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to my mom and brother





Author’s Note

This is a work of nonfiction. Some names and identifying details have been changed.





PROLOGUE

I’m recounting my pairs of underwear when my phone rings.

It’s my book agent.

“Matt Kaplan called,” she says. “He was screaming.”

I look at my suitcase by the front door, only half packed. My flight is in an hour. I’d purposefully planned to be out of town after my book announcement. A refuge from the noise, even though the press is positive this time.

“He’s threatening to sue.”

Shit. This is not going to be a two-second phone call. Maybe I should change my flight.

“Wait, Matt is threatening to sue?”

“What he actually said was Alex is going to sue you.”

Oh, hell nah.

“THAT ALEX IS GOING TO SUE? FOR WHAT? DEFAMATION?”

She tells me Matt got a hold of my book proposal and that he and Alex read it. That I am a liar. That it was all untrue. That no one should take me seriously, including the agency. That no one will. He’ll make sure of it.

It’s the first I’ve heard from Alex in six years. The first since the fallout, when she stopped responding to my text messages. Only it isn’t her talking. It’s her husband, Matt, talking for her. A man I’ve never met.

I remember this feeling of powerlessness. Alex rearranging my life with no acknowledgment. My life being taken, overnight. On the scoreboard of Alex vs. Sofia, Alex won. I cannot fathom her trying to do it again.

Is that how much my story scares her?

“I just want to let you know we are standing by you. We didn’t think she would take this route but knew it was a possibility. It would probably be smart to get some counsel on this, just so you’re ready should something go down,” my agent says. She sounds serious.

I call Matt “a pussy-ass bitch” to lighten the mood.

“I don’t need counsel.”

I feel bulletproof… something born out of a dark place.

For the first time I have something Alex wants. Our story. My story.

But my story begins decades before I meet Alex Cooper.





PART I





ONE

My life starts watching my mom and her two sisters fight over the bathroom mirror. They listen to music, erupt into laughter, and start to fight again. They are my three maternal figures, despite being twentysomething-year-old girls themselves. I don’t need a dad when I have women.

Watching from the hallway, I feel like I’m in the room with them. I’m as excited to see how their hair and makeup and outfits turn out as I am devastated when it’s time for them to go, leaving me stuck at home with Grandma or having a sleepover at Mia’s.

Mia is my best friend, but we’re more like sisters. She teaches me how to be the girl I want to be, tying up my shirt so it shows my belly and listening to the Britney Spears CD covered in fairy drawings.

I don’t need a dad when I have two—a pair of fabulously gay Frenchmen named John and Johnny who eat frog legs. They’re my imaginary friends who I draw on the wall with smelly markers in my grandma’s house. Eventually my mom tapes sheets of printer paper on the walls. She’s always there to support me. We are each other’s entire world.

The one time I look for my dad is when I see a massive Yellow Pages book in my grandma’s kitchen, and I ask my mom if we can find him.

“What’s his name?” I chirp, flipping pages I can’t read.

“Who?” she asks, watching over me.

“My dad—we can just call him from the phone book,” I say decisively.

She gives me what seems like a fake name. But this doesn’t shut me down. I search for the alias, and when I can’t find it, I start to cry and then sob. Her plan has backfired. I sense that this isn’t going the way she wants, which makes me cry even harder. I feel sad for her, maybe, but not really sad that I don’t have a dad. How can I miss something that I’ve never had?



My mom is silly and funny in a childlike way and in many ways is still a child. As a teenager, she and her family emigrated from Argentina. She was twenty and living in San Francisco when she found out she was pregnant with me, forcing her to move back in with Grandma. She’s pretty with brown hair and brown eyes but doesn’t wear makeup. We play all the time: Marco Polo, dress-up, reading The Rainbow Fish and Dr. Seuss books. She dresses me in boyish, gender-neutral blue colors and buys me toy trucks, but I’m a girly girl and beg to wear my Minnie Mouse tutu dress to school every day until she finally lets me.

She’s still going to college at the University of Utah—the U—where she takes classes and volunteers at the community center. She takes me with her everywhere, including to work at the YWCA where she helps run the women’s shelter. The energy at the shelter feels like love, and a couple nights a week my mom and I sleep there.

She’s a teacher in the program, but the classes don’t have names like the subjects we have in school. There’s one class named Choices, a curriculum for pregnant teens where my mom explains safe sex. She carries around a bag of colorful condoms.

She also leads a session for women dealing with domestic violence, where women with all different skin colors sit on the ground in a circle.

