
 CHAPTER ONE           !
My name is Portia Maddox. Last week, I turned thirteen. Hands 
on her hips, my grandma looked me in the eye and said, “My, 
you’re turning into a little lady.” Yeah, right. 

Technically, I’m a teenager, but I feel no different than when 
I was twelve. My parents seem to think this birthday is a BFD. 
But I’m just the same old me. 

There are a few things you should know. My father’s in the 
military. That means we move a lot. I’ve gone to about a 
hundred different schools in the last six years. Maybe a few less. 
People tell me I exaggerate. 

You may be thinking, “What kind of  name is Portia, 
anyway?” Well, my parents chose it because they are Shakespeare 
freaks. Portia’s a character from The Merchant of Venice. I haven’t 
read the play yet, but I hear Portia is smart, beautiful, and rich. 
That means the only thing we have in common is the name. 
Who cares? As names go, it’s so sixteenth century. Being stuck 
with it is a cross I must bear. And believe me, I have more than 
my share of  those. 

My life hasn’t been easy. We’ve moved so many times, the 
moment I start to fit in and make friends, it’s time to leave. 

Oh, yeah. One other thing. I’m an albino. That’s a pigment-
free person. I’m talking white skin and hair, with pink eyes like a 
white rabbit or a gerbil. Nice, huh? You’re probably thinking, 
she won’t be entering any beauty contests any time soon. 

Did you know that many think albinos are evil? It’s not true, 
of  course. I think the rumor gained traction in that stupid book 
by Dan Brown—The Da Vinci Code. 

Have you read it? If  not, I’ll save you the trouble. It’s about 
how the Catholic Church is weird and evil. Albinos are even 
more weird and evil than the church, and it’s amazing what 
people can do in 24 hours if  they don’t eat or sleep. And, 
according to the book, the Louvre museum in Paris is a 
dangerous place. That’s it. You’re welcome. 

I attend Jefferson Davis Junior High near Pensacola, Florida, 
where my dad is stationed. It’s in the very deep South. 
Southerners have a take on the Civil War that’s vastly different 
from what I learned in Newport, Rhode Island. As a matter of  
fact, Florida and Rhode Island might as well be on different 
planets. 

Anyhow, it’s a typical day at school. Everyone is stealing 
glances at me or going out of  their way to not look at me. Today 



begins my fourth week at the New School of  the Month. We’ve 
passed the stage where the kids mutter, “freak” or “Hi, 
Whitey” (followed by the inevitable snickers), or go dumb as 
posts, gawking or turning away in horror when they see me. I 
am now merely a curiosity. I figure my classmates either accept 
my appearance or have grown less disgusted by it. Whatever. I 
take their behavior with a grain of  salt, the way I accept 
anything that’s inevitable. Like the coldness of  winter, or the 
notion that I’ll die someday. Hey, we all have to deal with these 
and other harsh realities. I figure my lack of  pigmentation has 
given me a head start. 

I’m sitting alone in the cafeteria, poking at the mystery lunch 
meat, when someone brushes against me. I hear a light tap on 
the bench next to where I’m sitting. I glance over at a folded 
piece of  paper. 

Looking up, I see the back of  Denise Laughton’s blonde 
head retreating. The most popular girl in my class takes her place 
at a table with her many followers. It’s the same drill every day. 
She glances my way. It happens so fast, I can’t be sure. Maybe I 
imagined it. 

I pick up the paper and open it. Inside, a message is written 
in purple ink. Beautiful penmanship. So different from my own 
sloppy scrawl. 

The note reads: Please meet me after school by the gym. It’s a matter 
of  life and death. Thanks, D.L. !!

CHAPTER 2 !
After seventh period, I wander by the gym, half-wondering if  
I’m being set up or about to be the butt of  another practical 
joke. Lingering by the door, ready to bolt, I hear “psst.” I step 
into the gym and see Denise standing against a wall a few feet 
away. 

She waves me over. “C’mon. Hurry.” Her voice is pinched. 
She looks frantic. 

“What? Afraid to be seen with the freakazoid chick?” 
She grabs my arm and pulls me toward the bleachers. We 

duck underneath. 
I cross my arms. “Well, I guess that answers my question.” 
“Hey, look, I’m sorry.” Her voice catches. It’s enough for me 

to stand down a bit. “I wanted to talk to you because I have a 
problem. And I can’t discuss it with my friends.” 



I roll my eyes. “Are you serious? Take my advice. Don’t go 
into sales.” 

