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JANUARY

ONE

IT WAS AN ORDINARY JANUARY AFTERNOON, a Thursday, when they came for Matt Donaghy.

They came for him during fifth period, which was Matts study period, in room 220 of Rocky River High School, Westchester County.

Matt and three friendsRuss, Stacey, Skeethad formed a circle with their desks at the rear of the room and were conferring, in lowered voices, about Matts adaptation of a short story by Edgar Allan Poe into a one-act play; after school, in Drama Club, the four of them were scheduled to read William Wilson: A Case of Mistaken Identity for the club members and their advisor, Mr. Weinberg. It was a coincidence that Mr. Weinberg, who taught English and drama at Rocky River High, was in charge of fifth-period study hall, and when a knock came at the door of the room, Mr. Weinberg went to open it in his good-natured, sauntering manner.

Yes, gentlemen? What can I do for you?

Only a few students, sitting near the front of the room, took much notice. They might have registered a note of surprise in Mr. Weinbergs tone. But Mr. Weinberg, with his graying sandy hair worn longer than most of his male colleagues at Rocky River, and a bristling beard that invited teasing, had a flair for dramatizing ordinary remarks, giving a light touch where he could. Calling strangers gentlemen was exactly in keeping with Mr. Weinbergs humor.

At the rear of the room, Matt and his friends were absorbed in the play, for which Matt was doing hurried revisions, typing away furiously on his laptop. Anxiously hed asked his friends, But does this work? Is it scary, is it funny, does it move? Matt Donaghy had something of a reputation at Rocky River for being both brainy and a comic character, but secretly he was a perfectionist, too. Hed been working on his one-act play William Wilson: A Case of Mistaken Identity longer than his friends knew, and he had hopes it would be selected to be performed at the schools Spring Arts Festival.

Typing in revisions, Matt hadnt been paying any attention to Mr. Weinberg at the front of the room talking with two men. Until he heard his name spokenMatthew Donaghy?

Matt looked up. What was this? He saw Mr. Weinberg pointing in his direction, looking worried. Matt swallowed hard, beginning to be frightened. What did these men, strangers, want with him? They wore dark suits, white shirts, plain neckties; and they were definitely not smiling. As Matt stared, they approached him, moving not together but along two separate aisles, as if to block off his route if he tried to escape. Afterward Matt would realize how swift and purposefuland practicedthey were. If Id made a break to get my backpack ... If Id reached into my pocket ...

The taller of the two men, who wore dark-rimmed glasses with green-tinted lenses, said, Youre Matthew Donaghy?

Matt was so surprised, he heard himself stammer, Y-Yes. ImMatt.

The classroom had gone deathly silent. Everyone was staring at Matt and the two strangers. It was like a moment on TV, but there were no cameras. The men in their dark suits exuded an authority that made rumpled, familiar Mr. Weinberg in his corduroy jacket and slacks look ineffectual.

Is something w-wrong? What do you want withme?

Matts mind flooded: Something had happened at home to his mother, or his brother, Alex ... his father was away on business; had something happened to him? A plane crash ...

The men were standing on either side of his desk, looming over him. Unnaturally close for strangers. The man with the glasses and a small fixed smile introduced himself and his companion to Matt as detectives with the Rocky River Police Department and asked Matt to step outside into the corridor. Well only need a few minutes.

In his confusion Matt looked to Mr. Weinberg for permissionas if the high school teachers authority could exceed the authority of the police.

Mr. Weinberg nodded brusquely, excusing Matt. He too appeared confused, unnerved.

Matt untangled his legs from beneath his desk. He was a tall, lanky, whippet-lean boy who blushed easily. With so many eyes on him, he felt that his skin was burning, breaking into a fierce flamelike acne. He heard himself stammer, Should Itake my things? He meant his black canvas backpack, which hed dropped onto the floor beside his desk, the numerous messy pages of his play script, and his laptop computer.

Meaning tooWill I be coming back?

The detectives didnt trouble to answer Matt, and didnt wait for him to pick up the backpack; one of them took charge of it, and the other carried Matts laptop. Matt didnt follow them from the room; they walked close beside him, not touching him but definitely giving the impression of escorting him out of study hall. Matt moved like a person in a dream. He caught a glimpse of his friends shocked faces, especially Staceys. Stacey Flynn. She was a popular girl, very pretty, but a serious student; the nearest Matt Donaghy had to a girlfriend, though mostly they were just friends, linked by an interest in Drama Club. Matt felt a stab of shame that Stacey should be witnessing this.... Afterward he would recall how matter-of-fact and practiced the detectives obviously were, removing the object of their investigation from a public place.