Even though I feel at home here, I’m not allowed to know the women’s names. They get different names for protection. When I can’t be with my mom, I hang out in the children’s room, daydreaming on my cot.

It’s usually always fun here, but there’s one night that’s scary.

I hear whispers that someone’s trying to find one of the women here, which I know is bad. I run to my cot and am scared they’ll open the door for him. He rings the doorbell over and over and over. When I open my eyes, I see women peering out the window trying to identify the shadow, while my mom stays on guard at the front door. Men are scary.



Montessori school lets me be whoever I want to be, so much so that when we have Bring Your Parents to School Day, I tell the whole group I want to be a dolphin when I grow up.

Being transferred to St. Vincent de Paul Parish School in second grade feels like being kidnapped. I trade circle time and dolphins for collared uniforms and long lines of desks where I sit all day, waiting for the prison bell to ring. My grandpa, a kind and devout Mormon, was irate when he found out my mom had put me in Catholic school. Because our moms are best friends, Mia and I get to hang out alone after school, just like real sisters do. Sometimes we press our mouths together and kiss, or grab each other when it feels good. I do this with my cousins and neighbor, too. But I don’t make out with boys. Women are all I know. Until the pool.

I’m lathered in sunscreen, the one in the white bottle with the colorful baby on it, that turns to oil as soon as I get in the water. A group of little boys lets me play with their noodle toy, which I take solo, riding it around like a seahorse.

When it’s time for the little boys and the noodle to go home, I’m inconsolable. Crying on my mom’s lap, I see she’s made a new friend, too, who insists on getting me my own floaty.

Bending down to face me, he blows it up with a handheld pump and introduces himself as Tom. My mom watches, nodding approvingly. I splash back into the water with my floaty, happy again, thanks to Tom.





TWO

Everything changes when me, my mom, and Tom move in together.

Tom is cool in a way Utah doesn’t do cool. He’s from New Zealand with an accent and surfer look to prove it, which makes the women of Utah melt. He and my mom are in love and he treats me like his daughter.

The TV is always on the FUEL TV channel, showing montages of surfing. When Tom picks me up from school, Sublime blasts from his dirty contractor van.

Our house is alive with good energy. We throw parties with a mix of my mom’s Spanish friends and Tom’s Kiwi crew. They all drink beers from a “chilly bin” and get rowdier as the night goes on, acting like the twentysomething-year-olds they are.

It’s like a honeymoon at first and I love seeing my mom happy. We feel like a family. I cling to this when things start to go bad.

Tom and my mom fight a lot. His mood is unpredictable. Dinner is to be eaten at the table with place settings and I’m expected to be “proper.” He nitpicks everything, telling me to put my feet down off my chair and critiquing how I use my knife and fork. He scowls when I reach over the table.

It’s well-intentioned at first, but then when I refuse to eat his version of veggies (New Zealanders love a root vegetable), things escalate to him yelling, becoming disproportionately angry. He slams drawers and cabinets, saying “FUCKIN’ ’ELL” and “CHROIST” every other word. One time he throws my entire plate in the garbage; another time he breaks it in the sink.

His anger starts to expand beyond family dinners. He explodes quickly and without reason.

On our way to the movies he gets all the way to the theater only to suddenly whip the car around and speed back in the opposite direction toward home.

“Tom! What is wrong with you?” my mom exclaims.

“Nah. We’re going home.”

I can tell from the back seat this isn’t about the movies. I feel desperate—I don’t want the movie discussion to be officially off the table so I chime in, which makes it worse. Tom hates when he feels singled out like it’s two on one.

I’m devastated. I love the movies, but I know this isn’t about me.

My mom’s never said it, but her happiness depends on me. Her love comes with pressure. So I need to make sure even in these moments, I’m good. Or appear to be.

This is much harder now with Tom in the picture.



I can’t control Tom, but I can control my body.

At school, the new girl Mary Kate is getting very skinny. When she first got to St. Vincent’s, she looked chubby in her uniform, but since we got back from winter break, the same uniform drowns her tiny body. If my mom and my aunts saw Mary Kate, they would tell her straight to her face how skinny she’d become, because that’s how they talk when they’re together.

“GORDA!”

“FLACA!”

“You’re sooo skinny.”

This is their ritual greeting, even when no one looks different, which is usually the case, given they see one another every day.

But Mary Kate looks so different that even the teachers are noticing. Mrs. Jones holds up a doll-sized pair of shorts in front of the whole class, teasing, “Do these belong to anyone? Maybe Mary Kate?” which makes us all laugh.

