










PRAISE FOR STEPHANIE KUEHNERT’S EDGY AND EMOTIONAL DEBUT, I WANNA BE YOUR JOEY RAMONE A Chicago Tribune “Hot Summer Read”


“Kuehnert’s smart gal, punk-rock narrator is irresistible, and her harrowing sexual initiations, tragic family predicament, and struggle to stay close to her best friend and secure respect as a rock musician will enthrall.”


—Booklist


“As a fictive artifact of an aggressive, didactic genre in which shades of gray are often obliterated by black and white beats of rage, Kuehnert emerges as a true subversive—retaining her cred while expanding the form.”


—Los Angeles Times


“Car won’t start? Don’t call AAA. Just grab a copy of I Wanna Be Your Joey Ramone, hook it up to a pair of jumper cables, connect the other end to the car battery—and stand back. The power surge emanating from Kuehnert’s first novel will be more than enough to get the engine going.”


—Chicago Tribune


“A manifesto for defiant high school girls, as well as a refresher course for the goddesses they turn into.”


—Venus Zine


“Allusive, real, and honest…. It makes no difference if you’re a punk-rock chick or a glam princess, I would recommend this book.”


—Elle Girl


“Raw and gritty.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Kuehnert’s language is slick. The punk references bite with genuine angst and hunger, and Emily’s tough, sardonic attitude, as revealed through chunky, poetic language, is feverishly tempting.”


—Kirkus Reviews




“A rich muscular story.”


-BUST Magazine


“This book could be any real band’s Behind the Music…. Solid writing.”


—Racket Magazine


“A powerful story…. I could almost believe that Emily was a real musician, not a character created by the author. I was sad to come to the last page, wanting the story of Emily to go on forever.”


—TeensReadToo.com


“Unputdownable…. Kuehnert is an unbelievably talented writer. Her debut is a smart, touching, intense and emotional novel that readers will absolutely love.”


—Teen Book Review


“Heartbreaking, hilarious, touching, exciting, upsetting, elating and exhilarating. I loved this book fifteen pages in, and that feeling continued to grow the more I read. In fact, the end was one of the best endings I’ve read in a very long time. It was a perfect close.”


—Plenty of Paper Reviews


“I promise you won’t regret picking up this unforgettable novel. I definitely look forward to more amazing novels from Stephanie Kuehnert.”


—The Book Muncher


“A wonderfully written and evocative story of a mother and daughter parted by circumstance and joined by music. I heartily recommend it.”


—Irvine Welsh, internationally bestselling author of Trainspotting


“Teeth. Punk. Combat boots. Attitude. Feminism. Family. Girls with guitars. Relationships that jack you up. Sharp things of the not-good kind. Friendships. Love…. It’s all here; it’s all pure and real. I loved it.”


—Melissa Marr, New York Times bestselling author of Wicked Lovely and Ink Exchange




“Kuehnert’s love of music is apparent on every page in this powerful and moving story. Her fresh voice makes this novel stand out in the genre, and she writes as authentically about coming of age as she does punk rock.”


—Charles R. Cross, New York Times bestselling author of Heavier Than Heaven: A Biography of Kurt Cobain


“Stephanie Kuehnert has written a sucker-punch of a novel, raw and surprising and visceral, and like the best novelists who write about music, she’ll convince you that a soul can indeed be saved by rock and roll.”


—John McNally, author of America’s Report Card


“Intense, raw and real…. Emily, a gutsy, passionate, and vulnerable girl, knows exactly what she wants and strides straight into the gritty darkness after it, risking all and pulling no punches…. A fierce and wild ride.”


—Laura Wiess, author of How It Ends


“Stephanie Kuehnert writes with dramatic flair and all the right beats…. A debut like an unforgettable song, you’ll want to read I Wanna Be Your Joey Ramone again and again.”


—Kelly Parra, author of Invisible Touch
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For my best friend, Katie, who helped me
through my own high school experience.


In loving memory of Marcel Fremont, who helped
 us all survive high school and become better,
 wiser people. We miss you so much.
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EPILOGUE


THE BALLAD OF A HOMECOMING




“And the embers never fade in your city by the lake The place where you were born.”


