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Advance Praise for

Kennedy’s Goodbye

“Kati Rose’s wise-cracking narrator in Kennedy’s Goodbye is absolutely irresistible, as she grapples with the contradictions and mixed messages of her staunchly Catholic upbringing. Funny, wise, entertaining, and heartbreaking, the novel is filled with memorable characters, moral dilemmas, and the full-throttle exuberance of youth.”

—Helen Fremont, author of the national bestseller After Long Silence and The Escape Artist

“Kati Rose writes with wit, candor, and endearing intimacy. Her Kennedy’s Goodbye is replete with the heartache and hope of growing up in a culture awash in confusion.”

—David Ritz, author of Respect: The Life of Aretha Franklin

“Kati Rose grabs your gut from the get-go with her quick, fresh prose and a simply complex protagonist you’ll root for in this compelling, coming-of-age debut novel.”

—Laurie Graff, author of You Have to Kiss a Lot of Frogs  and The Shiksa Syndrome

“Kati Rose’s Kennedy takes readers on a hilarious, heartbreaking, and deeply reflective ride through the confusing days of the end of childhood and the beginning of adulthood. Kennedy’s funny, sarcastic, and poignant voice guides readers through her coming of age as a confused Catholic and avowed rock fan. This book will take you back!”

—Paul Young, Associate Professor, Georgetown University, author of Seducing the Eighteenth-Century French Reader
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PROLOGUE

Goodbye to Innocence

May 1971

There is an 8mm film titled Goodbye to Innocence. In it, I am wearing my first Holy Communion dress—white chiffon with sheer long sleeves, a belt that ties in a bow in the back, and satin tails that dangle like bicycle streamers. I am barefoot.

I am wrapped like a snake around one of the thinner trunks of a large six-trunked tree that shadows our house. I dance around the trunk, twirling, showing off, flinging my hair. I look free.

In this cameo, no one tells me what to do. No one cries. No one steals. No one ignores me or tells me to leave Mom alone. No one feels sad or lonely. There is no fear. There is no pain. No one leaves.

The film ends with a scotch-taped paper towel inscribed with the film’s title blowing away from the six-trunked tree, me running to catch it, me waving goodbye.

It is goodbye to a lot of things.

I am seven.
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CHAPTER 1

D.O.A.

April 1975

Rog and I were driving down Sand Creek Road the way that we always did: on one of our so-called joyrides, testing Roger’s brand-new rear speakers.

“Listen, Boss,” he told me, his thumb and index finger wrapped around the volume knob on his car’s dash.

But I never had time to hear.

Instead there was a screaming screech and a crashing boom, like cracking thunder. And then everything was in slow motion and fast and standing still or maybe a combination of them all. There was an eerie silence despite the noise.

“Jesus Christ! Shit! Fuck!” Roger yelled.

Thou shalt not take the name of the Lord thy God in vain.

I was half on and half off of the passenger seat, my copilot seat, as if crouched on the floor of the car. My hand was wedged sideways between the dashboard and the windshield.

Rog was lying down on the driver’s side, the pilot side, his bucket seat a bed instead of a seat. He didn’t look like Rog at all. He looked like the Joker from Batman. His eyeballs looked crazy. His lips looked purple-red and stretched too far.

“Boss, you OK?” Rog said.

He reached out for me like a blind person, groping the air while struggling to sit up.

“Goddamn it,” Rog said.

Thou shalt not take the name of the Lord thy God in vain. Again.

I heard voices, maybe yelling. The car was making a hissing sound, like steam from a tea kettle. I heard jingles like falling glass, and loud static playing from the rear speakers.

“Boss, are you hurt?” Rog said.

“Maybe my hand,” I said.

My hands were shaking when Roger took them into his. He held them, bent my wrists and fingers, then turned my hands back and forth like he was inspecting them—like it was the first time that he had ever seen them. He found a red mark along the edge of my right hand and ran his finger along it.

No one ever touches me.

“I’m going to kill whoever is the son of a bitch that just rear-ended us!” he said.

Thou shalt not kill. Mortal sin.

Roger’s hands were hard like a worker’s but soft like someone who cared all at the same time. Some of his fingernails were yellow. Dad said that was from the cigarettes.

“Boss, we’ve had an accident,” Rog said.

And that, right there, was the beginning of the end. Or maybe it was the other way around.