The next time we have a group sleepover at Mary Kate’s house, she tells us secrets about her mom, like how she hides men in her room. I don’t know if her mom is the reason she’s so skinny now, or if it has something to do with being rich, or having a cool brother, or being on the ski team. I don’t know anything about that. But I know I’m jealous.

Going into seventh grade, we’re given a list of assigned school reading. I choose Letting Ana Go, a book about a calorie-obsessed high school girl who gets too skinny. It’s meant to show us the dangers of anorexia, only it has an adverse effect by teaching me exactly what it is and how to do it.

I use the dial-up internet on the computer in the basement to search anorexia. I scroll through a site called Tumblr, which all the girls at school, including me, use now. I pore over the images: hip bones protruding from girls in low-waisted pajama shorts, birdlike legs hovering, untouching. Skinny inspo accounts aspirationally call this a “thigh gap,” best modeled in jean shorts and Converse sneakers. I obsess over the grotesque images of the sick girls whose face fat has disappeared, revealing the outlines of their jaws and eye sockets. The more shocking the corpses, the more fascinated I become.

I go to Barnes & Noble to continue my research. I love the Series of Unfortunate Events and the Gossip Girl series, but now that I’ve finished both of those, I’m in the market for a book called Perfect, where a girl with bulimia throws up into jars she hides in her closet so that her parents don’t discover her disorder. I am so repulsed by the description of the rancid closet smell that I keep replaying it in my head, recycling my own disgust.

Us girls talk openly about these books at school and at home, where Mia and I stand next to each other in the mirror and compare bodies.

“You have legs. I have CHICKEN LEGS!!!” Mia screeches in despair before collapsing on my bed. How can she possibly be jealous of me for having less-skinny legs than her? Next time we’re in the back seat of her car, I notice how my thighs pool out of my short-shorts sideways, while hers just dangle off the seat like thin noodles.

I start making myself throw up at home, knowing I want to be skinny, but there is more to it than that. Throwing up is uncomfortable, but at least the sensation reminds me that I have a body. Too much of feeling alive happens in my brain, where it has nowhere to go.

I continue the habit for a couple months until my mom walks in on me in the bathroom.

“What are you doing?” She looks shocked.

“Nothing,” I say.

She takes me for a drive and asks me questions. All the details. Then she tells me how bad it is and how it will rot my teeth. Seeing the look on her face scares me enough. I’ll never do it again. Skinny with yellow teeth isn’t aspirational.



I can tell something is up when my mom and Tom decide to do movie night on a Tuesday. My mom is four months pregnant, so she stays home while Tom and I drive to the 7-Eleven and rent The Lord of the Rings from Redbox. It’s a school night, but we order Pizza Hut, my favorite. No dinner-table wars. I wait to open the pizza box, careful not to set Tom off. I’m hypervigilant in moments like this, never knowing when they may go awry.

My mom is unusually quiet, staying still with her arms folded across her pregnant belly. It’s been this way ever since Tom got back from his work trip. When we finally get the TV working, Tom sits down on the couch, putting his arm around my mom.

My mom whispers to Tom, only speaking when the sound from the TV can drown her out.

“Just stop it, Tom.”

“Well, you’re wrong, Paola.”

“Shhhhhh, just be quiet.”

The quiet only lasts while Frodo and Sam run through the field. Then they erupt.

“Stop lying to me, Tom!!!”

“I’m not lying!”

“I heard her on your voicemail!!!”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Paola.”

There’s no pretending now.

“Stop it!!!” I yell.

My mom tells me to go to my room, but I refuse.

“STOP IT!!!” I yell louder.

My mom diverts her venom at me, and I have no choice but to go to my room downstairs.

I distract myself by lining up my collection of mini figurines called Homies.

“YOU SLEPT WITH HER. JUST ADMIT IT!”

I can tell by the sound of their voices that neither one of them has any interest in calming the other one down. I think about running up the stairs and getting in between them. Maybe even pushing Tom. But I don’t.

I know this is one of their worst fights, but when my mom comes down and tells me to get dressed and get in the car, it confirms it. I ask her incessantly what happened, what Tom did, why she’s so upset, but she won’t reply, so the drive is quiet. I have no idea where we’re going until we reach my grandma’s house. I beg her not to leave me here, worried for what will happen to her if I’m not there. But she leaves anyway. My grandma sits with me while I cry until I fall asleep.



My mom brings up the potential to meet my real dad during a therapy session with me and my therapist, Charlotte. I’m thirteen, but I’ve been seeing Charlotte for as long as I can remember. But today my mom’s crashing the session.

