear.”

Gene asked “How did he die?”

Mrs. Miller frowned, “Gene!”

I said, “He was disintegrated. The university gave us a small paper envelope to bury him in at their own expense.” It was kinda sorta true. Mom was given an envelope that said ‘In memorium’ along with my old name on it.

Looking aghast, Mrs. Miller said, “How horrible. You poor thing.”

I sighed. “You don’t know the half of it.”

Donna shook her head. “Still. Pulling you out of your school at the end of the year and putting you in a new one is a rotten thing to do.”

I said, “I have to agree.” Yeah. I wanted to stay home and enjoy my death.

A door off the dining room opened, and a tall, burly middle-aged man with a buzz cut entered. His hands and shirt were greasy. I correctly assumed it was Mr. Miller, Gene’s father.

Mr. Miller smiled at me and held up a greasy hand. “Hello, Diane. It’s nice to meet you. Gene has mentioned you a lot. Let me go wash up. I lost track of time working on that stupid car.”

I grinned at him. “Nice to meet you too, Mr. Miller. And it’s okay. My dad used to get lost in his side projects.” Mom sold my project off to a junk dealer.

Mrs. Miller said, “While Ernest is doing that, Gene would you show Diane to her seat? Donna, would you please pass around the salad bowl?”

It was less than five minutes before Mr. Miller returned wearing a clean shirt and washed hands. When he plopped down in his chair at the head of the table, he said, “Sorry about that.”

As he scooped quite a bit of salad into his bowl, he said, “Gene’s mother and I want to thank you for assisting Gene in that test.”

As I picked up a dinner roll, I almost said ‘No Problem’. But Mom had informed me that that doesn’t substitute for a real ‘You’re welcome.’ I smiled at Mr. Miller and said, “You’re welcome, sir. I’m glad I could help.”

As he scooped up the first helping of chicken, Mr. Miller causally asked, “What kind of work does your father do?”

Before I could answer, Gene said, “He’s dead, Dad.” Donna kicked Gene’s shin under the table.

Mr. Miller looked terribly embarrassed. He said, “I’m very sorry for your loss.”

I quickly added, “He was a chemical engineer at Janus Corporation.” I was about to get a promotion, too. Dammit.

Mr. Miller said, “That must be hard on your family. What does your mother do if I may ask?”

I put some butter on my dinner roll. “She’s in IT at Central Bank downtown.”

Mr. Miller chuckled. “Looks like brains run in your family. Your older brother is graduating this year along with Donna. Does he have college plans?”

I nodded. “He’s going to Mulberry University on a football scholarship.”

Ernest nodded approvingly. “Good school. I understand their science department is ranked number one in the state.” After all, look what they’ve done for me.

Gene took a bite of his dinner and spoke with his mouth full, “Your brother is a good player. The Rangers almost made State.” Zach was still kicking himself for the game-losing fumble that cost them getting State.

Donna looked over at me. She asked, “Are you trying out for cheerleader?”

I shook my head. “I hadn’t really thought about it.”

Donna’s face lit up. “Oh, you should! You’d love it. I was cheerleader all four years, and it was a blast. They’re going to need some new girls this year. All but one of us is graduating.”

I said, “I don’t know. I’m not really the type.”

Sounding excited about the idea, Gene exclaimed, “Oh you should! That’d be great!”

Donna said, “I could help you, if you want. Being a cheerleader will definitely cure you of that shyness.”

Mrs. Miller said, “Don’t force the issue, Donna. If she doesn’t want to, she doesn’t have to.”

Donna looked down at her plate. “It was just a suggestion. I’m sure she’d love it.”

I smiled weakly. “Well, I’ve got the whole summer to think about it.”

Gene stuffed a roll into his mouth. “Isn’t your little brother going to start high school along with you?”

Mrs. Miller looked at me curiously, “Oh? You have another brother your same age?”

Gene laughed. “Didn’t you say he’s a brother from another mother?” I didn’t, but I’ll run with it.

Mrs. Miller said, “Oh, he’s your half-brother?”

I nodded. “Dad had a previous marriage.” Let’s not think about this too hard. I’d better remember to tell Mom.

Ernest took a big swallow of ice tea and said, “So did you know Gene before your transfer? How long have you two known each other?”

I quickly said, “About a week. We’re in the same math class.”

With a smirk, Donna asked, “So you two haven’t started dating yet?”

“I didn’t even know him until a week ago,” I said, worried about where the conversation was going to go.

Gene shook his head. “No, Donna. We’re not dating. Yet.” He then chuckled.

Hoping to leave now before there was any more talk of dating, I pushed my plate back a little and said, “That was a wonderful meal, Mrs. Miller. I really enjoyed it.” And I did.

Smiling broadly, Mrs. Miller said, “You’re very welcome, dear. I’m glad you liked it.”

Gene asked excitedly, “Mom. Can I show Diane the present you got me for graduating?”

Mrs. Miller said, “Of course. I guess dinner is over. Help me with the dishes, Donna?”

Ernest belched.

Gene jumped up from the table. “My room is over here, Diane.”

I stood up and gently patted my lips with a napkin. Mom had told me that ladies don’t just drag their napkins across their mouths. I should though, just to get rid of what was left of my lip gloss. I followed Gene to his room.

Leaving the door open, Gene proudly pointed and said, “Cool, huh?”

Sitting on his desk was a totally awesome gaming computer. He put his arm around my waist. “Isn’t that just totally badass?” I tried to disengage his arm.

I said, “That’s cool, alright. I guess I should call my Mom to come get me.”

Gene said, “Before you do. I’ve got something I want to ask you.”

“You can ask…”

“Would you like to go to a movie with me?” asked Gene, looking me directly into my eyes.

Well shit.

###


Part 13

Gene grinned at me as he waited expectantly for my reply. From the moment I rang the doorbell, I was worried that he’d take the opportunity to ask me out on a date. If I’d been a girl all my life, I might have been excited that he asked. Right now, not so much.

I looked down at my feet and felt my cheeks redden. I looked back up at him and said, “Thanks for the invitation but two things. I’m very flattered you asked me. But I’ll be honest. I don’t think I’m ready to date boys. And then there’s my Mom. She’s not allowing me to date right now.” Everything I said was true.

Looking crestfallen, Gene said, “It’s just to a movie. It’s not like a big ‘date’ date. You know? Surely your mother couldn’t object to that?”

I giggled slightly. “You don’t know my mom! When she puts her foot down, it usually stays down.”

“Is it something about me?” Gene asked pathetically.

“Oh no, no! It’s not about you,” I said sincerely. He really is very cute, and he’s been nothing but nice to me.

He just nodded with a look of disappointment on his face.

“I’ll ask her if I can go out when I get home. No promises.” I said. Not that I dislike Gene, but I hope Mom keeps her foot down.

#

“How was dinner?” asked Mom as I climbed into the passenger seat of our Journey. I was tempted to declare ‘shotgun!’ for the hell of it, but I didn’t. “You were there longer than I was expecting. Did you have a good time?”

I nodded. “Dinner was great. The Millers were very nice to me.” I just stared at my hands.

Mom looked over at me. “Are you okay? There’s something you’re not telling me.”

I sighed. “Gene asked me out on a date.”

Looking out the windshield, Mom said, “I see. And what did you say?”

“The truth,” I said honestly. “I told him I didn’t think I was ready to date boys and that you’re not allowing me to date anyway.”

“How did he respond?”

I chuckled. “He wants me to try to wear down your resolve.”

Mom grinned at me. “Like that will happen.”

Shaking my head, I said, “Man, this girl shit is hard.”

“Diane!”

I frowned at Mom. “Cut me some slack, Sandra! I’ve only been a girl for a couple of weeks. There seems to be a lot of extra rules for girls. You haven’t told Corey he can’t date yet. And the boys! Sheesh, Sandy,” I shook my head. “I don’t know how you managed to put up with it. Boys stare at me everywhere I go. A boy just asked me out, and he won’t be the last. I like him and I don’t understand why. Gene actually kissed me the other day, and I didn’t hate it.”

Mom looked surprised. “You didn’t tell me he’d kissed you.”

I shrugged. “I didn’t think I had to. I wanted to pretend it didn’t happen.”

Mom looked at me sideways. “You said you liked it?”

I nodded. “I did. Does that make me bad?”

Mom smiled at me. “No. It makes you human.”

#

“You’re a girl, right?”

“Allegedly.” I put my Kindle down for a moment and looked sideways at Corey. “Why?” I was hoping to get in some reading before bedtime arrived.

Corey came all the way into my room and sat on my bed. “I wanted to see what you thought of something.”

I shrugged. “I don’t think I’ve been a girl long enough to offer any advice, but sure. I’ll have a go.”

Corey hesitated a moment and then said, “You know Karen Ousterhout, right? She hangs around a lot with the Rock.”

“I didn’t know that was her last name. Kind of a mouthful, ain’t it? But yes, I know her. We’re not buds or anything.”

“Do you know anything about her? Does she have a boyfriend? Does she like movies?”

I grinned at my brother. “Sounds like somebody has a crush.”

Corey knitted his brow. “Knock it off. I just wanted to know some things so I won’t sound like an idiot.” I wanted to tell him too late, but I held my tongue.

“Honestly, Corey. I really don’t know her that well. I thought she was dating that Johnny guy.” I shrugged.

“I don’t think so,” said Corey. “That’s why I was asking if you knew anything.”

“I’ll pump her for information on Monday. And I won’t mention your name, okay?” I smiled at Corey.

“Thanks, Diane.” With a grin, he slid off my bed.

I watched him as he left my room. That was an odd little interlude.

#

I stepped out of the restroom and saw Zach arguing with a girl. I think her name was Susan and that Zach had gone out with her a few times. Zach looked frustrated, and Susan looked upset. It was Sunday afternoon and Mom had made Zach come with me to the movies as she didn’t want me going by myself.

As I approached, Susan stiffened as she glared at me.

Appearing exasperated, Zach said, “Diane, please tell her you’re my sister.”

I pointed at Zach. “I’m his sister.”

Scowling, Susan said, “Horseshit. I’ve known you since first grade, and now you suddenly have a sister?” She made air quotes when she said “sister.” If you don’t want to go out anymore, just say so. Have fun with the new girl.” She started to turn away.

“Hey, wait, Susan, right?”

She turned to face me and folded her arms and said dourly. “Yeah. What of it?”

I said, “Give me a minute to explain. Zach is my half-brother. Our dad had me with a previous marriage. And then Dad recently died.” I hate how easy it is to lie.

Susan looked sheepish. “Yeah. I heard about that. I’m sorry.”

I grinned. “Zach is here with me because Mom told him to. This isn’t a date.”

Susan asked, “What movie are you guys seeing?”

Zach sighed. He said, “That Nathan Adams movie The Unwilling Princess.

Susan grinned. “I’d love to see that movie!”

Zach sighed again. “Would you like to come with us?”

Looking coy, Susan said, “Is it okay with your sister?”

I grinned. “Fine with me.”

Zach said, “Let’s get you a ticket.”

Zach sat between me and Susan. To be honest, I don’t think Susan saw much of the movie.

