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It was a wet, drizzly morning in Seattle, Washington. Tom Witherspoon stood on the pitcher's mound at George Wilson Middle School, where he and some other people were playing a pickup baseball game before class. Tom had just struck out Zach Leland, who was throwing his usual tantrum.

“That wasn't fair!” Zach complained. “I wasn't ready!”

“Yes, you were, you wuss!” yelled the first baseman. “You're the wuss!” Zach said, throwing down his bat.

“Sit down and let someone else have a turn!” the third baseman shouted.

Tom tugged on the bill of his perfectly worn Mariners cap. Across the field, several girls, including his neighbor Emma Baker, sat on a bench behind third base. That was where they spent their mornings, whispering, giggling, and doing whatever it was sixth-grade girls did. He and Emma had hung out when they were little kids. But now she was a member of Courtney Hall's clique, the Grrlzillas. Tom wasn't sure what the point of Grrlzillas was, except to be incredibly annoying. Maybe they had no point. Either way, Tom wished they would sit somewhere else—they were making him nervous.

Thwack. Tom slapped the ball in his glove. Still no batter. He watched Emma chattering away. The summer before fourth grade, the two of them had built a tree fort and spent countless hours in it. They would wake up early and ride their bikes around the neighborhood. Hike on the scrubby path alongside the stream next to the park and collect bugs and cool rocks. That was ancient history now.

Finally, a new batter appeared. Great. It was Jane Hennessey. Tom was not happy to see her. Jane was a tall, athletic seventh grader who had been known to hit the ball out of the park. Way out.

“Hey, Tom!” Zach yelled from the backstop. “Think you can strike out a girl?”

“I struck you out, didn't I?” Tom yelled back. He pulled down the bill of his cap so that it covered his eyes. He had practiced his pitching all winter in hopes of making the junior Little League team this spring. If he couldn't get a few fastballs past Jane Hennessey … well, that would be bad.

“Whaddaya waiting for? Throw it!” Zach cried.

Jane grinned, took a few practice swings, and waited for the pitch.

Tom stared at home plate. His dad had worked with him that Saturday and had shown him how to place his pitches. Tom tried to remember what his father had said about tall hitters. You pitched them low and outside. Or was it low and inside? Tom had trouble remembering details, especially under pressure. Whatever. He just needed to focus. He had to strike Jane out.

“C'mon! Throw it!” shouted the first baseman. “The bell's going to ring.”

Tom took aim, wound up, and threw his best fastball. Jane lunged forward and whacked it toward third base. At that very moment, the third baseman was sharing his Skittles with the shortstop. Neither saw the ball as it shot past them.

“Hey!” Tom screamed. “Get that!”

The third baseman turned helplessly as the ball rolled into the outfield. He looked at Tom and shrugged.

Tom sprinted after the ball himself—he was medium height, thin, and one of the faster boys in his class. He used all his speed now. Under no circumstance could Jane Hennessey hit an inside-the-park home run off him.

The ball rolled to where Emma and her friends sat on their bench and stopped at Courtney Hall's feet. Tom ran to it, reached for it … and then Courtney kicked it.

“Don't touch that!” Tom tried again, but another girl knocked it from his grasp with her heel. The ball rolled beneath the bench and Tom dove under Margaret Cooper to get it. Unfortunately, Margaret was wearing a skirt.

“Hey!” shrieked Margaret. She was especially touchy about boys. Two days earlier, Tom's best friend, Brad Hailey, had snuck up behind her in gym class and yanked down her sweatpants in front of everyone.

“What are you doing?” Margaret yelped. “Get out! Get away from me!”

Tom was caught in the skirt and fought to untangle himself. He had to find that ball. He could not let Jane Hennessey hit a home run.

“Perv alert! Perv alert!” Courtney shouted. She and the Grrlzillas rushed to defend Margaret. Rachel Simms kicked Tom in the butt and hit him with her backpack. The other girls joined in, whacking Tom with textbooks, gym bags, whatever they had. One of them even jabbed him with an umbrella.

“Stop it!” Tom grabbed the ball and jumped to his feet. “I was trying to get the ball.” He turned to Emma. “Emma, help me out.”

But she frowned and crossed her arms.

Tom suddenly saw Jane Hennessey rounding third. He ran clear of the girls and threw the ball as hard as he could. It was too late. Jane jogged home easily. As a final humiliation, Courtney lobbed a Hello Kitty key chain at Tom's head. “Skirt perv!” she called.

Tom muttered under his breath as Jane high-fived her teammates.

“The things a boy will do to look up a girl's dress.” Rachel shook her head.

“I was getting the ball,” Tom said, his teeth clenched. “You guys were too busy yapping to notice, but Jane was going to score!”

