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 Me

My name is Penelope Yeager, Lopi for short. I appear normal—normal for a sixteen-year-old American girl, that is. I live with a single mother who is still young and beautiful, more beautiful than I will ever be. My father left when I was six, after the accident. He moved across the country and I haven’t seen him since. Viv says he has a new wife and two new children. He’s moved on with a new life. I can’t say I blame him.

Viv, my mother, has moved on by filling her life with activity and people, covering the memory with various substances, both legal and illegal, forcing herself by any means to be happy. I think she is in denial.

I have not moved on.

 


I look like nothing special. Longish brown hair, a smattering of freckles, thin lips that I wish were fuller, breasts a little larger than I’d like, hips a little narrow, but in general an okay body. I’m nothing to write home about, but 
I’m nothing freakish either. If I put my hair up in a ponytail I can pass for a lacrosse player, if I leave it stringy I can pass for a druggie, if I put it in pigtails and wear a baggy shirt I can pass for about twelve, and if I puff it up, wear a little makeup, and stick my chest out I can maybe pass for a college student. However, I am none of these things.

 Anyway, it’s not my looks or my body that dissatisfies me (most of the time)—it’s my thinking. Mainly I can’t stop thinking. Sometimes I want things so badly, all I can do is long for them until I get really, really sad.

I think that my mind must be different from others’. I don’t know how people can be so together, so calm and happy all the time. I don’t believe them. Take my mother, for instance. She appears happy, but how can she be, really? Her life has been full of tragedy. There are times when I am sitting there reading a book or studying for a math test, watching TV even, and my mind is off in a thousand places. Really what I am doing is trying not to think, but I can’t help it. I think about the future, what I’d rather be doing, what could happen. I think about school and how things have shifted this year, how all I want to do is get out. I think about my friends and how I don’t really have any anymore, except for Toad and that’s changing—all we do is bicker like an old married couple, and we’ve never even been boyfriend and girlfriend.

Basically, I think about my life a lot, and sometimes to make my life better, I make things up. I think about how I want someone that I can talk to, really, really talk to. I’d like to see a shrink, but Viv says we can’t afford one and that it’s unnecessary for me, yet she sees one regularly. I 
saw one once when I was eight, but now Viv thinks I am doing fine. I am good at pretending.

 And then there’s sex. A lot of what I think about these days is sex. How to get it, if I want it, who I want it with. They say teenage boys are obsessed, but I think I have them beat hands down. Ha. Hands down, get it? See how my mind works? I have fantasy scenes going on a good part of the time in my head. If I could just find someone to connect with—really deeply connect with, the rest wouldn’t matter so much. If I could only be touched all the way down to my soul, now that would be something.
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 Things I Want

1. To get out of this town, get out of the prison they call high school, get away from my crazy mother.

2. To have sex before I leave home.

3. To love someone. Really, really love him. Be able to say “I love you” a thousand times a day if I want without worrying that I am too much in love. (I don’t know if number two and number three are simultaneously possible—somehow I doubt it. That’s okay. I think I’d be too embarrassed to tell the person I loved that I was inexperienced, even though ideally it shouldn’t matter. Ah, the hypocrisy of life.)

4. To get my driver’s license, and not freak out every time I get in the driver’s seat.


 5. To stop thinking about what happened ten years ago. I was only six.

6. I want my mother to be happy. It may not seem like I want this, since sometimes I can’t stand my mother, but if she were really, truly happy she might be more like the mother she used to be, and then maybe, just maybe, I could be happy too.
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 Escape from Prison

It is a warm, cloudless end-of-summer morning. I bike to the high school for my meeting. The meeting that will decide my future, my immediate future, anyway—who knows what effect it could have in the long run.

The idea is to get out of high school. High school is not for me. The rules, the structure, the grades. It’s not that I am lazy or stupid. I don’t want to sleep all day, like some kids I know. I happen to actually do better when I am in charge of my own time. I am a decent student; I just hate being in school. College has to be better. At least in college I can decide what I want to take and meet with teachers who actually care.

The cliques are what get to me in high school. There is a group for everyone: the jocks, the druggies, the nerds, the weirdos, the hippies, the intellectuals, the oversexed, the undersexed, the sexually confused, the band geeks, the art goths, the drama losers. There’s even a group termed the nothings.