Rog and I had been joyriding for as long as I could remember: he the pilot, me the copilot. Besides being my brother, Rog was my best friend. I was ten and Rog was hours away from turning twenty-one.

Rog struggled to push his car door open using his shoulder, and finally, both of his feet, kicking it open wide enough to escape.

“Goddamn it. Sit tight,” he said.

If Roger didn’t stop swearing, he’d end up going to hell in a hand basket. He was already sinning his way right into it—he swore, he sped, he smoked. He was on his way to being a hoodlum, according to Dad. And Dooley.

Dooley was our brother. The oldest. Roger called him Super Dooley. Before he was a police officer, Dooley was an Eagle Scout and a volunteer-everything. Dad said that volunteering was even more special than having a job. According to Dad, Dooley had a vocation, a job that God Himself asked you to do for Him. Dooley was Dad’s favorite. Dad never yelled at him the way that he yelled at Roger. In fact, Dad listened to Dooley all the time, and even answered him back. Even when Dooley was at work being a cop, Dad listened to him on the police scanner that Dooley bought for him. Dooley was heard. Our brother Dooley was special.

Super Dooley.

I looked around.

People walked along the car, stepping over metal and broken glass.

Rog talked to some guy holding his neck.

I ran my finger along a crack in the windshield, a lightning bolt.

I heard sirens in the distance.

“Don’t be afraid, Boss, the police are coming,” Rog said.

He lit a cigarette and opened the copilot door, reaching into his glove compartment. He fumbled through some papers and hid a hash pipe behind them before closing the compartment’s door.

“Rog, smoking is a fast way of getting into hell according to God and Dad. Plus, the surgeon general said that it’s bad for your health,” I said. “Your rearview mirror is on the floor and your windshield has a lightning bolt in it.”

“My fucking car is fucking wrecked. Goddamn it. I can’t fucking believe this is happening,” he said.

I watched Roger’s cigarette dance up and down, balanced between his lips, as smoke and all of his sin words fell out of his mouth.

“Do you need an ambulance, Boss?”

An ambulance?

“No,” I said.

I knew from the sounds of the sirens that the police were getting closer.

“Is Dooley coming?” I asked the smoke that sat in my lap. It smelled kind of good. It smelled like, I don’t know, like Rog.

My hand hurt.

Rog stood in the road, smoking, passing papers back and forth with strangers. He was so pale, almost see-through, except for his lips, which were still purple-red.

I felt sad in my heart for him but didn’t know how to tell him. I wanted to throw up, but I did as I was told. I sat tight.

The sirens grew louder until their silence sounded Dooley’s presence.

I was never, and never have been since, as happy, or happy at all, to see Dooley as I was at that moment. But even at that, watching Dooley walk toward the scene of the accident was more like watching Reed from Adam-12 on TV than it was like watching a real-life brother coming to help. One hand rested on his holster. The other tugged the brim of his hat that rested over his wavy black hair.

He stuck his head into Rog’s car and inspected me through the open window where Roger’s empty bucket seat laid alongside me.

“Minor Caucasian female,” Dooley told his walkie-talkie. Then he asked me, “Kennedy, what happened? Was Roger driving too fast? Was he being reckless?”

Dooley was always volunteering to find things that Roger did wrong, like it was his job in our family. Like it was his vocation.

“We weren’t even moving!” I said.

Dooley did not hear me. Dooley wasn’t even listening. He never did.

“That’s a negative,” he said, when they asked him in their cop code words if I needed an ambulance.

Whew. I hate ambulances.

Dooley walked to Roger. They talked, argued, like they always did.

“We were stopped dead. We got sandwiched. My car is wrecked. Please just take Kennedy home. Make sure she’s OK,” Rog said.

Rog blew his cigarette smoke right into Dooley’s face and bit his lip as if he was going to cry. That was the face he made when he was getting yelled at by Dad or lying about something.

I could always tell when Roger was upset. That was part of my job as Boss and copilot. That’s what Rog said.

Dooley backed away and approached our crumpled car.

“C’mon, I’ll give you a ride in my police car,” he said, opening my copilot door, which made a loud cranking noise that wasn’t there before.

I didn’t want to ride in the police car and I didn’t want to leave Rog.

“What about Rog? We can’t leave him alone!” I said.

But Dooley kept walking toward his police car.

“Hey! My hand hurts!” I said.

But only the police car’s lights answered me with their click swirl tick-tock.

