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 Chapter One

 Fidius

LAST JUNE, MY PARENTS JUMPED OFF A ROOF because of a pinky ring.

Beware of jewelry, especially if it’s more than a thousand years old. And definitely beware of your own brain. Imagination is part of life, but also it sucks.

I’m not actually allowed to say “sucks.”

Fidius had imagination. Every bedtime until I was almost six, he curled up on my pillow in his tattered jacket and knee breeches, not too close because touching him could give a person frostbite. Three inches tall, barefoot, and scraggle-haired, he told me about his elegant youth: the beautiful clothes, how everyone insulted each other, what they ate, how popular he was. I dreamed of (a) cockroach fricassee, (b) minuets, (c) winged ladies dressed up like Cinderella.

If you organize your thoughts and assign numbers and/or letters to them, they stop being imagination and turn into scientific inquiry, which is safer.

Fidius lived with us in our Boston apartment, which was the size of a French king’s closet. One day when I was five, I sat in the tiny kitchen with my Winnie-the-Pooh plate empty except for summer squash, all soft and  slimy. “You’ll sit there until you eat it,” my mother said, in Model Mom mode. She left the kitchen so my father could do the dishes like a Model Dad.

“Pssst.” Fidius made a transforming sign, a loopy q. The squash turned into candy corn, which I didn’t love, but anything beats squash. I scooped it into my mouth, realizing too late that Fidius hadn’t done a thing to (a) the taste or (b) the sliminess, only (c) the looks.

“Bleah,” I said.

Fidius cracked up. “That’s what you get for having a sense of taste,” he whispered. He wasn’t mean—there were just things he didn’t understand about being big and warm and human. I gulped my milk and I didn’t feel hurt at all. Not. At. All.

A week later, I scattered three sets of LEGOs over my bedroom floor, organized by shape and color because Fidius was going to make Versailles, the palace of the French kings. Mom said I had to put them all back in the right boxes so she could vacuum. “They’re organized by shape and color,” I told her. “We’re going to make the palace of the French kings.”

“It’s too late to make the palace of the French kings today,” Model Mom said. “You should know that, Fidius.” She wasn’t looking at him—she hardly ever did—so he went all beady-eyed and stuck out his tongue at her. “The two of you, pick up those LEGOs or no macaroni and cheese, just broccoli.”

We ignored her, because it was my room and she wasn’t  the one with a building plan. But then I smelled macaroni and cheese, which is my favorite, and broccoli, which isn’t. Mom yelled, “I’m coming in there now. Those LEGOs better be picked up, dang it.” She didn’t actually say “dang it.” She always uses a swear word that means exactly the same thing and yet I can’t repeat it until I’m sixteen. This makes no sense but what can you do.

Anyway, Mom was coming and Versailles was all over the floor. Fidius flew around and moved his pointy fingers in a “go away” sign, like brushing a spider off your sleeve. One by one, the piles of LEGOs disappeared. “Whoa. It worked,” Fidius said, so low I almost didn’t hear. He sounded surprised.

“Where’d they go?” I panicked, because he didn’t sound like he knew what he was doing.

“They’re still there. Or somewhere.”

“What happens when she vacuums? Will she suck them all up because she can’t see them?” I felt around with my hand, but there was only carpet.

Fidius’s iridescent wings turned mud color. “Am I a magus?” he snapped. That’s what his people call a scientist, and talking about magi made him cranky. “I don’t know where they went.” But then his wings lightened; some faint purples and pinks appeared. His thin lips stretched in an almost-smile, the closest he ever got to an expression on his pale, pointy face. “Don’t worry, Turpina. They’re pretending to be gone. It’s a trick of the eye.”

Fidius almost always called me Turpina—my last  name with an a stuck on the end, which made it a girl’s name in Latin, his first language. When I annoyed him he used my full name, Melissa Angelica Turpin, which he said was “of lineage,” although he never explained what that meant.

He pronounced “Turpin” in French, his second language, with not much r and absolutely no n—“Tooghh-peh,” kind of. Grand-père pronounced it that way too. Dad said “Turr-pinn,” with as many r’s and n’s as he could shove in there.

Fidius tried to be helpful. One time he fixed a hole in my jeans before my mom saw it, but the hole opened again ten minutes later. He said he was too lonely and depressed to make a spell last. That’s why he was all raggedy—he had some magic in him, but not enough.