—The Smashing Pumpkins





December 1999







SIRENS AND LIGHTS WELCOMED ME BACK TO the suburbs of Chicago. It seemed fitting considering they’d also heralded my exit. And it couldn’t have happened anywhere else: only a Berwyn cop would pull Stacey over for rolling a stop sign and cash in on her total lack of insurance, but not notice the underlying stench of pot smoke on us. It clung to Stacey’s auburn ponytail, my freshly dyed black hair, and the clothing beneath both of our winter coats. I’ll never know how he missed it. A rare stroke of good luck? The karma I was owed for agreeing to come home in the first place?




I’d been gone for over four years. Around the holidays Stacey always tried to guilt me into visiting. She’d remind me that my mom missed me or point out that there was no chance for a white Christmas in Los Angeles. She knew I never intended to set foot in the Chicago area again after everything that had happened at the end of junior year, but the girl wouldn’t give it up. Finally, she resorted to playing dirty, name-dropping her daughter: “Lina wants you to be there for her fourth birthday. She wants to know why she’s never met Mama’s best friend.”


It was an underhanded tactic, but it worked.


“I don’t know why I didn’t think of it earlier,” Stacey congratulated herself.


“Because using your kid to get what you want is low even for you,” I joked.


“No, it’s not!” Stacey laughed a hoarse, smoker’s laugh. She gestured to the car seat in the back, bragging, “Do you know how many times I’ve used that thing to get out of a ticket?”


On cue, the whoop of a siren behind us.


“Shit!” Stacey slapped the steering wheel hard with the heel of her hand. “Don’t the goddamn Berwyn cops have anything else to do?”


I gazed at the flashing red and blue behind us. I couldn’t take my eyes off the colors, remembering how they looked reflected in my friend Cass’s wide brown eyes the night I came to surrounded by paramedics in Scoville Park.


I’d said “Adrian,” and when Cass heard me over the commotion, her jaw clenched.


“He left you here to die and saved his own ass.”


“Good,” I cackled. “Good for him.”


The tears streaking down Cass’s full cheeks turned to rainbows in the red and blue light. I closed my eyes, silently begging the heroin to drag me all the way under.


That was one of my last memories of home.


Stacey eased the car to the side of the road and turned down the radio. Old reflexes kicking in, I lit a cigarette in what I felt certain would be a failed attempt to cover the pot stink.


Stacey’s litany of excuses began the moment she rolled down her window and smiled flirtatiously at the frowning officer. “I was at Midway picking her up—my best friend who I haven’t seen in over four years—and my husband paged me. Our daughter’s sick.” She indicated the empty car seat.


Great, I thought, tuning out her diatribe, I’m in town for an hour and I’m already in trouble. I did not want to spend my first night back at the Berwyn police station. Why had I agreed to Stacey’s suggestion of taking “the long route” from the airport? I’d known it was code for stopping by her mother’s basement apartment and getting stoned. Stacey’s mom, Beth, had been smoking us up since freshman year of high school. Apparently Stacey had forgotten that I didn’t indulge in those activities anymore.


Sure enough, Beth had answered the door with a bong in her hand, screeching, “Kara-leeeena! Kara-leeeena! You’re finally home!” Both she and Stacey called me that even though I wasn’t a Carolyn or a Caroline, just Kara. In naming her daughter Lina, Stacey had effectively named her after me.


The last time I’d been at Beth’s was a mild June evening the summer after junior year. That was when Stacey told me she was pregnant and planned to keep the baby. She’d be moving out of her mom’s house into prematurely married life. I worried about her, but I had serious problems of my own. Like heroin addiction. After I left Stacey’s that night, I OD’d in Scoville Park.


My parents and I collectively decided that it would be best for me to live with my dad in Wisconsin until I finished high school. I hadn’t come back for Christmas or birthdays or Stacey’s wedding or Lina’s birth. I stayed in Madison and held my breath that my poor grades from junior year wouldn’t keep me out of USC’s film program. After high school graduation, I went straight to L.A. and hadn’t touched down on midwestern soil since.


Beth’s house was still the same. After she gave me a long, bone-crushing hug, we followed her through the kitchen—the sink filled with dirty dishes as usual—down the short hallway—the floor strewn with clothes and junk mail—to the living room. Beth swept pillows and blankets off a futon mattress on the floor in the middle of the room. We plopped down and Beth handed me the bong.


When I declined, passing it to Stacey, Beth offered me a glass of wine. “You still drink at least, don’t you? We should toast to your homecoming!”