I wondered why God chose Dooley to do His work if he couldn’t even be nice to Rog or answer me? Volunteering is a vocation. He could be nice to strangers, and to Dad and his fiancée Bea, but he couldn’t be nice to Rog or me.

We got into the police car and Dooley talked into his walkie-talkie. He turned to me.

“Were you two on one of your joyrides?” he said.

I didn’t want to answer him. I didn’t want Rog to get into trouble for smoking or speeding, when in fact, he wasn’t doing either when the car ran into us.

“We were testing his new speakers,” I said.

But Dooley was too busy listening to his police radio to even hear me, or maybe even remember that he had asked.

Whew.

I continued.

“There was an enormous bang and then Rog was lying down instead of driving and his face looked just like the Joker from Batman. My hand hit the dash or maybe the windshield and I was crouched and then there was glass everywhere and Roger’s windshield got a lightning bolt in it.”

Come in, Adam-12. I mean, even Malloy answers Reed sometimes.

I stared at Dooley. He really was as handsome as a movie star. He was always dropping to the floor to do push ups, and spent a lot of his time combing his thick moustache and brushing his teeth so that he could kiss Bea.

Gross.

As we turned our corner, I saw Mom standing in the doorway like she did when I got off of the school bus.

Dooley sounded his siren as we slid into the driveway.

Mom approached Dooley’s side of the police car. The pilot side.

“Go inside, Kennedy,” Dooley said.

“But Dool—” I said.

“Go!”

So I did.

I sat next to the police scanner listening for cop code words about Rog. I traced the red streak along the side of my hand and watched Mom walk back into the house.

Silence.

“Mom, is Roger OK?”

“Think of Easter,” Mom said.

“Think of Easter” was what Mom told me to do whenever I felt anything.

“Like dead Jesus on the cross?” I had asked, when she first suggested this.

“No, like jelly beans and pastels and bunnies,” she had said.

It seemed reasonable that jelly beans and pastels and bunnies were better things to think about than dead Jesus, but even dead Jesus didn’t seem as bad as the thought of having left Roger all alone with his new car crumpled and looking so pale I thought he’d fade right away.

Over and over I heard the screech and felt the bang, felt the stillness and the slow motion, Boss, you OK? the sound of the siren, the sound of Dooley’s silence.

Think of Easter…

Finally, the dispatcher said in cop code that the police were leaving the scene of the accident.

“Mom! Roger is coming home!” I said.

But Mom simply stood still by the front screen door, waiting.

Silence.

Honor thy father and thy mother. Thou shalt not kill. Which commandment am I breaking by wanting Mom to answer me?

I’d learned all about the commandments from Sister Mary Ruth, or Ruthless, as Roger called her. Rog was good at giving people names like Sister Mary Ruthless and Super Dooley.

Being disrespectful to a nun was definitely a sin against the second commandment, but I couldn’t blame Rog for naming her that. She was the meanest nun ever. Her favorite commandment was the first one that said you were not allowed to worship any gods before God Himself. So, Sister Mary Ruthless walked around all day telling kids that there was no Santa Claus.

“Boys and girls, there is no such thing as Santa Claus. Go home and admonish your parents for being pagans. Believing in Santa Claus is a sin against the first, God’s ultimate, commandment,” she said.

That nun swung at the air all day long, just hoping to hit someone, connecting at least half of the time.

“It’s hit or miss, Boss,” Roger warned.

That’s how mean she was.

I thought about Easter and prayed Hail Marys because they were easier to figure out than commandments.

“Say Hail Marys when you’re scared, Boss. She’s nice. She’s a mom and a girl. And girls are nice. Like you,” Roger told me.

Roger’s Hail Marys were like Mom’s think of Easter.

“It can’t hurt, Boss,” Roger always said.

After a gazillion years or maybe five minutes, Dad and Roger turned our corner together, but in their separate cars. Roger’s car looked barely like his car at all, but rather, a maroon cartoon accordion on wheels. It trudged toward our house, its trunk bouncing up and down like Roger’s cigarette did when he talked, banging and puffing. Smoke seeped out of Roger’s pilot window, but I couldn’t tell if Roger was smoking or if his accordion cartoon car was smoking.

Is Roger’s bucket seat back to being a seat instead of a bed?

Roger rolled his crumpled car as far into the driveway as was possible, and it became clear—both Roger and his car were smoking.