He made My Little Pony come alive and gallop around the room for five whole minutes, which was cool except that she ate a hole in my Wild Things bedspread and pooped squishy blue plastic BBs, and when the magic died she didn’t have any tail left. I started to cry and Fidius laughed.

“Bring back her tail,” I sobbed. “You can do it. You’re a fairy.”

Fidius whirred at me, wings darkening, tiny, sharp fingers curled into claws. “Fairies!” he snarled. “Figments!” His frigid fingers were an inch from my eyes.

I cowered and that lightened him up, wings and all. “We are not fairies, Melissa Angelica Turpin,” he said.  “We are Small Persons with Wings.” He went out to the living room to watch the DVD player open and close, so I was the one who had to clean up all the blue plastic poop, and my pony never got her tail back.

I never saw anyone love appliances as much as Fidius did. “Electricity is the same as magic, Turpina,” he said, “except it doesn’t decay your body.” I didn’t know what he meant by that, and he wouldn’t explain because he was too busy posing for himself in the mirror. He unfurled his wings in towering iridescent glory, the shimmery pearls and blues and golds catching the light and improving it.

He always expected you to gasp when he unfurled his wings. And I’m sure I always did, always.

Wings have to be groomed. Fidius pulled them through his sharp fingers, the way a bird pulls a feather through its beak. They flowed through his hands as if they were liquid, the colors rippling and swirling like oily puddles at a gas station when you stir them with a stick. Imagine having something so beautiful on your body, and you’d flap them and they’d carry you up into the air.

No, don’t imagine any such thing. It doesn’t happen. It’s not real. Item A on the list of made-up stuff.

It was my fault that Fidius went away. One day he was sleeping on my pillow and disappearing the Cheerios off the floor, the next he was gone and I had a little china guy that looked like him except he had a chipped elbow and no wings. I talked to the china guy as if he were alive, even though I knew he wasn’t. Not for one minute did I  think that little guy was anything but china, with that stupid painted smile.

I remember every second of Fidius’s last day, and I do think a lot of it really happened.

Nobody said not to talk about him. Nobody said, Talking about a little guy with iridescent wings won’t get you invited to Janine Henry’s birthday party, won’t help you ride a bike, won’t take away your excess vocabulary. You will still be not-skinny with not-blond curls and say “not necessarily” and “who’s SpongeBag SquarePants?”

It was the stupid birthday party that set me off. Everybody in kindergarten was going except me and Marshy Talbot, who threw up every time she ate ice cream and insisted on eating it anyway. They were going to Janine’s on the school bus Friday, and all the parents had to write notes saying that was okay. Except mine and Marshy’s.

Marshy cried, but I didn’t. Did. Not. When Inez Whatsername asked me right out loud if I was going—she knew I wasn’t invited—I said I had something important to do.

“Oh yeah? What?”

Everybody kept doing their puzzles of the fifty states, but they all were listening. I didn’t decide to say it, I heard the lie coming out of my mouth: “It’s Fidius’s birthday too. He is my priority.”

“What does that mean, prioriddy?” Inez knew perfectly well that I couldn’t define half the words I used. I couldn’t define this one either, and I turned red.

“If something is a priority, that means it’s important,” the teacher’s aide said, being nice.

“Fidius has wings,” I said. “And he’s teeny and he cleans up my Cheerios.”

“So he’s a f-a-a-a-i-i-iry,” Inez said, and everybody hooted like a streetful of car alarms.

“A Small Person with Wings,” I said.

“Fat Mellie has a fairy friend!” That was Inez again, chanting. “Fat Mellie, Fat Mellie has a fairy, fairy, fairy!”

“Fairy Fat,” Janine screamed.

“Fairy Fat, Fairy Fat,” they all chanted. It took a full five minutes for the teacher’s aide to calm them down.

“Hey, hey, hey,” she said. “We all have imaginary friends.”

“He’s real,” I said. “He vanishes dirt and turns squash into candy corn.”

“That must be why you’re so fat,” Janine said. “Too much candy corn.”

“I’m not fat. I will grow into my grandeur.” My mom told me that when I started school and found out my family was officially overweight. I was an alien from Round World stranded on The Skinny Planet.

I couldn’t define “grandeur,” but it sounded all right to me.