Margaret snorted. “Yeah, right.”

Tom threw up his hands. “You got me. This whole game was played so that I could look at Margaret's flowered underwear.”

Ashley Orendorfer, another Grrlzilla, rolled her eyes. “Pathetic.” Emma gave him a look of pure disgust.

Courtney slung her backpack over her shoulder. “Listen up, Spoonie. We're sick of boys getting away with stuff like this. S-I-C-K. From now on, we're doing stuff to you. So get used to it.”

And with that, the Grrlzillas lifted their chins and defiantly marched up the hill to school.
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Emma Baker stood at her locker and unloaded her heavy backpack, which was always weighed down with textbooks, folders, index cards, and five-subject notebooks. She had also stuffed in her gymnastics clothes, her sheet music for piano lessons, and a bunch of Girl Scout cookie flyers she was supposed to pass out at lunchtime. The bell for first period was about to ring and she hadn't dug out her glitter pen yet. She frantically rummaged through her backpack and prayed she hadn't lost it.

Actually, Emma did everything frantically these days. It seemed the older she got, the more stressful her schedule became. Most of it was her mother's doing. Mrs. Baker had never met an activity she didn't like. Emma enjoyed gymnastics, piano lessons, Girl Scouts, and all the other afterschool things she did. It was just that she liked doing nothing every now and then too.

The bell sounded and Courtney joined Emma at her locker so they could walk to first period together.

“Can you believe Tom?” Courtney said, annoyed. “What a perv!”

Courtney stressed Emma out too. Emma still wasn't sure she fit in with the Grrlzillas. She didn't really have a problem with boys. They never did anything bad to her. But Tom was a different story. He was definitely getting on her bad side. The previous summer, Tom had suddenly refused to let her into the tree fort they had built together before fourth grade. He and Brad Hailey had told her that it was now a boys-only “chill house” and they didn't want any girl “mushiness” around. The memory of Tom and his friends laughing and pushing her away gave Emma an instant stomachache.

“Yeah, he's kind of a pain,” she replied.

“Remember the Grrlzilla motto,” Courtney said, flipping her hair back. “Not all boys are pervs, but all pervs are boys. Right?”

“I guess,” Emma said.

Just before they reached health class, Jeff Matthews appeared in the hallway. Jeff was extremely good-looking. He wore expensive sneakers, a down vest, cargoes, and a white shell necklace that showed off the tan he'd gotten during spring break in San Diego. Emma had a huge crush on him, just like every other sixth-grade girl.

“Oh my God,” Emma whispered. “Why does Jeff have to be so cute?”

Courtney gave Emma a nudge. “Go talk to him.”

“No, no, no,” Emma said, checking her shirt. She had just bought her first bra at Nordstrom and couldn't tell if it looked right.

“You gotta say something to him,” Courtney said in that authoritative way she had. “Or he'll never notice you.”

“I know, I know,” Emma said. “It's just, he's so … cool. And I'm so—”

“Busy?” Courtney said.

Emma gave her a nasty look.

“Uh-oh,” Courtney murmured. “Now Sienna Jones is hanging all over him.”

“What are they talking about?”

“Lip gloss, probably,” Courtney said. “That's all Sienna Jones ever talks about.”

Emma looked closely at Jeff and tried to get her confidence up. If she could juggle all her other activities, why couldn't she juggle him? She just needed to think of him as a project. “Maybe I'll talk to him at the gymnastics meet on Saturday. His sister is on the team and he always comes to watch her.”

“He comes to check out girls in their leotards, you mean,” Courtney said.

Emma frowned. “Do you think he's really like that?”

“Hel-lo?”

“I don't care,” Emma said, ignoring Courtney's raised eyebrows. “I still like him.”

As she approached the classroom, Emma looked down at her chest again. She had a typical gymnast's body— small and thin. Her mom was always saying that everything about her was cute and petite. She felt like an elf next to Courtney, who was much taller and more developed. Even though it was mildly insulting, Emma thought she'd much rather have Courtney's nickname—Queen Kong—than the one Tom and Brad had given her. How could anyone as cool as Jeff Matthews like someone called Toadstool?


[image: ]

Tom hurried to health, his first-period class. He was sweaty, muddy, and depressed. The Jane Hennessey home-run fiasco played over and over in his brain like a warped CD. He collapsed into the desk behind Brad and they did their usual handshake: shake, grip, point, high-five, low-five. Then Brad went back to drawing a naked picture of their new music teacher, Ms. O'Connor.

“Check this out,” Brad said.