###


Part 14

“That’s so not fair!” I grumbled at the fact that Zach doesn’t have to go the last week of school because he’s a senior. He will have to get up before too long to attend the practice for the graduation ceremony later tonight.

“Are you dressed yet?” growled Mom from her room. “You guys are going to make me late for work again if you don’t hurry.”

Corey shouted, “Tell Zach to get his lazy ass out of bed and have him take us to school.”

“Watch it, buster,” scolded Mom as she exited her room. “We don’t talk like that in this house!”

“Damn straight!” I said because I was feeling ornery.

“Diane!” exclaimed Mom. “You’re starting awfully early. Come on now. I want all of us to have a good day.”

I was suited out in camo shorts and a camo t-shirt and white sneaks. I plopped onto the couch. “I’m ready. I call shotgun!” I didn’t care where I sat. I just wanted to hear Corey scream.

On cue, Corey shouted, “Not fair! You’re not even at the car yet!”

I giggled, “God! You’re easy.” I picked up my purse. “I’ll wait outside.”

As I stepped onto the porch, I took in a deep breath of fresh air. The morning was gorgeous, the sun bright and the air cool, and such a waste to be spending it indoors. For multiple reasons, I’ll be glad when school is finally out.

I was halfway down the steps when the front screen door slammed open with Corey shouting, “I call shotgun!”

I shook my head. “I already called it, dork!”

Laughing, Corey said as he ran past me. “That didn’t count!”

I shook my head, as I opened the car’s back door. “I don’t care, goofus.”

As Mom walked around the front of the car, jingling her keys and her purse, she looked at me and asked, “Why do you egg him on, Diane? I know you’d rather sit in the back.”

“I just want to watch the world burn,” I said as I got into the back seat.

Mom rolled her eyes at me and started the car.

When we finally arrived at school, before he hopped out, Corey turned towards me and said, “Remember what you said you’d do?”

“Yep! I remember. I won’t see her until lunch.” I said as I opened my car door.

“Don’t forget!” Corey shouted as he started his sprint to the school’s front door. Dollars to donuts, he wouldn’t check out a boy for me that I was interested in. Not that I’m interested.

Narrowing her eyes at me, Mom asked, “What are you two up to?”

Grinning at Mom, I said, “It’s a secret. Bye!” I closed my car door and began to slowly walk towards school.

Gene ran up to me, just as I reached the front door. “Hey, Diane! Any good word?”

I sighed. “Give it a rest, Gene. Honestly, she’s not likely to change her mind until after my birthday.”

Looking a little crestfallen, he asked, “So when is that?”

The board at the university had decided to give me a new birthday. That way, I’d get to start high school as a fourteen-year-old. Whoopee, right? Actually, it is a whoopee. Otherwise, I’d have to endure a full year of middle school. Four years of high school is going to be bad enough.

“Fifteenth of July,” I said.

Gene took a note on his phone. “Got it!”

“I can see those little gears turning in your head,” I said. “Please don’t get me anything. Please. Don’t.”

“I have to get you something!”

I shook my head. “No. Honestly, you don’t.”

As I started to walk away, a boy from my science class bounded up to me. “Diane, right?” I nodded. “I was curious if you’d be interested in going to a movie?”

Gene scowled and said angrily, “Dude. That’s my girl!”

I frowned at Gene. “I’m not anybody’s girl! Please don’t say that.”

The boy whose name I couldn’t think of yet, asked earnestly, “So. Would you like to go?”

Sighing, I said, “Thank you for inviting me, but my mom won’t let me date yet. Sorry.” Thank you, Mom. Yeah, I could lie, but this way, I can be totally honest.

I started to walk away, and the boy touched my arm and said, “Hey. You can always sneak out. That’s what I do.”

Frowning at the boy, I said, “I’m not doing that. Don’t make me get rude.”

Since running is frowned upon by the school, I started walking fast to try to get to my first class. Mr. Gruber always made a point of calling you out if you were late.

Two boys were heading directly for me. One grinned and said, “Hey. There she is. Let’s ask her.” I thought Oh geez. I made a quick turn into a restroom.

Before I could relax, I heard someone laughing behind me. I turned to see a boy with a goofy grin plastered to his face. I angrily asked, “What are you doing in here?”

The boy laughed, “I was just going to ask you the same thing!” That’s when I noticed the urinals hanging on the walls. Oh shit.

The two boys who basically chased me into the restroom slammed open the door. Both grinning. Looking at me, one said, “Is it party time?”

I felt a flush of adrenalin as my fight or flight kicked in. I was genuinely alarmed, though it would be really stupid for any of these boys would attack me in the restroom. That would be not only an automatic expulsion but possible jail time as well.

The boy I first encountered in the restroom, said, “Come on, babe. Let’s have some fun.” I looked at the door. There was no way I could safely get to it.

The door burst open, and Corey, of all people, entered the restroom, his eyes darting back and forth. His eyes focused on me. “What’s going on?”

“Corey!” I shouted. “I came in here by accident, and these boys won’t let me leave.”

The first boy snarled, “Get lost, Williams. This ain’t your party.”

Corey took a step towards me. He growled, “Back off, Browning. That’s my sister and I doubt you want D-Hall the rest of the year.”

Browning laughed. “I know you, Williams. You ain’t got no sister. And who’s gonna rat me out? You?”

Corey stepped next to me. “I’m her brother by another mother. You assholes back off now, I won’t say anything.” Corey took my hand.

A teacher entered the restroom, obviously just to do his business, but he assessed the situation quickly. “Anyone want to tell me what is going on here?” He looked over at me.

Browning grinned and said, “Oh. Mr. Davis. This young lady entered this restroom by mistake. For her safety we were just going to escort her out.”

I tightened my grip on Corey’s hand.

I was scared. I said, “Yes sir. These gentlemen alerted me of my error.”

Mr. Davis narrowed his eyes at Corey. “Why do I smell one of your rats, Williams?”

Corey held up his free hand and said, “There’s no problem here, Mr. Davis. I saw my sister enter this restroom by accident, so I rushed over.”

Mr. Davis looked skeptical. “I don’t recall you having a sister, Williams.”

I said, “It’s true, Mr. Davis.” I took a deep breath. “I’m his half sister. We didn’t really know each other until our father died.”

Mr. Davis visibly relaxed. “Oh, yeah. I heard about that. I’m very sorry for your loss. You and your brother can leave. You other three, I have some questions.”

Corey squeezed my hand. “Let’s go.” He then pulled me out of the restroom.

As we walked away from the restroom, I said, “Thank you so much, Corey. That was brave of you to face down those bullies.”

Corey grinned. “I had to. You haven’t talked to Karen yet.”

I laughed. “You goofball. Are you going to be okay? Will they come after you?”

Corey shook his head. “I doubt it. That’s what Mr. Davis is telling them, I’m sure. Mr. Davis knew we were all lying. But he wanted to protect you.”

I shook my head. “School wasn’t this exciting back when I was…”

Corey frowned as he interrupted me. “Don’t remind me of who you really are.”

I nodded. “Anyway, thanks again.”

As he started to walk away, he said, “You owe me!” He laughed.

###


Part 15

The restroom adventure was the highlight of the morning. I couldn’t figure out if I was the victim of selective targeting and it was just my turn or the galactic wheel had rotated aligned to conspire against me. I was hit on four times before the lunch bell. All by boys I didn’t know. They somehow knew about me.

I dutifully informed the would-be suitors of my parental restrictions. You’d think the word would get around. But it continued. And what does it mean that in increasing number of these boys are cute? If it wasn’t for Mom’s wise decision, I might have said yes to a couple of these boys. And that’s just plain crazy. I wouldn’t mind being friends with some of them. They seemed nice. But I can’t honestly see myself dating a boy.

When I was in high school and after getting a part-time job, I started asking girls out and had several dates. And I’m reminded of that song by the Kinks where I’d wind up blowing all my wages for the week only for a cuddle and a peck on the cheek. And now it’s reversed. Boys are willing to blow their wages for the week on me. That’s insane.

As I exited the lunch line carrying my tray, I saw Karen and John sitting at their usual table. And seeing them reminded me of my task for today. My youngest son, my big brother, wants to join the insanity. And he’s allowed to. Why am I being bothered by the patent unfairness of my restriction? I stopped walking and closed my eyes a moment. Damn! I’m so conflicted. I’m losing my mind!

I set my tray down next to Karen. “Okay if I join you?”

Both Karen and John said, “No problem!” at the same time.

Karen looked at me curiously. “You look bothered about something. What’s up?”

I sighed. “A couple of things. One, I think every boy in school has asked me on a date. I’m like, just leave me alone!”

Karen nodded knowingly.

Grinning at me, John said, “Well, you’re new and you’re the prettiest girl at school!”

Karen scowled at John and asked, “What am I? Chopped liver?”

John shrugged. “Am I wrong or am I wrong? I mean look at her! She almost looks lab created!”

I grunted. “Funny you should say that…”

Rolling her eyes at John, Karen said, “You said you had a couple things on your mind. What’s the second one?”

I stabbed my salad before answering. When did I start liking salads? “I’ll be blunt. Are you dating anyone right now?”

Karen laughed. “Oh Diane! This is so sudden!”

I chuckled. “I’m not asking for me, goofus! I know a boy who wants to know.”

Karen narrowed her eyes at me. “Just one?”

I grinned. “So far.”

Karen sighed. “Everyone thinks Johnny and I are dating. But yuck, no!”

Looking hurt, John asked, “What am I? Chopped liver?”

Karen shook her head. “Going out with Johnny would be like dating my brother.”

John asked, “What’s wrong with your brother?”

Karen punched John’s shoulder and looked at me. “To answer your question, no. I’m currently not seeing anyone. Who’s asking?”

Grinning, I said, “It’s a secret.”

Karen looked at me sideways. “Hmmm. You only know four boys that I’m aware of. Johnny’s my social secretary, so he wouldn’t have asked. Gene has the hots for you, so he wouldn’t have asked you. Your brother Zach will soon be off to college, so I’d be too young for him to be interested in. That just leaves Corey. Is that him?”

I folded my arms. “I will neither deny nor confirm the boy was Corey.”

Karen laughed. “Tell Corey I’m available. But just for the rest of the day. He must act quickly.”

“I’ll let him know.”

Karen pointed at me and exclaimed, “So I was right! It was Corey!”

Laughing, I said, “You win!”

Karen nodded. “He’s cute. I might even say yes.”

#

It was the start of fifth period when the overhead speaker clicked a few times. And then came an announcement. “Attention. We’re requesting all female students starting high school in the fall to come to the auditorium for a special presentation. Again, all eighth grade female students come to the auditorium.”

The girls in the class just sat there and stared at each other for a moment. The teacher said, “Don’t look at me. I don’t know what it’s about. Hey, you won’t be coming back to this room when the presentation is over, so be sure to take all you stuff.”

About half the girls in the class got up and picked up their packs and purses and left the room.

I caught up with Karen in the hall as we headed towards the auditorium. Everyone was questioning what was going on.

“Hey Karen. What’s going on?” I asked Karen.

She just shrugged. “Beats me. It’s just us 8th graders.”

Grinning, I said, “I guess we’ll find out soon enough.”

In a few moments, we joined the small crowd of girls entering the auditorium. Down front was a woman wearing a coach’s uniform and a girl dressed as a cheerleader.

