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Punch Like a Girl 

 

 There was a quick rap on one of the rickety frosted glass panes in the office door and Dan 

Stone stepped into the room, black hair somewhat disheveled, dark circles obvious, though not 

prominent, beneath light blue eyes. 

 ―Mr. Stone,‖ Principal Brandywine began, ―I’m sorry to bring you—― 

 But Rosetta cut him off.   

 ―That’s Doctor Stone,‖ she said tartly, Dan raising his eyebrows at her in warning at the 

same time that he made a modest and dismissive hand gesture in Mr. Brandywine’s direction.   

 The principal sighed, briefly but audibly, tilting his head to the side slightly and closing 

his eyes for a moment. 

 ―Doctor Stone,‖ he said in a less than successful effort at being respectful, ―I’m sorry to 

bring you—― 

 ‖Dan,‖ Rosetta’s father interjected softly. 

 ―—sorry to bring you in in the middle of the day like this.  But I’m afraid there’s been a 

bit of an incident.‖ 

 Rosetta looked down for moment, scowling at the dingy white toes of her scuffed, black, 

high-top Chuck Taylor’s, her hands rubbing the worn knees of her black velvet track pants.   

 ―An incident. . . ‖ she muttered.   

 ―Rosetta hit one of the boys in the cafeteria.‖ 

 ―Rosie!  You what?  Why would you do that?‖ 
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 ―We don’t think his nose is broken, but there was quite a bit of blood.‖ 

 Dan sat down heavily in one of Mr. Brandywine’s creaky wooden chairs–a size too small 

for adults, which Rosetta was sure was intentional, the obvious strategy of an obvious man–

brought his fingers to his daughter’s cheek, then under her chin, turning her face upwards again, 

toward his. 

 ―Rosie, why?‖ 

 For the first time that day, Rosetta wanted to cry.  Almost twelve and too old for that, but 

still.  It was hot in the office and it had that old-school-building-smell.  December and there was 

the hiss of rust-tinged steam, an aroma like melting crayons, a hint of home heating oil.  The 

combination was suddenly too much, too sharp in her nose; she half-gagged and half-sobbed, just 

once, and then quickly reined herself in. 

 ―He said something I didn’t like.‖ 

 Dan blinked.  His hand dropped from her face and alit momentarily on his knee; then he 

rubbed it over his own face, briefly pinching the bridge of his nose between index finger and 

thumb.  

 ―He said something you didn’t like,‖ he echoed dully. 

 ―He called you The Unemployed Professor,‖ Rosetta said.  ―Like that was really funny.‖ 

 Dan gave a tepid, fleeting smile.   

 ―Like something on Nick-at-Night.‖ 

 ―That’s Nanny and The Professor, Daddy.‖ 

 As if he didn’t know that.   

 She’d never done anything like this before.  Quirky: yes.  Violent: no. 

 He was supposed to tell her not to hit people now, as if this would be new and stunning 

information to her, a fast and clean resolution to the whole problem. 

 ―I’m afraid you’ll have to take her home,‖ Brandywine said, clearing his throat before 

continuing.  ―And fighting is a mandatory three day suspension.‖ 

 Dan nodded.   

 Brandywine seemed on edge, poised for an argument or an appeal.  Dan knew the 

principal well, both from Rosetta and from his own observation, although there wasn’t much of 

him to know, not a whole lot there.  He was sharp with the kids and nervous with the parents, an 

indecisive administrator and something of a bully when he had the upper hand.  There was some 

minor pleasure in just looking him in the eye a moment too long to see if he would flinch; instead 

he squirmed. 

 Then Dan averted his gaze, a little ashamed of himself, stood, took his daughter’s hand. 

 ―Come on Rosie,‖ he said.  ―Let’s go home.‖ 

 ―You’re mad at me,‖ Rosetta said sullenly, kicking gravel across the parking lot as they 

headed for Dan’s car, a late model Porsche, after-market maroon and somewhat the worse for 

wear, a spatter of rust on the rocker panels, the black leather of the driver’s seat beginning to 

crack a little with age.   

 Daddy’s Mid-Life Crisis Sports Car, Rosetta called it.   

 But then it was a phrase he’d taught her himself.   

 ―You may have broken a boy’s nose,‖ Dan said slowly, stopping, holding Rosetta by both 

shoulders, not responding directly to what she had said.   
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 Mad?  Probably not, when he thought about it at all. 