Roger is smoking and Dad isn’t yelling.

Dad circled Roger’s car, shaking his head back and forth.

I rushed past Mom through the front screen door to Roger. I wanted to hug him but didn’t know how.

Roger finished his cigarette and put it out against the bottom of his Converse, stashing the butt into his back pocket. He knew that Dad would have had a conniption if he left it on the ground. According to Roger, Dad was good at conniptions.

“Stand back, Boss, the creases are sharp,” Rog warned.

Roger’s accordion cartoon car looked sharp and scary. Roger looked like he was going to throw up.

Dad looked at Mom, who, at that point, was standing on the cement front steps.

“He’s OK,” Dad told her.

She nodded.

I did the only thing that I could think of to help Rog. I ran across the street to get Valerie, our neighbor and Roger’s girlfriend. Rog promised that one day he would make Valerie my sister.

I told Valerie everything—about testing the speakers and the screech and the boom and the way that Roger was lying down and the crumpled cars both in front of us and behind us and the rearview mirror on the floor and the lightning bolt windshield and my hand and the dash and the sirens and Dooley and the sound of the lights on the police car and the silence and she listened.

“Are you OK? Is Roger OK?” she asked.

Valerie teared up, which made her green eyes sparkle even more. Valerie was the prettiest girl I had ever seen.

I showed her my hand where the red mark was already turning purplish like Roger’s lips and she told me to go get Marcus.

I was Chicken Little. I ran next door and knocked on Marcus’s door.

Roger’s best friend, Marcus, gave me a funny feeling somewhere inside of me below my navel. Mom said that saying belly button was crass, so we said navel.

Marcus was very skinny and had a lot of muscles on his abdomen (we weren’t allowed to say tummy or belly, also crass, according to Mom) that you could count if you wanted to. He had a scar running along them like the crack in Roger’s windshield from driving his car into a pole after drinking way too much alcohol. He looked just like Robert Plant, the Led Zeppelin dude, but I didn’t think that there was any redemption for Marcus even on a stairway, especially according to Dad. Marcus drank and smoked and cussed and used crass words like pussy and boner and weed and almost never wore a shirt.

“What the fuck are you doing here, Boss?” Marcus asked me as he opened his front door.

And there are his muscles, all six of them, staring right at me.

I told him everything that I told Valerie.

He stared at me without answering, but it was a different kind of silence than Dooley’s, than Mom’s. He ran to our driveway, to Roger’s car, where neighbors were already circling like scavengers.

“Holy fuck, Rog! What the hell happened to your car?” Marcus said.

Hail Mary full of grace…

All I could do was pray to the Blessed Mother, what with Roger’s cigarette and the circling neighbors and the cussing and the crumpled car. And the muscles.

I looked at Dad because I was afraid that he might yell at Roger, or Marcus, or anyone. But Dad just stood next to Roger, sad birds amongst vultures.

I watched from the sidelines until I got too sad to stand, and went inside where Mom stood over a griddle waiting for it to heat up. I smelled the electricity.

No meat on Fridays during Lent.

I didn’t know how Mom expected anyone to be able to eat. I wondered how she could even stand. My knees hadn’t stopped shaking.

Mom poured pancake batter while I prayed on crystal rosary beads until Dad and Roger came inside. We sat at the kitchen table pushing pancakes on our plates and listening to Dooley describe someone else’s tragedy on the police scanner.

Roger stood.

“Thanks,” he said, and left the table without permission.

Dad didn’t yell.

I knew from the way that Rog was biting his lip that he wanted to cry.

He grabbed his suede fringed jacket and swung it over his shoulders. He was leaving. He was going to the fence, where all of the neighborhood’s hoodlums hung out to make nothing of their lives. That’s what Dad said. To me, it looked like the place where cool people smoked cigarettes together.

Gina walked through the front screen door as Rog was leaving.

Gina was Roger’s twin, his Irish twin. That meant that they were born as close as possible to each other without actually being twins. That made them special.

Not me. I was born a whole lot of years later, right on Dad’s birthday, but seemed to be a pain in the neck to everyone. Except Roger.

“What happened to your car?” she asked.

“It’s fucked,” Rog said.

Gina looked at me and I shrugged my shoulders because I didn’t know what else to do.

I looked at Dad because Rog had said the F word in front of him and God and everyone else. But no one, except me, and maybe God, seemed to notice.