“What’s grandeur?” Inez screamed. I returned to my puzzle and pretended I was deaf. Inez was inconsequential, which means she didn’t matter.

At recess, Mina Cardoza and three other girls cornered me by the swings, but they didn’t poke me in the belly like usual. “Do you really have a fairy at your house?” Mina asked.

“A Small Person with Wings,” I said.

“What does he look like?” another girl asked.

I told them about Fidius’s raggedy clothes and beautiful wings and the LEGOs and I don’t remember what else. They sat with me at snack and story time, voted for me to put the sun-and-clouds sticker up on the weather report board. As we tidied up the classroom before the bus they grumbled at Janine because I wasn’t coming to her party.

“She can come if she wants,” Janine said, but I couldn’t because I didn’t have a note for the bus driver. When Marshy and I got off the bus at the Shady Acres Day Care stop, all the girls hugged me good-bye except Janine and Inez. Marshy was bawling, and nobody hugged her.

“Bring your fairy on Monday, okay?” Mina whispered. “You’re my best friend.”

I spent the whole time at day care trying to figure out what had just happened to me. Up to that year Mom and Dad had shared one teaching job, so I spent all my time with one or the other of them or with Fidius. When I got old enough for kindergarten, my parents each took a full-time job in the industrial arts department of Alton H. Blackington High School and cast me into the world.

I’d never had anything interesting to tell the other kids before. When it was my turn for show-and-tell, I brought in my mom’s palm sander and found out that I had no idea what it did.

During nap time at the day care center that afternoon, it dawned on me that not everyone had fairies living with them. I imagined the whole class and the teachers spell-bound at show-and-tell, while Fidius groomed his wings and vanished the craft aprons. I imagined my next birthday party, to which I would invite everyone except Janine and Inez. Mina would sit next to me because she was my best friend.

“Did you have a good day at school?” my mom asked driving home.

“Yeah,” I said, with more feeling than she was used to.

“Really? That’s great. What happened?”

There was no simple way to explain. “Nothing.”

“But what was so good about it?”

“We had cupcakes for snack.”

She frowned, and gave me the lecture about food not being recreation, even though we both knew when we got home we’d sit down with Dad and eat one chocolate chip cookie apiece. We’d break off pieces and pretend each one was a whole cookie.

“I know all about food not being recreation, Mom.”

She snorted. “You’re not supposed to achieve that tone of voice for another seven or eight years.” She’s always complaining about how rude teenagers are. But even at  five I knew Mom liked a girl to stand up for herself. I hoped she never saw the way I was at school.

I couldn’t wait to tell Fidius that Mina was my best friend, and that he was coming to school with me Monday.

The walls of my room were a jungle. Fidius waved his hand and the palm trees swayed in a breeze. I lifted my face to feel the breeze on it, but there wasn’t one. It was all pretend.

“Look quick,” Fidius said. “I can’t keep this going for long.”

I wandered around admiring my private jungle. Pretty soon it all faded into my dad’s plain cheery yellow paint. I didn’t care, because now I could tell Fidius about my day. I didn’t tell about not being invited to Janine’s party—I didn’t want him to look down on me, since he’d told me he was so popular at home. I made it sound like everybody was talking about their pets and I happened to mention him.

I don’t know why I thought it was a good idea to compare him to a pet.

He was curled up on my pillow. Before I finished talking he unfurled his wings with an angry fwap! and flitted around like a wasp, banging off of things. His wings were brown as mud, mud, mud.

“I didn’t mean a pet pet.” I ducked as he buzzed past my head. “I didn’t mean to say anything about you at all. It just came out.” Zip! Zoom! “But you have to come to school with me Monday, so I can show them—”

He hovered in front of my nose, wings beating. “I am not your servant. I am your secret.”

“Why? Why are you my secret?”

He put his hand on the end of my nose, kept it there until it froze me so much it burned. He made a swoopy gesture with the other hand, stared into my right eye.

A memory burst into my head, but it wasn’t mine. I was trapped in a jar, no room even to unfurl my wings. A boy’s nose and eyes appeared, huge. A girl said, “What is it? Give it to me a sec.” Hands fought for the jar, and I crashed from side to side. I pounded my fists against the glass.

The memory faded. “I’m sorry,” I said.

“You take me for granted. You think everyone has a Small Person with Wings making magic for them. And now you betray me, as the large always betray the small.”

