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The Rock Star’s Wife series is a contemporary fiction series about sex, family, and rock & roll.  It has elements of chick lit, romance and erotica and is best compared to The Vagina Monologues for its frank talk of sex and its consequences.  It follows Cassandra from her teen years into her 40s as she navigates relationships (both romantic and platonic) — all with music playing a prominent role.

The series is comprised of eight books and four holiday stories.  Each book has its own theme and is standalone.

The Rock Star’s Wife series contains coarse language, sexual encounters and adult themes, and is intended for mature audiences.

Sexual Awakening explores adolescent sexuality and Cassandra’s first sexual experiences.  If you are uncomfortable with high schoolers having sex, please start the series with book two, Mr. Right is a Myth.  Sexual Awakening also contains terms viewed as derogatory today that were used as insults in the 1990s.
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Dear Diary
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Hi.  Welcome to my world.  Nice to meet you.  My name is Cassandra Economos.  I love five things: my awesome friends, my dysfunctional family, music, my plan to move to Chicago when I get old enough, and Kurt Cobain.  What do you love?  Eh, probably nothing, because you’re a diary, but maybe you love the fact that I’m about to use you to tell my life’s story.  That is your purpose, after all. 

I have two brothers, one sister and 15 first cousins.  All but five live here in Sterling, Illinois.  Three live two houses down from me –  Persephone, Phillipos and Maroula,  Our mothers are sisters and our fathers are brothers which makes us double cousins.  People outside the family sometimes find this weird, but it’s like having extra siblings.

It was Persephone’s idea to keep a diary.  She says it’s good to get your thoughts out, especially the stuff you can’t tell anyone.  Persephone graduated high school a few weeks ago and knows a lot about the world, so I decided to follow her advice.  She says to journal every day, but who has time for that?  I plan to record things that are important or interesting or otherwise on my mind.  

Before I put pen to paper, I had to find a hiding place for you, Dear Dairy.  Otherwise, Mom or my sister Vanessa could find you.  Mom, especially, would freak out if she knew I – how dare I?  –  talk about family, boys and stuff.  When I’m not using you, you’ll stay hidden between my box spring and mattress.  I just have to remember to move you whenever Mom changes the sheets or else I could be in big trouble.  

Are you ready for my story to begin?  Today started as a typical day until...
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Chapter 1 
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Curious About That Member

July 14, 1993

“‘...He thrust his hard member...’”

“Wait,” my best friend Shawna Greene says, sitting forward.  “Member of what?”

I peer over the paperback, tightening my grip on the cover.  “I don’t know.  Let me finish.  ‘...into her wet maidenhood.  She cried out.  First in pain, then in pleasure.’” 

She squeezes her eyebrows together.  “I still don’t know what that means.” 

“I think I know.” I tap my middle finger on the cover.  “It means she lost her virginity.  Remember, in health class, there’s a piece of skin or something that covers part of the opening down there.”  

I wiggle my fingers in front of my frayed denim shorts’ zipper.

Shawna’s eyes widen.  “Not uh.  No way.  A member is a penis?”

We burst into giggles.

“Are all the books this silly?” I say, placing the novel on the floor, my beanbag chair’s beans groaning as my body shifts.

Shawna’s foster mother, Mrs. Mueller, keeps a collection of erotic books “hidden” around her house.  The collection has grown to the point where she’ll never notice a book or two missing, although this afternoon is the first time we borrowed one.  

“I glanced through some of them.” Shawna peeks at the book cover.  “Some are written like this book, some start out like romances, and some have words in them that would get me smacked if I said them out loud.”

Get her smacked?  We’re 14.  That’s old enough to know these things.  

The hair on the back of my neck stands on end.  “Like what?”

Shawna flushes but can’t bring herself to tell me.  “I’ll give you one to read if you’re that interested.”

I uncross my ankles and sit forward, digging my toes into her shaggy pink area rug.  “I am.  If they’d get you smacked, then my parents would probably have a heart attack.”

She picks up the paperback, rereads the sentence and laughs.  “I don’t know why people read these things, yet alone write them.”

Well, I want to say, you should know, considering you live with someone who collects them.  

I don’t want to start an argument, though, so I change the subject.  “Have you talked to Jenny lately?”

Jenny Shapiro is the first one of my friends to have a boyfriend.  We’ve been friends since kindergarten, and she’s the only person from elementary school I stayed friends with after moving onto middle school.  

“Not since Jen’s Fourth of July party,” Shawna says, putting the book back on the floor before sitting Indian style on her bed.  “Why?  What’s up?”

Butterflies build in the pit of my stomach.  Maybe I shouldn’t tell Shawna.  I’m starting to think what I know might be privileged information.  Oh, well.  Too late now.  

“Well,” I say, licking my lips, “after the party, she and Derek had sex in the woods at Eberly Park.”

“How do you know?” she says, defensive.  “Could be a rumor.  I wouldn’t put it past Karen to make up something like that.”

Karen King, the boyfriend-stealing slut, literally fought Jenny over Derek Albrecht at the beginning of last school year. Jenny won, but they both got detention.  Karen got an extra day because she started it, and she’s had it in for us ever since.

I shake my head.  “Jenny told me.  I called her last night to see if she wants to hang out sometime this week while Mom’s gone, and she just blurted it out.”  

“Wow.”  Shawna looks as if I just told her green monkeys wearing tutus tap-danced on the front lawn.  “What would make her do that?”

I shrug.  “I have no idea.”

It’s been bothering me since Jenny told me. I don’t really know what I’m supposed to do with this information. My siblings, cousins and I have been taught for as long as I can remember that you wait until marriage to have sex and that only people who don’t respect themselves give it up without a commitment.  But Jenny is one of my closest friends, and I know for a fact that she respects herself, and I don’t believe for one minute that she did what she did because she felt pressured or thought it would make her popular or loved or anything else.

