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The Mitchel Sisters’ Guide to an Awesome Life—Rule no. 1: Always be the one in control.


October 2000

It might have stopped snowing, but the wind has picked up, blowing snow across the road like sand on the beach right before a storm. At least on a beach, you don’t need to wear toe-pinching boots. Knowing my luck, I’ll wipe out on the way to the door, but at least when they find my frozen corpse in the morning, it will look good, thanks to these sexy, if somewhat uncomfortable, boots. The weather was fine when we went into the gig, but things can change fast in Montreal. 

“Good night, Steph,” Marc says through a yawn while scratching his beard. “Practice on Tuesday. Don’t be late and remember the van money.”

“Yes. Of course. Good night, Marc.” I lower myself out of the van we drive to all our gigs. It smells of sweat, cigarettes, and motor oil, but it gets us there and back. With the other two band members already at home, I am Marc’s last drop-off of the night.

I give a small wave as I turn and take small careful steps along the snow-dusted walkway.

“Hey, Steph.”

A voice other than Marc’s is so unexpected I stop abruptly, dropping my purse and teetering on my heels. My heart pounds, and pain pulses through my feet, causing my words to come out quickly. “Trev, you scared me half to death. Why are you sitting on the stairs? It’s freezing. Get inside.”

“I was waiting for you.”

“Oh,” I’m so touched, I almost forget about my aching feet. Unless he is helping us at a wedding, he is typically asleep when I get home from a gig. “Aren’t you sweet, but you didn’t have to wait outside. Come on, let’s get out of the cold.”

“Can we talk for a sec out here? I don’t want to wake Bridgette.”

“Of course.” Heaven forbid we disturb his frumpy roommate, but what could be so important that we talk now? Unless...Oh my God, this is it. I knew it. He’s been acting weird all week. I pull back my shoulders and uncross my arms. My hair has so much hair spray a tornado couldn’t move it, so I know it’s still gorgeous. I hope my new highlights are noticeable. I could do without being proposed to as my fingers go numb, but whatever. I’m ready.

A restaurant would have been preferable, but I understand why he chose this moment. The light dusting of snow covers the street’s imperfections, and the cool light cast from a nearby streetlight causes the snow to sparkle like the diamond he is about to offer me. He takes my hands. His are warm despite the cold, and while it’s not kneeling, it’s close enough.

He takes a deep breath. “I think you should spend some time back at your apartment. I put your stuff in some boxes. I’ll drive you home.”

What the...? I yank my hands away as his words swirl in my head. I close my eyes, massaging a throbbing in my temple. This is not happening. No way. I open my eyes to see Trevor looking across the yard, to the street, as if planning his escape. My chest constricts as tears build and threaten to fall, but I would rather succumb to frostbite than have him see me cry.

He turns, ever so slightly, toward me. “I think we need...well, at least I need...more space. That’s why I thought I’d take you back to your apartment tonight.”

“My apartment? Are you kidding me? I don’t have an apartment anymore. Is this some kind of joke?”

His eyebrows scrunch together. “What do you mean you don’t have an apartment? We never talked about moving in together.”

“Oh my God, Trevor. I’ve been spending every night here for the past few months, so I didn’t bother to find anywhere new when my sublet ended. What did you think was going on? Why would I pay rent somewhere I’m not living?”

“You can’t just...without talking...Jesus, Steph.” He runs his fingers through his thinning hair.

“Oh, come on. Unless we’re at work or I’m with the band, we’re together. It makes sense to be living together.”

He sighs.

“At least it makes sense if you love me.” I soften my voice. “You do love me, Trevor, don’t you?”

“Oh my God.” He jumps, glaring at me, his face so close, his breath hits my cheek. “Stephanie, I can’t do this anymore. I’m sorry, but this has to end. I can’t keep giving you constant reassurance. No, you know what? It’s more than that. You need me at your beck and call, and I’m tired of it.”

His words fall on me like chains, tethering me to this horrible moment. Despite the anger surging its way through me, I can’t move. I raise an eyebrow, and through clenched teeth, I manage, “Are you done?”

“Yes.” He snaps then tilts his head up to the sky before facing me again. “I’m sorry. It wasn’t meant to come out like that.”