“I don’t drink much, actually,” I replied, adding, “but we’re celebrating, right?” before Beth’s grin could turn into a pout.


“Exactly!” Beth enthusiastically poured nearly half a bottle of wine into a large plastic cup. “Sorry I don’t have proper glasses, but the wine’s good. My boyfriend works at Whole Foods. He got it there.”


The wine was good and I drank it a little faster than I should have, but I wasn’t used to being around Beth and Stacey without a buzz.


Beth, in particular, could be intense. She played with her hennaed curls and asked incessant questions about “la-la land.” What famous people had I seen? Had I really given up writing screenplays to work on movie soundtracks? Was there money in that? Didn’t I know I was supposed to be writing a big blockbuster so I could move her, Stacey, and Lina out to my mansion in the hills? Beth breathed only when she inhaled pot and hardly gave me time to respond to one question before throwing another at me.


And this had gone on until Stacey declared, “We gotta get home before Jason gets pissed.” She grabbed her coat and I followed, waving to Beth.


“Now we can finally talk,” Stacey said, swinging her long legs into the car.


Back in grade school, Stacey and I had plenty of time to talk. It was just the two of us and we’d spend all afternoon chattering about silly kid stuff. Things changed when we reached high school. Stacey discovered boys and weed, so she was always busy and soon I was, too. We made small talk when we crossed paths at parties, but that was about it. We started to have more meaningful phone conversations after I moved away, but they often got cut short by Lina or Jason. So, Stacey learned to talk rapid-fire like her mother and mostly I just listened.


In the car, Stacey launched into the tale of her latest argument with Jason as she wove through Berwyn, past the greasy spoons that lit up Ogden, and then down the quieter East Avenue, peppered with brick bungalows and tall apartment buildings. Stacey’s fights with Jason were generally minor—considering the odds against their teenage marriage of convenience and Stacey’s feisty nature, they were doing quite well—but Stacey liked to dramatize things. Since both of us were absorbed in her tale, neither of us noticed her poor driving.




Then, of course, that stupid cop pulled us over.


I smoked two cigarettes while Stacey turned on the charm. But the worried-mother routine failed to impress.


“Do you have proof of insurance?” the cop asked, dark eyes unwavering.


“No…” Stacey replied meekly.


He went off to his car to do his cop thing. Stacey was so irritated, she didn’t even talk. We chain-smoked in silence for ten minutes until he came back. She fished for compassion once more. “I don’t know how we’re going to afford this and my daughter’s prescriptions. We don’t have health insurance either, you know.”


The cop shrugged unsympathetically.


Stacey repressed her rage until he slammed his car door. “Jason is going to be so pissed!” she moaned, staring at the five-hundred-dollar ticket for driving uninsured.


“At least he didn’t smell the pot. We totally reek.” I rolled down my window to toss out my cigarette butt. A cold wind grazed my cheeks. I shivered but enjoyed the novelty of it, since I hadn’t experienced real winter for years.


“True.” Stacey wrinkled her nose and asked, “Do you have some gum?” As if that would make her smell any less like a stoner.


I fumbled through the pockets of my hoodie and offered her my last piece. After she took it, she stared at me, her aqua eyes burning into mine.


“What?” I self-consciously smoothed my short hair and tongued my lip ring to make sure it wasn’t turned some weird way. My eyes darted from her finely plucked eyebrows to the freckled bridge of her nose and down to the familiar crescent-shaped scar indented on her chin—from a bike accident when she was six, a year before we met.


She shook her head soberly. “I fucking missed you.”


I smiled. “I missed you, too.”


Then she changed the topic again. That was Stacey; her thoughts moved at warp speed. “Soundtracks? What exactly is it that you do again?”


“I’m interning with a music supervisor who works for Warner Brothers. It’s nothing glamorous. I don’t hang out with rock stars. I just do the grunt work, but that’s what most internships are, after all.”




She studied me quizzically. “And you like this?”


I nodded. I liked it better than my writing internship. I’d worked fourteen-hour days assisting the writers of a TV medical drama. The intensity of the job had almost led to a nervous breakdown.


“And now you want to be a music supervisor even though you’ve been going to school for screenwriting?”


I shrugged.


Concern flooded Stacey’s eyes. “Why aren’t you writing?” she implored. “You loved writing. You wrote screenplays in high school all the time.”