The coach waved us in. She said, “Welcome, girls. Come on in. Come down to the front so I can see you better.”

Karen and I found two seats together on the aisle near the coach. It’s amazing how loud a bunch of girls can be.

As the last few remaining girls took their seats, the coach said, “Good afternoon, girls. Thank you so much for coming. I’m Coach Patterson. I’m the girls coach. And this young lady next to me is Marcy.”

Marcy said, “We’re here to try to recruit some of you to join the cheerleaders. I’m the only one left so we need five girls to fill the ranks. We want all of you to try out in August.”

Karen nudged me. “I’m going to try out. Try out with me!”

I shook my head. “No. I don’t think so.”

Karen grinned at me. “Oh come on. It’s a blast. I’m a cheerleader here. I know you’ll have fun.”

“You’re a cheerleader?” I asked, somewhat surprised.

Nodding, Karen said, “It’s the last week of school so we’re not doing anything, but yeah.”

Coach Patterson said, “So. If any of you girls think you’d be interested, just come see me or Marcy. We have some handouts with details of our cheerleading program, the cheers you need to know and other valuable information. The date of the tryouts is on the handouts. We’d love to have you join our team.”

Marcy looked over at us. She grinned and walked over to us and pointed at Karen. “You better come try out! And bring your friend.”

Karen laughed. “I’m trying to convince her.”

Looking at me, Marcy said, “We’d love to have you. Seriously. We work hard, but we have a lot of fun. Our squad ranked third in the state this year.”

Coach Patterson walked up to us. “Good to see you, Karen. You’re going to try out, right?”

Karen grinned. “You bet, coach! I can’t wait.”

Coach Patterson looked at me. “What about you? Will we see you in August?”

Karen poked me in my shoulder. “This is Diane. She’s shy.”

Coach Patterson laughed. “We’ll fix that.”

Karen laughed. “She’ll be at the tryouts, even if I have to tie her up and drag her!”

Marcy handed me the information sheets for trying out. “Really. We have a load of fun. Just ask Karen. Hey, see you guys in August.” She turned and followed the coach to talk to some other girls.

As Karen and I stood up, I said, “Honestly. I don’t think this is for me.”

Looking serious, Karen said, “Think about it. I can come over sometime this summer and walk you through some cheers. Honestly, I think you’ll love it.”

“Maybe.” I said as we exited the auditorium.

As I started to head down the hall, Karen turned and clutched my arm. “Hey. You are coming to the end of school party on Saturday night, right?”

I gave her a confused look. “I didn’t know anything about it. I’d have to ask my mom.”

Grinning, she gave me a light punch in the arm. “I bet Gene will ask you. Hey, see ya.” She turned and scampered away.

Oh great.

###


Part 16

“Mom! I’m going to be late!”

“Relax, Zach,” shouted Mom from her bathroom. “We have an hour. Corey! Get off the phone with your girlfriend and get dressed. We have to go soon.”

“Okay, Mom!” shouted Corey. “Karen, I have to go. My stupid brother is graduating tonight.” Girlfriend? Wow. That escalated quickly.

I just sat on the couch and watched the events unfold. I wished I had a bowl of popcorn. I’ve been ready to go for half an hour, including wearing make-up. Yet another event Mom felt I needed some color on my face. At least it’s just a light dusting.

“Arrgh!” growled Zach. “I can’t get this stupid tie on!”

From her, and formerly our room, Mom said, “Ask Diane for help. I’m trying to get dressed.”

From the bathroom, Zach exclaimed, “What does a stupid girl know?”

I just sighed. I’m either poison, stupid or both.

Leaning out her bedroom door while putting on an earring, Mom said, “Be nice, Zach. Diane used to wear a tie every day for work.”

Frowning, I stood up and smoothed the front of my dress. I muttered, “Stupid girl to the rescue.”

I didn’t really hurry to Zach’s room. I’m tired of being the second-class citizen in the house just because I happen to be a girl.

Entering his room, I beckoned to Zach. “Come here, sport. Let’s see your tie.”

Zach frowned. “You can’t call me that. Only Dad can say that.”

I shook my head. “Close your eyes and pretend it’s dear old Dad adjusting your tie.”

Zach actually closed his eyes as I stepped up and started to tie his tie.

Zach smiled slightly. He said, “Dad never smelled that pretty.” I was wearing a new perfume Mom had gotten me.

I chuckled. “I’ll take that as a compliment.” I adjusted his tie and stepped back. “There! You look very handsome.”

“Thanks, Di. I wish Dad was here to see me graduate.”

I shook my head and sighed. Really? I said, “I’m sure from somewhere in the depths of hell, he’s watching.”

He just grinned and shouted, “Mom! I’m ready.”

I stood there, staring at the spot that Zach just vacated. “You’re welcome.” I turned and slowly walked back into the living room.

I’m still not used to hearing and feeling my earrings dance around on my earlobes. They are pretty, though. I sighed heavily again. My earrings are pretty, my perfume is pretty, my dress is very pretty, my nails are pretty, and my hair is pretty. And not so many years ago, I’d be getting filthy from head to toe making mud forts for my toy soldiers.

Mom came into the living room, her voice just under a shout said, “Come on, guys! We’re going to be late. We need to go! Diane, do you have your purse?” I nodded.

Zach shouted, “I call shotgun!”

#

The graduation ceremony was being held at the stadium. The powers that be decided the school’s auditorium wasn’t big enough. Mom stopped near the entrance to the field. There were dozens of graduates dressed in caps and gowns hanging around the entrance.

Corey shouted, “Whatever you do, don’t trip and fall!”

As Zach stood outside our car, he said, “Great. Now it’s in my head to trip and fall. Thanks, you little creep.” Corey laughed.

My dad brain kicking in, I jumped out of the car and ran up to hug Zach. “I’m so proud of you, Zach! You’re graduating!”

Looking confused, Zach said, “Uh, yeah. Thanks.”

Then my sister brain kicked in, and I said, “Yeah. Congrats on completing the easiest part of your life.” Zach just frowned at me.

He walked over to Mom’s car window. “Oh, Mom. Don’t forget I’m going to the after graduation party at Stewie’s”. Stewie’s is a dance hall catering to teens and future drinkers.

Mom said, “As long as you’re home by midnight.”

“Moooom! It’s graduation night!”

Frowning, Mom said, “Okay. One AM. Call me if you need a ride.”

Nodding, Zach said, “Okay. Thanks, Mom.” He ran off to join some of his friends.

Mom started to steer the Journey away from the growing crowd. “Okay. Let’s find a place to park.”

Corey was already back on his cell phone talking to Karen. “Yeah. And if my stupid brother hadn’t fumbled the ball on that last play, we would have made state. I know! It’s embarrassing, ain’t it?” Corey wasn’t even in high school yet, but he was already saying “we.”

I looked over at Mom. “Zach’s never going to live that down, is he?”

Mom shook her head. “They’ve already put it on his tombstone.”

After parking, we followed a long line of student family members winding their way into the stadium. We had no idea exactly where Zach would be seated. I tried counting the chairs and kept getting lost in my count. So we found a good general location.

After waiting for about half an hour, the school band, minus any seniors, began to play Pomp and Circumstance as all the grads filed into the stadium and took their seats. On a big screen a video was being played showing the highlights from the grad’s past four years. And they went there… showing Zach fumbling the ball. A riff of laughter came up from the grads.

Corey shouted, “Look! There’s Zach! I bet he trips.”

Mom frowned at him. “You hush.”

I watched in silence as all the grads slowly took their seats. I couldn’t help but think how in four years, I’ll be forced to join that ritual and graduate for the second time from high school. I was not looking forward to that. I couldn’t even imagine what the future might hold for me.

The same opportunities will likely not be available to me. My interests might change. And quite frankly, I didn’t really like being a chemical engineer. I grimaced at the thought that by the time I graduate the second time, I might have a boy in my life. I need to banish thoughts like that out of my head.

Mom and I dutifully applauded when Zach’s name was called to walk up on the stage and receive his diploma. Some asshole in the stands shouted, “Don’t fumble your diploma!” I stood up to look for the person who yelled, but Mom pulled me back down.

I watched with pride as Zach walked across the stage and was handed his diploma. At that moment, Zach wasn’t my big brother. He was my son. It took twelve long years to get him to this point. At least he’ll be going to a local university. Yeah. The one that killed his old man. But I’m not bitter.

I looked over at Corey, still on the phone with Karen. In four years, he’ll be graduating. I wondered if there’s a college on Guam I could send him to.

And then my thoughts came back full circle to me. Just what the hell am I going to do? I mean, like seriously.

It took over an hour for the remaining losers… I mean children to get their diplomas. Actually, they were all just getting a blank sheet of paper. They got their real diplomas after the ceremony when they turned in their cap and gown rentals. We clapped politely.

The last student walked across the stage and I doubt she even noticed she got the biggest applause of the evening. The principal walked to the mic and said, “I now pronounce you graduates!” The kids on the field all moved their tassels in unison over to signify they were now free of high school. They all cheered, and the band played the school’s alma mater, followed by the fight song.

Mom stood up and said, “Okay. Let’s go find Zach.”

I looked over at Corey on his phone, oblivious to the world. I asked, “Can we just leave this here?”

It took more than a few minutes to find Zach in the mob of kids milling around the stadium.

When he spotted us, Zach shouted, “Mom!” He ran up and gave Mom a bear hug. “We did it!” Mom returned the hug and gave him a big kiss on the cheek.

I stood there and waited for my hug and kiss, but it never came. Forget the fact that for most of his life, I was Dad and not little sister. I felt a heaviness in my heart.

Grinning, Zach said, “Mom, I’m riding over to Stewie’s with Jeff.”

Mom said sternly, “Don’t forget to be home or at least call me to pick you up by one o’clock.”

Barely able to breathe from excitement, Zach said, “I won’t forget. Oh hey. Can I have twenty dollars? Thanks.”

Mom just stood there, looking tired and … well, old. She sighed and looked over at me. “What am I going to do with both you and Corey graduating at the same time?

I sighed as I watched Zach disappear. “Somehow, I fully expect you to have me locked in a chastity belt.”

Mom grinned wryly. “That’s not a bad idea. Come on. Grab your brother, and let’s go.”

#

Zach is so busted, I thought to myself as I watched Mom fall asleep on the couch, waiting for him to return. It was past curfew, and I briefly thought he might be better off if he didn’t come home at all.

I finished my drink of water and padded softly back to my bedroom. As I crawled into bed, I grinned and thought, “It’s been nice knowing you.”

I was awakened by a buzzing sound. I looked at my desk and saw it was my phone ringing. I’d gotten into the habit of putting it on silence when going to bed after the other night Gene calling me at two in the morning.

I looked at my phone. It was four-thirty and the caller id said it was Zach calling.

“Zach!” I whispered into the phone. “Where the hell are you?”

In a shaky voice, Zach said, “I’m still at Stewie’s. I need a lift. Can you come get me? Is Mom still up?”

“I’m thirteen!” whispered into the phone. “I don’t have a driver’s license yet.”

I peeked out into the living room, and Mom was still zonked out on the couch. Into the phone, I said, “Mom’s asleep on the couch.”