 Stunned, really. 

 ―That’s not what I meant to do,‖ Rosetta said, her voice soft, a little uneven. 

 ―What did you mean to do?‖ 

 ―He had to stop talking,‖ Rosetta said, her voice getting stronger and more insistent, her 

eyes watering a little.  ―He had to stop talking that way about you.‖ 

 ―Oh Rosie,‖ Dan said, pulling her towards him, her head to his chest, her Making Fiends 

backpack dropping to the asphalt as her arms went limp at her sides.  ―That’s not how you make 

people stop talking.  And who cares what people say anyway?‖ 

 ―I care,‖ she said, her voice somewhat muffled by his shirt. 

 You make people stop talking, Dan thought, by hitting them in the stomach: take away 

their air.  What had he taught her?   

 You aim for the instep, the shin, or the knee when you need to get away from someone.  

Hard enough in the stomach is disabling but not damaging.  Shaping your hand like a spear is 

better than a fist for that blow; more force concentrated in a smaller area.  And if someone is 

trying to do you real harm the gloves are off: below the belt is fine, the throat, the eyes, the thin 

bones of the temple.  

 But that was all about real threats, his little girl being able to respond physically to 

physical danger, to protect herself: violence as a response to violence.  This was Rosie giving 

violence for words, trying to protect him. 

 ―I don’t need you to protect me, Rosie.‖ 

 ―Sometimes you do, Daddy,‖ Rosetta said, again partially through his shirt. 

 Dan thought about what his wife would likely say about this later. 

 So she took a poke at one of the other kids and your response was to give her a hug? 

 ―Come on Rosie,‖ Dan said, picking up her backpack and nudging her toward the car. 

 ―Mommy’s going to be mad at me,‖ Rosetta said as she slid into the passenger seat. 

 ―Mommy’s going to be concerned,‖ Dan said, as the engine kicked to life with a low 

rumble.  ―We’re both concerned.‖ 

 ―I’m mad at both of you,‖ Helen Stone said, shaking her head in disbelief.  ―You hit 

someone?‖ she said to Rosetta.  ―She hit someone and you’re comforting her?‖ she said, turning 

to Dan. 

 Helen kicked off her shoes in the front hall, dropped her briefcase, threw her jacket on the 

pile that obscured the coat rack that held them up, like a clothing tree, which swayed as if in a 

fragrant angry breeze, the smell of garlic and rosemary wafting in from the kitchen.   

 ―Mommy—‖ Rosetta began.   

 ―Go to your room,‖ Helen said sharply.  ―Now.  No phone, no television, no computer.  

Go.  Now!‖ 

 Rosetta looked quickly to her father who shook his head slightly.   

 ―Don’t look at him,‖ Helen said.  ―Listen to me.  Go.‖ 

 ―Helen—‖ Dan began, as Rosetta headed upstairs. 

 ―Don’t,‖ she snapped.  ―This is what you taught her: hitting people.‖ 

 Dan sighed, waiting as she continued to berate him.   
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 ―We need to talk about this later,‖ he interjected, when she finally paused and took a 

breath.  ―When everyone is calm.‖ 

 ―I’m not calm?‖ Helen said, eyebrows, voice, and shoulders all rising simultaneously.   

 Dan kissed her on the cheek, pulled her toward him into a half hug. 

 ―You want to tell me you’re calm?‖ he asked. 

 She gave a quick and rueful laugh. 

 ―No.  I don’t want to tell you that.  Rosie hit someone.‖ 

 ―Yes,‖ Dan said. 

 ―That’s not a good thing.‖ 

 ―Right,‖Dan said. 

 ―It’s upsetting.‖ 

 ―Everyone’s upset,‖ Dan said.  ―That’s why we need to talk about this when we all calm 

down a bit.  Maybe we need to punish her, maybe we don’t—‖ 

 ―Of course we need to—‖ 

 ―The school is already suspending her.  Maybe we need to punish her, as well, but what 

we really need to do is figure out what’s going on, yes?‖ 

 ―Yes,‖ Helen agreed. 

 ―Alright,‖ Dan said, ―so can I get back to making dinner now?‖ 

 Helen nodded. 