“Do you think you could do it?  If you had a boyfriend, I mean.”

I wrinkle my nose.  “Why would I want a guy to put his body part inside me?  Especially down there.  That’s disgusting.  Remember those body-part diagrams in health class?  The drawings were bad enough.  I don’t want to see that thing in person.”

I shiver, and we again burst into giggles.

“It’s like a tube,” she says, tears in her eyes, “with a weird mushroom on the end.”

“And apparently when it gets excited, it sticks up in the air.”

I stick my finger in the air, making a boing sound, and we laugh so hard we can’t see.

I can talk to Shawna about anything, including what a ridiculous organ the penis is. She’s been my best friend since we met in sixth grade homeroom.  Our teacher sat everyone alphabetically, and there was no one in our class whose last name fell between Economos and Greene, so I was assigned the seat in front of Shawna.  

Outside, something slams and we bolt to the open window.  From here, we can observe, hopefully unseen from below, the backyard, driveway and detached garage.  Mrs. Mueller locks her rusting yellow 1974 Volkswagen Dasher and heads toward the backdoor.

“Oh, shit,” Shawna says, backing away from the windowsill and running her fingers through her hair.  “She’s home from work.  We lost track of time.  The book.”

She looks around the room as if she forgot where we left it.

“Can I borrow it?” I say, picking the novel up from where it was casually thrown on the rug.  “I want to know what these words are that you’re so embarrassed about.”

“There’s a better one to read for that.”  In a near panic, she grabs the book from my hand, opens her dresser drawer, hides the book in a pile of night clothes, then pulls another book from a different drawer.  “Here.”

Without looking at title or cover, I take the book from her and shove it into my Music is Life tote bag next to my Walkman and my copy of Toad the Wet Sprocket’s fear. 

––––––––
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MRS. MUELLER STANDS in the kitchen with a purse, that looks heavy enough to break a bone if it fell, hanging off her bent elbow.  Jiggling her car keys in one hand, she rummages through the freezer with the other.  A TV dinner falls out with a thud, nearly hitting her foot. 

“Hello, Mrs. Mueller,” I say when she stops to pick it up.

She’s had a bad day.  I can tell because her nurses’ aide scrubs are wrinkled, and her hair lays shellacked at a weird angle.  

She shoves the box back into the freezer and slams shut the door.  “Goodness, are your parents hurting for money?”

I shake my head.  “No.  Why?”

“Well, it seems like you’re in that same Nirvana shirt every time I see you.”

I smile, swelling up with pride.  “I have three, actually.”

“You have three?” she says slowly.

“Yeah.  That way one is always clean. The third one is too big for me and I wear it as a nightshirt.”

She drops her purse on the floor in front of the drawer under the oven.  It falls over and a can of hairspray rolls out, but a shoulder strap stops it from going far. 

“Your dad home?”

“No.”

Dad does sales and inspections for Huntington & Walter, a local company that makes shelves and cabinetry and stuff like that. His territory is the entire Midwest, and he’s away on business most of the time.  Our parents don’t talk about money with us, but we always know when we can afford stuff and when we can’t because cash flow depends on how the economy is doing.  

While Mrs. Mueller and I talk, Shawna takes a Sprite can out of the fridge and opens it before moving the tab back and forth.  My friends and I have this game that’s supposed to predict your future husband’s name.  You play it by moving a can’s tab back and forth while saying the alphabet.  Whatever letter the tab breaks off on is the letter his name will start with.  I can’t remember who made up the game, but some of my friends take it really seriously.  It’s as if no one figured out that the tab almost always breaks off on the same three or four letters.  

“F,” she says after the tab snaps.

Mrs. Mueller rummages through one of the cupboards that’s painted yellow like the Dasher with shiny, ridged metal handles.    

“Your mom home?” Mrs. Mueller says, pushing aside boxes of pasta and cereal.

I shake my head.  “Not this week.”

“How are you grandparents?”

By my grandparents, she means Mom’s parents who are sick.  I mean really sick and have been for a couple of years.  Yiayia has MS and Papou has cancer.  Mom and her sister, Ilena, take turns every-other-week being caregiver.  When it’s Mom’s turn to be caregiver, she usually doesn’t come home until nine or ten at night.  The burden might not be so bad if their siblings were around to help, but Theos Yannis lives in Des Moines and Thea Nani lives in St. Louis, where the Petrakis side of our family lived after leaving the old country.  

“What are you doing about dinner?” Mrs. Mueller says, pulling a canned ham out of the cupboard.

“Vanessa worked the lunch shift, and she’s bringing home dinner.”

Mrs. Mueller leans against the counter.  “Let me take you home before I get going on anything here.”

––––––––
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I TIGHTLY GRIP MY TOTE bag while watching houses through the car window.  I soooooo need to get out.  There’s got to be more to life than this.  Papou Economos calls the area we live Micro Hellas because our entire family lives close to each other, which I think is really dumb.   This is Sterling, Illinois.  The entire city fits in 6 square miles.  Everyone lives close together.  

The last thing I need is for my bag to fall over and Mrs. Mueller’s book topples out.  I plan on returning it, but she’ll think I stole it.  I can’t stop thinking about the book Shawna and I read earlier.  The dude in the story inserted his “member” into his girlfriend and made her feel fantastic.  Does Kurt Cobain do that to Courtney Love?  I don’t want him to do that to her.  I want him to do that to me.  Wait.  What did I just say?  Why would I say that?  I told Shawna I didn’t want a guy shoving his body part into me.  That’s disgusting. 

“You’ve been awfully quiet,” Mrs. Mueller says, stopping at a stop sign.

