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			prologue

			A FEW YEARS ago, I found a video of myself on YouTube. It’s from what I like to call my “sordid past” as a child actor. Like many moments in my childhood, I have no memory of it, but I do have a record.

			I’m sitting next to Robin Williams, who is dressed and made up like a woman. We’re on the set of Mrs. Doubtfire. The director is filming us so he can see what Robin’s makeup looks like on camera, but I don’t seem to know that. I am taking it very seriously.

			“What’s your name?” Robin says, affecting a slight Scottish brogue.

			I look puzzled. “Do I say my real name?” I whisper to the girl beside me, an older girl with long dark hair. (This is Lisa Jakub, who is playing my big sister in Doubtfire. She will go on to become my honorary big sister in real life.)

			“It doesn’t matter,” she whispers back.

			“My name is Mara,” I say to him, quietly. It’s obvious, watching it now, that I’m not sure if I was supposed to say that. He tells me it’s a beautiful name and that I’m wearing a beautiful dress, and asks me what I like to do. I shrug.

			“We could make up stories. Do you like to make up stories?” he asks, trying again. Five-year-old me sits up a little straighter. He has said the magic word.

			“Yeah, sometimes I like to make up stories,” I say. When I was a little girl, there was nothing better to me than a story. I loved books, and I liked telling my own stories, too. I don’t know exactly when I started telling them, but once I did, I never stopped. Sometimes I would even sing them. And these weren’t just anecdotes or neat little fairy tales—they were more like epic poems, tales of adventure and morality to rival Virgil and Homer—at least in terms of length, if not quality. A shorter story could take all day, and one of my longer sagas lasted the entire summer between preschool and kindergarten. It got to the point where, whenever I said “I have a story,” one of my brothers would cut me off, applauding and saying, “Oh, good story, good story!” before I’d even started.

			Unaware that I have yet to learn about pacing, and that this story could potentially go on for days, Robin asks if I want to tell him one, so I go ahead, launching into a story about a bunny who went out into the woods when he should have waited for his parents to go with him. It’s a morality tale, full of suspense and a man (or rabbit) versus nature motif, especially after the bunny is thrown from his raft into a raging river.

			Robin nods along for the first minute, but as the story continues, he seems to be wondering how much longer it will go on. Finally, I announce that the daddy bunny saved the baby bunny and lectured him, the mommy gave him medicine, and everyone had pie. The End. At that point, Robin lets out a low whistle, looks directly into the camera, and says, “We’ll be right back.”

			*   *   *

			I don’t remember filming that video. I don’t remember telling that story. Yet watching it as a twentysomething, I felt a remarkable sense of familiarity. If there’s been a narrative theme in my life, it has been a need to find a narrative in everything. I found an audience as an actor, but even then, I spent all my time between shots sitting in my trailer, writing stories and screenplays. Adults would ask me if I wanted to continue being an actor when I grew up, and I would say, “Maybe, but I want to be a writer.”

			From the time I broke up with Hollywood (more on that later) and moved to New York City, I’ve devoted myself to stories, as a playwright, oral storyteller, and host of my own storytelling show. And now, here I am, once again telling my stories to anyone who will listen. Mostly, my stories are about being young and a little out of place. It’s how I’ve felt most of my life: I was born the first girl after three boys, the only Jewish kid in my class, the only girl I knew whose mother had died, the only neurotic in Southern California (or so it seemed), and the only child on film sets full of adults. I was always in someone else’s world, and I always knew it. This, I’ve learned, is a far more common feeling than I once imagined.
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					Age ten, writing when I should have been watching my sister.

				


			But not everything about my experience has been universal. A few months after I found the video of Robin and me, it was taken down, apparently due to copyright infringement. I had to laugh. Most people have embarrassing videos of themselves as children. Few have theirs copyrighted by Twentieth Century Fox.
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			the junior anti-sex league

			MY MOTHER COULD not have picked a worse time to teach me about sex.

			*   *   *

			One night, when I was five years old, she turned on the TV to a special about sex education. Kids my brother Danny’s age were holding bags of flour, calling them their “babies,” and scrambling to find “babysitters” for them.

			“Why are they doing that?” I said.

			“They’re learning about babies, how to take care of them, and how they’re made,” she said.

			“Oh.” I knew the last part: they were made in their mothers’ bellies. I had seen my mother pregnant with my sister. But now the kids on the screen were in a classroom, and a teacher was talking to them about cells and body parts.

			“What’s she talking about?” I said.

			“She’s explaining sex to them.”