Sometime last year I figured I would either have to drop 
out of school altogether or manage to escape a year early. If I have to stay in this prison any longer, who knows what I’d do. I’m not saying I’m one of those crazy, creepy kids who would blow up the school, but I can’t say I haven’t thought about it. I think every kid has that fantasy—or at least that the school will blow up spontaneously. There is a part of all teenagers that maybe, just maybe, understands that desire. Sometimes the only difference between good and evil is what we do with it. I figure the best thing is to get my sentence reduced.

 Last year, I calculated that by the end of three years I’d have almost enough credits to graduate. The only class required all four years is English. If I took English over the summer I could take senior English this year.

I proposed this to the principal, Mrs. Miller, last spring. “It’s possible,” she’d said. “Take the summer class and come back before school starts and we’ll see.”

So I took Mrs. V.O.’s summer English class. It was mostly filled with students who had failed previously and needed to make it up, so she gave me a lot of outside assignments. It actually turned out to be great. I could read and write papers and work with her independently at my own pace. This is how I want learning to be. I don’t want to sit in a class and listen to idiots.

It also gave me the perfect excuse not to have to hang out with Viv. Studying is the one excuse she will usually accept. She always wants me to do things with her, but then she ignores me. It’s as if she needs me there so she isn’t alone, but if someone better (i.e., a guy) comes along, she forgets me. I used to feel sorry for her so I hung out 
with her no matter what. But now I want my own life and my own friends. I want her to be okay, but I want to be okay too.

 There are five adults in the principal’s office when I arrive. Mrs. Miller, Mr. Oswald, the vice principal, Ms. Stein, the guidance counselor, Mrs. V.O., and Mr. Koch, the PE teacher. I don’t know why Mr. Koch is there. He is the only one not seated.

Mrs. Miller waves me in and points to an empty wooden chair. “Please, have a seat, Penelope.”

I feel as if I am on trial. Mrs. V.O. reaches over and pats my leg reassuringly.

Mr. Oswald looks at some paperwork on the desk. “So you want to graduate this year, Penelope.” It’s not a question, but it’s not an answer either.

“I took English this summer,” I say. “With Mrs. Van Orton.” Mrs. V.O. smiles again. I explain my plan, even though I already explained it all at the end of last year. “I’ll have all the requirements and enough credits,” I add.

“I understand you did quite well this summer. Wrote some strong papers. Do you want to go on to study in English?” This from the guidance counselor, Ms. Stein, who as far as I can tell is mostly concerned with getting kids to stay in school and not get pregnant.

“Maybe,” I say. “I like reading.”

“Why do you want to graduate early?”

I was expecting this question and I am prepared. “I think I am ready to go to college. I work well on my own. And if for some reason I don’t get in or don’t get enough financial aid, well, then I’d like to travel abroad and work for a 
year to make enough money so I can go the next year and not be behind.”

 They all nod, except Mr. Koch, who has not said a word. I am still not sure why he is here.

“That all sounds logical to me,” pipes Mrs. V.O. “Penelope is a very self-directed learner.”

“There is one detail, Penelope, I am not sure you realized.” This from Mrs. Miller. “You see, besides four years of English, we also require four years of physical education.”

Finally Mr. Koch speaks. “We can’t let you get away without taking all your PE credits.” So this is why he is here.

“I think considering Penelope’s academic record, her drive, her self-motivation, and her future plans, we could let the gym requirement slide.” Mrs. V.O. is clearly in my corner.

“Physical health is just as important as intellectual health. I would think you, Mrs. Van Orton, of all people would be aware of that.”

Mrs. V.O. is a big healthy living and sex education advocate. She runs the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Questioning, and Friends meetings (or LGBTQF). I don’t know why they don’t just call it the Everyone Club. Unfortunately LGBTQF is not a very popular organization in our school. This is a medium-size town, with only one high school of about 1,200 kids. No one wants to be outspoken, though I’m sure there are plenty of closeted LGBTQFs around. Our school follows the army’s don’t ask, don’t tell code. It’s okay if you are any of those things, 
just don’t go blabbing it. This is another thing I think will be better in college. More acceptance.

 “I don’t disagree, Mr. Koch,” Mrs. V.O. says. “But these are extenuating circumstances. It hardly seems fair to make Penelope delay her plans of excelled study to take a year of PE. She’s in good physical shape. Aren’t you, Penelope?”

“I think so,” I say. “I walk my dog. I ride my bike everywhere because I don’t have my license.”

“See? She incorporates physical health into her daily living. Just because it’s not a competitive sport doesn’t mean she’s not in shape.”

Mr. Koch is about to respond, but before he can speak Mrs. Miller says, “You were on the track team freshman year, weren’t you, Penelope?” She checks the papers on her desk.