Roger waved at me as he left through the front screen door like he always did. His suede fringe swayed goodbye. His cigarette was lit by the time he reached the bottom of the driveway.

“Is this supper?” Gina asked, grabbing a pancake and walking to her room.

Gina never went to the fence. She was too busy trying to find a husband.

I grabbed a pancake, like Gina, left the table without permission, and went to my room.

All of the rules were out the window that day, apparently.

Why do adults make and break all of the rules but kids have to follow them? How come Sister Mary Ruthless can be so mean? How come Roger can smoke and Dooley can bully and Marcus can say pussy? How come I’m the one in the velvet confessional box telling Father my sins and getting punished with his penance?

Gina tapped on my door and asked me what had happened. I told her everything—the screech, the boom, my hand into the dashboard, the silence.

“Was Dooley there?” she asked.

“Of course,” I said.

“Tell Mom about your hand,” she said.

I wouldn’t. I had been trying not to bother Mom ever since the ambulance took her away and she had her lady parts removed.

Thou shalt not bother Mom was the commandment.

So I didn’t.

I prayed the rosary.

It can’t hurt, Boss…

Hail Mary full of grace please help Dad yell less at Roger, make Rog less sad…

In between beads, I thought about Gina, how pretty she was, like Valerie, but more in a Marcia Brady kind of way. Gina was lucky because she got to be Roger’s Irish twin.

I want to be Roger’s twin.

I thought about the way that Marcus asked Gina out on dates, not in a usual way, but in a Marcus way, by singing a song or lying on the ground howling or crawling after her like a dog. Marcus was weird that way.

“Why do you always say no to Marcus?” I had asked Gina.

“He’s not husband material, Kennedy,” Gina said.

I wondered which sins I had committed when I felt happy that Valerie had listened to me, and how good it had felt when Roger held my hands in our crumpled car.

Hail Mary full of grace please keep Mom healthy even though she is missing her lady parts…I promise to try to leave her alone, just as I was told…

I thanked God Himself for Gilbert O’Sullivan, because when I played his 45, “Alone Again, Naturally,” we were not alone anymore, but alone together.

Hail Mary full of grace, please help make Roger’s birthday OK, because even though I am Roger’s Boss and copilot, I’m not sure that I can fix him alone, maybe you can help, cuz you’re nice, like Roger said…please help…

I kissed my rosary’s crucifix because that was what you were supposed to do when you were finished with the gazillion prayers.

I sat awake in silence listening for the sound of the front screen door, the sound of Roger coming home, but fell asleep hearing only the screech and the boom the screech and the boom.

Boss, you OK?

The next day, Mom made a yellow cake that she let me frost with homemade chocolate frosting.

“Roger is sad,” I said to Mom as I was spreading, making sure not to pull up the top layer of the cake with the knife. Mom would have had a fit if I wrecked the cake. A conniption.

She handed me a tube of writing gel.

Maybe she hadn’t heard me, or maybe she just didn’t feel like answering. Maybe missing your lady parts made you answer more like silent God and less like Mom. Maybe I was too much of a big pain in the neck.

“Mom, Sister Mary Ruthless said that if we don’t bring in flowers for the Blessed Mother then She will whisper into God’s ear that we are damnable sinners,” I said.

I was allowed to say damnable because it was within proper context.

I squeezed the tube of gel and began writing in perfect cursive on Roger’s cake, even though my purply hand hurt from when it decided to smash into the dashboard of Rog’s car.

“So, can I pick lilacs to bring into school? Mom? Once they bloom? Mom?”

“Take all you want,” she said.

Well, that was easier than I thought. Maybe Mom understood all about lilacs, maybe because she was a mom like the Blessed Mother.

I knew better than to ask Mom to explain to me why the Mother of God would think that we were sinners if we didn’t bring in flowers for Her, even if that was what Sister Mary Ruthless said. And even though I was afraid of the Blessed Mother whispering damnations into God’s ear, I was more worried about Roger’s sadness. And Mom.

Think of Easter…

“Mom? Can I use the whole tube?”

I took Mom’s silence as a yes and drew smiley faces on Roger’s cake until the tube was empty. I hoped that they would make him feel a little less sad.

Rog worked a double shift that day, and in between, we celebrated his birthday. He held his neck as he blew out his candles. His eyes watered with tears.

“Do you really have to go back to work?” I said.