I turn away from the window, my cheeks burning.  “Uh, yeah, last summer before high school, ya know, and it’s going by way too quick.”

“Shawna says you made the majorette squad.  Congratulations.”

“Thanks.  I was happy about it until I found out we have to go to camp with the band to practice our halftime routines with them, and that fu–, really sucks.”

Mrs. Mueller turns onto my street.  “It might not be so bad.  You might make some new friends.”

I shrug.  “Yeah, I guess.”

I’m relieved to see Vanessa standing on the sidewalk, talking to Maroula.  An excuse for a quick getaway.

Mrs. Mueller stops the car.  I clench my tote bag to my chest and throw open the car door.  I’d rather die than let something spill out.  And, I will die of embarrassment if she finds out I have her book.  

“Thanks, Mrs. M, for the ride.  See you next time.”

I get out of the car and slam the door.

––––––––
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EVEN WITH THEA ILENA, Theos Khristos and our double cousins living two houses down, Vanessa and I are often alone.  So long as we do our homework and chores and stay out of trouble, Mom stays happy, and if Mom stays happy, we keep our freedom.  Freedom, for me, means listening to music as loud as I want and hanging out with my friends. It’s pretty much the same for Vanessa, although her circle of friends also includes boys.

Our house doesn’t have air conditioning, so Vanessa and I decide to have dinner on the porch.  She works for Costas’ Place, our grandfather’s restaurant, and brought home gyros with pilafi.  

“Just so you know,” my sister says, tossing back her long brown ringlets, “my friends and I are going to Rock Falls Friday night, so you’ll have to figure out dinner that night.”

“What is there to do there?” I say, setting down my half-eaten gyro and turning to look at her.

Rock Falls is south of Sterling on the other side of the Rock Falls River.  A lot less people live there, and it’s the last place I would go for fun.

She shrugs.  “There’s restaurants and touristy stuff.”

“Uh, okay. Whatever.”

I wonder what Kurt’s doing right now.  Is he having sex with Courtney Love?   Ugh.  Why do I keep thinking about that?
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Chapter 2  
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What’s the Big Deal About Boys?

July 16, 1993

Can you tell me why it’s nearly midnight, and Vanessa still isn’t back from Rock Falls?  It’s not like there’s anything there to do that would make her lose track of time, and today is not a special occasion so she didn’t get an extension on curfew.  

I went with Shawna, Jenny and our close friends Jen Castillo, Jennifer Anderson and Tiffany Petrova to see Jurassic Park for the fourth time.  I was back home a little after nine, almost an hour before summer/weekend curfew, and there’s plenty I could be doing.  Actually, there’s nothing I could be doing.  By the time the movie ended, the mall was closed, but we could have gone to someone’s house to hang out.  We just didn’t.

Vanessa is soooooo lucky Mom fell asleep on the couch at 9:30.  Otherwise, she’d probably be calling the hospital crazy with anger and worry.  

I dart my eyes between Mom and the TV.  I haven’t been able to find much on besides Jay Leno and infomercials, and I’m tempted to tug on the TV Guide but I don’t dare because Mom fell asleep on top of it and if I wake her up, she’ll be cranky.  And believe me, Mom is cranky enough some days without me adding to it. 

I shift in the blue chair, bending my knees under my chin.  Our living room includes a blue chair, a green chair and an orange couch, and yes, it looks like a ’70s rummage sale threw up in here.  Honestly, I don’t think much has changed in this house since my parents moved in 1972.  It would be embarrassing if most of the houses I’ve been in weren’t like this one.  You saw the Mueller’s kitchen the other day.  The ’70s threw up in there, too.

Mom snores softly, and I switch on my favorite station, MTV, hiding the remote between the chair frame and cushion.  She doesn’t like me watching MTV because she doesn’t approve of how the bands dress in their videos.  How dare they have hair longer than a buzz cut?  And how dare they have untucked shirts?  She should be happy I’m not on drugs or whoring around, but no, she’s upset because I love music videos.  Go figure.

I was hoping for Nirvana, but instead it’s Radiohead’s “Creep.” Not a bad song, but not Kurt.  Wonder what he looks like naked.  Shit, I need to stop thinking about that.  The health class diagrams were disgusting.  

Near the end of the video, the backdoor opens.  My back stiffens.  Please, God, let it be Vanessa and not a burglar.  I jump up and grab one of the candlesticks off the mantle, yanking out the candle and holding the tarnished stick like a club.  I’m barely five foot, so how exactly I’ll be able to fight off a burglar, I don’t know, but it’s the only plan I’ve got.

“What are you trippin’ about?” Vanessa says, appearing from the kitchen and glaring as if I’m crazy.

Exhaling, I drop the candlestick to my side.  “I thought someone broke in.”

“And what were you going to do about it?”  Vanessa bends forward slightly and looks around as if she’s afraid to come into the room.  “Where’s Mom?”

“Right there,” I say, pointing.  

Vanessa walks over to the couch and stands on her tiptoes to lean over the back and eyeball Mom.  “Is she pissed?”

I put the candlestick back where I found it, trying not to disturb the dust coating the mantle like powdered sugar.  “You’re lucky she fell asleep before curfew.”

“Let’s lock up and go to bed,” she says.

We lock both the front and back doors, turn off the TV and go upstairs, leaving Mom undisturbed.

––––––––
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I WANT TO KNOW WHY Vanessa was so late, but she’s tightlipped.  She didn’t say anything about her trip to Rock Falls while we were getting ready for bed.  Not one word.  Can you believe that?  She comes home late and then pretends there’s nothing to talk about.