I worked on one screenplay junior year. With Adrian. And I talked about it once with Stacey at a party; her memory was a steel trap. Sure, I’d fallen in love with screenwriting that year, which had spawned the idea to go to USC, but it wasn’t like I’d been aspiring to it for years. “I’ve always loved music, though. Besides, I realized I don’t have any stories to tell.”


Stacey’s facial expression changed paths like a hurricane. “You?” She choked back laughter, holding her gut. “You don’t have any stories? Growing up here? Hanging out with the people you hung out with?”


“I don’t have any stories.” I clenched my jaw hard and watched the cop pull out from behind us. He turned right onto Fourteenth Street without signaling.


Stacey got back on the road. “Okay, fine. Here’s a song for your soundtrack, then.” She flashed me a grin and reached for the volume knob, turning up “Back in Black” by AC/DC. She rolled another stop sign and we both laughed.


We cruised across Roosevelt Road into our hometown, Oak Park. Stacey meandered this way and that toward her apartment, narrating the changes that had occurred in the past few years. There weren’t many. Remodeled Walgreen. Condo conversion. Condo conversion. Condo conversion. We passed houses we’d gone to parties in—both the innocent kind with birthday cake and parentally supervised games, and the kind where parents were nowhere in sight and I left blasted with my underwear on inside out. We reminisced about getting high on that playground or making out with what’s-his-name in front of that 7-Eleven.


These were all memories that felt good. Stacey swerved away from the ones that wouldn’t, like my ex-boyfriend Christian’s house and Scoville Park. If I looked in the direction of those places, she distracted me with “Remember when we were eight…”


Before the last chorus of “Back in Black” ended, Stacey punched buttons on the radio in search of another good song to keep the buzz going. She practically blew out the speakers when she found Social Distortion. Our gazes collided as we shouted, “High school seemed like such a blur…”


Yeah, “Story of My Life,” Stacey knew it was my type of song. It’s the ballads I like best, and I’m not talking about the clichéd ones where a diva hits her highest note or a rock band tones it down a couple of notches for the ladies. I mean a true ballad. Dictionary definition: a song that tells a story in short stanzas and simple words, with repetition, refrain, etc. My definition: the punk rocker or the country crooner telling the story of his life in three minutes, reminding us of the numerous ways to screw up.


As we zigzagged around Oak Park to Social D, memories of the wild times seduced me. I wanted to spend the whole week stoned. I wanted to call old boyfriends. I wanted to go to a punk show at the Fireside to meet new boys. I wanted to ride in Adrian’s car, him taking the curves of Lake Shore Drive way too fast. I wanted to drink coffee at Punk Rock Denny’s until dawn. I wanted to snort a line in Scoville Park as the sun rose.


It would be so easy to be the person I used to be. My life was like a song. L.A., working my ass off to do well in college and be a “healthy person,” just a verse, and the chorus was coming up again, the part where I fucked up the same way I always did.


The spell was broken when Stacey screeched to a stop behind her apartment building, the radio cutting out abruptly as she killed the engine.


“I can’t stay,” I reminded myself curtly.


“What?” Stacey’s brow knit in confusion. Apparently I said that aloud.


“I mean, after New Year’s. I’m going back to school, back to L.A.”


“I know that.” She shook her head, shooting me a “you’re insane” look before popping the trunk and getting out to grab my bags.


The heady combination of a little wine and a lot of nostalgia had me feeling dazed, so I stopped in the kitchen for a glass of water while Stacey dragged my suitcase into the living room. I heard her greet Jason, but before “Hi” made it all the way out of her mouth, she asked sharply, “What the hell is he still doing here? I told you he needed to leave before we got back.”


Jason drawled “Staaaaace” like a stoned hippie surfer. “He just got out of jail yesterday. He’s got nowhere to go. Six months in County for some coke that wasn’t even his, give the guy a break.”


I knew who he was before his voice rumbled. “I just wanted to say hi to Kara.”


Adrian. I hadn’t seen him since we did heroin beneath the metal stage they used for summer concerts in Scoville Park. Then, we lay entwined on the hilltop, nodding in and out. At one point, I noticed that the sky looked sickly gray. Our skin looked gray. The grass looked gray. I ran my fingers through the dying gray grass, wondering if that was what Adrian’s hair would be like when he was old. I crawled back toward the stage, puking and crying because I knew that neither of us would grow old. Especially me, I was going to die right then and there. I screamed for Adrian’s help and got no response.