I search beyond him, for something—anything—to tell me what to do because my mind is as deserted as the late-night street. How could he do this to me? We’ve been together a year—an entire year during which I tolerated his bad puns and sat through countless documentaries on WWII. He said he adored me. He often told me how lucky he was because I was out of his league. Out of his league! So why is he dumping me?

Humiliation has caused a lump in my throat, but I swallow it down and focus instead on the practicalities. “And where exactly am I supposed to go?”

He shrugs. The distance between us as frosty as our exhaled breath. “What about your mom’s place?” he says. “It’s not far.”

Mom’s place. Not ideal, but it’s not like I have another option. I pretend to brush some invisible dirt off my jacket. “Fine then, but when the day comes that you wake up and realize you’ve made a huge mistake, don’t expect me to take you back. We’re done.” I turn and walk towards his car.

As I slide into his rattly old Saab, slamming the door, I can’t help but hope it transforms into a time machine and I can begin the day again. Please let me have a do-over. Or even a sign that this is a bad dream? Please? Anything?

Nope. Nothing but my stupid annoying gum-popping ex-boyfriend, all my worldly possessions, and me en route to my mother’s house a few hours before dawn.

Single and homeless. What a way to close out the first year of the new millennium. Yay me.

“You still have a key to her place, don’t you?” Trevor asks, his voice like a sudden gunshot, causing me to jump.

“Of course.”

“I mean, I’d feel bad if we had to wake her at this time of night.”

“That is what you’d feel bad about?”

He lets out a huge sigh, and I perceive the accompanying head shake despite my refusal to look at him.

When we pull up in front of my mother’s house after the most awkward fifteen minutes in my twenty-five-year life, I remain in my seat, arms crossed, looking straight ahead.

Trevor turns to me. “Well?”

“Well what? You put my shit into the car. You can take it out.”

“Fine.”

“Fine.”

Only when the trunk slams shut do I finally open the door and step onto the street. Of course, my stupid boots slip on the ice because hey, why wouldn’t they, it being the kind of day I’m having. Arms flailing while I try to regain my footing, Trevor reaches out to steady me, but I snatch my arm away, nearly losing my balance yet again—I’d prefer to land on my ass than have him help me.

“Do you want me to move your stuff inside?”

“No.”

“Well then, I guess that’s it.” He leans in, arms open for a hug.

He can’t be serious. My hand darts up between us. “Don’t.”

We stand in silence until he shrugs and walks around the car. “Take care of yourself, Steph.” My back to the car, the engine starts behind me, and he drives out of my life.

“Take care of yourself, Steph,” I mock. God, what an asshole.

At least no one witnessed my humiliation. Halloween decorations sway in the wind along the street, with jack-o-lanterns partially hidden under the early snowfall. No other people are around. The wind blows through my thin wool coat, and the sharp cold stings my ears. No hat, of course, but at least I look stylish, standing abandoned on the sidewalk. Then again, I could be mistaken for a hooker in these boots and the dramatic stage makeup.

This cannot be happening. I join my boxes on the porch and knock loudly, not knowing where my key is. Mom will wake up, won’t she?

I knock again and am flooded with relief when the porch light comes on, even if it does nearly blind me. But instead of Mom, a man in a t-shirt and boxer shorts answers the door. I step back and check the house number. Yup, I’m at the right place.

“Is there a problem?” he asks. His voice thick with sleep, his hair—what little there is—a nest-like mess.

“I...I’m looking for my mom, Helen...”

“Stephanie! What on earth are you doing here at this hour?” Mom rushes down the stairs, tying up her pink terry cloth robe, before grabbing my shoulders and checking for wounds. “Are you okay?”

I don’t answer her because, honestly, I don’t know.
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The Mitchel Sisters’ Guide to an Awesome Life—Rule no. 2: Always go out looking your best.


Knocking. What’s with the knocking? I reach over to prod Trevor, but my arm touches nothing but cold sheets. Oh. Right. 

“Stephanie, can I come in?”

“Sure, Mom.” I roll over, away from the door, greeting her with my back.

Estée Lauder Pleasures reaches me before her words do. “Bruce and I are going out. Is there anything you need before I go?”

A new boyfriend? A new life? “No.”

“I’m sorry, sweetheart. I know you really liked this boy.”

“We were living together. I thought we were going to get married. So yeah, I guess you could say I liked him.”