“I don’t take you for granted.” But I kind of did, and we both knew it. I felt I’d broken something that couldn’t be repaired, and I was scared of what might happen next. It never occurred to me that he might leave. I couldn’t remember a life without him.

He slept on my pillow that night, wings all calm and colorful, and the next day he was gone, leaving the little china guy in his place.

I stayed in my room almost the whole weekend, waiting for Fidius to come back. My insides felt like sawdust. I couldn’t believe he’d leave for good because I did one stupid thing. Sunday night I almost smashed the little  china guy to wipe the smirk off his rosebud lips, but then I couldn’t because he was a present from Fidius.

Mom and Dad came in not looking at each other, always a sign of trouble. They sat on my bed and waited for me to talk.

“He’s gone,” I said. “And it’s because of something I did. He made a frostbite handprint on my nose. And he left me this china thing.”

“Don’t break it,” Mom said. She reads minds. “You’ll be glad to have it later.”

“It always seems like it’s your fault when they go,” Dad said. “But it isn’t. Fidius left in his own good time.”

“This happened to you before?”

“It always happens. Life goes on and gets better.”

“You’ll have to eat squash on your own, that’s all,” Mom said.

“Or you could cook something that wasn’t yucky,” I said.

She smiled. “There’s always that possibility.”

On Monday morning I woke up with a knot in my stomach and tears behind my eyelids. I’d never cared before, but I’d been popular for half a day on Friday and I was hooked. In desperation, I took the china guy to school.

Normally everybody would have spent Monday talking about Janine’s birthday party. But it turned out that the kids had spent Janine’s entire party talking about my fairy, wondering what would happen Monday. They expected  me to come in with some little creature on my shoulder.

I would have given anything to have had Fidius on my shoulder. I felt like throwing up.

The classroom went silent long before it was supposed to. Everybody was in their assigned seats, and every single person was looking at me, even the teacher and her aide. Their eyes tingled my neck as I rummaged in my backpack.

I pulled out the sad little china guy, made myself turn to face them. I discovered I had nothing to say. I stared at my toes.

“Is he here?” Mina said, nearly breathless. “Is that him in your hand?”

I made myself look up, and the first person I saw was Janine. Our eyes met, and in that instant we both knew everything. She knew I didn’t have a fairy on me. I knew she’d never let anyone forget this moment.

“We had a fight,” I whispered.

“Speak up, Mellie,” the teacher said.

I didn’t want to speak up. Speaking up was going to suck.




 Chapter Two

 Pigs in Slush

I SHOWED THEM THE CHINA GUY. I spoke up, but the furnace blower was on, so maybe no one would hear. “Fidius is gone, but he left me this. It looks like him.”

They heard. The world stopped while the class gawked at the stupid china guy.

“That’s him?” Janine hooted. “That’s your fairy? That’s not real. He doesn’t even have wings.”

I was not going to cry. Was. Not. “It’s not really him. He was here, but now he—”

“I knew it,” Inez said. “I knew she didn’t have a fairy. Fairy Fat.”

“I don’t get it,” Mina said, her face all scrunched up as if she might cry. “Why did she tell us she had a fairy if she didn’t?”

“I did have one,” I said. “I promise, really, I really did.” Mina scowled at me. I could tell she’d lied about being my best friend.

“I have a dinosaur model,” a kid yelled. I think his name was Anthony. “Six dinosaur models.”

Everybody blinked at him, then realized what he was saying. “Oooo, Anthony,” Inez screamed, approving. “That means you have six real dinosaurs.”

“I have a real live miniature elephant and Thor and Merlin,” somebody else yelled. Everybody was standing up and whooping and hollering about what animals and supernatural beings they had living with them at home. Mina and her real friend Whatsis started poking me in the stomach so hard I almost did puke.

The teacher’s aide made everybody sit down and zip their lips and keep their hands to themselves. Being rescued by a grown-up was the final humiliation. I returned the china guy to my backpack, wrapped in my recess sweater. I was not crying, although I stood there with my face in my cubby for a long time to make sure.

I promised myself I would never talk about Fidius ever again. But I didn’t realize then what an enemy I’d made of Janine when I’d wrecked her birthday party. As long as Janine was around, nobody at Barbee O. Carleton Elementary and Middle School would ever forget about me pretending I had a fairy at home. Which meant I couldn’t forget it either.