I guess he’d nodded out and when he came to, he found me. He’d slapped my face, trying to bring me around, and when I didn’t wake, he ran to the pay phone to call Cass. Apparently her suggestion of calling 911 conjured images of the cops he’d been avoiding, so he dropped the phone and ran. Cass and Stacey hated him for it, but honestly, I hadn’t expected anything more from him, even though that night, strung out and groping on the grass, he’d told me he loved me for the first time.


“Kara doesn’t want to see you. Get out of my house!” Stacey snapped.


I didn’t want to see him. I did, but I didn’t. I shouldn’t. I wanted to see Lina, though. I crept warily down the hallway toward the living room and caught my first glimpse of her: sprawled out across Jason, her head in the crook of his arm, little feet dangling over his knees, right hand loosely gripping an empty sippy cup. Lina looked nothing like Jason, with his ginger hair and green eyes. Instead, she had blackish brown curls, a pale face that would freckle in the sunlight, and heavily fringed blue eyes—a miniature clone of Stacey and Beth.


I wandered into the living room, needing to be closer to her. I knelt by Jason’s legs and carefully took the cup from Lina’s hand, stroking her silky skin. I couldn’t believe I’d been so selfish and stayed away from her so long just because I was afraid to confront my past.


“Kara,” Adrian whispered.


I stared at the sleeping baby a moment longer to steel myself before I faced him.


He was a relic of the early nineties, of our crazy youth: same leather jacket, same strong shoulders, same thick waves of tawny hair stretching to the middle of his back, same sharp jawline covered with the same stubble, same searching brown eyes.


When his gaze locked on mine, I mentally chanted my mantra of I can’t stay, and then I let him embrace me. His scent had always reminded me of a muskier version of the air off Lake Michigan, and as soon as it reached my nostrils, it shattered the icy indifference that I’d tried to force myself to feel about him. As I melted into his familiar arms, I could no longer deny it: I’d missed him and I’d missed home and I’d gone too long without facing all of my bad memories and old ghosts.


Suddenly, I envisioned my high school best friend, Maya, standing behind Adrian. Her red hair glistened (although it wasn’t red the last time I saw her, that’s the way it remains in my memory) and her gray eyes had an ethereal glow to them. Right hip cocked, hand firmly clamped to it, she made that mischievous I-told-you-so face like she did when citing her grandmother’s clichés.


She told me, “Kara, it’s like my grandma always said, ‘You’re gonna have to face the music.’”
















VERSE


AUGUST 1992-JUNE 1994
 [FRESHMAN AND SOPHOMORE YEARS]




“When I got the music, I gotta place to go.”


—Rancid
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THE SUMMER BEFORE I ENTERED SECOND grade and my brother Liam started kindergarten, Dad got the promotion he’d been after for two years and my parents had enough money to move us from the South Side of Chicago to its suburb, Oak Park.


When I say “suburb,” you might envision subdivisions that center on a strip mall or a man-made lake and “ticky-tacky box houses,” as Maya’s grandmother would call them. You know, where the only thing that varies from one house to the next is the color of the paint job. But Oak Park is not one of those suburbs.


Separated from the West Side of Chicago by an imaginary line down the middle of Austin Boulevard, Oak Park still looks like part of the city. The houses were built in the same era and are of the same style. The east-west streets have the same names. You can catch the “L” in Oak Park and be downtown in fifteen minutes.


The big difference is the feel: more of a small-town vibe, less of the hustle and bustle. My parents talked up Oak Park like it was a fairy-tale kingdom. Middle-class but diverse. An excellent number of parks, trees, “good” schools, and libraries per capita. Chic, independently run shops populating the main streets and the pedestrian mall in the center of town. Houses of the Frank Lloyd Wright ilk sprawling like midwestern miniplantations across two or three normal-size lots on the north side. Classic Victorian “painted ladies” speckling the entire town. My parents couldn’t dream of owning those houses, but our four-bedroom had an enclosed sun porch at the front, a deck out back, and a living room with a real working fireplace. It was a huge step up from the bottom half of the two-flat we occupied in the city.


My parents claimed suburbia was safer than Chicago, but I certainly didn’t find it kinder and gentler. On my first day of school, I was approached by Maggie Young during recess. Maggie had a face like JonBenét Ramsey’s, but with big brown eyes and perfect ringlets of chestnut hair framing her features. She was always trailed by an entourage of five or six girls. Two of them were her best friends; the rest acted as servants in hopes of winning her favor.