			I had heard that word before. I knew it was a loaded term, something grown-ups only said in whispers. “What is that?”

			“It’s how you make a baby,” she said, and went on to describe the most absurd, unappealing process I could imagine.

			She had always believed in telling children the truth, at least to the extent that they were capable of understanding. She was open about private parts and calling them by their real names. Her instincts about openness and honesty were right on, but still, I was horrified.

			“You did that?” I blurted out. She nodded, and with a sickening feeling I counted up myself, my brothers and sister, and realized she must have done it at least five times.

			“Any other questions?”

			I had only one more. “When you did it, did you say ‘Whoa’?”

			My mother had the best of intentions. She made it clear this was not something to be discussed in polite company, that it needed to be kept a secret. But I had a tendency to blurt out secrets. I have always been compulsively honest, and usually at the wrong times. Five months earlier I had ruined my father’s birthday surprise party by asking, “You don’t know about our cakes, right?”

			Objectively speaking, sex seemed shockingly gross and ridiculous. But as the shock wore off, the world felt different. I could tell that sex was a Big Deal. It was something new and exciting, a secret grown-ups kept to themselves. Just knowing about it made me feel powerful. I had to tell someone.

			And I had a big scene on the set of Mrs. Doubtfire the next day.

			*   *   *

			It was not my mother who had gotten me into acting. Not really. She was not a stage mother. But she was an actress: she had studied theater in college and never missed an opportunity to perform. My brothers and I went to Theodore Roosevelt Elementary School, and every year on Teddy Roosevelt’s birthday, Teddy himself would come by, in person.

			“. . . And I said, ‘Don’t you dare shoot that bear!’ They made a little stuffed bear and named it after me, and that’s why we call them teddy bears today!”

			“Teddy” was only about five foot two, with D-cup breasts and a hat I had seen in my mother’s closet, but her performance was convincing enough to make some of the kids ask, “Is that really him? I thought he was dead.” My mother disappeared into the role, morphing from a tiny woman into one of the most macho men who ever lived.

			We lived in Burbank, in Southern California’s San Fernando Valley, twenty minutes away from Hollywood. My mother always said of our hometown, “It’s as if someone picked up a small city in the Midwest and plopped it down in the middle of Los Angeles.” Burbank tried its hardest to stay quaint, but it was also home to Warner Brothers, NBC, and Disney Studios. The tentacles of the entertainment industry reached into everyone’s lives. My father worked as an electronics engineer at CBS, NBC, and the local channel KTLA. Classmates came to school in cars with license plate frames reading PART OF THE MAGIC: WALT DISNEY COMPANY, and my brothers would borrow movie screeners from friends with well-connected parents when we didn’t want to wait for video. Given the omnipresence of the entertainment industry, getting into acting wasn’t an unusual thing for a Burbank kid to do. Children all over the world do ridiculous, borderline dangerous things, and no one around them questions it, because it’s ingrained in their culture. So it was with child acting in Southern California.

			When I was a toddler, the oldest and most outgoing of my siblings, Danny, started trying out for commercials. He was cute and a quick study, booking a few TV ads, and even some small parts in movies. Watching my mother and Danny rehearse, I had an epiphany. What they did was like when I performed my stories at home, only better, because people wanted to see you perform! Shortly after my fifth birthday, I went right up to my mother and told her, “Mommy, I want to do what Danny does.”

			“No, you don’t,” she said.

			They were already starting to feel burned out. She was relieved that Danny had never become recognizably famous, and that he didn’t want to be an actor when he grew up. He had been a confident, resilient kid, but the cycle of auditioning was getting to him. It would be worse with her anxious, oversensitive daughter.

			“How about this,” she said when I kept asking to audition. “Your brothers and I are going to pretend to be the people at a commercial, okay? We’ll tell you what to do and then tell you if you got the part.”

			As always, I took playing pretend very seriously. I “acted” the lines about cereal or Barbies as well as I could, but every time my mother would say, “You were great, but you didn’t get the part.” And every time I would shrug.

			“That’s okay,” I’d say. “I can just go on another one.” For the first time in her life, my mother had no idea what to say.

			I would follow Danny’s example: get a few small roles, have fun with it, save some money for college, then give it up after a few years. I would never be famous. But after getting a few commercials, I was called in for a movie.

			“So what would you think if your dad dressed up like a woman?” a man asked me, along with a few other girls who were auditioning. The other girls looked at the ground, murmuring, “I guess it would be funny.” I burst out laughing and said, “I would be on the floor!”
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					Playing Polly Pockets on the set of one of my first commercials. I was not happy with what they did to my hair.