 ―And you’re not going to go up and yell at her some more?‖ 

 Helen seemed to consider this for a moment, then shook her head. 

 ―No.‖ 

 Upstairs, Rosetta sat on the edge of her bed, only slightly slumped, looking out her 

window but not really seeing the backyard, the silver maple with its leaves gone, the tire swing 

on the thick, yellow, nylon rope that calloused her hands during the summer.  The smell of lamb 

chops and rosemary made her stomach rumble; she didn’t approve of lamb–or meat at all, 

mostly–but she couldn’t quite resist it either.  She could smell the garlic that flavored the mashed 

potatoes.  There would be asparagus, too, with butter and lemon juice.  She’d only eat the tips.   

 The knuckles on her left hand were sore and she rubbed them gently.   

 It was an advantage being a lefty, her father had told her; you came at people from an 

angle they didn’t expect.  But Rosetta knew that what Jimmy Chung really hadn’t expected was 

that a girl would hit him, not that fast, not that hard, not with that kind of conviction.   

 He wouldn’t hit a girl, after all. 

 But there wasn’t much else he wouldn’t do.  He would pinch, flick, and shove.  He would 

poke, pull hair, give the occasional painful twist to your arm, all of this as long as the teachers 

were looking away.  And it seemed like the teachers did a lot of looking away.   

 It wasn’t that he was all that unusual, either.  That seemed to be what boys did.  She 

hadn’t explained this well enough to Principal Brandywine, or to her parents, for that matter.  But 

they didn’t seem to listen, anyway, not any of them.  Maybe it all sounded like little stuff.  

Nothing really serious, nothing really dangerous.     

 He shoved me.  He pinched me.  They knocked the books out of my hands. He punched me 

in the arm.  

 But it added up.   
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 She had been wrong today.  She knew that.  And not just because she’d given violence 

back for words–however much the words had hurt her, had made her angry.   

 She had sucker punched him really. 

 Boys gave each other warnings and opportunities.   

 They announced that violence was coming, poking fingers into each others chests, 

jostling and scowling.  You could see it from a long way off, even before that inevitable circle of 

bystanders was drawn in–in the hallway, in the schoolyard, in the parking lot of the 7/11–like 

molecules clustering in a science class video.  You could feel it, too, the rising anger and heat.  

When it got truly physical it was almost by agreement; there had been opportunities on both sides 

to either back down or run away.   

 Amongst themselves, the boys made sense to Rosetta–like one of the ancient civilizations 

her mother studied.  They had a code, she could see.  It seemed silly to her but it also seemed 

mostly consistent.  When it came to things between the boys and the girls, though, it was as if 

civilization had broken down.  If there was a code for that, no one seemed to know what it was.   

 ―You’re getting to an age,‖ her father had told her a few weeks before, driving home from 

school, ―where you want to touch each other.  You just don’t know why.  And you certainly don’t 

know how.‖ 

 ―Dad!‖ she’d said. ―Eww!  Like that makes sense?  They think shoving us is romantic?‖ 

 Dan had kept his hands on the wheel and his eyes on the road.  It wasn’t like he hadn’t 

talked very explicitly to her about sex, and from a very young age.  Whatever she asked, he 

answered;  whatever she was curious about, they discussed.  But, somehow, this he didn’t seem 

to be able to explain very well.  And Rosetta didn’t really know what to ask. 

 ―It’s complicated. . .‖ Dan had trailed off lamely.   

 ―Boys are idiots,‖ Rosetta had huffed, rolling her eyes.  And her father hadn’t taken issue 

with that assessment. 

 From downstairs, her parents called her, a duet. 

 ―Rosie?‖ her father’s voice sounded like it carried a question, as if he might not be sure 

that she was still upstairs. 

 ―Dinner!‖ her mother called more emphatically. 

 Her parents ended up grounding her for a week, on top of the suspension, but there hadn’t 

been much yelling. 

 ―You don’t hit people,‖ her mother had said quietly, which was sometimes worse than her 

yelling. 

 ―You’re never the first person to hit,‖ her father had amended, which her mother clearly 

didn’t like but didn’t challenge either. 

 Rosetta had nodded. 

 ―I understand,‖ she’d said softly.   

 The following Monday, her first day back, she was early getting to school.  One of her 

friends, Allison Jefferson, was early, too.  They stood around the side door together for ten or 

fifteen minutes, part of a slowly growing crowd, waiting for the door to be unlocked.   