“Please don’t wake her up. Can you come get me? You know how to drive. My car keys are on my desk.” He had me there. I still knew how to drive. It just wasn’t legal yet.

“Don’t move. I’ll be right there. You’re so gonna owe me.” I clicked off the phone. Still, in my nightgown, I snuck into Zach’s room and retrieved his car keys. I then tip-toed past Mom, and as quietly as possible, I opened the front door and then gently closed it behind me. Zach’s car was parked by the curb. This is insane, I thought as I ran across the front yard in my nightgown. After starting the car, I eased it out into the street.

Navigating the streets, I thought that I shouldn’t be “too” careful. I did that driving drunk once in college and attracted the police by being overly cautious. If I get caught driving at thirteen, my ass is grass. Why am I doing this again?

About ten minutes later, I drove slowly to the curb where Zach was standing. I put the car in Park and slid over to the passenger seat. Zach opened the door and slid in behind the steering wheel.

He looked over at me. “Thanks, sis!” He started to drive away.

I folded my arms and frowned. “You so owe me. Big time!”

Zach nodded. “I know, I know. Are you sure Mom’s asleep?”

“She was when I left the house.” Zach set his jaw and focused on driving. We drove silently through the darkened city streets. As we waited at a stop light, a police car drove past us. I was glad I wasn’t the one driving.

Zach turned off the car’s lights as we neared the house. He killed the engine as we rolled to a stop by the curb.

As I got out of the car, I said, “Don’t slam the doors. Be gentle. I’ll check the house to make sure she’s still asleep. Take off your shoes.” I darted across the yard, of course still in my nightgown. I carefully opened the door. I peeked inside and saw Mom still gently snoring on the couch. I stepped out onto the porch and waved Zach up to the house.

I whispered, “Go! Go! Go! Get to your room and get into bed as fast as you can.”

Sounding terrified, Zach said, “We’re going to die, aren’t we?”

I shook my head. “Not even Mom is that mean. But hurry!”

Zach went padding heavily across the floor to his room. I wanted to shout, “Be quiet!” Instead, I quietly closed the front door after Zach ran past. It was time to trigger the alarm.

I walked into the kitchen, not caring if I made any noise. I opened the fridge door so the light splashed across Mom’s sleeping form. I heard her snort once. Not being quiet, I clinked a glass out of the cabinet and set it on the countertop. I removed a plastic bottle of milk from the fridge and set it down with a thump on the countertop. Mom stirred and blinked in the light from the fridge.

As she sat up on the couch, she groggily said, “Honey? What are you doing up?”

I poured some milk into the glass and then looked up. “Oh, sorry, Mom. I didn’t mean to wake you up,” I lied. “I just wanted to have some milk.”

Walking like a zombie, Mom entered the kitchen. “It’s almost five in the morning, honey.”

I shrugged. “I know. Sorry.” I took a sip of milk.

Looking sleepy, Mom asked, “Do you know if Zach ever came home?”

I took another sip of milk and said, “Oh yeah. Now Mom, don’t be mad at him. He was having so much fun he lost track of time. A friend brought him home around two.”

Mom looked at me curiously. “And how would you know?”

I took a deep breath. “Sorry, Mom. I was up late playing Knights of the Old Republic on the computer. I lost track of time myself. I went to bed right after Zach got home.” This lying shit sure is easy.

Mom opened Zach’s door and peeked inside. She gently closed the door. “Yep, he’s sawing logs. Honey, you should be in bed too. You have school in the morning.”

I put the milk back in the fridge and closed the fridge door. Holding the glass of milk, I said, “I know. I’m going back to bed now. Good night.”

Mom said, “Good night. Love you.” She shuffled off to her room.

I looked at my reflection in the bathroom and gave myself a shit-eating grin. In my best Bugs Bunny impersonation, I said to the mirror, “Ain’t I a stinka?” I finished off my milk and crawled into bed.

###


Part 17

As usual, I watched Zach peel out from the curb in the school parking lot after dropping Corey and me off. I shook my head as he nearly hit a parked car. If I was still his dad, I’d definitely take his license away – again. But now I’m just his little sister whose opinions matter not at all. I did tell Mom, but she needs him to take us to school instead of her.

Not expecting Corey to still be standing next to me, I almost bumped into him. Frowning at me, Corey said. “Hey, watch it.”

“Not my fault, squirt,” I said, taking a step back. “You’ve usually run off by now.”

Looking thoughtful, Corey said, “I wanted to ask you a question.”

“Shoot.”

“Is it true what Zach told me?”

I shrugged. “Beats me. What did he tell you?”

“He said that you helped him sneak into the house last night. Right under Mom’s nose!” Corey grinned at me. “Dad would never do that.”

I laughed. “You’re right. Dear old Dad would never have pulled a stunt like that. But your super cool sister would.”

Corey grinned at me. “I like having a super cool sister.” He darted off to join his friends gather around the entrance. Cool. I’m now the super cool sister. I hoped I could cash that in for favors at some point.

“Hey, girl,” said a familiar voice from behind me. I turned to see Karen approaching me.

“Hey Karen,” I said with a smile. “You just missed Corey.”

Nodding, she said, “I’ll catch up to him in a minute. I wanted to ask you something.”

“Shoot.”

“You’re coming to the end of school blowout at Stewie’s this Saturday?” It was a statement, not a question.

We started walking towards the school. “That’s the first I’ve heard of it. And it’s at Stewie’s?”

Karen laughed. “That’s right. You’re new to the school. The school pays for it and Stewie’s is only open to seventh and eighth graders from all three middle schools. They used to have it at the Ranger’s fieldhouse, but the school got tired of cleaning up the messes. Anyway, most of our friends will be there. Corey had better be there. And I’m sure Gene will be there.”

I shrugged. “I’ll have to ask my Mom.” We stopped at the school entrance.

“It’s a lot of fun. Plus, several groups, like ROTC, Cheerleaders, Science Club and other organizations, will be there to recruit new members. That’s how they got school buy-in. Anyway, see ya at lunch.” She ran into the school, and I heard her shout, “Hey Corey! Wait up!”

We didn’t have all these parties back when I was in school. Well, the other time I was in school. Or maybe we did, and I just didn’t know. I wasn’t exactly Mr. Popularity back then. Hell. And now, even the whole football team knows me. Actually, a girl probably shouldn’t admit that.

I trudged on to my first class, lost in deep thought. And suddenly I was shoved from behind, lost my footing and fell to the floor. I’m glad I wasn’t wearing a skirt. I turned around as I started to stand back up. There was an angry girl scowling down at me.

“What the hey!” I exclaimed as I got to my feet. I had no idea who this girl was. “What’s your malfunction, girl?”

The girl said, “Like you don’t know! Bitch, you need to stay away from my guy.”

Brushing off my pants, I said, “Seriously? You knocked me down for something stupid like that? What’s his name so I can be sure to stay away from him.”

The girl took a couple of steps towards me. “You know who he is, bitch.”

I sighed heavily. “No I don’t. I don’t even know who you are.”

The girl stepped up to me and jammed her finger into my chest. “Don’t give me that shit!”

“Hey girls!” called out Gene brightly. “How’s it going?”

The girl pointed at Gene. “Him!”

Feeling confused, I asked, “Him?”

Gene stopped walking past us, “Who him?”

The girl stepped next to Gene, who took a step backwards. “I’m warning you, bitch. Stay off my turf.”

“Your turf? Are we seriously having this conversation? I’m not dating Gene.”

Looking exceedingly confused, Gene exclaimed, “What are you talking about, Rhonda? Two weeks ago you told me to get lost.”

Rhonda said, “Two weeks ago, I thought you were going to flunk out and be a total dweeb loser. But now you’re going to be the star player.”

Looking annoyed, Gene said, “Well then, why are you angry at Diane? She got me over the hump.”

With a look that I’m grateful couldn’t kill, Rhonda exclaimed, “I hear people talk. She only helped you because she wants you so bad.”

I laughed, which only seemed to heighten her annoyance. “I helped him because he helped me. End of story. I’m not allowed to date anyway, so hey. Be my guest.” I turned and hurried to my class that I was already late for.

Gene shouted, “Diane!”

I heard Rhonda purr, “You don’t need her, baby.” Well, not now.

#

“She actually said those things?”

I took a bite of my salad before answering Karen with “Yep.”

Karen swallowed her chocolate milk and asked, “You’re not mad she stole your guy?”

“Of course not,” I lied. Okay. I didn’t think of him as my guy, but I did like him in a purely platonic way. Kinda.

Karen giggled, “Well, to change the subject, do you want to ride with me to Stewie’s? Corey will probably ride with us. Obviously, my dad will be driving.”

“Like I said, I’ll have to ask my Mom.”

#

Mom sat down on my bed behind me while surfing the web.

“Something on your mind, sweetheart?” asked Mom.

I turned around in my chair and nodded. “A lot.”

Mom smiled. “Anything I can help with?”

I nodded. “Maybe. For starters, I’m tired of being a girl. I mean, every day, I have boys asking me on dates. And they’re all shocked when I tell them no.”

Mom shrugged. “Just tell them the truth. I don’t allow you to date yet.”

I grunted a laugh. “Doesn’t stop them from asking. And then… and then today, this girl comes up to me, calls me a bitch and demands I stay away from her guy. I don’t even know who she is.”

“Did you tell her that?” asked Mom.

“Of course. It didn’t matter with her.” Mom shook her head. I continued, “Then Gene walks up. Turns out this girl used to date Gene, then broke up with him and now wants him back.”

Mom frowned at me. “You’re not dating him, are you?”

I frowned back at her. “Of course not. This whole boy thing has me all bumfuzzled anyway. I just can’t imagine being with a boy. The thought freaks me out. Anyway, I tell her she can have Gene, and then I left as fast as I could.”

Mom gave me a curious look. “And what did Gene have to say?”

I shrugged. “I didn’t hang around. But I need to ask you something.” The expression on her face told me she was enjoying having me subservient to her.

“What’s up?”

I took a deep breath and asked, “There’s an end-of-school party at Stewie’s on Saturday night. My friend Karen is gong and asked me to go with her.”

Mom nodded. “Corey has already told me about it. If you go with Corey and Karen, I have no problem with you going. You can keep an eye on Corey for me. I’m glad I can trust you to be responsible.” She would have to say that.

Mom smiled at me, took a deep breath and said, “That leaves me open to tell Lucas yes, to his date invitation.”

Well, shit.

###


Part 18

“Excuse me, but it seems like you just said you have a date.”

Mom grinned. “That’s right, and I’m excited.”

“But you can’t!” I exclaimed.

Mom folded her arms. “And why not?”

Sounding incredulous, I said, “Because you’re Mom! You’re my wife, Sandra! You can’t date!”

Mom shook her head. “I knew you’d react negatively about this. But honestly, little girl, you have no say in who I spend my time with.

Now I folded my arms. “Look, Sandra. It’s still me. I agreed to play along in this charade because... well, circumstances. But I’m still your husband!”

Mom remained calm. “The board settled that weeks ago. My husband is effectively dead. And you are my thirteen-year-old daughter. I really thought you were done with your silly notions of being David. You’re a girl.”