“Sofi, you have a chance to meet your biological dad when he’s in town,” my mom says. “Do you think that’s something you want?”

She leaves the room for Charlotte and me to unpack the proposal. An answer, albeit lukewarm, comes to me quickly.

“I’m not like, Oh my god, finally I get to meet this other half. I don’t feel like he’s a missing piece or anything.

“But he is half of my DNA. When I’m on my deathbed, I think I’ll be happy I did, and this might be my one chance.”

“Shall we call your mom back in?”

We meet at Happy Sumo, my favorite sushi restaurant at the Gateway mall in downtown Salt Lake City. I sit across from him and my mom, who is there as both a member of the family and a translator, as Joaquin is from Spain and speaks no English. Even if he did, it wouldn’t matter; we barely speak. He doesn’t ask to be my dad, or try to claim me as his daughter.

I sob on the way home from dinner with no idea why. My tears know neither love nor its absence. I can’t place my emotions, only that I feel profound confusion and pressure.

As I wail in the passenger seat, my mom tries to console me from behind the wheel.

“You know what Grandma told me? God will never test you more than you can handle.”

I let this sink in, and it permeates me like something truly divine. I feel like I’ve been shown the truth: I will be okay—despite this horrible moment, despite Tom’s anger, despite my vomit, despite my mom no longer being fully mine.





THREE

The only person I know going into my new high school is Mia. She’s always been more of a sister than a friend, but now more than ever, she feels like my lifeline. Unlike in my other friendships, Mia and I fight, because we know it will never be permanent. We break up and make up as if we were a couple. We say things to each other that are too severe for friendship, either too mean or too confessional. Our bond presents with a cultlike devotion, only there’s no escaping. We’re stuck with each other for life.

The first week of freshman year I’m grouped in with the “smart” kids after testing into several advanced classes. Still, I’m labeled as “dumb” and “ditzy” anytime I open my mouth, dragging every last syllable out and making everything sound like a question. I can’t help it.

But I like my nerd crew, especially my crush named Henry. When prom season comes around, he surprises me in the library and sings me “Hey There Delilah”—but changes the lyrics to “Hey there, Sofia, what’s it like in Draper City?”—and asks me to be his date to the dance. I’m ecstatic, but when the news spreads about who’s going with who, Mia isn’t so happy.

“You’re going to prom with Henry Bendl?”

She sounds legitimately concerned.

“Yeah.”

“How did he ask you?”

I rework the story into a version that’s the least embarrassing possible.

“That’s weird; I imagined you going with someone different.”

I feel defensive, and then overwhelmingly insecure. If Mia doesn’t approve, I’m not sure I do either.

“Wait, why?”

“I don’t know, he’s like a nerd. I didn’t picture you with that group, I guess…” She trails off, not even looking at me.

I realize now how much Mia and I have drifted apart since the start of the school year. We started off meeting in between every period to spend the break together and walk each other to our next classes. But now in the second semester, we no longer share a single class, even though we don’t talk about this, or any school dynamics, when we’re together, because we’re family.

But she seems really concerned about me going to the prom with Henry, and her bluntness makes me reconsider the way I’ve been thinking about things.

I imagine the next three years of high school and all the milestones available to a high achiever: student body president, valedictorian, graduating with honors. I don’t want any of this.

I have a near nervous breakdown picking out my prom dress, in some part due to prom itself being a complete and total foreign concept to my mom (literally—Argentina doesn’t do prom). I end up wearing something that looks like a variation of Mia’s exact prom dress, but I deny this to her when she questions me about it. I let Henry take me to the dance, but after that night I stop trying so hard in school and instead turn my attention to getting back in sync with Mia. Our relationship is cyclical. Approximately twice a year we are not on speaking terms, but we always end up reconciling, so I don’t worry. This is our thing—rupture, silence, repair—a pattern of ups and downs that I’ve grown so accustomed to I rely on it.



I start dating a senior named Miles, in large part because he’s best friends with another senior named Jake, who Mia is fooling around with.

“Have you guys finally had sex?” Mia asks daily.

“No.” I love saying no to this; I’m starting to understand my power. Being pretty and a virgin.

Things change when Mia calls me after school. It’s after one of our fights and brief silent stints.

“Jake asked me about you and Miles.”

I’m not sure what she’s getting at.

“I told him you guys haven’t had sex yet, and he started hysterically laughing and told me Miles has been and still is fucking like half the senior class.”

My heart sinks. There is no way.

“Do you think it’s because I haven’t had sex with him?”