				


			I got called back. And then got called back again, and again. We were called to do a screen test in San Francisco, and before I knew it, I had the part. I was going to be in a movie.

			But just because I’d gotten the part didn’t mean I knew what I was doing. There was definitely a learning curve. For example, how was I supposed to know what to do if I had to go to the bathroom during the pool scene? (My mother and I eventually came up with a code so I wouldn’t end up peeing on the lovely and handsome Pierce Brosnan.) How was I supposed to know that asking some of the crew members to “clap for me” was inappropriate? Everyone clapped for me when I sang in the kindergarten holiday concert. Why couldn’t they do it here, too? My mother was, predictably, furious, pulling me aside and saying, “‘Clap for me’ is not acceptable!”

			She and my father were determined not to let being in a movie go to my head. I always knew they loved me and they were proud, but they had to keep me grounded. If I said something like “I’m the greatest!” my mother would be right there to bring me back down to Earth.

			“You’re not the greatest,” she said. “You’re just an actor. You’re just a kid.”

			*   *   *

			The day after the sex talk, we were shooting a scene where we help Sally Field choose a dress to wear to her birthday party. Her ex-husband, Robin Williams, has been denied custody of their kids, and to spend more time with them, he answers her ad for a housekeeper and nanny. Robin, dressed in full drag as an eccentric Scottish nanny named Mrs. Doubtfire, was supposed to come in, ask about the party, and realize he had a major conflict. Lisa Jakub would say her line, then I would say mine. But I wasn’t focusing on the scene. I was bubbling with excitement, because I knew this thing, this big open secret, and I could not keep it in any longer.

			My mother had stressed that sex was something that happened only when you were married, so when Virginia, one of the hairdressers, came over to touch up my bangs, I impulsively asked her, “Are you married?”

			“Yes,” she said.

			“Oh,” I said. “So you’ve done it, right?”

			She looked surprised, then laughed, embarrassed. She didn’t answer, and I felt unsatisfied. As soon as she walked away I announced in a singsong voice, “I KNOW ABOUT SE-EX! I KNOW ABOUT SE-EX!”

			The whole crew was laughing, and I was giddy. They knew that I knew what they knew! I was triumphant, full of pure childish glee—until I saw my mother standing off to the side of the set. She was enraged. When my mother was angry, she was terrifying. She looked like Margaret Hamilton as the witch in The Wizard of Oz, or Emma Goldman’s mug shot. How many times had she lectured me about behaving properly on the set? How many times in our conversation had she stressed that this was not something to talk about in public? How had I forgotten both of these things?

			I immediately stopped singing, and with a sinking feeling I knew I had done something bad, and that I was going to be in deep trouble. Instantly, I felt humiliated, and worst of all, I knew I had brought it all on myself. I thought I might start crying. I wanted to apologize, tell my mother I would never do it again, anything to get that scary look off her face and rescue what was left of my pride.

			I watched as Robin, in full Doubtfire drag, walked up to Chris, the director.

			“Did you hear that Mara was asking Virginia about sex?” Robin said, and they both burst out laughing. They both had kids. They had both worked with kids. They knew what kids were like.

			“You know, Mara,” Chris said, turning to me, “if you want, you can tell Sally her dress is sexy.”

			I didn’t dare. But I looked to my mother, and her face had softened a little. I was still going to get a lecture, but because they had been able to laugh it off, I had probably managed to avoid a spanking.
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					We always used to ask Chris Columbus when he’d discovered America. He would say, “Around 1976.”

				


			I stayed awake that night, thinking of how badly I’d embarrassed myself. It was the first of many nights like that in my life. Did anyone else remember? What did they think of me? I had learned my lesson, and too well. Sex was powerful, something I needed to respect.

			But if it was so secret and special, though, why did it suddenly seem to be everywhere?

			*   *   *

			There’s a saying that if a child doesn’t learn about sex from her parents, she’ll learn about it on the street. I learned a good amount about it on one particular street: Melrose Place.

			“You have an audition for a soap opera,” my mother told me shortly after my sixth birthday, handing over my “sides,” the script excerpt for the audition. “Your character’s mother came from Russia, and her time here in America is almost up. She wants to stay here, though, so she gets married to a man named Matt, but he is actually gay.”

			“What does that mean?” I said.

			“It means a man loves other men, not women. Or when women love women. It’s just the way some people are.”