I scowled at Mom. “Come off it, Sandra. Despite what form I have, you know it’s still me, David inside. That hasn’t changed. We still have the vows we made to each other.”

Sandra or er, um, Mom suddenly turned cold. “Till death do us part? David is dead. It must be true. I read it in the news. And you’re becoming less and less like David every day. You’ve already become such a girl.”

“Bullshit!” I pouted. I stomped my foot down. “I’m nothing like a girl!”

Mom laughed, “I see it every day, honey. I see it in the boys you crush on. I see it in your face when you watch a video of your new favorite singer. David never got doey-eyed like that. It’s just so patently obvious. I could go on.”

Still folding my arms, I said, “I don’t crush on guys.”

Mom chuckled. “Then what’s with the giant poster of Nathan Adams you have on your wall?”

I paused a moment. “He’s a good actor. And cute. I mean… doesn’t he look heroic? And… and besides. I don’t approve of you dating other men!”

Mom grinned wide. “Oh, you don’t, do you? I’m sorry, but children don’t have veto power over that. Corey and Zach don’t seem to mind.”

I scowled at Mom. “They were never married to you.”

Mom sighed. “You got me there. Look. You’re moving on with your life. I need to move on with mine.”

“You won’t let me date.”

“Do you want to date?” asked Mom. “Gene? Some other boy?”

I looked down at my feet. “Well, no. I don’t want to date any boy. At least not right now.”

“Look. I’m going on my date while you go to your party and meet boys. And that’s final!” Mom went into her room and closed the door. Once the door is closed, there’s no appeal. I sighed.

As I walked to my room to watch some videos, Corey stopped me in the hall with a deep frown. “Stop trying to say you’re Dad. He’s dead. All you do is make Mom sad. You’re poison!” So much for our deal.

In a sarcastic voice, I said, “Thanks.” I walked into my room and closed the door.

#

No more pencils

No more books

No more teacher’s dirty looks

I stood outside the entrance to the school. My middle school days were done. It’s been a long three weeks. I’m done being a Mighty Horned Frog. Whoever came up with that mascot should be boiled in oil.

I turned when my shoulder was thumped. Karen grinned at me and asked, “Is six tomorrow night a good time to pick up you and Corey?”

“Works for me.”

Karen shook her head at me. “I can’t believe Gene isn’t going to take you to the party. Your mom said that’d be okay, right?”

“I told him,” I said with a shrug. “I guess he’s back with Rhonda.”

Karen grunted a laugh. “I think he’s making a huge mistake. Hey, see you at lunch.

I took a deep breath and entered the school.

#

Karen grinned at me as I set my tray down.

The classes this morning had all been a joke. Everyone just sitting around and talking. Even the teachers in a couple of classes joked and told stories with the students. Ms Snodgrass handed out word search puzzles. I’d heard that some students were cutting the rest of their classes and leaving at lunch. Corey and I had to wait for Zach to pick us up.

“Look who decided to be brave on the last day!”

I picked up my pre-made, wrapped, double-meat cheeseburger. “I decided to go for broke.” I wondered for a moment if I’d made a mistake. I remembered back to my college days when I accidently went to Taco Tako on their last day of business where they scraped out their freezer, and I spent all the next day worshipping the porcelain god from both ends.

Karen stabbed her salad. “Can you believe we’re finally here, Diane? I thought we’d never finish middle school.”

I took a bite of my mystery burger and still chewing said, “It was the most grueling three weeks of my life.”

Karen laughed. “That’s right. You were only here at the end. Do you miss your friends from your school for geniuses?”

“Those stuck-up bitches? Nah.” I never met any students from the school my cover story said I attended.

“Well, I’m glad you came here. Without you, I’d never have met Corey.” Karen flashed me a grin.

“Wouldn’t that be a catastrophe?” I said trying to figure out the best place to take my burger’s next bite.

Studying the leafy salad she’d speared with her fork, Karen said, “You don’t like Corey, do you? And why does he call you poison?”

I held up a finger, indicating I had to finish my swallow before answering. “I don’t dislike Corey. But he is annoying. Why does he call me poison? Number one, he’s an asshole. But it goes back to Dad dying. Neither Corey nor Zach knew they had a step-sister. I fault Dad with that.” Hey, in all fairness, ‘Dad’ didn’t know they had a step-sister either. The step-sister cover story was fabricated out of whole cloth.

I took another bite of my infamous cheeseburger, shrugged and said, “So me, the new sister, being introduced into the family out of the blue upset the applecart. It changed the whole dynamics of the family. Give me a minute, and I’ll think of some more euphemisms.”

Karen nodded. “I can see that. Still, you should try to get along better.”

I looked incredulous at her. “You’re blaming me? Mom makes me give in to that little turd’s every demand. He needs to stop being such a little asshole to me.”

Karen frowned and declared, “You’re talking about the man I love!”

I gagged and spit out the piece of burger I had in my mouth.

Karen laughed. “Okay. I admit that was a bit over the top. Still…”

Corey set his lunch tray down. “Hey, babe! Poison. Did you hear?”

I wanted to throw up when Karen took his hand. That’s against the rules you know. Holding hands, not throwing up. That could be against the rules, too, I guess.

Eyes bright, Karen asked, “Heard about what?”

Corey said, “They just announced we can go home early if we want. I’ve already called Zach. Want to go to a movie?”

I leaned on my elbows. “I would like to see that new Tommy Kincaid movie.”

Frowning at me, Corey, “I wasn’t talking to you.” To Karen he asked, “You want to see that new Tommy Kincaid movie?”

Karen grinned, “I’d love to.”

I leaned back in my chair and said to no one in particular, “I rest my case.”

#

Finally, I was done with middle school. And to Karen’s credit she made Corey take me to the movie too.

I had to pay my own way, though.

###


Part 19

“That’s a very pretty dress. You look great!”

“Thank you, Diane,” said Mom as she turned this way and that in front of her full-length mirror. I’m trying to be positive. Zach and Corey both have jumped on my case about making Mom sad. It still chaps my butt about her going on a date with a man who’s not me, but then I need to give it up. I’m female for the long haul. My complaint is moot.

I can’t really gripe about Mom going out with a man when I’m going to a party in the hope of talking with Gene. And why does that make me smile? And why do I get pissed when I think of Rhonda?

I’m trying to get dressed to go to the big blow-out at Stewie’s tonight. Corey as well. I almost fainted when I saw Corey take a shower and comb his hair. I suggested he wear a tie, and he just laughed.

And I wasn’t kidding. Mom’s dress really is pretty and she looks beautiful in it. I have no idea who this clown is who is picking her up, but I’m pretty sure he’s not worthy. I won’t even get to see what Mom’s date looks like. Karen will be picking Corey and me up in about ten minutes before Mom leaves on her date.

I debated using that time to go wash my face. Mom again decided I could use some make-up despite being quite adamant that I’m not old enough yet. And no, I haven’t asked her about it. I don’t like make-up. But now I’m sporting eye-liner, mascara and some blush. Why does she keep violating her own rule?

I struck a pose in front of Mom. “How do I look?”

Mom squinted at me. “Cute outfit, but don’t you think that skirt is a bit short?”

I looked down. “No. You can’t see my underwear or anything. It’s no different from what everyone else wears. Besides, you never gripe about how Corey is dressed.”

Mom smirked. “He never tried to wear a skirt that’s too short.”

The doorbell rang.

“Too late now. There’s Karen,” I said as Corey answered the door. “Have a good time, Mom. And I mean it.”

Mom said, “Thank you, honey. Have fun at your party. Well, not too much.” Mom is now super concerned about boys since she found a spot of blood in my panties. She sat me down that evening and gave me THE TALK. I tried to remind her how she got pregnant with the boys, but she insisted that with me, it’s different now. Trust me; I have no interest in getting that close to a boy. And no surprise, I don’t like wearing tampons.

As we approached the car, Corey leaned over and whispered, “Why don’t you take the front seat? I’ll sit in the back with Karen.”

I shook my head. “No. You always ride shotgun. I want to talk to Karen.”

Corey hissed, “Please take the front seat. Please?”

I grinned. “Okay. This once.”

After Corey and I climbed into Karen’s Dad’s car, a late model Nissan Pathfinder, she turned to me, leaned forward and giggled, “I’m surprised your mom let you out of the house in a skirt that short.”

#

I watched Karen’s dad drive away after being dropped off. We were actually a half block from Stewie’s because there was just so much traffic. There were a ton of kids walking along the sidewalks. Karen and Corey seemed unconcerned as they hurried along through the crowd giggling with each other. I hurried along behind them, feeling like a fish out of water. They were among friends – kids they’d known for years. Technically, I can’t even claim to have known Corey for more than a few weeks. I felt alone.

As we arrived at the entrance, everyone had to show their student ID card. The event was for eighth graders, after all. There were three middle schools feeding into the two high schools. When I showed my ID, I got my hand stamped.

I was trying to stick close to Corey and Karen. Karen turned to face me. “Hey, girl. Go have some fun. Mix. There’re a ton of boys here.”

Corey shook his head at me. “Don’t worry. Trust me. They have a lot of security here.”

I sighed. “Okay. I think I’ll go get a soda.”

Keeping a grip on my purse strap, I made my way through the milling crowd. Karen was right. There were a lot of boys. And they all weren’t with dates. Terrific.

As I got in line to get a soda and a hot dog (I was suddenly hungry) I saw Gene and Rhonda sitting at a table, laughing together. Who cares, right? It’s not like we were dating. Why did I think of it in that way?

After getting my drink and hot dog, I actually managed to find a table to sit down at. Looking around, I noticed a few arcade games off in one corner. I thought as soon as I finished my hot dog, I’d go check them out. But, no sooner was I seated as a couple of boys stepped up. I tried not to look at them.

One of them pointed. “Hey, you’re that girl, right?”

I cautiously looked over at him and said, “Maybe.”

Another boy with him said, “Dude, that’s definitely her. The math genius that saved the Rock’s ass!”

The first boy said, “Hey, we’re on the team and we were afraid we were going to be dead. But because of you, we have a chance at state. We just want to thank you.”

Grinning, the second boy exclaimed, “Yeah. School hasn’t even started yet and I can tell you, you’ve already been voted the Football Sweetheart for this year.”

I felt my cheeks flush. “Um, thanks. That’s kinda jumping the gun, isn’t it?”

Both boys laughed. “Are you kidding? You saved The Rock.”

Another boy stepped up. All this attention was embarrassing the hell out of me. The boy asked, “Hey, you’re a cheerleader, right?”

I shook my head. “They haven’t had tryouts yet.”

“You’re a shoo-in. Hey guys, look. There’s Freight Train. Hey, girl. Catch ya laters.” Five boys walked away from me. Well, that was insane.

I finished off my hot dog. I decided to go check out the games before I got mobbed again.

I worked my way through the crowd. Gene waved at me and then looked away. Rhonda scowled at me. I didn’t care. Several boys pointed at me and called me out as the genius. I guess there were worse things they could call me. It was better than being called Poison.

As I approached the games, I was disappointed that the game I wanted to play was occupied. I stood behind the boy playing to watch him play. I have to say he was really good.