“No… I don’t know, I think he’s just an asshole.”

“Such a fucking asshole…” I trail off, remembering all the times I had bragged about the no-sex thing. It doesn’t feel like such a power move now.

When we hang up, I start sobbing. My mom hears me and comes to my room.

“What’s going on?”

“Miles has been cheating on me.”

“With who??”

I list off the names: Laura, Rebecca, Rachel, Madi, basically half the girls on the soccer team.

I feel so betrayed, so hurt, that I don’t know what to do except take the power back. I detach from all feelings and make a plan. Breaking up with him isn’t enough, but I’m learning how to morph my sadness into a calm, composed rage. Time to prove to myself I know exactly how to make him pay and never feel hurt again.

I open our text thread and start typing.

Call me.

“It’s over,” I announce as soon as I pick up his call.

“What?!” I swear I hear his voice crack. I love this.

“It’s over,” I repeat.

“Just like that?”

“Yup.”

“Okay.”

We hang up, but he proceeds to call me back until I finally answer on the fourth try. He’s crying now, telling me how dumb it is for me to end things over “something made-up.” I start to doubt myself, but keep steady to my plan. Hearing his desperation fuels me.

“I have to go,” I say, finally.

The next day at school I feel strong. I’m sad, but wide awake to my power. Confident, even.



One day when I know my mom and Tom will be out late, Mia has the idea to get drunk for the first time. We don’t know how this works, so we decide to start by using my parents’ brown liquor, which we pour into cups and shoot back. We gasp in disgust and decide to pull out a loaf of white bread, alternating between gulping liquor and shoving down slices to soak up the taste.

We both realize we are drunk at the same time. Absolutely shit-faced, actually, as we’ve heard people call it, though I’m surprised by how aware I still feel. I put on the song “Bossy” by Kelis ft. Too $hort and we run around the house dancing while it blasts from the TV. We stop only to laugh hysterically, and then keep dancing.

Next thing I know I’m staring at Mia’s phone screen. She’s texting with Josh Garcia, a boy in the grade above us. They’re flirting, and he asks for a pic. We laugh and decide it would be funny to send him pictures of our nipples, but without our faces to test him. can u tell which ones are mine? Mia texts.

This escalates into Mia and me getting completely naked and making out. When I get scared that my mom might be coming home, we walk a mile to her house, both still buzzing, where we undress again and continue hooking up. We do everything, both going down on each other, the whole thing. When we decide it’s time to stop, we go to a party, thinking of nothing but this exact moment, of being nowhere but in our bodies, drunk and free.

Six months later, we try smoking weed for the first time on a senior boy’s basement couch. Mia starts laughing uncontrollably. I also start laughing, while having scary thoughts that I’ll never stop. Then I feel like I’m losing grip on reality, like I’m in the scariest place ever and might stay there, until I make eye contact with Mia, and we telepathically decide it’s time to go home.



I start dating Max Klein, who is the hottest. He’s also wealthy, and he used to date Lucy Larsson, the prettiest girl in the entire school. Maybe even on the whole planet. She’s almost six feet tall, has long blond hair, and not only looks like a model but actually is one. On the off-ramp of the freeway that we take every day to school, there’s a billboard with her face on it. The picture itself is weird—she’s driving a moped, fake laughing—but still, she looks pretty.

Max and I party a lot, and it’s affecting my grades. I drop all my AP courses except AP English and lit. I love Max, but I still care about getting by in school because I know I’m not stupid, and apparently Lucy the ex knows it, too.

“How did Sofia score on her ACT?” she sneers at Max one day in the hallway.

“She got a better score than you,” Max replies.

He says she’s super annoying and such a bitch for making this comment. It doesn’t make me dislike her, but it does make me question her confidence. I like that she sees me as a threat.

Max invites a shit ton of people up to his parents’ cabin in Park City over homecoming weekend. I feel insecure around Max—around really all my boyfriends—so I drink. I’m also surrounded by older girls and guys and no Mia. But I have a solution: pouring vodka into a water bottle and chugging as the cars full of upperclassmen pull up. I want to look like I’m going through the normal motions, not like a leper who doesn’t know how to act.

When I can’t stand up straight anymore, I find the only empty chair at the beer pong table and shakily melt into it. Samantha Flynn, the second-prettiest girl in the junior class, is sitting next to me, watching the Ping-Pong ball go back and forth. I fake laugh to blend in and sip from a mystery Solo cup I don’t remember picking up. I start to feel nauseous but don’t want to get up. I’m scared that if I try to walk to the bathroom I’ll fall on my face, or
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