What a long distance it seemed, walking from the rear of the classroom to the front, and to the door, as everyone stared. There was a roaring in Matts ears. Maybe his house had caught on fire? No, a plane crash ... Where was Dad, in Atlanta? Dallas? When was he coming home? Today, tomorrow? But was it likely that police would come to school to inform a student of such private news?

It was bad news, obviously.

Through here, son. Right this way.

In the corridor outside the classroom, Matt stared at the detectives, who were both big men, taller than Matt and many pounds heavier. He swallowed hard; he was beginning now to feel the effect of a purely physical anxiety.

Matt heard his hoarse, frightened voice. Whatis it?

The detective with the glasses regarded Matt now with a look of forced patience. Son, you know why were here.




TWO

THAT JANUARY AFTERNOON, WHEN UGLY GIRL struck out.

Not that I was hurt, I was not.

Not that I gave a damn, I did not.

Not that any of you saw me cry, nobody ever saw Ugly Girl cry.

All through school, if Id had to wait to be chosen for any team, Id have waited at the sidelines like the other left-behind losers. Fat girls, girls wearing thick glasses, girls lacking motor coordination, asthmatic girls who puffed and panted if they had to trot a few yards. But Ugly Girl was one of the best athletes at Rocky River High. Even the guys had to acknowledge that fact, however they hated to. So Ms. Schultz, our gym teacher (kind of an Ugly Girl herself, big boned, clumsy in social situations, with coarse swarthy skin and kinky hair), always named me a team captain. Shed call out Ursula Riggs like she hadnt any idea the name was ugly, and even when she chided meUrsula, be careful!Ursula, thats a foul!you could tell she favored me, in secret. Ugly Girls got to stick together, right?

In seventh and eighth grades I was a swimmer-diver, and that was my happiest time. But swim team didnt work out. Ugly Girls body wasnt built for the diving board, or for water. Or for critical eyes. In high school I got into land sportscontact sports. Soccer, field hockey, volleyball, basketball. There Ugly Girl excelled. Junior year I was captain of the Rocky River girls basketball team. We were on a winning streak, though I surely wasnt what youd call a popular captain, and if I was in one of my Fiery Red moods, I wasnt what youd call a team player. I was out to score, and I scored.

Ms. Schultz scolded me, in the way that teachers who like you can scold, letting you know they expect more of you than youre giving. Youre a gifted athlete, Ursula, and I know that youre a very good academic student, too. When you want to be. Pause. I wish I could rely upon you more, with your teammates. I didnt like hearing this, but I just shrugged and stared at the floor. My clunky feet. Ugly Girl wished she could rely upon herself more, too.

I didnt have many friends in Rocky River. (My mom and little sister were into friends.) But that was a Boring Fact.

Strange: how stuff that used to bother me in middle school, had the power to make me hide away and cry, didnt bother me at all now. Since that day I woke up and knew I wasnt an ugly girl, I was Ugly Girl.

I laughed, and it wasnt a nice feminine laugh like my mom encourages. It was a real laugh, deep in the gut.

I would never be ashamed of my body again; I would be proud of it. (Except maybe my breasts. Which I strapped in like I was on swim team, and kind of flattened, in a sports bra.)

My hair used to be this pretty fluffy blond, the baby pictures show. Now its darker. For the hell of it someday Id like to shave my skull, like a skinhead. Or maybe trim my hair in a crew cut. Or dye it black. Or bleach it. Except my dad wouldnt approve and my mom would die of shame. They had their prissy notions of girl like my kid sister, Lisa. Lisa is an aspiring ballerina, and Moms gaga about her dancing classes.

What pissed me was until just recently my Grandma Riggs was into comparing Lisa and me. Ursula, dear, when are you going to stop growing? Like this was a joke, or something I could control by an act of will, which made me hate the Grandma Riggs I used to love.

Why do old people whove known you since infancy think they actually know you and can say insulting things?

Ill stop growing, Grandma, I said, trying to keep it pleasant, when you stop getting older. OK?

That was mean. That hurt Grandma. Ugly Girl didnt care.

Lots of people I was starting to hate who I used to like a lot. But when you like people, you can be hurt. Id made a few mistakes with girl friends, and one or two guys Id thought were my buddies, and I wouldnt make these mistakes again.