As the game paused to go to the next level, he turned to look at me. He smiled. “You can get closer. I don’t bite.” I smiled weakly and stepped up to the game. He smiled at me again. It was nuts. I found myself captivated by his smile. “Do you want to play?”

I nodded.

Grinning, he let himself get killed and the game reset. “Let’s play.”

I plunked in my quarters. Damn, it took four quarters. As he put in his quarters, he looked intently at me. “Do you know how to play?”

I smiled and nodded. “It’s my favorite.”

As the game initialized, he looked away with an embarrassed expression. He said, “Sorry. You’re very pretty.”

I smiled demurely at him and turned my attention to the game. I giggled and said, “You too.” For some reason, the word gorgeous came to mind. I shook my head. That’s crazy.

He flashed me a smile. “My name’s Brian, by the way.”

I momentarily forgot my name. After a moment, and after blasting a few aliens, I said, “My name’s Diane.”

Pounding on the fire button and taking out a row of enemies, Brian said, “That’s a pretty name.”

“Thanks,” I said, trying not to smile. Why am I feeling giddy?

After many quarters, we both ran out of lives, and the game ended. “If I just had one more quarter!” I announced. “That was fun, Brian.”

Laughing, Brian said, “You’re a good player. You know, for a girl and all. Maybe sometime…”

“Hey, Brian!” called out a boy from across the way. “Get your butt over here!” There were several boys at a pool table waving him over.

Brian smiled an embarrassed smile. “My team needs me. Talk to you later.” He grinned and turned away.

I watched him walk away as I smiled slightly to myself.

“You like him, don’t you?” said Karen quietly in my ear. I nodded. I knew I had a goofy smile on my face.

###


Part 20

There was a light punch on my shoulder.

“Hey Diane,” said Gene, looking embarrassed. “I just wanted to talk to you for a moment.”

I frowned. “I don’t want to be attacked by your crazy girlfriend, so go away.”

Gene grimaced. “I don’t blame you for feeling that way. Rhonda can get a bit intense. But she’s in the bathroom right now. I wanted to take the time to apologize for her.”

Feeling my anger build, I growled, “That bitch needs to apologize for herself! She needs to thank me for saving your ass!”

“You have to understand Rhonda. She…”

I poked a finger into Gene’s chest. “I really hate saying this since you’ve been so nice to me and all, but Gene, you’re a coward. You’re letting a girl, a girl, walk all over you.”

He stiffened. “I’m not a coward! No one is walking all over me! I’m grateful for your help, but Rhonda’s told me we need to break up.”

Feeling confused, I said, “We were never together in the first place.”

Before Gene could say anything else, Karen popped up between us. “Hey guys! Are we having fun yet?”

From across the room, Rhonda shouted, “Are you talking to her again?”

Karen grabbed my arm. “Diane, you need to go the restroom.”

I shrugged. “I’m fine.”

Squeezing my arm, Karen hissed, “Let’s go.”

“Well, since you mentioned it…”

Karen led me through the maze of kids to the girl’s restroom. I opened the door, and she followed me inside. Inside was a cacophony of girls’ voices. In my more masculine days, I’d’ve referred to it as a hen party.

Karen pulled me to one side. “Sorry about that. But Rhonda was headed your way.”

I stood stiffer. “I’m not afraid of that bitch, and I’m not going to hide from her!”

Karen glanced back at the door as if she expected it to fly open. “I know. Though sadly, I think she could take you. She’s beaten up a few girls. But I wanted to give her some space to calm down. She got herself worked up and was ripping you a new one right here in the restroom.”

Frowning, I asked, “That time of the month, huh?” I frowned again, thinking of my own tampon. “What’s her deal, anyway?”

Karen shrugged. “She gets jealous. Like really jealous. She’s kind of the queen bee around here.”

I shook my head. “Well then, she can just buzz off.”

Karen nodded. “Trust me. Nobody likes her. Nobody.” She backed up a little and stared at me. “When did you start wearing make-up?”

I pointed at my face. “My mom thought I should for tonight.”

Grinning, Karen said, “Your mom did your make-up?” I nodded. “I thought so. We want to give Rhonda more time, so come over by the mirror, and we’ll fix your make-up.”

I shook my head. “I’d rather just wash my face. I really don’t like make-up.”

Looking frustrated, Karen said, “Come on. Let me redo it. You want Brian to notice you, don’t you?”

I giggled, “He already has.” Do I really want Brian to notice me? I mean, really? A boy? That’s crazy talk. He’s a good gamer, though.

Karen chuckled. “Yes, he’s seen you. He’s talking to other girls. You want him just to notice you, right?”

“Maybe.” I was pretty sure I didn’t.

Karen pulled me over to the big mirror. She set her purse down on the shelf and opened it. “First rule: you don’t let your mom do your make-up.”

“Look, really. I…”

She pulled some items out of her purse. “You don’t need a lot. Johnny was right. You’re very pretty… almost as if you were grown in a lab.”

“Stop saying that!”

Over my objections, Karen went to work on my face. More mascara. Some lip gloss. And other emasculating liquids and powders.

“You’re not supposed to share make-up, you know,” I said seriously.

Biting her lower lip as she worked, Karen asked, “Are you diseased?”

“Well, two weeks ago, I was a man.”

She stepped back and chuckled. “You’re hilarious. I’m almost done. Every boy is going to just love you.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea. Let me just wash my face.”

She grabbed my shoulders and turned me to face the mirror. “What do you think?”

I stared in shock into the mirror. “Holy shit.”

Karen giggled. “You’re naturally very pretty. I just enhanced it a little.

I turned back and forth, looking at me. I don’t want to sound vain, but damn! I was hot. Should a thirteen year old be hot? Maybe this once.

Karen grinned. “Brian will definitely notice you now.”

I waved my hand dismissively and shrugged. “Even if I was hot for Brian, Mom won’t let me date anyone.”

Karen shrugged. “Maybe she’ll let you have supervised outings. That’s what my Mom does. I’ll have one Friday night with Corey.”

I nodded. “She might go for that.” What am I saying?! I don’t want to date.

We left the restroom and immediately ran into Corey. He straight away asked Karen to dance. I didn’t even know Corey knew how to dance. After just a few moments, it became evident that he didn’t know. But he had the chutzpah to ask. I never could ask a girl to dance. Well, not right away, at least.

Not seeing hide nor hair of Gene or Rhonda, I walked over to the counter and got a complimentary can of Dr. Pepper. It was one of those small 7.5 oz cans. As I took possession of the can, a boy I remembered from my English class walked up to me. He smiled nervously at me.

He stared at me for a moment before looking embarrassed and said, “Hi.” He was kinda cute, actually.

“Y… you…you’re Diane, right?”

I smiled back at him. “Yes. That’s me.”

“I was just… just c… curious if you… you’d like to dance?” Oh my gosh. He’s scared to death to talk to me. I remember being terrified to talk to girls at his… well, my age. Now that I’m a girl, I’m wondering what the big deal is. I took pity because I’d been in his sweaty shoes.

I grinned at him. “Sure. You’re in my English class. Craig, right?” I had to dig deep to retrieve that name.

His face lit up at the mention of his name. As he took my hand to lead me to where the other kids were dancing, he said quietly, “I’m afraid I’m not a good dancer.”

I laughed. I said, “That’s okay. I’ve got three left feet.”

He looked confused as he glanced down at my feet. I said, “I just meant that I can’t dance either.” We started awkwardly to dance. I gave Craig an encouraging smile. It dawned on me just how much power girls have over boys unless the boys are assholes. And even then…

After several minutes, I could see confidence growing in Craig. He didn’t talk much though.

“My turn!” announced a boy pushing his way between us. Why did my heart jump when I saw who it was?

“Brian! Hey. I think you’re supposed to ask to cut in.” I felt my smile broaden.

Craig just stood there, unsure of what to do.

Brian said, “Sorry. My bad. You look really great.”

“Thank you.”

He looked over at Craig and said, “I’m cutting in.”

Brian locked eyes with me. “Sorry, I’m not much of a dancer.” I giggled. Brian was a regular Fred Astaire compared to Craig.

“I think you’re doing great!” I giggled. I couldn’t take my eyes off him. What’s come over me?

We danced for ten solid minutes. It seemed like mere moments. Brian stopped dancing and asked, “Do you want a snack?”

I nodded. “Sure. Thanks.”

As he started to walk away, he asked, “What kind of Coke?”

“Dr. Pepper.” He nodded and got in line at the snack bar. I found a place to sit down.

I opened my purse and was surprised Mom had packed a compact. Well, I was wearing make-up when I left the house. That’s when I noticed I had a text message. It was from Mom, and I received it about five minutes before.

The text read: “Hope you’re having a good time. You’re actually past curfew. Would you like for us to come by and pick you up?”

I frowned when I read the word “us.” That could only mean Mom and her date. Should she even be dating yet?

I held up my phone and said, “Hey, Siri.”

Siri replied, “Yes?”

Talking into the phone, I asked, “How long should you wait before dating after the death of a spouse?”

There was a pause, and then Siri replied, “If you have important decisions to make, you should wait at least a year. The waiting times have been changing over time and varies from region and religion.” There was a long pause, and Siri added, “However if your spouse was merely transmogrified and not actually dead, about two weeks is normal. This information is provided by Mulberry University.”

I sighed heavily. “I guess I’m fucked.”

Siri said, “Yes.”

###


Part 21

“Hey, Mom.”

“Honey, we’re headed your way. We should be there in about ten minutes,” said Mom, obviously from inside a car.

We? Is she coming here with her boyfriend? Really? Is that kosher? I’d ask Siri, but she apparently hates me. “There’s no need to rush, Mom. The party ends at one anyway. I was going to ride home with Karen and Corey.”

I heard Mom sigh. “You’re already way past your curfew. We’re close by, so I thought we’d go ahead and pick you up.”

“What about Corey?” I tried to find a place where I could hear the phone better.

“He’s not past his curfew. See you in about ten minutes.” She clicked off before I could lodge a protest. We’re the same age. Why is his curfew different? It’s probably some bullshit about him being a boy.

“Diane! I’ve been looking for you.” I turned to the sound of the voice to see Brian standing next to me.

“Hey, Brian,” I cooed. He handed me the soda he’d gone to retrieve.

“Did you want a rematch?” asked Brian as she pointed to where the arcade games were. “It looks like the game is open.”

I felt like I took a kick to the balls if I had any. Frowning, I said, “I can’t. My mom is about to pick me up.”

With a look of disappointment, Brian said, “Seriously? Stewie’s won’t kick us out for at least another hour. Are you sure you can’t stay longer?”

I shook my head. “I’d love to, but you don’t know my mom.”

Brian grinned. “She probably wants to protect you from people like me!” He waggled his eyebrows.

I laughed. I briefly wondered what gestures people would use if Groucho Marx had never been born. Did cavemen waggle their brows and act like they held a cigar? And what did a caveman with Tourette’s say? And…

I heard a finger snap, and Brian laugh. “Earth to Diane! Still there?”

I blurted an embarrassed laugh. “Sorry. I got lost in thought.”

“You really have to go?”

I nodded. “The warden has so declared.”

He gently pulled me to one side so we wouldn’t get stepped on by people dancing. “Will I see you again?”