As I turn to leave, she yanks me back. “I didn’t mean it the 
way it sounded. Please, please listen to me.” 

She sounds desperate. I can scarcely believe the most popular 
girl in my class is begging me for help. 

I sigh. “Fine. What is it?” 
“It’s my boyfriend, Randy. I think he might be seeing another 

girl.” 
She tells me about Kathleen, a girl she met over the summer 

in tennis camp. They became doubles partners. Denise 
introduced Kathleen to all her friends, Randy included. 
Kathleen goes to another school. I tune out and stifle a yawn. 
This is a life-or-death problem? “I need you to follow Randy,” she 
says. “Find out if  he’s seeing her.” 

“What? Are you kidding? Why don’t you follow him 
yourself ?” 

“Because he’ll notice me. I need someone he doesn’t know.” 
I laugh. “And I’m the one to do it? Look at me. I don’t 

exactly blend with the scenery.” 
“I’ve got that figured. My sister’s in a theater group. She’ll 

borrow a wig. You can wear it with a hat and dark glasses. He’ll 
never spot you.” 

I start to protest. Why did she choose me? I’m the new kid 
and I’m a freak. Ah, that’s why she chose me. Which leaves me 
with one question. 

“Why should I do this?” 
Denise leans in and whispers, as if  sharing a government top 

secret. “If  you do, I’ll invite you to my birthday party next 
month.” !!

CHAPTER 3 !
For a moment, I’m too stunned to speak. 

Denise Laughton’s upcoming birthday bash is the talk of  the 
school. Getting asked is like receiving an invite to Miley Cyrus’s 
coming-out party. 

Denise is talking but I’m not paying strict attention. She 
shoves a photo of  a girl in my face. She’s a pretty redhead with 
impish green eyes. 



“You know Randy, of  course,” Denise says. I nod numbly. 
“If  you see him with Kathleen” —she cocks her head toward 
the photo— “just let me know.” 

“Um, okay.” Apparently, we’ve struck a deal. Or so Denise 
thinks. 

I consider saying no, but Denise’s offer entices me. I feel a 
sudden rush of  power. Ha! Look who needs who! 

* * *	


The next day after school, I see Randy and Denise talking. They 
say their goodbyes and he strides across the street, stopping long 
enough to give Denise a final wave before disappearing around a 
corner. 

I’m on my bike, my colorless hair tucked under a ridiculous 
blonde wig. A baseball cap perches atop the monstrosity. Denise 
has provided light-colored foundation with sunscreen, which 
I’ve liberally applied to my pale cheeks and other exposed body 
parts. In case you haven’t heard, albinos burn easily. My eyes are 
hidden behind dark glasses. I look like the world’s most retarded 
spy. 

I set off  on my bike, keeping a good distance between Randy 
and me. 

If  you bike, you know that maintaining a distance between 
yourself  and a pedestrian is difficult. I keep stopping so I won’t 
get too close to him. Meanwhile, God knows where Randy’s 
headed. I figure it can’t be all that far if  he’s traveling on foot. 

Turns out I’m wrong. Randy makes a right onto a four-lane 
road. He halts at a sheltered bus stop. I circle back. By the time 
I’ve returned, an ECAT bus (that stands for Escalada County 
Area Transit—big time, huh?) is pulling up. Randy boards it. 
The doors close and the bus takes off. I follow in hot pursuit. 

The bus is slow-moving and makes frequent stops. That 
makes it easy for me to keep up. Randy gets off  near a busy 
intersection and waits, for what I don’t know. I turn down the 
nearest side street and hide next to a tree where I can observe 
him unnoticed. 

He is tall and slender with glossy brown hair. Cute, but not 
overly so. He has a way of  shoving his hands deep into his 
pockets, as if  he wants to hide them. I find that oddly cute. His 
nose is a bit crooked, as if  it had been broken and not properly 
set. He looks very serious. He must have a lot on his mind. Is he 



worried because he’s cheating on Denise? Or is he worried 
about the crazy girl in the blonde wig who’s been following him? 

Another bus wheezes to the curb and Randy gets on. As the 
doors shut and the bus lumbers off, I cycle behind it. This 
works well until the bus signals to make a turn onto Route 29, a 
major highway and bike-unfriendly road. I may be pale, but I’m 
not suicidal. I coast past, turning my head to watch the bus roar 
onto the highway. Randy escapes, free and clear, despite my 
amazing surveillance skills.