We’ve shared a bedroom since I was born.  Even if you’d never seen our room before, you’d be able to tell whose side is whose. Butterflies, flowers and Magic Eye posters decorate Vanessa’s side.  Band posters cover my side from baseboard to ceiling.  My favorite poster of Nirvana hangs above my headboard, so it’s the last thing I see at night.  Each side of the room has a dresser, but we share a closet and a desk.  Two windows are all we have, one on each side.  

“So are you going to tell me why you were home so late?” I say before we turn off our lamps and I have to wait until tomorrow.

“I met someone, and we talked for two hours,” she says in a sing-songy voice.

“What do you mean you met someone?” I say, peaking my head around the privacy screen separating her space from mine.  “What kind of someone is interesting enough to talk to for two hours?”

How could any guy be interesting enough to talk to for two hours?  Didn’t she get bored?  

I adjust the box fan smashed between the windowsill and the open window frame.  

Vanessa beams.  “A boy.  A man, actually.  He’s 21.”

He’s 21?  What does a 21-year-old want with a soon-to-be high school senior?  Either he’s immature or she lied about her age.  At this point, I’m not sure which.

“What’s this fantastic dude’s name?  I sure hope you got his name after all of that.”

She throws herself on her bed.  “Don’t be silly.  Of course, I got his name.  Brandon O’Leary.  Isn’t that a gorgeous name?”

I laugh.  “O’Leary?  Not Leropoulos?  Mom and Dad will freak.  You know that?”

“You know what he does?  He’s an artist.”

Notice she ignored me.  She knows I’m right.

“You mean he doddles?” I say, wiping sweat from my forehead with my arm. 

She props herself up on her elbows.  “No, he doesn’t doodle.  He does real art.  Murals and paintings.  He hopes to make a living off it someday.”

I grab a scrunchie off my dresser and pull my nearly waist length hair into a ponytail. “Wouldn’t you rather have a doctor, an attorney or something?”

Vanessa rolls her eyes.  “Oh, Jesus, you sound like Mom.”

“I don’t know.  It doesn’t have to be that, but Mom and Dad will harp about how he doesn’t have a real job. Toddlers can paint.”

“Not something that’s any good.”

I sit on my bed.  “Did he show you his work?”

“No.”

“Then how do you know he’s any good?”

Vanessa doesn’t say anything.  She couldn’t have fallen asleep, could she have?

“We exchanged phone numbers,” she finally says.  “When he calls, I don’t want you telling Mom that he’s an artist or that he’s 21.  Don’t tell anyone else in the family either.  I’ll tell them when I’m good and ready.”

She knows the rules just as much as I do.  No dating until after high school graduation. 

“Can I tell Maroula?”

I really, really want to tell Maroula. 

“No! I said no family members.”

“Can I tell Shawna?”

“Why do you want to tell Shawna?”

How could I not tell Shawna?  “I tell her everything.”

“Fine.”  My sister sighs.  “Promise me you’ll keep my secret.  I really like Brandon, and I don’t want the family screwing this up for me.”

A second later, she appears on my side of the screen, hands on her hips.   “Promise me,” she says, face red.

Geez.  I guess I took too long to answer or something.

“Yes, yes, I’ll keep your secret.”

I bite my tongue to suppress a laugh as a thought enters my mind.  What if Brandon is a graffiti artist?   An Irishman artist who’s nearly a criminal.  Our parents will have a heart attack.  

“Good.  And don’t tell Mom I was late tonight either because if you do, then you’ll have to tell her why.”

I nod.  “Yeah, yeah, I get it.”

“I’m going to bed.”

She returns to her side of the room, and her lamp switches off.  There are better things to do with my time than talk to a dude for two hours.  Two hours!  I lie down and gaze up for a second at my Nirvana poster.  Kurt would be interesting enough to talk to for two hours, but nobody else.  

––––––––
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JULY 17, 1993

Sleep this time of year is a challenge.  My hair is so thick and heavy that when I let it down, it’s like wearing a scarf, but ponytails give me a headache.  The fan blades squeak, so most mornings, around two or three, one of us will get up and shut the thing off.  This morning, I never really did get back to sleep, just tossed and turned.  Couldn’t have something to do with Vanessa coming home late, could it?  Nah, we’ve stayed up late lots of times. 

I got so sweaty overnight that I decided to shower.  Jenny and I are hanging out later.  She’s stereotypical girly compared to me and wants to go to the mall.  I told her I didn’t care so long as we stop at Camelot and Hot Topic to balance out Payless and Claire’s Boutique, and she agreed.  I knew she would.  She might be Jennifer’s best friend now, but I still know her well.

I step out of the shower thinking I should have gotten my hair wet, but even on a hot day it takes forever to dry. When I got out of bed, I pinned it up with a butterfly clip and that’s how it’ll stay.

For some reason, as I wipe condensation from the bathroom mirror, I think of what Jenny did with Derek.  She let him see her naked.  How could she do that?  I don’t want anyone seeing me naked.

Yiayia tells me I have an hourglass figure and that that’s desirable to men, then every time she says it she makes a spit sound three times to ward off the evil eye.  I don’t know who she thinks is giving me the evil eye, other than maybe Karen, because no boy has ever shown an interest in me.  

My skin breaks out.  Nothing seems to help it.  My parents do allow me to wear foundation, concealer and powder.  They only do because they didn’t want me to be ridiculed.  I cried and said kids were making fun of my zits.  But they say I’m too young for lipstick and eye makeup.  Whatever. 

I’m not fat, but my stomach has never been flat.  Tiffany has a flat stomach like a model in a store catalogue.  I’m envious.

My boobs are medium size, I suppose.  They aren’t puny, but no one is going to wow over them either.  I’m envious of Vanessa’s best friend, Stacie.  She’s a natural D cup and guys swarm over her all the time.  Not that I want guys swarming all over me.  I wouldn’t know what to say or do.