Tom looked at the sketch. “Yeah, that's all right, but you wanna see something really cool? Check this out.” He felt around in his pocket and pulled out a flat stone arrowhead. He handed it to Brad.

“Wow. Where'd you find this?”

“Last night in the woods. I think it's Klickitat. Look at the writing on the other side.”

Brad flipped it over. There were strange markings on the back. “These look like little pictures or something.”

“It's probably an ancient message.”

“It probably says Made in Taiwan.”

“No way.” Tom took the arrowhead back and slipped it in his pocket. “This thing is valuable. I'm going to sell it on eBay.”

“All right, class, let's settle in,” said Ms. Andre.

Brad and Tom turned forward in their seats. They liked Ms. Andre. She had a warm smile and wore her long black hair in a French braid. She was also funny, and on the first day of school she made everyone say “penis.” Even the girls.

Then the door opened and Jeff Matthews came in.

“Look who decided to honor us with his presence,” Brad said.

Tom watched as Jeff sauntered in. All the sixth-grade girls had crushes on him. Even Ms. Andre cut him extra slack.

“If that was us, we'd get detention,” Brad muttered.

“Okay, everyone,” Ms. Andre called. “Today we're going to begin our discussion of gender differences and how society views those differences.”

The boys let out a groan. The girls glanced around at each other, wondering what that meant exactly.

“First of all, does anyone know what gender means?” Ms. Andre asked.

Emma raised her hand. Tom crumpled up a piece of paper to throw at her, but Ms. Andre stared him down and he sank low in his seat.

“How about you, Brad?” Ms. Andre asked. “Do you have a gender?”

“Uh …” Brad looked embarrassed. “You mean like, in my pants?”

Everyone burst out laughing.

“No, gender means which sex you are,” Ms. Andre explained. “You're a boy, I assume?”

“Oh. Yeah, I guess so,” Brad said. Several girls pointed at him and giggled.

“Most living things have a gender,” Ms. Andre said. “They are either male or female.” While Ms. Andre wrote MALE and FEMALE on the board, Brad poked Tom and pointed at Kelly Angstrom. Talk about female! She was the most beautiful girl in sixth grade. She had silky strawberry blond hair, creamy skin, and some serious curves. Today she was wearing a red V-neck sweater. If you looked at her from the right angle, as Tom and Brad were now trying to do, you could sort of see her …

“Tom? How about you?” Ms. Andre asked suddenly.

“What?”

“What are some of the characteristics of your gender?”

“Uh … well, I'm a … boy.” Tom's face turned red.

“That's right,” Ms. Andre said. “So what are some of the characteristics of boys?”

“Uh …,” Tom mumbled. “They like sports?”

Ms. Andre wrote SPORTS on the board. “Are sports something that only boys like?”

“No,” Emma said. “Girls like sports.”

“Yeah,” another girl added. “Who says girls don't like sports?”

“Well, they're not very good at them,” Tom said

“Jane Hennessey whipped your butt this morning!” Courtney said.

“If it weren't for your stupid Grrlzillas, I would have gotten her out!”

Courtney snickered. “Whatever. You just wanted to look up Margaret's skirt!”

“That was a total accident!”

“Settle down, class,” Ms. Andre said. “Could we say that society assumes that only boys like sports, but in reality, girls like sports too?”

“Who cares what girls like,” Brad grumbled.

“All right, Brad,” Ms. Andre said. “Good to know you're listening. What characteristics do girls have that boys don't?”

Brad thought about it. “Uh … they talk a lot?”

“Don't boys talk?”

“Not like girls,” Brad said. “Girls blab their heads off. That's all they ever do. Blah, blah, blah, blah. They never shut up.”

“At least we have something to say,” Emma interjected.

“Yeah,” Courtney said. “At least we have actual brains.”

“Okay, okay, that's enough,” Ms. Andre said. “I think everyone can agree that both boys and girls have actual brains. At least in theory.” She looked around the class. “Margaret? Can you think of anything about boys that is a characteristic of their gender?”

Margaret couldn't think of an answer.

“Are boys' bodies different from girls'?” Ms. Andre went on.

“Yeah,” cried Courtney. “They get boners when they slow-dance.”

All the boys cracked up. Some of the girls did too. Emma could feel her cheeks turn bright red.

“Courtney is correct,” Ms. Andre said. “Though let's try not to use the B word.” She turned around and wrote ERECTION on the board instead.

Then Jeff Matthews raised his hand. “Yes, Jeff? Do you have something to add?” Ms. Andre asked.

Jeff smiled at Ms. Andre. “Yeah,” he said, leaning back in his chair. “To me, it's more about the vibe. Boys, like, have a different groove than girls. Boys are more about chillin' with their Game Boys or shredding on their dirt bikes. Girls are more about hanging with their homegirls and watchin' the hotties on MTV.”