What I liked about being so tall was I could look just about any guy eye-to-eye, even older guys on the street, or actual adult men I didnt know. Unlike other girls, I didnt shrink away like a balloon deflating if guys teased me or said crude things meant to embarrass. How do you embarrass Ugly Girl, exactly? Around school you hear girls talking about their boyfriends, certain sexual practices expected of them, sometimes right in the school building, or in the parking lot behind; and hearing such things made Ugly Girl just laugh. As if Ugly Girl would go down for any guy, or any human being, ever!

Id grown taller than my mom by the time I was thirteen, and I really liked that. Mom was one of those petite women who watch their weight constantly, and are anxious about lines and sagging in their faces, as if the whole world is staring at them and cares! It felt good, too, to be almost as tall as my dad (who was six feet three, weighed over two hundred pounds), so hed have to treat me more like an equal than just a child.

Most of all it felt good to be as tall as, in some cases taller than, my teachers. Not one of the Rocky River female teachers was Ugly Girls height, and always I made sure I stood straight, like a West Point cadet, when I spoke with them. Everyone was cautious around Mrs. Hale, our guidance counselor, who could sabotage your chances of getting into a good college by putting something negative in your file, but not Ugly Girl. My favorite teachers were Ms. Zwilich, who taught biology, and Mr. Weinberg, who taught literature, and I wasnt afraid to stand up to them, either.

I could see that my teachers didnt know what to make of me. There was Ursula Riggs, who was an excellent student, a serious girl with an interest in biology and art, and there was Ugly Girl, who played sports like a Comanche and who had a sullen, sarcastic tongue. It was Ugly Girl who was susceptible to moodsthese ranged from Inky Black to Fiery Red. In a mood Id sometimes walk out of class, yawning; or I might quit a test in the middle, just snatch up my backpack and exit. My grades were everything from A+ to F. In a rational frame of mind I knew I had to worry Id screw up my SATs and not get into a college of the caliber I could bear going to, but then in the next minute Id shrug and laugh. Who cares? Not Ugly Girl.

Ursula Riggs was a coward, fearing other peoples opinions and the future. Ugly Girl was no coward, and didnt give a damn about the future. Ugly Girl, warrior-woman.

Sure, I knew people talked about me behind my back. My mom and dad. My classmates, even my so-called friends. Pushing along the corridor at school, entering the cafeteriaI saw the eyes, I heard the whispers, muffled laughter. Ursula! Ugly Ursula. I knew, and I didnt care. As long as they stayed out of my way, right?

A Fiery Red mood was great for basketballUgly Girl really burned up the courtbut an Inky Black wasnt so good. An Inky Black meant that my feet were concrete blocks, and where my eyes used to be, there were these broken little pieces of glass that hurt. I tried to avoid the Inky Blacks by slinking away and drawing in my notebook, charcoal sketches of invented people or scenes of my favorite place, the Rocky River Nature Preserve, or if I needed a desperate remedy Id go running, for miles, in the nature preserve, running-running-running in any kind of weather until I practically collapsed. Ugly Girl, run to earth. But it felt good, mostly.

I hated changing clothes in the locker room, which was a lonely place for me, an awkward place; Id get almost as self-conscious about my body as Id been in eighth grade, and the other girls giggling and whispering together, like in a weird way they were all sisters, and closer to my sister Lisa than theyd ever be to me. But as soon as I shut my locker and ran out into the gym, onto the basketball court, where every smell was so right, and the glare of the overhead lights on the polished floor, I could feel the Fiery Red coming up. Here was my place! I loved basketball, and if my teammates played well, if they passed the ball to Ugly Girl to score, and didnt trip over their own feet too much, I loved them, tooor anyway liked them.

Hey. You werent bad, you guys. Thanks.

These words Ugly Girl had been known to mutter, after just a few games. The Rocky River team was thrilled to hear them, even those girls who hated their captains guts.

Then it happened. This jinxed game with our archrivals Tarrytown.

It was a Thursday afternoon in January, our first game of the new year, at home, and right away I saw that my team wasnt behind me. Even my stronger players were clumsy and slow, leaving me unprotected at crucial moments. Every time I sank a basket and brought Rocky River ahead, one of the girls messed up, lost the ball, and Tarrytown leaped ahead. My own team was sabotaging me! Tarrytown was one of the most competitive girls basketball teams in the districttheyd beaten us in the district play-offs last year, maybe they were out-psyching us? But not Ursula Riggs. I was hot to play. In my maroon jersey and shorts, my body thrumming with excitement, I had unlimited energyready to ignite! Fiery Red had been building up for hours, now the fire was flaring up, up into my skull, and the more baskets I scored, the more I wanted to score. Even people who disliked Ugly Girl had to concede I was hot, and applauded my moves.