My legs, well, they’re a little flabby.  I never did like exercise but when I made it onto the majorette squad, I started doing squats and other things, and I’m noticing my leg muscles toning up.  That makes me happy.  What doesn’t make me happy is that my butt, which already was high and round has gotten even higher and rounder.  I feel self-conscious in bottoms, so I usually pull my t-shirt low to cover my ass up or wear a casual dress.  I really don’t like guys seeing me in my swimsuit.  Maybe I should stop going to the pool.

And let’s not forget that if I don’t shave, I look like Sasquatch.  We aren’t allowed to shave until we turn 13.  Never mind, we’re of Mediterranean decent and the hair on our legs was obvious long before that.  And underarm hair.  Ugh.  What’s the point?  Mom complains that between Nessa and me, she’s buying razors on a weekly basis.  She doesn’t like the fact we shave our pubic hair.  She says it’s there for a reason and we’re going to get an infection.  But that seems silly to me.  Why would they have things like bikini waxes if hair removal causes infections?  No one would get waxed.  Anyway, I hate pubic hair, how it looks, how it feels, how it sticks to my underwear like glue when mixed with my body’s juices.

So, yeah, no one would want to see me naked, and I certainly don’t want to be seen.  But Jenny let Derek do more than see her naked.  

I prop my foot on the counter and examine between my legs.  It’s an ugly body part, isn’t it?  Shawna and I made fun of the penis, but lady parts aren’t exactly pretty.  I touch mine and feel the piece of flesh they talked about in health class, the mark of the virgin.  That’s suppose to tear?  Shit, that would hurt, like, hella lot. 

I put my leg down and wash my hands.  I don’t get it.  I really don’t.  Why would you let a guy hurt you like that?  But I guess most women do, because every adult woman I know is either married, a mom or both.  I shiver.  Is that what Vanessa wants Brandon to do to her?

*
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JULY 23, 1993 

Vanessa’s depressed because Brandon hasn’t called all week.  Geez, what is it about this guy?  I’ve never seen her get this way about anyone else.  Is it because he’s an artist?  She was never into artsy guys before.  In fact, she called them gay like everyone else at school does.

Mom left maybe 10 minutes ago to go grocery shopping.  When she gets back, she’ll complain about having to buy razors.  I can’t wait until I live by myself.

The phone rings.  I drop my spoon into my cereal, and it clonks on the bottom of the bowl.  Our yellow phone hangs on the kitchen wall near the doorway to the dining room and is maybe two steps from the kitchen table.  It’s rotary dial and was probably brand new around the same time as our avocado fridge and stove were in style.

“Hello,” I say, thinking it’s Mom although I’m not sure why she’d call us if she had car trouble.

“Is Vanessa there?” a stranger says.

My heart pumping, I look out the window above the sink as if expecting to see a stranger in the driveway.  A menacing stranger with a car phone.  Yeah, I watch too many movies.

“Who should I say is calling?” I say, managing to keep my voice steady.

“Brandon O’Leary.”

Oh, so the mysterious Brandon finally decided to call?  How did he know Mom would be at the store right now?

“Hold on.”

Leaving the phone hanging off the receiver, I go upstairs to tell Nessa she has a call and discover she’s listening to Sarah McLachlan on my CD boombox.  Mine!  The most expensive thing I own.  I hit the power button, shutting it off.

“Hey, why did you do that?” she says, getting off the bed as if the house were on fire.

“You have a phone call,” I say, my finger still on the power button.  “Brandon.”

“What?”  Her face changes from wanting to punch me to wanting to kiss me.  “He’s on the phone right now?”

“Yeah.”

She leaves the room in a full out run, and her footsteps clonk on the steps.  Jesus, take a chill pill.  I sigh and follow her downstairs.

Vanessa stretches the phone cord out as far as it goes and sits in the dining room.  I finish my cereal, the milk now room temperature, and put my bowl in the sink.  She sure giggles a lot, and at one point, I think I heard an “oh, Brandon.”  If this is what it’s like to be interested in a guy, you can have it.

I grab my sunglasses then go into the dining room, snapping my fingers like a crazy woman until she finally looks at me.  I point to myself then to the wall then make a motion as if I’m dunking a basketball.  She nods.  I hope she knows what that means.  

I exit the backdoor and use the alley to go to my aunt and uncle’s house.  Theos Khristos works at the restaurant, but Thea Ilena washes dishes in the kitchen.  When I walk through the door, she wishes me good afternoon in Greek.  I respond and go in search of Maroula.  

Double cousins are what happens when you’re supposed to marry a Greek and you live in Sterling where they’re in short supply. Penelope, my brother Chris’ wife, has brothers but I don’t intend to marry any of them.  Besides they live in Rockford.

My cousins, siblings and I were born between 1964 and 1981.  In the birth order, I’m the third youngest, Persephone is sixth youngest, Vanessa is fifth andPhil is fourth.  Only 14 days separates me from Maroula, making her second youngest.  We’ve always spent tons of time together, but now that we’re getting older she likes to follow the rules a bit more than I do.  And, believe me, our family has a shitload of rules.

I find her in the living room reading The Bridges of Madison County.  

“Wanna go for a walk?” I say, trying to make it sound exciting

She flinches.  I guess she didn’t hear me come in.  

“Uh, yeah,” she says without looking up, “let me finish this chapter.  I have, like, two pages.”

“Yeah, sure.”