“It’s OK, Boss, I need all the money I can get now that my car is a Goddamn mess,” he said.

Thou shalt not take the name of the Lord thy God in vain.
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CHAPTER 2

Wish You Were Here

May 1975

As if Dad, Dooley, God, and the surgeon general weren’t already on Roger’s back for smoking cigarettes, now the crumpled car was in question.

“Have you heard from the insurance company?”

“Are you going to tie down that trunk?”

“Why haven’t you secured that mirror with duct-tape?”

“Don’t you think you should wire that seat in place?”

“When are you going to replace that windshield?”

“And by the way, what the hell are you going to do with the rest of your life?”

KAPOW! KLONK! SOCK! ZOWIE! BONK! BOOM!

Dad and Dooley fired questions at Roger like punches from Batman.

Rog continued to look as crumpled as his car, biting his lip as if he was lying or trying not to cry all the time.

I did what I could. I asked Rog if he wanted to play rummy. I made his bed, I poured his coffee. I said Hail Marys. I dusted his dashboard and washed his crumpled car, hoping if it was clean, then somehow it would be better.

“Boss, what the fuck did you do to the car?” Marcus asked.

“I washed it with Fab,” I said, “with lemon-freshened Borax.”

“It looks like shit,” Marcus said.

He was right. As I had sponged along and in between the jagged metal, sudsy tears ran down and washed away in a stream of pink. The Fab took the finish right off.

Stand back, Boss, the creases are sharp…

Roger didn’t even notice.

“What the heck is Roger going to do with the rest of his life?” I asked Marcus Dad’s question.

“Oh no, oh no, oh no, don’t you ever go, oh no…” he Robert Plant-ed me.

He played the air with his greasy fingers, messing up the words the way he always did.

“Marcus. I’m serious. Can’t you fix his car or help him figure out what he’s going to do with the rest of his life?”

“Boss, he’s got you. He’s got Valerie. What more does a guy need? Go home. Rog will be fine. He’ll figure it out,” he said.

And he did. Sort of.

Rog duct-taped the rearview mirror and wired his bucket seat into a permanent sitting position. Only the copilot door worked, so Rog had to climb through my side to drive. The tied-down trunk clanked as we drove. The windshield’s bolt of lightning grew. Our joyrides, although shorter and slower, were smoky and loud with music from speakers that dangled by wire threads.

“Jesus fucking Christ, now what?” Rog said.

Thou shalt not take the name of the Lord thy God in vain.

I reached into Roger’s glove compartment and stuffed the hash pipe down my shirt.

Roger needed buckets of lilacs to save his soul.

Dooley approached the car, the pilot side, his police car’s red lights click swirl tick-tocking behind us.

“Fuck off,” Rog said.

“It’s my duty as an officer of the law and as a citizen to protect a minor. You’re endangering her welfare.” Dooley head-nodded toward me.

Roger exercised his right to remain silent.

“You know I can issue you a ticket for that windshield. The vehicle is no longer safe to be on the road,” Dooley said.

“Bullshit,” said Rog.

“Take her home,” Dooley said, “or I will.”

We drove home after Rog smoked three more cigarettes.

“Rog, you’re going to go to hell in a hand basket. Have you been to confession?” I asked.

“Don’t worry about me, Boss,” he said.

But I did.

Dad stood waiting in the doorway. No doubt the police scanner told him what had happened.

“What the hell is the matter with you? Have you no sense about you? Is this what you intend to do with the rest of your life? Smoke cigarettes and hang around with a bunch of Goddamn hooligans? Endanger the welfare of a minor?” Dad said.

Um, Dad, for the record, thou shalt not take the name of the Lord thy God in vain. I’ll have to go to confession for ALL of us…

Rog stood twirling a button’s loose thread, answering like God—not at all.

“Answer me! What the hell is the matter with you?” Dad yelled.

Rog and Dad stood in silence staring at each other for a gazillion years, or maybe seven-Mississippi.

“I don’t know,” Rog said, bit his lip, turned, and left for the fence.

We never drove in the crumpled car again.

Rog rode his bike to work, and if I could, I rode alongside him until I had to turn back alone.

Besides praying to the Blessed Mother, I didn’t know how to help Rog figure out what the hell was the matter with him, or what the hell he was going to do for the rest of his life.

Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned.

Never-Ending May 1975

“Aren’t you worried about your nipples?” I asked Gina, after she slid off her bra from beneath her shirt seconds before Wayne, her newest boyfriend, arrived for their date.