“How’s the fake fairy?” Janine started asking when I got on the bus, every single day. “Has he grown wings yet?”

I tried to explain—again—that the china guy (a) wasn’t Fidius and (b) was a present Fidius left behind. But before I got out a whole sentence, Janine and Inez would start chanting “Fairy Fat” and the whole bus would join them, even Mina.

By the time we started first grade, everybody called  me Fairy Fat, or sometimes FF or Effy. Mostly I ignored them, but when somebody confronted me about it I had to say Fidius was real. I mean, didn’t I? I didn’t want to let him down. It felt like our honor was at stake.

This began to annoy people, I guess. I guess when you’re round and curly and not blond, you should learn to fade yourself into the background.

One gym day in second grade, I walked out of the girls’ locker room to see Inez standing there running the water in the drinking fountain to make it extra cold. “You’ll get a cold water headache,” I said.

She grinned, never a good sign. “I won’t. Go, Benny.” Somebody grabbed me and he and Inez shoved my face into the icy water. It went up my nose and down my front—I could breathe through my mouth, but I almost forgot how because of the way my nose was freezing, inside and out. They held me there and held me there, and boy, did I get a cold water headache.

They did this every single gym class, three days a week. Mr. MacClaren looked at me funny because I was wet all down my front, but he never said anything and he never saw because the fountain was around the corner from where he stood and blew his whistle.

I was a Stoic, like these ancient Greeks I read about who believed emotion opens you up to misfortune. I learned to relax and shut my mind down when Benny grabbed me, easy-peasy, and pretty soon it was over for the day.

It was a relief when our classroom teacher, Mrs. Whipple,  got sick of hearing about Fidius and brought in Ms. Appleby, the school counselor, to rid me of an Unhealthy Fixation. Ms. Appleby smiled like a horse, with all of her gums showing, and asked me did I mind missing a couple of gym classes a week. I did not mind. I wanted to keep her interested so I could keep missing gym class.

At first, she asked me about my family every single week, as if there was going to be something amazing and new. There was never much to say about my parents, who were shop teachers by day and artists the rest of the time. They wanted to be full-time artists. They split all the household chores. Sometimes my mom was the boss, sometimes Dad, but mostly Mom when you thought about it.

Ms. Appleby approved of all that.

One day, desperate for something to tell her, I added that my dad didn’t drink any alcohol. Ms. Appleby asked why that was, and I said because of Grand-père, who owned the Agawam Inn and Bishop’s Miter Pub in lovely, seaside Baker’s Village, forty-five minutes northeast of Boston. Dad said Grand-père was a bad example to us all, but especially him.

“We went to visit him,” I told Ms. Appleby. “We pulled up to the curb and he threw old whiskey bottles out of an upstairs window and they smashed all over the sidewalk. Mom said that’s it, we’re not going back there until the crazy old coot sobers up and apologizes.”

Grand-père stories always scored big for my parents  at the Friday night potluck—their friends loved that he was in the French Foreign Legion and came home with a French wife and a bad temper. But Ms. Appleby pinched up her face and said I was being disrespectful to the elderly, which didn’t seem fair because (a) she was the one who asked and (b) it actually happened.

After a month or so, Ms. Appleby decided it was time to bring in my parents. I kept insisting that Fidius was real—I mean, I did have that frostbite handprint on my nose and it tingled sometimes in the winter, and where else would it have come from?

Ms. Appleby refused to look at it close enough to see that it looked like a hand.

“Such an imagination,” she said. When I left her office that day I went into the girls’ bathroom and shredded a roll of toilet paper into the wastebasket until I calmed down.

My parents made an appointment for a Thursday, three fifteen, after the last bus. They would have to leave the high school fifteen minutes early to get there on time, but Dad said he’d do anything to get a look at Ms. Appleby. I’d told him about the horse smile.

Mom took a change of clothes to school, her usual drapey stuff in cool colors that make her look like a queen even though she’s round with curly brown hair like an extra-large cherub. Dad’s round and bald and wears the same wire rims as Mom because they got a deal. But he has a honker like Julius Caesar, which could be mistaken  for grandeur in the right circumstances. He wore a tie that day, and there was hardly any paint on his pants.

I was sure they had told Ms. Appleby that they knew Fidius too. I was looking forward to the three of us telling Ms. Appleby to widen her horizons and smell the coffee.