I nod. I was on the team for about a month. I went to two meets and hated standing around waiting to run, crowds gawking at us in the stands, and then having to race against someone else. I prefer my own pace and having Tessa with me, being outdoors, smelling the air in peace and quiet, with no gawkers.

I had not counted on the four-year gym requirement, however. This is a surprise to me. How had I overlooked this? I think fast.

“What if I agree to do some kind of exercise program, like running?” I propose. Mr. Koch’s mouth turns downward. I continue. “It would be separate from gym. I’ll document it too. Run every day, check my heart rate, do those 
government physical aptitude tests four times this year instead of two.”

 There is silence in the room as they ponder this.

Mrs. Miller responds first. “That sounds reasonable. Mr. Koch?”

All eyes turn to Mr. Koch. He knows he can’t argue against all four adults. “I will expect a weekly report of your activities. Distances, pace, heart rate. You’ll need some equipment, like a heart rate monitor, mileage counter. Can you provide those things?”

I say yes.

The rest of the group sighs with relief.

“You know you’ll have to have Mrs. Van Orton again for senior AP English. It’s the only one that fits in your schedule.” The guidance counselor moves on to scheduling business, another of her favorites.

“Sure,” I say. “That’s fine.”

Mrs. V.O. beams. I think I am one of the few students that actually like her. Others call her Mrs. B.O. because once she had pit stains under her arm. Kids can be so cruel.

“Okay, then, Penelope.” Mrs. Miller prepares to close the meeting. She ruffles her papers, moves the penholder on her desk, puts down the pen she’s been clicking the entire time. “We’ll let your other teachers know—but basically the only class that you’ll change is English. We’ll list you as a senior so that you get all the appropriate materials and information to graduate at the end of this academic year.”


 “Providing the year goes well for you,” chimes Mr. Oswald.

I fly out the front door, taking the steps two at a time. In one year I will be free! Free from this prison, free from Viv and all that goes with her, free to have my own life, whatever it may be.

 


When I get home Toad is sitting on the stoop with Tessa, my terrier mutt, who I got from the pound when I was twelve. Toad lives a few houses down and comes over whenever he wants. He helped me pick out Tessa, so in a sense we have shared custody, but she lives with me. She’s really mine.

I grind my bike to a stop at Toad’s feet. Tessa greets me with glee. I can’t hide my grin of victory.

“They went for it?” Toad asks, knowing the answer. “Damn, you’re good at convincing adults. Even with your geometry grade?”

Last year I got a C on my report card. Math has never been my strength. Everything else was A’s.

“Nope, didn’t even mention it. It’s not being smart that matters,” I say. “It’s being clever, acting as though you have it all planned, so they can’t say no. There is one stupid thing, though.” I tell him about PE and Mr. Koch.

“That’s Coach Cock for you. He loves his sports. I’m surprised he’s not making you join some team.”

“He knows I wouldn’t be any great asset to anything. I suck at competition. I couldn’t even handle the track team. 
I have to build up to ten miles by the end of the school year.”

 “That’s a lot,” Toad says.

“I don’t mind running if I can do it by myself. It’ll be good for me. It’ll be good for Tessa too.” Tessa wags her tail happily. “I’ll have to get a good jog bra, though.” I clutch my breasts.

Toad turns red as he always does if anyone mentions anything related to sex or the human body. I jump up and give him a spontaneous hug. His eyes widen in surprise whenever I touch him. Sometimes I touch him just to freak him out, but this time it is from genuine joy. “One more year and I’ll be out of here!” I shout.

Toad sighs.

“Aren’t you happy for me, Toady-boy?”

“For you, sure. But I’m going to be left behind a whole year without you. I’ll have to go through all that senior crap on my own.”

“You’ll be fine, Toad. You can handle it. I have great confidence in you.”

Toad grunts. “Be sure to send me a postcard from paradise.”

“Will do,” I say. Today even Toad’s sullenness can’t bring me down.
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 Toad

Toad’s real name is Harry Zebowski. He got the nickname Toad in kindergarten because he collected salamanders, newts, frogs, and any little bug that he could find in the swamp or under logs behind the school. At first the name was intended as an insult by the class bully, who called him a Hairy Toad. But after she moved the name stuck and Toad came to like it.

For a while we used to play fairy tale and I’d have to kiss him to see if he’d turn into a handsome prince. And then later he started calling me Frog and we decided we were best friends.

Even his teachers call him Toad. Most don’t even call me Lopi.