What pissed me: The game hadnt drawn much of a crowd from the school. There were almost as many Tarrytown supporters as Rocky River supportersand they were loud in their enthusiasm for their team. We had maybe one twentieth of the Friday-evening crowds that turned out for the guys games, and the irony was we were better than the guys, on a winning streak while the guys had lost as many as theyd won. We deserved more respect than we were getting. My mother hadnt showed up, either, when shed halfway promised she might drop in. Mom had even planned on bringing LisaIf our schedules work out. Still, we did have supporters, spread out on the bleachers, and the team owed them a good game.

Maybe a few times I lost my temper and said some sharp things to the girls, and they resented it, and by the final quarter nobody was speaking to me, or even looking at me if they could help it. The score was 2827, Tarrytown ahead; it was 3031, Rocky River ahead; it was 3330, Tarrytown ahead. (Of Rocky Rivers points, Ugly Girl mustve scored all but four or five.) As the game neared its end, we were sweating, and panting, and exhausted, and Id gotten a little rough with two or three of the Rocky River girlsaccidentally. It made me see red that the Tarrytown girls were rallying, playing together like a real team, scoring points that roused cheers and whistles from their supporters while ours sat sullen and dissatisfied. Tarrytown went into the lead by six points after a stupid blunder by our star guard, and during a break I told Ms. Schultz I was quitting, and she snapped at me, oh no you dont, Ursula, dont you dare, if you
quit Ill have you expelled. Schultz was the only one who wouldnt take shit from Ugly Girl, she was one tough woman I had to respect. So I splashed cold water onto my burning face and went back into the game, and for a few minutes we managed to keep Tarrytown from scoring. By sheer luck I snatched the ball from the Tarrytown star forward, a dark-skinned African-American girl my height and size, and I was charged with adrenaline running down the court when suddenly, it was like being struck by lightning, I was tripped by somebodys foot, and falling, falling hard, my right knee striking the floor, and the ball was snatched from me and passed to the Tarrytown forward, who runs, leaps like a gazelle, and scores, easy as a knife cutting into soft butter. From their side of the gym, cheers; from our side, groans. My face is burning, I know everyone is blaming me. Because Ugly Girl played so well until now, it looks as if shes coasting, or hanging back. Im running, limping. Im
shouting for the ball. My right knee is throbbing with pain, both my knees are weak as water. Whats happening to me? I never look toward the bleachers, but Im seeing the derisive eyes, jeering faces, hands mock clapping. The Rocky River kids are yelling at me, I can almost hear themUrsula! Ug-ly Ur-sula! Their faces are blurred as if theyre underwater, or maybe its sweat running into my eyes and stinging. A terrible sick feeling churns in my stomach. The way I felt years ago at a swim meet when I froze at the edge of the diving board, just stopped cold, and there was dead silence, and I bit my lower lip trying not to cry as finally I turned and walked away, to my shame and humiliation. But this is Ugly Girl. This is not a scared eighth grader.

I throw myself back into the game, the last minutes are ticking by, Im leaping for the ball as it flies overhead. And Ive got it! Even with my blurred eyes, my shaky legs, Ive got it. Even as Im tasting vomit at the back of my mouth. People are screaming at me, Im about to score, but suddenly the ball is stolen from me, now Im desperate to reclaim it, running, skidding, breathing through my mouth like a winded horse. Im tripped againbut refuse to fall. Im running, beneath the basket, a clear shot, I send the ball spinning a fraction of an inch from the rim so it strikes the backboard, damn it, at the wrong angle, and ricochets back, and a fantastically high-jumping Tarrytown guard grabs it and runs down the court, passes it to the forward, who scores. The game is almost over. The gym is deafening with cheers, boos, whistles, applause, and foot stamping. Ugly Girl is reeling, knees like water. What has happened to Ugly Girl? Theres a collision
of several girls, grunts and thuds, Im sprawling on the floor writhing in pain, biting my lower lip to keep it in. Thank God for the referees whistleFoul!