			“Oh, okay,” I said. It seemed a little unusual, but not gross or disturbing. I thought of the girl at my preschool who had once told me she loved me and wanted to marry me. I had said, “Sure,” so as not to hurt her feelings.

			“Two men can’t do it like men and women do it, could they?” I asked my mother a while later, as an afterthought.

			“Not like men and women, no,” she said carefully, after a moment. “It wouldn’t work.”

			Lucky them, I thought, not having to do any of that gross sex stuff.

			*   *   *

			I got the part. My mother laughed when she saw the call sheet: next to my name it said “(K),” for kid: I was going to be the only one on set.

			At first, we would tape my episodes and watch them later, my parents fast-forwarding through the racier scenes. But eventually my mother relented and just let me watch the episodes in their entirety. She had a strange barometer for what was appropriate: she was upset when I watched Hocus Pocus at a friend’s house, but took me to see Four Weddings and a Funeral in the theater. To be fair, she must have figured I wouldn’t understand what was happening on Melrose—after all, I had thought the couple having sex in Four Weddings was just bouncing on a trampoline I couldn’t see.

			Melrose Place was the most terrifying show I had ever seen. People I knew and loved were playing characters who hurt one another in spectacularly detailed ways. Michael was driving drunk and doing it with three different women. Sydney was using drugs and doing it with three different men. Even Billy and Alison, the nice characters, were doing it, sometimes with each other, sometimes with other people. (Matt, my gay stepfather, didn’t do anything bad, but that was because they weren’t allowed to show two men kissing on TV.)

			I had always wondered what grown-ups got up to when they weren’t with their kids, and now I knew. To me, Melrose Place was an exposé on the secret lives of grown-ups. A little exaggerated at times, maybe—probably in real life there were fewer fights ending in pools—but at its core, I believed it told the truth, and I was scandalized.
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					With my mother and Doug Savant, who played Matt, on the set of Melrose Place.

				


			“I thought you were only allowed to do it if you were married!” I told my mother.

			“I said you should only do it if you’re married,” she said.

			But they did it anyway. “Should” meant nothing to them. There was only one conclusion I could draw: children were clearly morally superior. Kids could be cruel, but it was simple and reflexive: you’re in my way, so I’ll push you; you said something I didn’t like, so I’ll call you stupid. But grown-up cruelty was premeditated, calculated, and clever. Kids, I believed, were virtuous because we didn’t have that thing, that invisible, corrupting force that held all grown-ups in its sway: sex.

			I wasn’t sure if I trusted grown-ups anymore. I began to think they all had ulterior motives. When I started working on Miracle on 34th Street a few months later, there was a man on the set who bothered me: a warm, ebullient middle-aged man named Harry. He had a high voice, and he loved to joke with my mother. She would laugh and laugh, and I would worry, because I didn’t see her like that with many people. Usually she was the funny one; the only person who really made her laugh was my father. Harry was in love with my mother, I decided, and I didn’t trust him—especially not after the time I heard him tell my mother, “Darling, have I ever told you I adore you?” It never occurred to me that maybe Harry was not interested in my mother, or in women at all.

			A lot of the grown-ups I knew in real life were nice. Most had kids themselves—so they’d had sex at one point, of course, but they weren’t ruled by it. But others seemed obsessed with it.

			When I was six, after I had just finished working on Melrose Place, I got sides for a creepy episode of Picket Fences, where a third-grade boy and girl hide in a closet to make out. The part was too old for me anyway, but there was so much detail, just reading it made me uncomfortable. It was obviously written by a sex-obsessed grown-up. They didn’t kiss the way I had pecked my preschool boyfriend (which was only after we’d agreed to get married, and I still felt ashamed about it for years). They kissed deeply, like grown-ups in movies, and at one point the boy “started touching” the girl’s chest. It felt wrong to me on several levels, and only seemed worse as I grew up.

			People in Hollywood loved bringing kids into that grown-up world. They seemed to find it hilarious. Why else, when I was seven, would a journalist at the French Kiss premiere ask me if I knew what a French kiss was? Or the awful CBS News anchor who, on the red carpet at the premiere of Nine Months, asked me if I’d heard about Hugh Grant getting arrested.

			“I, uh . . . Yes, I heard he was arrested.” It was all over the news.

			“So what’s going on there, huh? What happened? What do you think?”

			“I . . .” All I knew was that it had something to do with sex. Suddenly, I felt very small. I looked away, trying to see if I could find my mother. “I don’t know.”