I looked into his deep blue eyes and sighed. “At least when school starts back up. You’re going to the same school as me. Right?”

He nodded. “I’ll be on the Ranger’s football team. Are you going to try out for cheerleader?”

I shrugged. “I dunno. Jumping around and squealing isn’t really my bag.”

Grinning, he said, “That’d be so cool if you did. At least try out. You’re friends with Karen, right? She’s practically a shoe-in for cheerleader. Think about it?”

I smiled at him. “I’ll consider it.” My phone buzzed. I looked at it. “That’s my mom. She’s here to pick me up.”

“Can I call you?”

My smile got bigger. “Sure!” We exchanged phone numbers. What in hell was I doing?

A mischievous expression flashed on his face. Before I could react, he bent down and kissed me. I didn’t pull back. His soft, warm lips pressed into mine, and I closed my eyes. A tingle shot down my spine. His kiss was so much more exciting than Gene’s And… and… dare I say it? It was so much more wonderful than any kiss I’d gotten from Sandra, even back in our college days.

I felt breathless when we pulled away. My phone buzzed again.

“I gotta go.”

Brian nodded. “I’ll call you.”

With a sappy grin on my face, I turned to leave Stewie’s.

#

Mom wasn’t hard to find. The Cadillac Escalade she said she was in was parked in a handicap space near the door. Mom waved.

I walked up to Mom’s window. She said, “Hi Honey. I hope you had a good time. Hop in the back.”

“Can’t I stay a little longer?” I pleaded. “Please? Just a little? You’re letting Corey stay!” Maybe I shouldn’t have mentioned Corey.

Mom frowned. “Honey, he has a different curfew. He’s a boy. You should have been home over an hour ago, but I’m cutting you some slack tonight. It’s time to go, so get in the car.”

“But Mooommm!”

“Get in the car!’ said Mom with a frown.

I heaved a sigh and opened the back door of the SUV. This stupid thing dwarfs our Dodge. I really didn’t like having to climb up to get inside.

Mom turned towards the backseat and, with a smile, said, “Honey, I’d like you to meet Lucas Campbell.”

I looked over at the driver. He rotated slightly to face me, and I was taken aback. He was a strikingly handsome man in his late forties. He had a full head of salt-and-pepper hair and deep brown eyes. He smiled at me with sparkling white teeth. David would have felt like Marty Feldman sitting next to this guy.

“Nice to meet you, Diane. You may call me Mr. Campbell.” Oh, may I?

I knew I would have to be polite, so I leaned forward and said, “Nice to meet you too, sir.”

“Your mother has told me a lot about you,” he said, still smiling.

“And you still wanted to meet me?” Mom frowned at me. “Are you sure I can’t stay, Mom?”

Shaking her head, Mom said, “I’ve given you my answer, honey.”

Lucas… or er um, Mr. Campbell said matter-of-factly, “You should consider yourself lucky young lady. When my daughter was a teen, she had to be home by nine-thirty, ten on weekends.” I wanted to say how glad I was to not be his daughter, but I figured I’d just get into trouble.

Mom said, “Luke has a son about your age.” Oh, it’s ‘Luke’ now, is it?

Luke… I’m not calling him Mr. Campbell in my head… said, “You might have seen him tonight. He’s at the party as well. I’m letting him hire an Uber when he needs to come home. His name is Brian. Do you know him from school?”

Brian? Brian! Oh fuck no. This can’t be Brian’s dad. Life can’t possibly be this unfair.

“I don’t know. Is he gorgeous, deep blue eyes, really, really smart and a totally mass gamer?” Why did I describe him like that? It sounds like something a silly teen girl would say. Mom grinned at me.

Luke said with a chuckle, “I think that’s him.”

Mom asked knowingly, “Did you meet him tonight?”

“Maybe.”

Luke, the man, the legend, my wife’s date for the night, put the Escalade in gear and drove out of the parking lot. “I have to put up with him for another week, and then he gets shipped off for the summer to live with his mother.”

“N…noooooo…” I fell back against the seat, folded my arms and pouted. Well, that’s just peachy keen. It’s going to be a cold, lonely summer.

###


Part 22

“You let her leave the house like that?”

I had just climbed down out of the SUV. Mom was still seated and apparently waiting for a goodnight kiss. What is it with this guy? He criticized Mom about my curfew. This was a special occasion. I’m not even dating yet. And what’s it to him anyway?

And now he’s criticizing how I’m dressed. Again, what’s it to him? I normally wear jeans and tonight I thought I’d dress it up a bit. Can’t a middle-aged father of two wear a miniskirt if he wants to? Okay. I would have said ‘no’ a month ago. And now I’m suddenly a rebellious teen girl.

Mom sighed. “It’s just me. I’m doing what I can.”

“What is she? Twelve?” asked Luke.

Looking annoyed that she wasn’t getting her kiss, Mom said, “She’s almost fourteen.”

He looked surprised. “Really? I would have taken her for ten or eleven. Still. You don’t want her to get the idea that she can just walk over you.”

Raising my voice, I said, “You know I’m standing right here and can hear every word you’re saying, right?”

Mom turned around and said, “Be quiet, honey. The adults are talking.”

I laughed out loud when she said that, causing Mr. Perfect to glance at me. I folded my arms and said quietly, “I think I’ll go whip up some C4.” I wish I could, but I don’t have the recipe. I tried looking up the ingredients once, which resulted in a visit from the ATF.

Mom shook her head. “Well, I’ll think about improving how I raise a daughter. It was just kind of sprung on me. But anyway, I had a great time.”

His worship said, “I did too, Sandra. I hope we can do something again soon.”

Mom smiled, “Oh, me too.” She leaned in and finally got her goodnight kiss. I had to smile thinking of Brian’s kiss. Why am I feeling all gooey inside about a boy’s kiss? Maybe because it was the most wonderful kiss in the history of kisses… and why am I not revolted about being kissed by a really cute boy?

As the legend in his own mind drove off, Mom turned to face me. “Well, thank you for embarrassing me.”

I narrowed my eyes at Mom. “Embarrassing you? Did you consider me? Do you really think the girl formally known as David would be interested in meeting the man my former wife is dating?”

Mom laughed. “Would you like for us to still be dating? Where are you taking me? I’ve heard Gildersleave’s is great.”

“That’s a little rich for me. Is that where you two kids went?”

Mom chuckled. “No. We went to Peaky’s.”

I nodded. “The home of casual dining. Still. You could have just let me stay at Stewie’s and come home with Corey.”

Mom sighed. “You know Corey’s curfew is different from yours.”

“Why? Because he’s a boy?”

“Yes,” said Mom looking annoyed. “We’ve been over this. You have to be extra careful with girls. I knew that even before Lucas brought it up. Did you know I was a teen girl at one time?”

I laughed. “Back when dinosaurs ruled the earth?”

Mom shook her head. “You think you’re funny, don’t you? While you’re getting upset at my first date in fifteen years, how many boys did you meet tonight?”

I started counting on my fingers. “We’ve been married twenty years. Anyway, I met twelve boys tonight. Well, Eleven. Joey doesn’t count. He ran to throw up in the restroom when he tried to ask me out.”

Mom frowned at me. “See? Boys are just throwing themselves at you, and you’re upset about my one man?”

Pointing, I said, “You should be wearing a long black dress along with a black veil, gloves and hat, with sad organ music playing wherever you go for ten years!”

Mom laughed. “I don’t think so, bucko. My astrologer told me to start dating now before I get old. You know, if I play my cards right, Luke just could be your father.”

Shaking my head, I said, “Him saying ‘Diane. I am your father.’ doesn’t have the same ring to it. But all seriousness aside, I most certainly hope not.”

Mom smirked. “Give him time. You’ll love him as much as I do.”

I guffawed.

#

“You left early!” declared Karen over my phone.

I rolled over on my back while lying on my bed. Staring at the ceiling, I said, “Yeah. You can blame my Mom for that. She was in the neighborhood, so she thought she’d interrupt my life.”

“That was weird. Corey and I stayed two more hours. I’d forgotten I was supposed to call my dad to come get us.”

“I just went home and watched YouTube. I was supposed to have gone to bed, but I was still too excited.” I said, playing with my hair.

“You’ve got it bad for that Brian,” said Karen. I could see her grinning at me over the phone.

Twirling my hair, I said, “He’s cute. And so nice. But he has a downside,”

“And what’s that?” asked Karen.

I rolled over onto my front. “My Mom’s dating his dad.”

“No friggin’ way!”

I nodded. “Yep! The universe is conspiring against me.”

Karen chuckled. “Hold on. It might work in your favor.”

“How so?”

Karen paused a moment. “Think about it. I’ll bet he’ll nag his dad to let him see you.”

I rolled back to my back. “I dunno. He’s a real hard ass. Perfect match for my Mom.” What am I saying? I wasn’t a hard ass. Should I have been?

“Well, it’s almost three thirty,” noted Karen. “Time to hit the hay.”

“Yeah. See ya.”

#

“Well, look what the cat drug in.”

I walked into the kitchen and blinked a few times. “Why did you let me sleep so late? I feel disgusted.” It was almost three in the afternoon. The whole day wasted.

“Mom chuckled. “You were pretty well zonked. I thought I’d let you sleep. Want some leftover pizza? The boys ordered it for lunch.”

I looked around. “Where are the boys?”

Mom poured herself a cup of coffee. “Zach drove Corey over to Karen’s house, and then he said he was going to play a round of golf with his buddies.”

“Just us girls, huh?” It struck me that I was barefoot and in the kitchen. At least I wasn’t pregnant.

Mom nodded. “Yep.”

I stuck a couple of pizza slices into the microwave and started warming them up. “Can I ask you a question?”

Mom grinned and said, “You just did.”

I frowned at Mom. “You’re not allowed to make dad jokes.”

“Somebody has to,” she laughed.

I examined the piece of pizza I took out of the microwave. “But seriously. Why are you always on my case? Is it revenge for something?”

Mom pursed her lips and was silent for a long moment. Finally she pointed at the kitchen table. “Let’s sit over here.”

I grabbed a paper towel to set my pizza on and pulled out a chair. Mom did the same.

“Diane. And yes, Diane. David no longer exists. Not even in spirit, really.” She clasped her fingers together and just stared at her hands for a moment.

“I’m sorry you feel like that. And I guess I have been… a bit rough? I’m pretty sure nothing can compare to waking up and finding your whole life has been torn to pieces and every piece thrown into a fire. You didn’t ask to be changed into a teen girl. I know that’s a challenge. But I had my own challenges to face.”

She frowned, looking away for a moment. “You weren’t privy to everything the board demanded because you’re a child. There were behind-the-scenes meetings where the board outlined my obligations. Cromwell wasn’t kidding when he said this wasn’t their first rodeo. Their legal apparatus is huge. They have their fingers in a shit ton of pies. There was no way I could fight it.”

I took a bite of pizza. “Well, what did they say?”

Mom waved her hand dismissively. “Too much to go into. The main thing was that I had a choice. Take on a new daughter, or you disappear. He promised up and down you wouldn’t be killed, but I would never know what happened to you. Cromwell pressured me to seriously consider the second option.”

I laughed nervously. “Well, thank you for not taking that option.”