I plop myself in an armchair and look around.  Hey, there’s nothing better to do while I wait. My aunt and uncle’s house, like all the homes on this block, has the same layout as ours.  The only difference between our house and theirs is the photos on the walls and the decorations.  The living room, staircase and a half bath are at the front of the house.  The kitchen and dining room are in the back.  Upstairs there are three smallish bedrooms and two tiny bathrooms.  The garage is detached, and the basement feels like it’s haunted if you go down there at night.  Both the front and back yards are small, and the neighbors on either side are close enough that if you handed something to them through the window, they’d be able to grab it.  

Maroula finishes and sticks a bookmark into her novel.  “Let me get my shoes and sunglasses.”

She puts on her Keds, nice and practical compared to my sandals with chunky heels.  I can walk just fine in them.  It’s not like we’re doing a power walk or something.  We’re just going around the block to have some privacy to talk.

“What’s up?” she says once we’re on the sidewalk in front of her house.

I want to tell her about Vanessa and Brandon, but I promised I wouldn’t, and if I spill the beans, Nessa will refuse to keep any of my secrets should I ever confide in her. 

“Have you ever kissed a boy?” I say.

She shakes her head.  “No. Have you?”

“No.”

“Do you want to?”

I shove my hands into my shorts pockets.  “No.  Do you?”

“I’d have to be engaged first.”

“Oh.”  

Think Maroula’s joking?  I’m telling you she isn’t.  

We reach the stop sign at the corner and turn left even though that puts the sun in our faces.

“I might some day,” I say, thinking of Kurt.  “But I’d have to really like him.  And he’d have to be blond with blue eyes.”

She laughs.  “Why does he have to be blond with blue eyes?  I don’t know of any Greek boys that look like that.”

Now it’s my turn to laugh.  “That’s kinda the point.  I don’t want to kiss someone who looks like they’re related.”

“Okay.  But why blond with blue eyes?”

“He’d have to look like Kurt.  That’s what I like.”

My lady parts tingle and I slow my pace, allowing Maroula to get ahead of me.  Ew, I hope Mom’s not right about infections from shaving.  

“Oh,” Maroula says, turning to walk backward.  “But you’re wearing a Smashing Pumpkins t-shirt today.”

I tug on my t-shirt to pull it away from my body so she’s not staring at my boobs.  “They’re from Chicago.  When I move to Chicago, I’m going to meet them someday.”

She starts walking forward.  “Your parents will never let you move.  You’ll end up back in Sterling after college like everyone else in the family.”

I sigh, and we fall into silence.  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3 
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The Camp From Hell

August 11, 1993

For the record, there are trees in Illinois.  I should know.  I’m staring at a bunch of them.  We might live in the Midwest, but it isn’t all cornfields.  All of Illinois looked like this once.  Most of the trees have been cut down to please humans.  I’m sorry they died, and wonder if becoming a tree hugger, would piss off my parents.

At band camp, in the middle of nowhere, I’m stuck with a bunch of kids I don’t know.  I needed time to myself, so I slipped away as soon as the morning session was over and headed to the clearing where we’ve had bonfires the last couple of evenings to sit on one of the wooden benches.  Again, poor trees.

I feel out of place with the majorettes even though I’ve spent the last two days practicing routines with them and we practiced a few times back home.  I’m the only one on the Sterling High School squad that has never had a formal twirling lesson.  Instead, I learned back in the ’80s when I was given a baton to practice my hand-eye coordination.  It was so much fun, I kept at it.  I’m pretty sure Mom agreed to allow me to audition because she thought I wouldn’t make the cut.  We’re usually not allowed to participate in extracurriculars, because they take time away from our studies, but I managed to convince her that it would look great on a college application.  

To make the situation even worse, I’m also the only freshman on the squad besides Kelly Williams.  The sophomores are okay, but the upperclassmen must have taken lessons in being bossy.

“Damn, you look pissed.” 

I flinch at the sound of Keith Cook’s voice. How did he find me?  He’s a freshmen, one of the band’s tuba players, but we’ve never really talked, so it’s kinda weird he just came over. 

I’m not pissed. I’m worried I left one of Mrs. Mueller’s books in my room in a place where someone could find it.  If Vanessa finds it, she won’t even look at it.  But if Mom finds it, I’ll never be allowed to hang out with Shawna again because she’ll be considered a negative influence.  My stomach hurts thinking about it, but I don’t want to tell Keith that.  

I shrug and grip the bench so tight I’ll probably get splinters.  “Nah, it’s nothing.  Something that happened back home.  I’ll get over it.  Too much time to think, I guess.”

He sits beside me.  “I was watching you out there.  You’re pretty good with a baton.”

“Thanks,” I say, cheeks growing hot.  

He’s been watching me?  In this formfitting top and short skirt?  Quick!  Think of something nice to say.  

“I’d like to say that you’re pretty good, too, but I can’t tell who’s who when the entire band is in uniform.”

Um, okay, not nice, but honest.  Ugh.  I might throw up.  First guy to show me the slightest bit of attention, and I tell him I can’t tell who he is in a crowd?  

“That’s okay.”  He smiles.  “Do you have a boyfriend?”

I stiffen my back.  “Woah, that’s a personal question, isn’t it?”

He scoots over, and his hand nearly touches mine.  “Hey, I don’t want to be cutting in on another guy’s territory.”

Territory?  What am I?  A piece of property?  

I shift my focus back to the trees on the other side of the clearing.  “Well, girls get asked that question a lot as if we aren’t complete or something without a guy.”

“I just want to get to know you is all, but if you aren’t interested,” he stands, “I’ll leave you alone with your thoughts.”  

I inhale. “No, wait.  Don’t go.”

I have no idea why I’m begging this guy to stay.  He is kinda cute, but am I persuaded by good looks?  He has light colored hair and blue eyes.  My favorite look for a guy.  I suppose you could say that’s my type.  Is it a crime I want to stare at Keith a little longer?  