“I wanted to talk to all three of you together,” Ms. Appleby said when they arrived. “Can anyone tell me why?” Mom stiffened, because Ms. Appleby sounded as if all three of us were in the second grade instead of just me, and that is not the way you talk to Veronica Sanford Turpin.

Dad put his hand on Mom’s knee and said, “Why don’t you tell us, Ms. Appleby?”

“Mellie is a smart and imaginative girl,” Ms. Appleby said. “But I do think enough is enough when it comes to the little man with the wings. I get the sense that Mellie really believes in him. This does her no good with her peer group, and may become Unhealthy.”

“What do you want us to do about it?” Mom asked.

“It’s clear Mellie respects your opinions. I need you to tell her that this little man exists only in her imagination, that she made him up to substitute for real human friends.”

Mom stayed in her chair, but in spirit she rose up on her webbed feet and flapped her wings like a mother swan. “I do not choose to tell her any such thing. Mellie can make up her own mind about her imaginary friend.”

“Kids grow out of them on their own,” Dad said. “I’ve been teaching high school for fifteen years, and I have yet to encounter a teenager who still believes in an imaginary friend.”

“Me neither,” Mom said. “I think we should let nature take its course.”

For a second, I was happy they were standing up to Ms. Appleby. But then I realized what they were saying. They were saying Fidius wasn’t real. That he was my imagination.

I fingered the end of my nose. “I have a frostbite handprint.”

Ms. Appleby blew air out of her mouth. “I keep hearing about this frostbite handprint. What is that all about?”

“I’ll thank you to maintain a civil tone when talking about my daughter,” Mom said. “Particularly when she’s sitting right here.”

“Mom, I have a frostbite handprint. It’s real.”

Dad patted my shoulder. “Of course it is, honey.”

“No!” I stood up. “I don’t want you to say stuff to make me feel better. You knew Fidius. He made squash into candy corn.”

Dad looked miserable. “Honey—”

Something physical happened to me then, as if somebody ran an eraser across whole sentences in my brain and wrote in new ones. My parents and I always pretended we believed in Santa Claus even though we didn’t. It flashed on me then that Fidius . . . that Fidius . . .

Wasn’t real either.

My innards were gone. Fidius was gone. Part of my life—the good part—gone, gone.

I made him up. He’s a china guy with a stupid smile. I deserved to have my head pushed into a fountain. I was nuts.

I forgot Ms. Appleby was there. All I had were Mom, Dad, and what used to be my friend Fidius. “Daddy, am I nuts?” I never called him Daddy.

Mom made a choking noise. Dad surged up, hugged me hard. “No, honey, no, no, no.”

Mom grabbed my elbow, flapped it. “It’s perfectly normal, Mellie. Perfectly normal.”

My head was jammed against Dad’s chest, facing Ms. Appleby. She smiled like a sympathetic yet self-satisfied member of the equine species. “That’s enough for today,” she said. “We’ll meet at our regular time Monday, all right, Mellie?”

The next morning on the bus, when Janine asked if my fake fairy had wings yet, I did not explain for the gazillionth time about the china guy being a present from Fidius. I said, “You don’t still believe in that fairy, do you?” I grabbed an empty seat and counted telephone poles all the way to school, fighting the feeling—still—that I was being a traitor to Fidius.

I had three enemies at that moment: Ms. Appleby, Janine, and Fidius, who still hadn’t left my mind. I could see him. I could hear him talk. If I rubbed my nose, the  frozen handprint burned. My imagination was fooling my entire, physical body.

Fidius wasn’t my friend anymore. Fidius scared me.

As second grade became third, I figured out who the real enemy was, and it wasn’t Ms. Appleby and it wasn’t Fidius. It was my own brain, with my imagination rampaging around in there like King Kong in that old movie my dad watches.

I knew I had to control the beast. I had to stop day-dreaming about Fidius, stop making up stories to put myself to sleep. I would read fake stories at school because I had to, but at no other time. My loves would be addition and subtraction, order and alphabets, geography. Nature studies. Lists.

I was still Fairy Fat. I was round and clumsy and vocabulary-enhanced, and I had my head in the drinking fountain every gym class until Mr. MacClaren caught on and started keeping an eye on Benny. But someday I would leave Barbee O. Carleton Elementary and Middle School, and I would start over. I would grow up to be an extremely successful ... I don’t know, scientist or tycoon or something. Janine and Inez would be cobblers or beggars or washerwomen.