Suddenly facing the basket, at the foul line. How many times Ive practiced foul shots here in the gym, coached by Ms. Schultz, I can do them in my sleep. I can do them blind. Except, suddenly, Im trembling. Im scared I will be sick to my stomach. Im scared the ball isnt my friend this afternoon, but my enemy. This game is jinxed and Ugly Girl is jinxed. There are titters from the bleachers. In my hazy vision I can see Ms. Schultzs tense face. The Tarrytown team in blue jerseys and the Rocky River team in maroon are staring hard at me, in that instant I can read their thoughts: Ugly Girl, fail! We hate you. And Ugly Girl is scared. Her uniform is soaked in sweat, she can smell her panicked body. She bounces the ball a few times to psych herself up. As if nothing is wrong. Carefully she grips the ball in both hands, curves it in toward her chest and up, and outthe ball flies to the backboard, strikes it hard, and bounces harmlessly off.

Titters, groans. Silence.

Ugly Girl swallows down vomit. Ugly Girl stands favoring her left leg. Ugly Girl bounces the ball again, one, two, threeand again throws. Shutting her eyes like a beginner.

The second shot falls short.

Ugly Girl strikes out.

I hear waves of boos, anger, and disgust from my teammates, I see Schultzs look of fury. Theres no mistaking the message Im being sent.

They think I lost the game for Rocky River on purpose.




THREE

LIFE CONSISTS OF FACTS, AND FACTS ARE OF two kinds: Boring, and Crucial.

I figured this out for myself in eighth grade. Wish I could patent it!

A Boring Fact is virtually any fact that doesnt concern you. Or its just trivial, a nothing fact. (Like the annual rainfall in, lets say, Bolivia. Crucial to the Bolivians, but Boring to everyone else.)

I know the Crucial Facts of Ugly Girls life are Boring Facts to others. Yet, to Ugly Girl, they are Crucial.

Theres one test of a Crucial Fact: It hurts.

I didnt. I didnt screw up on purpose. But if you want to think I did, Ms. Schultz, think it!

The way I uttered Mzzzzz, it was a snarl.

I ran limping from the gym, into the locker room. I would hide in the farthest shower, like a dog licking its wounds.

Ugly Girl, sabotaging her own team.

Ugly Girl, well never forgive you.

Could I blame them? Maybe they were right.

I turned the hot water on hot as I could bear. Burn, burn! Ugly Girl, a traitor to Rocky River. The water was scalding, steaming. Maybe my skin would turn pink like a lobsters and peel off.

The remainder of the game, two or three minutes, had passed like a dream. Rocky River lost by three points. Ms. Schultz gripped my shoulder like her fingers were pinchers. Ursula. Id like to speak with you.

I had fled the gym. The sullen hateful faces. Tarrytowns exulting, screaming supporters.

Yes: The outcome of any sporting event is a Very Boring Fact to all persons not involved with the sporting event.

But it is a Crucial Fact to those involved.

I would not quickly forget the shiny-faced girls glaring at me. Ms. Schultz among them. My eyes were stinging with tears. But I would give none of my accusers the satisfaction of seeing me cry.

In the shower, the hot tears spilled out. Or maybe it was just the hot, hot water streaming down my face.

How was it my fault, that we lost the game? When Id scored most of the points?

Yes, but you know: It is your fault.

You wanted to punish them. And yourself.

I would quit the team! They hated Ursula Riggslet them see how they would do without me.

Maybe I would transfer to another school. A private school in Manhattan.

It was an easy commute. Dad commutedmaybe I could ride with him.

I let the shower run cold, icy cold. To punish. My teeth chattering and skin puckered in goose bumps.

I hid in the farthest shower. The other girls knew I was there, I could hear their voices and sullen, sardonic laughter at a distance. Not once did I hear the name Ursula, but Im sure I heard sheherrepeated numerous times, in tones of disgust.

I heard locker doors being slammed, hard. No one called out to me, to say good-bye.

Not even Bonnie LeMoyne, who Id thought was sort of my friend.

Not even Ms. Schultz, who mustve known what I was feeling.

It wasnt my fault! Please believe me.

Like oil spillage, an Inky Black mood was oozing up into my skin. The exulting Fiery Red had quickly faded, on the basketball court. When Id been tripped, and fallen. Ugly Girl, down.

I would live and relive the closing minutes of the Tarrytown game, I knew. Like my recurring nightmare of freezingin publicat the swim meet in eighth grade.

At least this time Mom wasnt in the audience to be shocked, disappointed.

At least Mom hadnt brought Lisa to witness her big sisters humiliation.