He sits down even closer to me than the first time and we talk, first about camp then about school.  He tells me high school is the best time of our lives.

“Not for me it won’t be.  Good grades are my key to college, and college is my key to Chicago.”

“Chicago?” he says as if I said I wanted to go to the moon.  “Why do you want to go there?”

“Because I love it there, and I want to stay there forever.”

He doesn’t ask me why I love Chicago.  Oh, well, I guess he doesn’t care, so I’ll tell you instead. My family has never gone on a real vacation, but we have spent several extended weekends in Chicago.  The first time I visited the Windy City I was six, and I just knew I wanted to live there when I grew up.  Mom says I talk too much about moving, that I’ll change my mind when I’m older.  She says it costs way too much to live there, that it’s too far from Sterling and there are too many people.  But I enjoy all the people and the fact there are so many things to do, concerts best of all.

“Hey, tell you what,” he says.  “A group of us are meeting after sunset in the mess hall.  Why don’t you join us?”

Normally, I would be suspicious of a random invite from someone who isn’t in my circle of friends and acquaintances, but Keith is a band kid.  Band kids aren’t the type of people who play pranks or bully others, so I can trust the invite is legit.  Plus, chaperones have kept an eye on us the past couple of days.  They’ll do the same today.  Maybe it would be good for me to get to know the band kids since I’ll see them every Friday evening during football season.  

I nod.  “Sure. Sounds like fun.”

But is it?

––––––––
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IF KEITH DOESN’T COME talk to me soon, I’m going to leave.  It’s obvious from the way Keith and his friends laugh and talk that they already know each other.  I’m the odd one out, and I really just want to go back to the majorette squad’s cabin, but I promised I would meet them.

I sing “Come As You Are” under my breath, hoping to pump myself up.

I don’t know what to do with my arms while I linger by the wall.  Folding them across my chest seems defensive.  Putting them by my sides seems stiff.  Folding my hands in front of me sees goody-two-shoes, behind me authoritative.  I lean against the window frame. The longer I stay here, the more I want to run out the door and never come back.  

Damn, I miss my music collection.   I wonder which CD I should listen to first after I get back home.  Vanessa better not be using my CD player to listen to Sinéad O’Connor, her favorite singer, while I’m gone.  Don’t get me wrong, I like Sinéad’s activism, but I need something with a drum kick and heavy guitar riffs.  It’s amazing the sounds that can come out of an electric guitar.  They drive me wild.  Kurt plays guitar, so it’s sexy, too.  Uh, why do I keep thinking about him like that?  I love Nirvana’s music, I swear.  It started with the music. 

Anyway, back to my CD player.  If the house caught fire and I could only save one thing, that would be it.  It was my only gift last Christmas.  My parents thought it was too expensive, so they gave me a choice:  Several smaller gifts or one expensive one.  I chose the one expensive one.  The family’s tape player ate one too many of my cassettes.  

Keith spots me.  My palms sweat just watching him stroll across the room.

“What are you doing over here by yourself?” Keith says when he reaches me.

I shrug.  “Um, well, I don’t really know anybody, and I didn’t want to just come and interrupt.”

Keith smiles.  “They all know I invited you.  Come on.”

He makes a motion with his hand, and I follow several feet behind him, my heart beating so fast I think I’m going to pass out.  

Chad’s friends seem nice.  We have snacks and talk about movies and school.  By the time a guy named Chad finishes his Coke, I feel completely comfortable.

“I have an idea,” he says, holding up the empty container.  “Let’s play spin the bottle.”

And there goes my comfort.  I swallow and immediately feel out of place again.  In middle school, I wasn’t allowed to go to birthday parties if there were rumors kissing games were going to be played.  I don’t want them knowing I’ve never kissed a boy.  Well, I shouldn’t say never.  I’ve kissed male family members, but that doesn’t count.  They’re obligated to and it’s an innocent peck.  This, this’ll involve stuff I’ve read about in books. 

“To make it even more fun,” a girl named Amber says, “we spin the bottle to spend seven minutes in heaven.”

Great.  It just got worse.  I smile as if I’m cool with the idea.  Everyone else certainly seems to be.  

I might piss myself, but if I do, they’ll know I’m a newbie, and I’ll be made fun of until graduation, maybe longer.  My only hope is that one of the chaperones rescues me, but they’re probably wandering the campground making sure no one is smoking pot or something.

Chad spins first, the bottle making a wobble noise as it moves in a circle.  I don’t once take my eyes off of it.  It slows, the sound quieting when the bottle comes to a stop.  It points to Jill, a horn player who either stuffs her bra or has the largest boobs I’ve seen which is saying something considering I’ve seen D cup Stacie in a bikini.  The poor straps were about to burst from the strain.

Jill, a little too eager, jumps to her feet and takes Chad’s hand.  Geez, how many times has she done this?  We move to the kitchen where Chad and Jill go into the walk-in pantry to do their thing.

“Okay,” one of the other guys says, looking at his watch, “you have seven minutes starting when I shut the door.”

He closes the door, starting the countdown.  The other two guys press their ears to the door.  Pervs. 

So we’re just supposed to stand here doing nothing for seven minutes while they do God knows what?  Every once in a while Keith shoots a glance at me.  Can he tell I don’t belong here?  I really wish I stayed with Kelly and the majorettes. That was my mistake, and I’m sorry.  I don’t know how I’m supposed to handle this.  None of the novels I read talked about spin the bottle. What am I supposed to do?  

Jill squeals.  “Oh, my, you know just what I like.”

The others burst out laughing.  I know what’s going on in there.  Touchy.  Squeezy.  I swallow so hard it hurts.  I’m not ready for some guy to squeeze my boobs or touch me down there.