Toad really is my best friend, though sometimes I love to hate him, and lately there’s been something different about him, like something has come between us. I am afraid that Toad might be in love with me, and he’s the last person I want to go out with. He’s too good a friend to ruin it with romance. Romance never lasts.
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 Telling Viv

“They’re going to let me graduate at the end of this year,” I tell Viv and Tina as we finish supper. Ever since Tina moved in we’ve all been eating together at the table at least two or three nights a week. Tina is the college student who rents a room from us. In just three months Tina has become like part of the family. Viv is like that. She can become best friends with anyone instantly.

I like Tina. She is a senior at Concord College down the street, though she is older than the average senior, which is why she wants to live off-campus. I think she is close to thirty. She is definitely cool, in a relaxed way. I’ve never seen her wear anything but ripped jeans, and not the kind that are bought that way—she wears them out herself naturally. She doesn’t care what people think of her, and it gives her an air that makes you want to know her. She keeps her hair in a pixie cut and has big eyes and a tiny button mouth. I’m pretty average and I feel like a giant around her. She also likes to cook, and she’s good. She’ll make a huge pot of stir-fry with pea pods, bamboo shoots, 
and little baby corn and add the perfect combination of spices, and whoever is around can have some. Sometimes Josh, Viv’s new boyfriend (or BF as I like to call them), is there too, or one or two of Tina’s friends. But not tonight. Tonight it’s just the three of us. Tina has made an Indian dish with chicken, spinach, and cheese and puffed bread.

 “Congrats, Lopi!” Tina says, raising her glass in a toast. “Graduating early—that’s great! You’re so smart.”

Viv takes another helping of rice and vegetables. I wait, but she doesn’t say anything.

Tina excuses herself to go study at the library. She tends to cook in the evening and then study all night. Tessa will hear her come in around two or three in the morning and give a quick bark to let me know someone is coming home before hopping back on my bed.

“Thanks for another great meal, Tina,” Viv calls to her as she leaves.

Viv has still not reacted to my news. I’m not sure what her reaction will be. When I told her my plan last year she shrugged and said, “Go for it—if that’s what you want.” I don’t think she believed I would actually follow through.

“The school needs final permission from you,” I say. “You have to sign some form and go talk to the principal.”

“So you will graduate high school this year?” she asks, as if it’s just dawning on her.

“June fourteenth,” I say. “Ten months away.”

“They’re going to let you?”

“I have to make up a PE requirement by running four times a week, and I’m taking senior English.”


 “You do study like a fiend.” She smiles. “You never have time for your old mother anymore.”

“You’re not old,” I say, because I know she expects me to. It’s a routine we have.

“Of course not. But I am your mother. What are you going to do when you finish school? You can’t just hang around here.”

I tell her I want to apply to college, and that I’ve found a school that instead of giving grades requires student-initiated projects and papers. “I think it will be a good place for me,” I say.

“No grades? Is it legitimate? Do they prepare you for a job?” Suddenly Viv is all curious about my future. “Is it expensive?”

“It’s a good school. That famous filmmaker went there, the one who did that documentary on the history of jazz.”

“Do you want to be a filmmaker?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. I want to study where I can explore more of what I want. I want to do all sorts of things.”

“We don’t have money for school, you know. I was thinking you’d go to state or a community college, and not for another year or two at least. Study something practical, like nursing.”

Like her, I think. She wants me to be just like her. Our house is full of stuff—paintings, pottery, sculpture, pillows, needlework made by Viv, but that’s all just for hobby, a distraction, really, not something one could do for real. Not like a job. Viv is a nurse. She used to work 
endless hours at the hospital, but for the last eight years she’s been working part-time and gets disability for “psychological” reasons. So she says.

 “There are scholarships and loans,” I say. “I can work all summer too.”

Viv grumps. “Yeah, well, you’ll have to.”

“So will you go to the school and sign that form?” I ask. “You need to do it this week so they can put me in the right English class.”

Viv cradles my cheek with her hand and sighs. “My little girl all grown up and going to college. I’ll miss you, you know.”

“I know.” For a second I think, I’ll miss you too.

Viv takes her hand away and helps herself to more food. “I’m just grateful I’ll have Josh around while you’re gone. And now Tina too. Isn’t she great the way she cooks? She’s a find and a half. Maybe I can rent out your room to another student. Get some more income, fix up the place a little or buy a new car.”

“Don’t forget to go sign those forms,” I sigh. “As soon as possible—tomorrow even.”
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