It was a relief, actually, that Dad never came to watch me play any sports. Hed missed most of the swim meets, and there was never much pretense he could take time off from work to see my high school games. Even if Dad wasnt out of the country on business, he was consumed by work in New York. He was CEO of the Drummond Corporation on Park Avenue, Manhattan, which had branches in London, Paris, Rome, Frankfurt, Tokyo, and Buenos Aires.

Of course, Dad had time to see Lisa dance in The Nutcracker last month.

But thats different. Ballerinas are beautiful to watch. Not sweaty, grunting, ugly.

Dad was always asking me, Howre things going, Ursula? with a frowning smile and that special concern in his eyes that made me want to believe he was truly interested, but Id long ago learned not to tell him anything genuine, let alone in detail, because his eyes would glaze over, hed get restless, glancing around for Mom to rescue him. Almost anything I said, hed say, Swell, honey! Sounds good. Keep it up.

Did I blame my dad? No. I knew there was nothing in my life of genuine interest or importance. I was a Boring Fact. Sure, Dad would care, Dad would care a lot, when I began to apply for college, but that wasnt until next year. (Though hed been talking about my daughter Ursula going to Harvard, where hed gone. Harvard: the Number One Clich.) In the meantime, Dad had his own life. It didnt involve even Mom much anymore. He was Clayton Riggs, Clay to his friends, a busy, important man. Workaholic, and proud of it. There were kids at Rocky River High whose dads worked for my dad at Drummond, which was kind of embarrassing. Dads truest life was elsewhere, not confined to our six-bedroom white colonial in Rocky River, even if that house was his and Moms dream house on three acres of prime real estate.

Sure, Id cared when I was younger. Before I was Ugly Girl.

By the time I left the shower, the locker room was dead silent. I toweled my hair dry over a sink. Combed out snarls with swift, fierce tugs of my steel comb. Avoiding my reflection in the mirror. My skin was reddened from the water but I was feeling a little better. Id scoured away my rage and hurt. No one had seen Ugly Girl cry, and no one ever would.

Ugly Girl stands alone.

The locker room was a safe place, deserted. I liked the special smells, the steamy warmth. I didnt have to not-hear the other girls talking and laughing together, sharing secrets. I didnt have to notice them falling silent when I dialed my lock combination, and banged open my locker the way I usually did. 

When I got home, Mom would smile guiltily at me and ask how was the game and in the same breath apologize for missing it and I would say the game was OK, Mom, you didnt miss much. So her guilty smile could fade. So she could fuss over pretty sparrow-boned Lisa.

Still, I had to go home. I couldnt hide in the damned locker room all night.

I dressed quickly, carelessly. Throwing on clothes. My jeans Id been wearing for weeks, and a loose-fitting black-flannel (mans) shirt. Sometimes, out of perversity, I wore a loose-fitting white (mans) shirt, for a funky-formal look. A row of gold studs in my right earlobe. Though scorning style, Ugly Girl had style. In ninth grade Id tattooed on my left biceps, in colored inks, a mean-looking snake coiled about the motto dont tread on me, which caused a sensation at school until I was made to wash it off.

Everywhere I could, I wore my soiled old Mets cap.

It drove my mom crazy. Even my dad, who liked baseball, winced.

At least the Yankees, honey? Why the Mets?

If you have to ask, Dad, you wont ever know.

It was late, past five oclock. A thundery-dark winter sky outside. By now Rocky River High would be mostly deserted, I thought. (I hoped.) Sports events and practices and club meetings would be over, the school buses would be gone. It was strange to be the last one leaving the locker room; usually I was the first. When we won a game, there was a giddy, celebratory feelingwhich Ugly Girl shared in, to a degree. But only briefly. Then Id walk out, alone. Not even waiting for Bonnie. I liked being the first to leave. I knew they would be praising my performance, regardless of what they thought of me. But tonight everything was weird. It was like the world had turned inside out. I had a sickish flash of myself standing tall and gawky and trembling at the foul line, the basketball (that shouldve been my friend but was my enemy) gripped in my sweaty hands. All those eyes on me. Ug-ly Ur-sula! Theyd wanted me to fail, and I had.

It wasnt my fault. It was not.

I wanted to shout this in Ms. Schultzs face.

I refused to be one of those neurotic girls who make themselves sick feeling guilty for what isnt their fault.

Still, I didnt much want to leave the locker room. Where it was safe. I could see why
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