“Yes, yes. I’m sorry. You know what I mean. I didn’t realize you were living together, though.”

Apparently, neither did Trevor. “Well, you didn’t tell me you were seeing anyone.”

The sudden depression of the mattress under her weight, plus the warmth of her hand on my shoulder, takes me back to a childhood I no longer think about. She gives me a little squeeze. “I guess you’re right.”

The weight of her affection makes me wince, so I pull the covers up over my head, effectively forcing her hand away. She doesn’t move immediately, but when I make no sign of continuing the conversation, the mattress shifts, signaling her departure. The door shuts. Her footsteps retreat downstairs. Muffled voices float up from the foyer until the front door closes, leaving me in silence.

Hallelujah. Alone at last.

Poking my head out from under the covers, I scan the guest room. My boxes and suitcases stand in the corner against a bookcase and a pale blue wall. She’s painted and hung gauzy white curtains since I last saw this room. Which was when? Still, would it kill her to hang some art or buy an area rug? In our old house, each room was a different color. They were strong colors. Bold colors. Now, the only thing with life in this room is me, and that’s not saying much, considering twenty-five years of life can fit into six boxes and two suitcases. No wonder Trevor didn’t realize I’d moved in. At least my instruments and gear are stored at Marc’s place.

Well, now that I have the place to myself, it’s time for some breakup food. I’m so hungry, I bet the neighbors can hear my stomach growling. A wintery gust rattles the window as I slide out of bed, the floor chilly under my feet. No wonder people retire to Florida. The comforter serves as a make-shift robe as I rush downstairs, pausing briefly in the front hall to slip my feet into Mom’s still-warm slippers. She won’t mind if I keep them. Don’t women her age have hot flashes?

I rifle through all the cupboards in the kitchen, not knowing where Mom keeps everything. Crackers. Cereal. Bread. Peanut butter. Not bad, but maybe the fridge can do better. Yogurt. Fruit. Vegetables. Nope. Nothing breakup worthy. I hit the jackpot in the freezer, though—a bottle of vodka and a tub of ice cream. Oh yeah, baby, come to momma.


      [image: ]The sun hitting me in the face like a cream pie is better than any alarm clock. Guess I forgot to shut the blinds. Those gauzy curtains do nothing to block out light. I glance at my watch. Eight-thirty. Work at ten unless I call in sick. I haven’t taken a sick day in years, and it’s a Monday. The store won’t be that busy, so they can manage without me.

Sudden knocking reverberates behind my eyes like a gong. Last night’s vodka doesn’t help.

“Stephanie! Stephanie!”

I pull the covers over my head to disperse the noise. “What?” I call out, not attempting to hide my irritation.

“Didn’t you say you had work today?”

“Yeah. So?”

“So, rise and shine. You don’t want to be late.”

What I wouldn’t do for a sinkhole right now.

“Stephanie!”

“Okay, okay. I’m up. Geez.”

“Hurry up, or you’ll be late.”

“I have time.”

“Are you sure? It takes a while to get downtown. The buses don’t come that frequently after rush hour.”

“You’re not driving me?”

“No. I have things to do before I go to work myself.”

“You could have told me.” Even with the door closed, there is no mistaking my mother’s sigh.

“Stephanie, I know you are upset, but...”

“Oh my God. I get it, okay?” I slide out of bed and stomp around my room like a moody teenager. The suitcase contents are dumped on the floor as I search for my jeans and music store shirt. And how many days without showering am I up to now? Two? Plus, Trevor dumped me after a gig, so those two days included a performance. Urgh. I rush around, doing what I can to make myself presentable. Presentable? Since when do I settle for presentable? The box marked Steph-Bathroom 1 in Trevor’s neat little printing takes the brunt of my frustration as I tear into it in an attempt to find some hair supplies and makeup.

Oh God, what a disaster. All I have time for is a messy bun, some lip gloss, and mascara before I storm out without saying goodbye. Not my best move because I don’t know what bus to take. Dammit.

Of course, I’m late. Of course, my colleagues stare at me, wondering what the hell is wrong. I’m always dressed to perfection. Perfect hair, perfect clothes, perfect makeup. Perfect. Perfect. Perfect. But not today. Nope, today I find the manager and ask if I can do anything in the back. Inventory? Organizing? Anything. She agrees without hesitation.