All the girls swooned over Jeff's brilliance. Brad pounded his forehead on his desk.

“That's good, Jeff,” Ms. Andre said. “You have some valid perceptions. Now, understanding gender differences— that's where it gets interesting. Which brings me to this week's assignment.”

Tom could feel something bad coming, some touchyfeely assignment, and probably homework. He snuck another look at Kelly. Her sweater was revealing even more than before. If only he could … Tom looked down at his lap and tried to think of something else: baseball, dirt bikes, car crashes. If he didn't stop thinking about Kelly, he'd be stuck in his health classroom all day long.
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As usual, it was raining when school let out. Emma waited for the bus under the big blue awning with Courtney. When it arrived, she and Courtney sat in the middle seats. Emma hoped they could talk more about Jeff Matthews, but of course, Courtney was too busy teasing Brad.

“Hey, Brad,” Courtney said. “That was awesome in health class, when you figured out you're a boy. You're sooo smart.”

“Look. Queen Kong speaks.”

“Maybe by next year you'll figure out what a girl is.”

“I already know what girls are.” Brad kicked the bottom of their seat. “A big pile of crapola, served steaming hot on a plate!”

“Oh, Brad, I love it when you talk about your dining habits.” Courtney made googly eyes at him. “Tell me more.” Emma hoped Courtney didn't expect her to say anything funny.

Brad and Courtney kept at each other until they reached Brad's stop. Soon after, Courtney was dropped off at her house and the bus grew quiet. Emma was stuck with Tom and the few other people who lived on Birch Street, the last stop on the bus.

Emma glanced at Tom. He had pulled something out of his pocket. It looked like a small arrowhead. Tom was always hanging out in the woods, exploring and looking for stuff. He used to ask her to go with him.

“What's that?” she asked.

“None of your business.”

“I can ask you a question if I want,” Emma said. Why did he have to be so rude? She looked at the arrowhead. “Where'd you get it?”

“Nowhere.”

She sighed. “I can see it's an arrowhead. I was just wondering where you got it.”

“That's for me to know—”

“And for me to find out. Jeez, you're so original.” Emma glared at him. “By the way, the stuff you said in health class was pure genius too. Girls don't like sports? That's ridiculous.”

“They might like 'em,” Tom said confidently. “They just can't play 'em.”

“That's so not true.”

“It is,” Tom said. “It's a proven fact.”

“Proven by who?”

Tom slipped the arrowhead back in his pocket. “By everyone. Girls aren't as good at football or baseball. Or tennis. Or golf.”

“How about gymnastics?”

“Maybe at gymnastics.” Tom shrugged. “But gymnastics isn't a real sport.”

“What?” Emma couldn't believe this.

“Oh, c'mon. Rolling around on the floor? Swinging on bars?”

“Excuse me? Have you ever watched the Olympics? Not only is it a real sport, gymnastics is one of the oldest sports in the world.”

“It might be old. But it's not baseball.”

“Baseball? What's baseball? A bunch of fat guys hitting a ball with a stick.”

“Real sports have teams,” Tom explained slowly. “That's why they call it team sports.”

“That is so stupid.” Emma turned away and stared out the window at the passing houses and the green lawns. Just then they went by Jeff Matthews's house. He was in the driveway, helping his mom unload groceries from their minivan.

“Oh my God!” Emma pressed her face against the glass.

Tom tried to follow her gaze. “What are you looking at?”

“Nothing,” Emma said, sitting back in her seat. But it was too late.

“Well, it's Pretty Boy Matthews!” he said. “Mr. Playah himself.”

“He is not a player,” Emma said.

“Are you kidding? That guy had four girlfriends last summer.”

“He happens to be very nice. Which is something girls appreciate.”

“Do you like him?”

“No,” Emma said quickly, hoping her cheeks didn't betray her. “Of course not. I mean … well … he's definitely one of the cuter—”

“You do like him!” Tom bounced on his seat. “You like Jeff Matthews!”

“I do not! I never said that!”

“Emma likes Jeff, Emma likes Jeff!” teased Tom. “Does the playah know about this?”

“No, he doesn't, and you better not say anything! If you do, I swear I'll—”

“You'll what? Tell the Grrlzillas?” Tom laughed. “You are so busted.”

“You can't tell,” pleaded Emma. “Please. C'mon, Tom, you can't.”

Tom sat back with a huge grin on his face.

Emma crossed her arms angrily over her chest and stared out the window, seeing nothing. She had never thought she could dislike Tom, but she had been absolutely, positively one hundred percent wrong.

She hated him.
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