When the seven minutes are up, Chad and Jill come out of the pantry.  Her top is messed up, and she has a weird look in her eyes that wasn’t there before. Chad wipes his mouth on the back of his hand.

The next guy spins the bottle, and it stops on Amber.  I exhale, not realizing till that moment that I was holding my breath.  They go into the pantry, but this time I don’t hear any noises, and time seems to go faster.

Keith goes next.  With a flick of the wrist, he sets the bottle in motion.  It turns probably a dozen times, 13, 14, 15, 16.  On the 17th spin, it slows to a stop.  It points at the girl beside me, but Keith nudges the table, causing the bottle to move an inch.  Now it’s pointing at me!  I’m either going to piss or shit myself.  

I didn’t realize until now that there’s an even number of guys and girls.  This group plays these games all the time.  No one told me that.  I just know.  I bet I took some other girl’s place.  Is it possible Keith planned where the bottle stopped?  No, I’m too suspicious.  How could he control how many times the bottle spun?  

Everyone stares when, smiling, Keith takes my hand.  We walk into the pantry, and my hand feels heavy in his.  My heart races.  My mouth is dry.  I’m not sure if he can tell I’m shaking.  I hope I don’t have bad breath. 

Chad shuts the door, plunging Keith and me into darkness.  The air’s thick and humid, and I feel like I’m in an attic.  Let’s get this over with before I pass out.  

Keith lets go of my hand and runs his palm up my arm, tickling it, before touching my shoulder blade.  His lips touch mine.  It feels, it feels, well, I can’t explain it.  Fleshy?  Do something, you idiot.  I pucker my lips to return the kiss.  Oh my God, he’s going to know that I have no idea what I’m doing.  He’s going to tell the entire school.  It’s going to be hell.

If he does notice, he keeps it to himself.  With each kiss, I feel a bit better, but I’m confused.  In the novels, by now, they’d want to rip each other’s clothes off.  I hope he keeps his hands to himself.  

Woah!  His tongue is in my mouth.  His tongue is in my mouth!  I’m being choked by tongue.  What a way to die.  My parents will feel shame for the rest of their days because their youngest died in a pantry with some kid’s tongue down her throat.

“Thirty seconds,” Chad says from the other side of the door.

If I can survive half a minute longer, I’ll save my parents eternal shame.  Please, don’t die.  Please, don’t die.  Keith gives me one final deep throat kiss before pulling away.  The door opens.  Thank God, it’s over.  Do people actually enjoy swapping spit with each other?

I hold my hand up to shield my eyes from the bright light.  Everyone stares when we exit the pantry.  Are they judging us?  I’m pretty sure my clothes look exactly the same. 

The bottle makes its rounds.  How long is this game going to go on for anyway?  I don’t want to have to make out with someone else, too.    

“What is going on in here?” one of the chaperones says, voice booming, when he enters the room.  “You aren’t permitted in here.  There’s a bonfire going on, and I expect to see all of you roasting marshmallows immediately.”

Phew, I won’t need to kiss anyone else.  

The chaperone repeats his orders, pointing toward the door.  There’s some grumbling, but Chad throws the bottle away, and we leave to head toward the bonfire.  It’s after dark.  I have no clue how long we were in the mess hall.

Keith brushes his hand against mine.  “Hey, I had a good time.  Maybe we can hang out together sometime.”

“Sure,” I say, even though I’m not allowed to date until after graduation.  “I’m sure we’ll see each other during the school year.”

“I’ll find a way to make it happen,” he says, smirking. 

I’m not sure how I feel about that.  I need time alone to think.

“Great,” I say, trying to fake being upbeat.  “Go on ahead without me.  I’m going to go use the bathroom.  I’ll see you over there.”

I head toward the restrooms.  I’m not paying attention, and I don’t even notice someone coming out of the lady’s room until I nearly bump into her.

“There you are,” Kelly says.  “I wondered where you went.”

“I was with some band kids,” I say, brushing past her and going inside the building.

She follows.  “Are you okay?  You look upset or scared or something.”

A mirror runs the length of the wall above the sinks.  I glance at myself.  My skin is pale.

“Um, yeah, I guess.”  I lock myself in one of the stalls and sit on the toilet.  “I just had to go really bad, and I wasn’t sure I was going to make it.  You know how embarrassing that would have been.”

“Yeah, that would have been,” Kelly says over the sound of pee.  “I know we don’t know each that good, but if you’re worried about something or in trouble, you can talk to me.”

“I just told you what I was worried about,” I say, wishing she’d go away.

She doesn’t say anything for a second.  “You going to the bonfire?”

I stand and flush. “Yeah.”  

“I’ll walk with you.”

“Thanks,” I say and wrinkle my nose.  

So much for being alone with my thoughts.  
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Chapter 4  
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T-Minus Four Years

August 30, 1993

I have the date August 1997 written on a sticky note stuck on my calendar at home as a reminder of the day I can leave Sterling behind.  Only four years.  One thousand, four hundred and 61 days.  

There are four members of the Economos family at Sterling High this year: Vanessa is a senior, Phil a junior, and Maroula and I are freshman.  Everyone else graduated with the exception of our cousin, Anastasia Matsoukis, who is in middle school. Since none of us are allowed to drive until we’re 18 and high school graduates, our mothers take turns driving us to school.  Today is Mom’s turn, and she dropped us off at the curb.  

We make the short walk to where the kids who ride the bus and the kids who drive cars divvy up into cliques.  Vanessa and Phil have designated meeting spots for their circles of friends, leaving Maroula and me to wander like idiots.  I met every single freshman in middle school and I know Phil and Vanessa’s friends, yet it feels like I’m surrounded by strangers.  But what do you expect?  There are nearly 1,000 students at this school. 
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