Perfect.
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The Mitchel Sisters’ Guide to an Awesome Life—Rule no. 3: Always keep them guessing.


So work was helpful. I’ll never admit that to Mom, but I shouldn’t have been all that surprised. The store’s old wooden door, creaky stairs, and uneven floor have welcomed me with open arms since I was a young girl learning to play the guitar. Even then, the black walls covered with instruments, merchandise, and posters drew me in. And sometimes, on good days, staff would let me wander behind the long glass counter at the front of the store, allowing me a close-up view of the signed guitars and old concert shirts that hung behind it. 

So yeah, even working in the back, unloading deliveries and organizing inventory, was cathartic. That is why today, I rise when my alarm goes off to have plenty of time to shower. Rule no. 2 was broken yesterday by going out merely presentable. It won’t happen again. That is not who Stephanie Mitchel is.

“Good morning, everyone,” I say brightly in a sing-songy voice as I enter the break room. 

“Hey Stephanie, you look better today. You must be feeling better,” says Denis, the assistant manager. He stands in front of the coffee maker, waiting for it to finish brewing, his hands resting on his beer belly like a pregnant woman protecting her womb.

“You bet I am.”

“So you don’t need more time in the back?”

“No thanks, Denis. I’m ready to go.”

“Sorry about Trevor,” says Natalie, another salesclerk like me. Natalie could pass for a librarian with her thick glasses and a book always in hand. But that big brain of hers, hiding behind severe black bangs, probably stores more about the history of rock than the entire internet.

“Oh, thanks, Nat. It’s always sad when a relationship ends, but I knew we weren’t right for each other, so it’s better to end things than to stay in a relationship that has no future.”

“You seemed pretty upset.”

“Oh, I was. I felt so bad for hurting Trevor. But he understands it’s for the best. He’ll be fine.”

She smiles and nods, giving my arm a little squeeze as she walks past me.

I manage to beat Denis to the coffee, pour a cup, then punch in, relieved the questions are over. It’s not like anyone here knows Trevor—I never invited him in or introduced him to my colleagues—so my version of events is assured. 

The morning is slow with only a few customers, but that means more time with each one. I love helping customers. Well, helping is the wrong word. I love talking about music with them. Performers, teachers, students, it doesn’t matter.

Early in the afternoon, a woman and her son enter the store. They both are looking around, unsure of what they need. You can always tell the music store novices because their eyes never focus on one section.

I walk over and smile. “Can I help you? Puis-je vous aider?”

“Oh yes,” the woman replies, looking relieved. She’s quite the urban mom, what with her black velour tracksuit, messy ponytail, and manicured nails clutching her Balenciaga City bag. “Can you help us rent a trombone?”

“Of course. Follow me.” I lead them over to the rental area desk and pull out the binder where we keep the agreements. Usually, people interested in renting are students at the beginning of the school year or occasionally when someone’s instrument is in for repair, so I am curious why they are here. “All right, why don’t you tell me what kind of trombone you need? Then, I can see what we have in stock.”

The mom turns to her kid then back at me. “We haven’t got a clue. He asked for trombone lessons for his birthday. None of us play an instrument.”

“Hmm. Okay.” I give the boy a once-over. He’s shorter than his mom, but not by much, and kind of scrawny. But he’s got a head of thick wavy brown hair that a lot of girls will go crazy for in a few years. I raise my eyebrows, encouraging him to speak, but he remains silent.

“Well, typically, we recommend a straight tenor trombone for beginners. But why don’t you tell me what it is about the trombone you like and why you asked for lessons. That way, we can figure out if the trombone is the right instrument for you. It’s great that you want to learn to play an instrument, but I want to make sure your first experience is positive. The trombone isn’t for everyone.”

Finally, the kid speaks, but it’s at the ground as if his shoes asked the question. “I don’t know. It seems easy. You just blow and move your arm.”

“Well, for starters, no instrument is easy. It takes a lot of practice. How about this: you tell me what kind of music you like to listen to and what kind of music you want to play, that way I can help you choose an instrument that will suit your tastes. That makes practice much more fun.”

He turns to his mom and shrugs.

She is as silent as the boy. Cue the crickets.