			At the Golden Globes that same year, I was interviewed for an entertainment show known for being a little risqué. The interviewer was a beautiful woman in a tight dress, with perfectly sculpted hair and eyebrows and an unplaceable accent.

			“Zo, Mara,” she said, “who do you sink iz ze sexiest man here tonight? John Travolta? Johnny Depp? Brad Pitt?” She raised her eyebrows suggestively at that last name. All I knew about Brad Pitt was that my mother thought he was overrated. Her celebrity crush was Anthony Hopkins.

			I immediately felt annoyed. What kind of question was that? Who did this woman think I was? Leaning into the mic, I said, with uncharacteristic coolness, “I’m not like that.”

			Clearly, grown-ups didn’t understand how kids thought about sex. To us, sex was gross or it was funny, nothing more. Sure, at every school there was always that one weird kid with his hands down his sweatpants, but surely he didn’t understand the implications of what he was doing. Sex is nuanced, and nuance is beyond a kid’s comprehension.

			There were so many women at the Globes, all wearing so little. One wore a dress that draped loosely over her bust, and with only a glance, I could see her naked breasts.

			“You know, Mom,” I said as my mother drove us to Burger King after the show, “the men looked great, but the women need to go home and get dressed!”

			She laughed uproariously. “You’re absolutely right.”

			There was only one conclusion to draw: the world was corrupt. Everyone was corrupted. People were showing off their nearly naked bodies, having sex for money, doing it with people whose last names they didn’t even know. “Casual sex,” they called it—I couldn’t even imagine being a “casual kisser.” I knew someday I was going to have to have sex (if only because I wanted to have kids), but until then, I was not going to let it get to me. I would never be the flirty, dirty, sex-obsessed kind of grown-up. The only thing more powerful than sex was refusing to let sex have power over you. I was against sex.

			*   *   *

			“I think it should be against the law to do it with someone you’re not married to,” I told my mother.

			“You can’t do that,” she said. “You can’t control people’s lives and bodies like that.”

			I would do what I could. If it meant being Roosevelt Elementary’s one-person Junior Anti-Sex League, I would do it. When Mark MacGregor learned that “banana” could be a euphemism for “penis” and started chasing girls around the schoolyard saying, “I’m the Banana Man!” I went to the adult on yard duty and said, very sternly, “This is not acceptable.” After one of the boys I sometimes played with at recess blurted out “You’re sexy!” I went straight to my teacher and said, “Carlos said a bad word about me.” I spent a lot of time feeling scandalized, and I loved it. There is nothing more fun than being young and judgmental.

			“Do you guys know what strippers are?” I asked some of the younger kids who, like me, sat on the bench talking and reading instead of playing during recess. Sets were a good place to pick up all kinds of interesting information.

			“No,” they said.

			“Oh, it’s awful,” I said. “It’s so gross. It’s . . . No, I shouldn’t tell you.”

			“No, tell us, tell us!”

			“They’re women who take their clothes off and dance around while men watch.”

			They were so bad and wrong, and I couldn’t stop thinking about them.

			A group of kids would cluster around me every recess to hear about the scourge of nude magazines and exotic dancers. And these were the good kids, the ones who never got “benched” during recess, who got stickers and plus marks on all their papers and ran for class president.

			They were as appalled as I was, and as titillated. Sometimes we would even pretend we were fighting the owners of strip clubs and dirty magazines, making the world safe again for kids. The bad guy in my games and stories usually wasn’t a guy at all, but a girl who did it with boys.

			“Once upon a time, there was a girl—and she was a really bad girl—”

			“How bad?”

			“Well, she wasn’t a virgin,” I said.

			*   *   *

			While I might never have admitted it, I was afraid of sex. It was a force greater than anything I could imagine. If anyone other than me was talking about it, I couldn’t handle it. My cousin once initiated a conversation about penises (“Aren’t they so weird?”), and when I got home I felt so guilty I locked myself in the bathroom and cried. My mother insisted I let her in and demanded to know what was wrong.

			“I can’t tell you,” I said.

			“You have to tell your parents everything,” she said, so firmly that I wondered if it was an official law.

			“Today I talked about stuff I shouldn’t have. . . .”

			“Is that it?” She was so relieved she almost laughed.

			The first time I heard a dirty joke, I nearly went catatonic. I was nine years old and playing with the daughter of one of my grown-up costars. When she asked if I wanted to hear a dirty joke, I assumed she was going to tell me the same punch line Paul Reubens (better known as Pee-wee Herman) had told me when we worked on Matilda: “A white horse fell in a mud puddle.” (“You wanna hear a clean joke?” said Rhea Perlman, standing nearby. “They hosed him off.”) Instead, she told me one involving a little boy, his grown-up teacher, and the punch line “That’s not my finger.” I had a full-on panic attack.