“No. Hide it,” she said.

“What if Mom finds out you’re not wearing it?” I said.

“Mom’s lucky I don’t burn it,” Gina said.

I didn’t understand why she would rather burn her bra than wear it, but I didn’t ask. Gina was on a mission. Maybe it was part of her husband hunt.

I was on a bra hunt.

Bea, Dooley’s fiancée, was on a color hunt. She was at our house all the time showing Mom stupid little pieces of material stapled to squares of cardboard she called swatches. Somehow those tiny colored swatches turned into dresses for the wedding. Her swatches looked awfully thin to me, and I was worried about my nipple situation, which was budding faster than Mom’s lilac bushes.

Doesn’t Bea understand that we are supposed to be leaving Mom alone? Why is she allowed to bother her? Didn’t Dooley tell her the commandment?

“We aren’t supposed to bother Mom,” I said.

Bea held cardboard to my face.

Turn the other cheek…

Stupid Bea wasn’t even there when the ambulance took Mom away. The night that I heard our address come across the police scanner. Caucasian female, late forties, possible cardiac. The night that Dad and Dooley led Mom down the hallway holding her up by the elbows like a prom queen. When they put Mom on a stretcher and wrapped her up like a mummy and slid her into the ambulance’s monster-mouthed tailgate. The night that Dooley locked her in—Dooley—good at everything, like vocations and locking moms into monster’s mouths.

I would have told Bea all about it, how Mom wasn’t a possible cardiac at all, but that she had to have an operation to take away her lady parts, and that was why we had to leave her alone. So she could rest. Recover. Be back to the old Mom in no time. Be back to the Mom that used to be. But Roger told me that what happened to Mom was her own private business, so that was why all I said to Bea was that we were supposed to leave Mom alone.

“PINK!” Bea screeched, “EVERYONE loves PINK!”

I stared at her.

Bea had huge blonde hair, the bright kind that Mom called bleached, not the natural kind like Marcia Brady or Gina or me, which she wore in a bouffant that made her even taller than she already was. Her white eye shadow and thick, black, fake eyelashes made her look just like the wolf in sheep’s clothing I feared she was.

“Don’t you like PINK?” she screeched.

“Leave Mom alone,” I said, “let her rest.”

But Bea never could help herself. She was always so very Bea.

I didn’t want to wear pink or be in their wedding at all because I thought that it was mean the way that Dooley didn’t ask Roger to be his best man, or at least an usher.

“It’s OK, Boss,” Roger said, “he’ll ask one of his cop brothers.”

And he did, making Dad very proud, once again.

“He’s a fine choice, son,” Dad said to Dooley.

Is Dooley perfect at everything?

I wondered if they would wear their cop costumes.

As for me? I would be a giant budding flower girl in the color of Fab-faded maroon.

Think of Easter…

I tried to look on the bright side of Bea. Marrying Dooley meant that he’d be moved out of the house by fall, and maybe he would stop bullying Rog. Maybe then Dad would stop yelling. Maybe then Rog would stop biting his lip like he was lying or trying not to cry all the time.

Rog sat on my bed.

“Boss, we need to talk,” Rog said.

“We always talk.”

“No, we need to have a talk. I need to tell you something important.”

“Are you asking Valerie to marry you? Are you buying a new car? Did you figure out what the heck is the matter with you?”

“Boss. Shut up. I’m leaving,” he said.

Roger stared at the floor and twirled the fringe on his suede jacket, except he wasn’t even wearing it.

“Are you going to work?” I asked.

“No! Jesus Christ, Boss, just shut the fuck up and let me talk.”

Thou shalt not take the name of the Lord thy God in vain, for the gazillionth time, but OK…go ahead…talk…

“I enlisted. Air Force. I’m leaving on an airplane to go to Texas for basic training for six weeks. And then probably to Nebraska,” Rog said.

My stomach fell.

Think of Easter…

“For six whole weeks?” I asked.

“No. For forever. I mean, for now. I don’t fucking know for how long. It’s what I need to do. The Air Force, Boss, they have these big machines called computers, and I’m going to learn how to program them. I’m getting the fuck out of this prison. I’m breaking this joint.”

My shirt was wet with tears.

“Like Peter, Paul, and Mary?” I asked.

“What?”