 ―I’d like to hit him,‖ Allison said.  ―But that’s. . .  you know that’s just not me.‖ 

 ―It wasn’t a good thing,‖ Rosetta said, a little sheepishly. 
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 ―If he didn’t deserve it for that, he deserved it for the stuff he does all the time!‖ Allison 

said indignantly.   

 ―Yeah,‖ Rosetta said, shaking her head.  ―Still wasn’t the right thing to do.‖ 

 She held out her hands as if in explanation, the knuckles on her left hand still rough and 

red. 

 Allison rubbed a gentle finger over the slightly swollen flesh. 

 ―Damn!‖ she said softly. 

 And there he was, up close and personal, right behind them. 

 Jimmy Chung’s nose looked fine, but he had little dark dabs under both eyes, like the 

lamp black that some of the girls on the softball team used when they wanted to look tough. 

 He cocked his head at Rosetta, then shifted his gaze to their hands, and his face lit up. 

 ―Ooh,‖ Jimmy crooned.  ―Lesbians.‖ 

 Allison winced. 

 In the background, they could hear grating metal as the custodian unlocked and unchained 

the door.  It swung open, unleashing a gust of hot stale air and the students surged inside. 

 Rosetta looped her arm through Allison’s. 

 ―Come on Allison,‖ she said with ostentatiously exaggerated cheer.  ―We’re lesbians!‖ 

 ―Cool,‖ Allison said, deadpan. 

 And they walked into the building together.  

 She didn’t see Jimmy again until the break between third and fourth period.  He was a 

few doors away, down the science corridor.  He was talking to Allison, who didn’t seem to want 

to talk to him.  He had her backed against one of the lockers. 

 Well here was a place where the code applied, Rosetta thought, wasn’t it?  He’d called 

them lesbians and now he was picking on her girlfriend.   

 Don’t throw the first punch, her father had said.   

 ―Jimmy!‖ she called sharply down the hallway, her voice barely above the background 

noise of students moving from one class to another, the crowd hum occasionally punctuated by 

laughter or shouting, the stamp and the shuffle and the creaking of the school’s ancient 

floorboards.   

 Jimmy looked up, following her voice, then moved quickly sideways, away from Allison, 

who pressed her notebook to her chest and walked briskly off.   

 As the distance between them closed, she could see Jimmy making the effort of thought, 

arranging his face in what he must have imagined was a friendly configuration.  He stuck his 

hand out, to shake, when they came together in front of Ms. Cantu’s bio lab, Rosetta’s next class. 

 Ms. Cantu was standing outside her door and Jimmy couldn’t seem to stop himself from 

shifting his eyes toward her, as he took Rosetta’s hand and said, ―Hey, I’m really sorry about the 

other day.‖ 

 The bell rang and Ms. Cantu wheeled and walked into her room.  Jimmy still held onto 

Rosetta’s hand, tighter now, making his point.  He leaned in further and, with his left hand, 

reached over and pinched as much of her upper arm as he could, then twisted.   

 It hurt.  Rosetta couldn’t stop her eyes from watering just a little.  But she kept her gaze 

fixed on Jimmy and then gave him an exuberant smile.   

 Nobody gets to hurt me, she thought, with intensity but without real anger. 
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 She popped her hand free, quickly grabbing two of Jimmy’s fingers, bending them 

backward and twisting.  He went quickly to his knees. 

 No blood, Rosetta thought, bending back a little further, eliciting first a grunt, then an 

animal moan of surrender.  She held the pressure just there for a moment longer, her eyes locked 

on his, her smile still fixed and luminous.  She wanted him to know that she could break them.  It 

would be evidence, but she could do it.   

 Then she let both the smile and the fingers drop and allowed herself a little sadness. 

 ―I’m sorry too, Jimmy,‖ she said–really meaning it–before turning to walk into the bio 

lab. 

 ―Rosetta Stone,‖ Ms. Cantu said from her perch on the lab stool at the front of the room, 

―you’re late.‖  But she didn’t look up from her grade book and her attendance sheets.   

 And Rosetta could have sworn Ms. Cantu was trying very hard not to smile.  

 

Donald N.S. Unger teaches in the Program in Writing and  

Humanistic Studies at MIT. 

 
 