			It was hard to accept that sex wasn’t just something bad people did, and it obviously wasn’t something just men did, either. Every time I looked at a pregnant woman, I knew what she had been up to a few months earlier. Even my beloved nanny, Shoshanna, had done it. She had come to L.A. with the intention of being an actress, but hadn’t had much success breaking into film and TV. The only show she landed was a sleazy dating show, and in a moment of grown-up inconsistency, she’d decided to use our VCR to tape it. She tried to mute it every time they asked something that was “too old” for us, but I heard enough. When the host asked, “So have you ever gotten down to business on a kitchen floor?” I ran out of the room crying. What she had done was against my religion, my own pieced-together theology. Premarital sex was a sin, and a big one, and big sins meant you wouldn’t go to Heaven. What if the Christians were right and Hell really existed?

			I worried for Shoshanna’s soul until pop culture saved the day: I saw “Like a Virgin” on Pop-Up Video and learned that more than 90 percent of women had premarital sex. They couldn’t all be kept out of Heaven. That just seemed like a waste of otherwise perfectly good souls. Still, sex was dirty, and corrupting, and I was going to be one of the 10 percent who stayed pure.

			*   *   *

			Grown-ups said girls matured faster than boys, but even when middle school came I never got taller than the boys, like they said I would, and the boys I knew fully embraced sex long before girls would.

			“Did you know,” my friend Nicole had told me back in elementary school, “that when a boy thinks about a girl he likes, his thing gets hard?”

			“Why does it do that?” I had said. What did thinking about girls have to do with it? The mind-body connection was beyond me. To those who grow up without a penis, boners are magic. But what boys did with them—even if I had only a vague idea what that was—was disgusting.

			Boys were so careless. Boys with their willies, willy-nilly, shooting semen wherever they pleased. It was why I always wiped the seat carefully every time I used a unisex bathroom: I didn’t want the last customer accidentally getting me pregnant.

			Boys hit a certain age and became natural perverts. I’d heard they thought about sex every seven seconds, and also every time they touched their belts or put their hands in their pockets. All boys looked at porn. Even my sweet, smart brothers had their stash under the bathroom sink—I’d stumbled on it more than once while looking for the toilet paper. (Nerds to the very end, most of their stash was not magazines, but erotic stories printed off the Internet.) When I met my costar Cody on the set of Thomas and the Magic Railroad, I thought he was cute until he said: “Man, the porno mags here in the U.K. are nuts. Not like Playboy. Playboy’s so boring. Here they show everything.” I was disgusted, but not surprised.

			Boys were awful, and I was embarrassed that I was starting to like them.

			The summer before middle school had been an enlightening one. In June, when one of my summer camp crushes, Jake, finally took off the baseball cap he had been wearing the whole week and revealed his messy hair, I looked at him and the word “sexy” came to mind. Don’t think that, I had scolded myself, but it was too late. By August, my world had changed. President Clinton was under fire for having an affair with an intern, the number one hit in the country was “Too Close” by Next, about a guy who gets an erection when a hot girl dances too close to him, and I had slow-danced with two boys at camp.

			“Something happens after you turn eleven,” I wrote in my diary a month after my eleventh birthday. “You start to like boys. Really like boys.” I was ready to be boy-crazy. Unfortunately, I had no idea how to flirt. Usually, I behaved the same immature way the boys did, teasing them, mocking them, being aggressive. I had blown my chances with Jake from camp after pouring Pepsi in his hair. I knew it wasn’t the way girls were supposed to flirt, but I didn’t know what else to do. Boys liked pretty, nice girls, and I was awkward and angry. The last time I had a boy interested in me—besides fans, who didn’t know me as a person, and Jacob Hirsch in third grade, who was probably just happy not to be the only Jewish kid in class—had been the aforementioned peck in preschool. Having kissed a boy then didn’t seem like such a big deal anymore, and it certainly wasn’t shameful. At least I had been able to get some attention.

			Back at school, some of the girls were catching up with the boys. A girl named Christina made out with a boy in front of the school, and Jeanette was dating a sixteen-year-old. T.S.S., I called them. The Slut Squad. I hated them, and made sure everyone knew it.

			“Mara,” asked my brother Danny, “what do they do, exactly?”

			“Well, they . . .” They hadn’t really done anything to me. Someone
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