That was something to look forward to.

From that time on, I was a new person. I spent recess organizing the classroom crayons by size and color. I became the best speller in my class. I absorbed grammar and punctuation. After a long day of refusing to enjoy  Roald Dahl, I taught myself to multiply and divide. I memorized biological classifications in Latin, down to genus and species.

You can’t avoid imagining things entirely. One recess in fourth grade I alphabetized my class’s Laura Ingalls Wilder books by title. (This caused a furor a week later when Mina found out she’d read the fifth book first.) One of the book jackets sent me jolting across the prairie in a covered wagon, and I found myself wondering if Fidius could have made my room into a sod cabin.

I developed a defense for these moments. If I caught myself wandering off, I’d mutter “Fairy Fat.” That reminded me how everything imaginary—Fidius, SpongeBag Whatsisname, Laura and Mary in the Big Woods—can suck you into believing in them and ruin your life.

My parents didn’t know what to think about my new personality. You can see why. There they were painting pictures and watching King Kong, and one day their daughter had alphabetized the spice rack and wouldn’t read fairy tales and had a list of Real but Unbelievable Things, from artichokes through sumo wrestlers to the Venus flytrap.

“Sheesh, Mellie,” Dad said, “you’re going to make a great scientist. Or maybe an accountant.” He was bewildered.

My parents fought back. They started Family Movie Night on Fridays, with pizza (vegetarian, no extra cheese). I sat through every Walt Disney movie ever made, plus  The Wizard of Oz and a gazillion others, each more imaginative than the last.

I fought back too, and as a result I can tell you that The Wizard of Oz uses the word “witch” sixty-two times, “heart” thirty times, “brain” twenty-five times, and “courage” nineteen times.

They fought harder. Dad gave me a huge book about Edgar Degas, this French painter from the late 1800s who believed people should be plump. The name’s pronounced “Day-gah.” There’s a ballerina he did, she’s having a great time dancing and yet there’s this light coming up from the floor that hits her face in a way that makes your stomach jump. Which is a figure of speech—your stomach doesn’t do that physically.

I became very, very interested in art, and Dad and Mom joyfully bought me every secondhand art book they could come up with. But then I started a scrapbook of selected post-Renaissance artists in chronological order, with subcategories for religious, mythological, and civic subject matter. Did you know that the Mona Lisa was stolen for two whole years? Well, she was. And Pablo Picasso (1881- 1973) created more than 20,000 works of art.

When Dad saw my scrapbook he went silent for several minutes and said, “Sheesh.”

Mom put me in Girl Scouts. I got eighty-four badges and went to Maine for Girl Scout camp two weeks every summer. I made friends at camp, where they celebrated nerds, but they all lived two hours away.

Marshy Talbot, who had thick glasses and the skimpiest hair you ever saw, tried to be friends for a while. But she was as stupid as everyone else and obsessed with Japanese cartoons.

I was better off alone. I was happy. I was fine.

As fourth grade became fifth, and sixth ran into seventh, the other kids in school got so they really hated me. I was the spelling and geography champ and aced Science Fair. The teachers gave up on making me read stories, and let me be some math/science/art history freak. I often recited interesting tidbits from the lives of Degas and Cézanne and van Gogh.

For example: Degas’ relatives called themselves “de Gas” because having a “de” in front of your name makes you sound noble in France. I figured the whole class would laugh at that because of, you know, “gas.” This turned out to be one of the times when everyone pretended I wasn’t there.

They all wanted to be on my team in Science Brainiac, though. In seventh grade, when we won and were cheering, Benny gave me a one-armed hug, so quick that nobody noticed and afterward I wondered if it had happened. Benny was tall with blue eyes and freckles, and wasn’t totally stupid. That night I kept waking up and feeling his arm around me and this electric zing.

The next morning I met him at the classroom door and looked him in the eye and smiled. He said, “What’re you so happy about, Fairy Fat?” and muscled past me into the room.

Marshy’s mom told her that boys were not to be trusted. I could see what she meant.