“Like Peter, Paul, and Mary, the song, ‘Leaving on a Jet Plane’?”

“Yeah. Sure. Like the song, I guess,” Rog said.

“You can’t leave me, Rog. I’m your Boss. When are you coming back home?”

“Boss, I already told you I don’t know when I’m coming back,” Rog said.

I stared at the floor.

“Boss. I have to go. I have to do this. You’re making this really hard for me. You’re killing me…”

“Killing you softly?” I asked.

“Stop talking to me as if you’re a Goddamn lyricist, Boss. Jesus Christ. I’ll miss you so much. I don’t want to leave you, but I have to go. Please understand. I have no choice. It’s going to be good. I’m getting the hell out of here, making something of myself, just like the old man wants.”

“But who will be my pilot?” I said.

I twirled the invisible fringe on my invisible suede jacket, twisted invisible button threads on my button-less shirt.

The silence grew fangs.

“Boss, it’s the only way out of here. Can’t you just be happy?” Roger yelled. Just like Dad.

Happy?

“But what about us? You’re just leaving me here? You’re leaving without me?” I yelled back.

“What’s all the yelling about down there?” Dad yelled.

Roger left my bedroom and left the house. I watched him walk to the fence. His cigarette glowed in the night as he pulled Valerie into him and just held her there. I wondered if that was the last time that I’d ever see him at the fence. Or if it was the last time that I’d ever see him hold Valerie beneath that street light.

It’s all my fault. Roger’s leaving all because of me. If I wasn’t his Boss and copilot and if we weren’t joyriding like Dooley said we never would have had that accident and Roger’s car never would have become a crumpled accordion. If I wasn’t a minor none of this would have even mattered. It’s all my fault. Me and my endangered welfare forced Roger to join the Air Force and move away. God, please don’t make him leave. I’ll never drive with him again. Hail Mary full of grace help us, I’ll always pick lilacs for You. I’ll never stash his hash pipe down my shirt again. I’ll be nicer to Dooley even if Roger says to ignore him. I’ll leave Mom alone and never ask that she returns to the regular Mom, the way she was before her lady parts got taken away. I promise I’ll be perfect…

I lay in bed holding my rosary beads because they were all I had to hold. I prayed on them for Rog and Valerie, and Mom and Dad, and even Dooley and Gina, because after all, we were all losing. Maybe if God wouldn’t answer or help me, somehow, somehow, maybe the Blessed Mother would.

But nothing changed Roger’s mind. Not me. Not God. Not the Blessed Mother.

“We’re in the home stretch, Boss,” Roger said.

We made construction paper countdowns together. Rog’s counted down single digit days until he left for the service, and mine counted down the many days of the remaining reign of Sister Mary Ruthless.

We drove to the airport in silence and watched Roger get locked into a giant silver bird. We watched him fly away. We didn’t even say goodbye. We waved. I watched Roger’s hard but soft hand Boss, we’ve had an accident move back and forth, are you OK? seeming to grow as it rocked, getting closer and closer to my face, do you need an ambulance? slow motion calloused pillows enveloping me like some distorted cartoon hand.

When we got home from the airport that day, on my bed were two things—the keys to his crumpled car and Baby Crissy.

She was life-sized, a twenty-four-inch nine-month-old. I’d wanted her for years, but I guess that Fake Santa thought that I was too old to play with dolls, and maybe I was. But Roger knew that she was all that would be left of us. We needed someone.

I played Gilbert O’Sullivan’s 45 over and over and over, watching the circle go round and round. He felt so alone in his lurch that he’d even jump off a tower if things didn’t get better.

lurch |lǝrCH|

NOUN (in phrase leave someone in the lurch)

: leave an associate or friend abruptly and without assistance or support in a difficult situation

: where Gilbert O’Sullivan was left at a church in his song

: where I was left at the airport

I cried until I had no more tears, or maybe until Dad told me to turn off the record player and go to sleep.

I found my rosary beads, but my prayers were hollow, so I threw them on the floor without apologizing.

I held onto Baby Crissy the only way I knew how—the way I wished that I was held.

I whispered into her life-sized ear.

Roger was the pilot, the big brother. He took me everywhere and taught me everything. We picked blueberries and caught bullfrogs and blew whistles through crabgrass. We smoked cigarettes and hid hash pipes and drove fast and listened to loud music until we crashed our car. Then one of us joined the Air Force and flew away. The end.
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