“Well, for me, I started playing guitar because my dad was a big fan of Van Halen. He played their music all the time. My sister and I would pretend we were in the band. Then we dreamed of having our own band, performing at sold-out stadiums, people chanting our names and screaming how much they love us.” The memory hits with such visceral intensity that the smoke from my dad’s cigarette burns my throat, my feet sink into the plush carpet, and Chelsea chants her own name, fist-pumping the air. Chelsea! Chelsea! Chelsea!

No.

Coughing allows me to clear both my throat and my mind, sending Chelsea back where she belongs. “Where was I? Oh right. But that’s not for everyone. My friend Jess, who works here, plays double bass in a jazz band, you know, one of those huge ones you need to stand behind. Anyway, he’s always liked the deep sounds it makes because it reminds him of a train.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah, so what do you want to do? Play in the school orchestra or a marching band? The trombone would be perfect for that.”

“I don’t think so.”

“I tell you what, if your mom gives me the okay, I’ll show you five instruments that I think are good for beginners. I’ll tell you why and where you can use them to perform. Then you can both decide what is best, and then we’ll set you up and help you find some lessons. Sound like a plan?”

“Sure.”

“Works for me,” says the mom. “The last thing I want to do is drag Riley to lessons he doesn’t want to go to.”

The next hour flies by, and eventually, they decide on an acoustic guitar, which they buy instead of renting, and I sign them up for six months of lessons through the store. After they leave, the manager Diane comes up and thanks me.

“You make it look so easy.”

“It is easy when you are talking about something you love.” It’s true. Music was, and is, my happy place. And not only performing, I was one of those kids who loved practicing. There was a time when I would practice until my fingers bled. Repetition blocked out the pain and yelling. Repetition filled the emptiness.

“Hel-lo-ho, earth to Stephanie.”

“What? Oh, I’m sorry.”

“You okay? You went into a world of your own there.”

“Oh, yeah, sure. I was remembering how much I used to practice.”

“How sweet. I’m glad you have such fond memories.”

“Yeah. You bet.”


      [image: ]From work, I go directly to Marc’s house. Too bad there is no direct route by transit. Without Trevor to drive me, I take the metro and two busses. The long, crowded journey does not help my mood.

Mark opens the door, his stance challenging, barring my entrance, like a bouncer or a troll. 

“Do I need a password now?”

He unfolds his tattooed arms—I don’t think he owns a shirt with sleeves—and holds out one hand, palm up.

“I didn’t forget.” I dig into my bag and pull out the money I owe him, slapping it onto his palm. He still doesn’t budge but arches an eyebrow, barely visible under his shaggy hair, questioning my late arrival.

I turn sideways and shimmy past him. “Yeah, I know. I know. I had to take the metro and not one, but two busses.” I wave two fingers in front of his face. “Two. It took forever. You ever consider moving closer to downtown?”

“Sure, but then where would we keep all this stuff and practice? I don’t see you volunteering any space.”

“Alright, you made your point.”

“Wait a second, did you just say you took transit here? You never take transit. Is Trevor busy?”

Bending down while taking off my shoes gives me a chance to plaster a fake everything-is-fine smile on my face. “Actually, we broke up. We decided things weren’t working and needed to go our separate ways.”

“Too bad. I liked him. Who are we going to get to help us take requests at weddings now?” Erin says while tuning her base. Her bright red lips give me a small smile.

“That’s what you care about? What about me? I’m on my own again. Besides, I thought we all agreed to cut back on weddings if possible.”

Erin flicks her straight jet-black hair behind her shoulders. “Maybe now you’ll get your driver’s license without him to take you everywhere.”

“Wow. You guys are so supportive. Thanks a bunch.”

“You’re right. We’re sorry, Steph,” says Marc. “But maybe you can turn that heartache into a song. We need some new material.”

“For the record, it’s frustration, not heartache, and yeah, maybe.”

Sébastien walks out from the kitchen. Beer in one hand, drumsticks in another. “All right then. Vas-y, vas-y, let’s go. We play a bar on Friday and a wedding on Saturday. We don’t have much time to practice.”

“Do you guys know any Van Halen?” Did I really just ask that?

“Van Halen?” All three ask in unison like they are auditioning for a barbershop quartet.

“Yeah. I got a song in my head, and I can’t shake it.”

“Wow, you’re full of surprises today, Steph,” says Erin.

“I know, right?” If those memories of Van Halen don’t bring me to tears, no one will be more surprised than me.
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