Seventh grade was the year Janine and Inez started wearing eye makeup and push-up bras, which could be considered a victory for them. They kissed boys and Janine had hot pink streaks in her straight blond hair. I wore an undershirt rather than a fake bra like Alice Whatsername, who was as flat as me. I kept my hair short and curly and brown, and wore T-shirts and a sweatshirt with a hood. My nose had turned into a Julius Caesar honker like Dad’s, which Mom kept telling me I’d appreciate when I grew into my grandeur. But I wasn’t growing into anything now, except maybe size fourteen.

Somehow everybody in my class knew I didn’t have my period yet, which gave Inez the idea of sticking a tampon in my back pocket as I was getting up to do a math problem at the board.

I heard everybody giggling and it dawned on me that I had something in my pocket. So I reached around and pulled out the tampon and examined it, because at first I didn’t know what it was. That brought the house down. I was about to rip open the wrapper when our teacher Mr. Higgins swooped down on me, grabbed the tampon, and threw it away.

“Grow up, you barbarians,” he said. But he was trying not to laugh too.

By that time I’d figured out what the stupid thing was and was trying to pretend it was funny, but also I  was Titian red. (Titian, who actually was named Tiziano Vecellio, lived in Italy in the 1500s and painted a lot of naked round ladies with red hair and got a color named after him.)

“You can sit down if you want, Mellie,” Mr. Higgins said. But I was a Stoic. I turned my back on them all and worked on the math problem until I was winter-pale again. Got it right too.

At lunchtime an hour later, I was at the little kids’ end of the school, sitting on a bench against a wall steaming with March sunshine. I was leafing through my Degas book, my refuge in times of stress and tampons. It had snowed overnight, and I could hear the other kids in my class having a slush-ball fight around the corner.

“Hey, Effy,” Janine said, sitting down on my left. Inez sat down on my right. They had on too much competing perfume. I sneezed, managing to close my Degas book first so I didn’t get any snot on Musicians in the Orchestra.

“Nice math problem,” Janine said.

Inez snickered. “Yeah. Guess you never saw a Tampax before, huh?”

I didn’t open my Degas book again because I didn’t want to draw their attention to it. I had a bad feeling.

“So what’s in that book, anyways?” Janine asked. “That’s the de Gas man, right?”

I made sure my rubber boots were flat on the pavement, ready to run. “Don’t even ask. You’d never understand, any of you.”

Janine reached for the Degas book. Her mittens were soaked, filthy with slush-ball grunge. I jerked the book away from her and ran. But I was soft and clumsy, and they were basketball stars with eye shadow. They caught me at the jungle gym, shoved me into the monkey bars. The Degas book flew out of my hands and splashed into a puddle.

“Wooo,” Benny yelled. “Lookit Fairy Fat.” I clung to the monkey bars, watched the pages of my Degas book darken with the wet, the book jacket half off, floating.

“She said we were stupid,” Janine crowed. “All of us.”

A slush ball hit me in the back of the head, ran down my neck. I wasn’t crying, was not going to cry. More slush hit the side of my head, but I would not wipe it off my face. I watched my Degas book, willing the moisture not to reach Prima Ballerina.

A slush ball hit the floating book jacket, submerged it. Slush balls exploded on the ground all around me and my book.

“Aw,” Inez said. “Poor Fairy Fat.” Another slush ball hit the dirt.

“Recess is almost over, leave her alone,” somebody said, maybe Mina Cardoza.

“Hey!” somebody else yelled. Mr. Higgins. “Get off her, you little . . .” He used a word I’m not allowed to use until I’m eighteen because it’s biological and not usually the best word for the occasion. It was the perfect word for this occasion.

The playground went quiet. I picked up my Degas book, tried to wipe it on my coat. The book jacket fell apart in my hands. Water ran out from between the pages.

“Maybe we can dry it off.” That was Marshy, who still thought she could eat ice cream.

I couldn’t look up because I might, after all, be crying a little. I stared at the toe of Janine’s yellow boot.

Before my eyes, it turned into a cloven hoof, attached to a pink, hairy leg. This surprised me so much that I did look up.

Everyone, including Mr. Higgins, was a bright pink pig on its hind legs, all dressed except for having no shoes. The image lasted a second and then they were themselves again.

Inez looked sick. “Hey . . .” she said to Janine, “did you see something weird?”

“No,” Janine said. “No, I did not. I didn’t. No.”

“I didn’t either,” Benny said, pale as popcorn.

Mr. Higgins sat down in the snow on the end of the slide and got his pants all wet.
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