Mom looked inside her coffee mug and swirled the contents. “Trust me. The team made a compelling argument. But since I loved you, I couldn’t just abandon you.”

I got up and gave Mom a hug. We both started tearing up. She said, “I didn’t want to lose you.”

As I pulled a soda from the fridge, Mom continued, “But taking on an instant thirteen-year-old daughter seemed an impossible task.”

Frowning again, she said, “You’re a babe in the woods. You didn’t grow up in the world as a girl. How do I balance protecting you and still let you have a normal teen’s life? You’d be overwhelmed with no defenses against boys or even other girls. I was so glad when you became friends with Karen. Maybe I was a little harsh at times, but I didn’t have time to grow up as a Mom to a daughter as well.”

I downed a slug from my soda. “I’m glad we’ve cleared the air. For the most part.”

Mom poured herself some more coffee. “I was just trying to protect you. Can you forgive me?”

I finished off my pizza. “Maybe. Can I date now?”

Mom grinned at me. “You like Luke’s son, don’t you?”

I stared at my soda can. “Maybe. But you know, I’m finding more and more boys… um… interesting. No matter how hard I try not to.”

Mom nodded. “Luke suggested maybe some supervised outings.”

I belched an un-ladylike laugh. “Oh, that’d be fun. Captain Lukey uses his Vulcan mind trick ‘Those aren’t the lips you want to kiss…’”

Mom laughed. “I think you meant the Jedi mind trick.”

I frowned. “Whatever.”

Mom took my hands in hers. “Look. He’s really a great guy. You’ll love him too after you get to know him.”

“If you say so, Mom. But can I start dating?”

Mom leaned back and said, “I was going to start letting you date when you start high school. Is that reasonable to you?”

I nodded. “I guess so. Can I start wearing make-up?”

Mom chuckled. “You? You want to wear make-up?”

I shook my head. “Not really. But I don’t want to be the only girl not doing it.”

Mom laughed. “Done. I’ll lift the ban now. But you have to go light.”

I finished off my soda. “I feel like I just lost my mind.”

Mom chuckled. “Let’s go get some ice cream and finally bury David.”

I grinned at Mom. “May he rest in peace.”

#

“Come on, Diane!” called out Mom from the picnic pavilion’s end of the swimming pool. “You have to help!” It’s my birthday. I should be the one being served, not helping. Oh well. Mom’s trying to domesticate me.

Brian laughed and said, “Come on. Let’s eat.”

“I’ll be there in just a second.” I watched Brian run off towards my party. For my fourteenth birthday party… my second fourteenth birthday… I decided to have a swimming party. I stood there for a moment to reflect. How many fourteen-year-olds pause for reflection?

I’m wearing a bikini, for God’s sake. A bikini! Can you imagine?

I stared down at my future, watching Brian, who was back with his dad for the weekend. My future as a girl. A future of dating boys. A future of going to dances, parties and proms. A cheerleader future? Maybe? A future of guys giving me flowers. Of presenting me with a corsage for the big dance. A future of meeting the right man and a white wedding gown. And… and oh my God… having a baby? A future of wearing skirts, high heels and make-up at work.

A whole world of feminine possibilities. Do I want to be another chemical engineer? Actually, not really.

Right now, all I want is a kiss from Brian. I grinned. What more could I ask for?

-The End-
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Chapter 1

“Be seated, everyone.”

We had all stood when Director Wilson entered the conference room. The four of us had been waiting, maybe a bit impatiently, for twenty minutes for the director’s arrival. The conference room the director had booked for our meeting was designed to seat around fifty. Well, true to everything else at BioSynthIndustrialMedical, we certainly go large.

Director Wilson shuffled some papers on the table that he had taken out of his briefcase after he sat down. He sat quietly for several minutes going through the papers in front of him while we just sat and waited. Like the other three, I had my notebook computer open, displaying important notes.

Finally, the director cleared his throat as he shuffled some papers again.

He opened a notebook PC in front of him. “Let’s get this show on the road, shall we? As you all are aware, in two hours I will go before the board at the shareholder meeting to discuss our progress in the nano-technology operations specifically the nano-machines division. We’re spending a lot of shareholder money and the board is interested in seeing some results. Dr. Kumari. Let’s start with you.”

Not hiding his annoyance at being picked on first, Dr. Kumari said, “Thank you, Director Wilson. I’m very pleased to announce a major breakthrough in our nano-particle technology. We have designed an advanced nano-machine, that we feel is six to eight months ahead of our nearest competitor.

“Our little robots, if you will, can survey a patient from the inside, diagnose on its own what is wrong with the patient and then develop a plan of action to repair whatever the problem is, all on their own. The competition’s tech isn’t capable of this yet.”

Director Wilson tapped some keys on this notebook. He didn’t look up, but said, “That’s excellent doctor. You’ve made a lot of progress in the last six months. But that capability will be tougher to sell if we’re not the first to market. How quickly can we turn this into a product?”

Dr. Kumari nodded at another individual seated at the table. “Dr. Nakagawa can address that issue.” Wilson turned his gaze to Dr. Nakagawa.

Dr. Nakagawa sat up straighter and adjusted his tie. He said, “Thank you, Dr. Kumari. All the masks and dies are already in the computer. Once this design is finalized and approved by the board, we can start cranking these nano-machines out by the millions in just a few weeks. Our fabs in Thailand are ready as soon as the project gets a green light.”

Wilson then turned to me. Despite doing this work for years, as an engineer, I still don’t like having the spotlight directed to me. “Mr. Moore. This is your project. Overall, what is your assessment on where we are in our testing? Have we ironed out that glitch that caused several test animals to die?”

I took a deep breath. Why did he have to start with that issue? “Thank you Director Wilson for this opportunity. Yes. That was a minor software glitch. After making the repair to the lab rats, the nano-machines tended to clump and cause a blood clot inside the heart. We corrected the code and that issue won’t happen again.”

Wilson chuckled. “That’s certainly good news. What else do you have?”

I turned my notebook so Wilson could see my data, I said, “The software has been working perfectly in simulations as well as lab rats. The nano-machines rally to the master bots once inserted into the body, identify the problem, say a tumor or a respiratory condition, make the necessary tissue repairs, then stand down and get flushed from the system. This will eliminate most surgery as we know it. We’ve already secured a patent on this technology.

“The competition is nowhere close to our capability. But it is very expensive. In a month, I feel we’ll be ready to begin phase one clinical trials. Our nearest competitor is within three months of performing trials. But they’re not a complete solution like ours. But if they’re first to market, it could hurt our product.”

Wilson stared directly at me. “Just how sure are you of the safety of our product? Two months ago, one of our competitors rushed into a trail and the adverse effects almost shut them down.”

I grunted. “Sir, I’d take it myself. That’s how sure I am.”

Wilson nodded. “I’ll inform the board that we’re ready for trials and should start immediately. Excellent work, everyone. I’m sure the board will be excited.”

#

“Come on in, Mr. Moore,” said Director Wilson after I knocked on his office door. It was late in the afternoon and I had been preparing to head home when I got the director’s call.

I entered his office after knocking. “You needed to see me, sir?”

He waved for me to sit. “Yes. And close the door, please. I have good news and bad news for your project.” This can’t be good, I thought.

I sat down and leaned forward. “I’m guessing you talked to the board?”

Wilson folded his hands in front of him on his desk. He said, “Yes. And they were very impressed. They loved the work all of you have put into the project. However, they rejected starting trials just yet.”

“Rejected? Why?” I asked. “It’s imperative we get started as soon as possible.”

“I agree,” nodded Wilson. “But you haven’t heard yet. NanoHome rushed into clinical trials this week with their flagship product called NanoArmy. It was a disaster. Adverse reactions to every test subject. There were several deaths as well as several lobotomies. So the board wants more testing. NanoHome has shut down development of their product for the foreseeable future.”

I sat up straight. “That’s horrible. But I can guarantee you, our product is safe. If it wasn’t for the regulations, I’d put it on the market today.”

Wilson frowned. “Well, Stan. That’s not going to happen. Research across the industry has been set back. Everyone is suddenly afraid of this tech. I agree we have a solid product. But after more extensive testing, we can apply for clinical trials again.”

I stood up and leaned on Wilson’s desk. “But we’re so close! I know it’s safe!”

Wilson frowned at me. “Go devise a suite of tests so we can prove it without a doubt to the board. You’re dismissed, Stan.”

I left Wilson’s office stewing. These idiots, I thought. We could start saving lives today! I’d trust it with my own life! I paused on my way back to my office. That’s it! I’ll prove it to them all. I hurried to my office.

#

“Are you sure about this, Mr. Moore?” asked my lab assistant. I’d spent the day following my meeting with Dr. Wilson going over my nanite code with a fine tooth comb.

“I’m very sure, Carl. I’ve calculated the dosage and loaded a syringe. The tracking instruments are already scanning. Just poke me my left butt cheek.”

Looking unsure, Carl said, “This has been cleared by management right?”

“I’m project lead,” I said, getting impatient. “You signed the form correct?” He nodded. “That indemnifies you in case something goes wrong.” Of course, there’s no authorization to do this. But we can no longer wait for the bureaucrats. We had to take action now.

Carl cautiously picked up the syringe with an over-sized needed. He sucked in a deep breath as he swabbed the injection site with alcohol. “Last chance to abort,” said Carl as he hovered the syringe over my ass. He looked over at the tracking system with the large, red button labeled “abort.” He looked at me expectantly.

“Do it, Carl. Then check for adverse reactions.” I winced as I received the injection. The solution was rather thick and ice cold. The tracking system started receiving data immediately.

Patient Age: 47 YO

Patient Sex: M

Issue: PSA level 9.7

Diagnosis: Prostate cancer likely

I already knew all that. My doctor gave me the choice of surgery or radiation. I was going to elect surgery, but even that doesn’t guarantee that all cancer cells are removed. My nanites are complete solution.

#

Carl said, “Thank God you came out of that. You were out for an hour. I was getting ready to call for an ambulance.”

I smiled weakly. “I’m glad you resisted.” My fever was gone. On one the tracker’s screen it read:

Prostate cancer removed

I couldn’t wait to verify with my doctor. This was great! The nanomachines should be already being flushed from my system. I sat up and then my vision blurred.

“Carl. What does the screen say? I can’t read it.” My vision was blurry and my eyes itched. The display read, “Issue: Impaired vision.” The next line ready, “Diagnosis: Far-sighted vision. Repairing.”

What the hell? It’s not supposed to do more than one thing. I wouldn’t mind having my vision corrected, but it’s not supposed to do that.

Everything went black. “I’m blind!” I shouted. “Oh my God!”

Carl said calmly, “Maybe it’s because the nanites are working on your eyes.”

“I sure hope so!” I said, panicked. This was crazy.

Just as suddenly, my vision returned. “I can see! Oh wow. Perfect vision!”

Carl said, “They don’t seem to be flushing, like they’re supposed to do.”

I reached up to the tracker. There’s a control to turn the bots off if they malfunction. I pressed the abort operation button several times. Nothing happened.

The screen read, “Issue: Unknown”

“Diagnosis: Unknown”

I suddenly felt feverish all over my body and sick to my stomach. Carl said, “There’s no turning them off, Mr. Moore!”

I blacked out.

###
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