When they came up to me, I smiled, mistakenly thinking I would be welcomed to join them on the playground. Instead, I was given a bizarre test of my coolness. Maggie asked if my jacket had a YKK zipper. When I checked and responded that it didn’t, she scoffed, “Does your family shop at Kmart or something? I bet those aren’t even real Keds.”


Her minions giggled like chirping birds. I stared down at my dirty white sneakers, both ashamed and confused. I hardly had a clue what she was talking about. We were seven, for Christ’s sake, and fashion hadn’t been a big deal at my old school. But my faux pas meant my automatic exclusion from the upper echelons of second grade.


Later that afternoon, when it came time to pick partners for a science project, every girl I sought out with my gaze refused to meet it except for Stacey O’Connor. She came running over, gushing, “Wanna be my partner?” Her bright blue eyes danced. “I already have an idea for the project.”


Later we would use two empty two-liter bottles, some green food coloring, and a little plastic device Stacey’d seen on some PBS show to demonstrate the workings of a tornado.




Since Stacey already had the project figured out and discussing her plan took five minutes of the thirty the teacher allotted, Stacey launched into getting-to-know-you talk. “Where did you move from?” she asked, smiling so wide her freckled cheeks dimpled.


“The city,” I boasted, having already decided Chicago was superior to Oak Park. It had taller buildings, the lakefront, and far friendlier kids.


“I lived on the South Side until I was four,” Stacey told me. “My dad still lives there.” She seemed equally as proud of her Chicago roots, but then she frowned, becoming defensive. “My mom and dad aren’t married and never were. If you’re gonna be mean about it…” She glared in the direction of Maggie Young.


I shook my head so vigorously that auburn strands of hair slapped me across the face. “I’m not gonna be mean to you! You’re the first kid who’s been nice to me.”


With that out of the way, we moved on to our favorite cartoon (ThunderCats), color (blue), and food (peanut butter), marveling that we shared all of these common interests along with our non-Oak Park origin and ethnicity (Irish).


Stacey also said, “Wow, you have cool eyes. Are they orange in the middle?”


“They’re hazel. Mostly green and brown, but they change colors sometimes.”


“Oooh, like a mood ring!”


I nodded, beaming. Her words melted the feeling of insecurity that had been lodged in my gut since Maggie mocked my clothes.


Maybe if I’d begged my mom for a new wardrobe and a perm, I could’ve joined Maggie Young’s elite crowd of Keds-sneakered, Gap-cardigan-wearing, boy-crazy girls with perfectly coiffed bangs. But once I aligned myself with Stacey, I was branded uncool for life and I didn’t care. Stacey was a genuinely nice person; I was relieved to have a real friend, and so was she.


Stacey’s low position on the social totem pole at school-just above the girl who smelled like pee and tried to blame it on her cats-stemmed from her undesirable family situation. She lived in a tiny apartment, not the prime locale for elaborate sleepovers, and all the other parents looked down on her mom. Beth had Stacey at sixteen and Stacey’s dad had been thirty. Beth had scrimped and saved to move Stacey to the “burbs for that mythic “better life.” After that, Stacey rarely saw her dad.


Two years into our friendship, in fourth grade, I went with Stacey to visit him. We waited anxiously in the backseat while Beth went in to talk to him first. Five minutes later, Beth stormed out, red-cheeked, and started the car again, announcing, “He can’t pay child support, he can’t see his kid.”


On the drive back to Oak Park, I stared out my window, feeling sick to my stomach for Stacey, who chewed on the ends of her dark hair, trying not to cry. Beth played the radio as loud as it could go, Led Zeppelin making the windows rattle, Stacey and I learning to find solace in a blaring rock song.


My friendship with Stacey was never supposed to change. It was supposed to stay frozen in time like the photograph on the mantel in my living room: me and Stacey, ten years old, eyes bright, our forefingers pulling our mouths into goofy, jack-o’lantern grins. It would be okay if our hair and clothes changed with the times, but we were supposed to be standing side by side with wacky smiles on our faces until the day we died.


A week after eighth grade graduation, Beth broke the news that she and Stacey were moving to the neighboring town-and different school district—of Berwyn.


She tried to butter us up first, ordering pizza for dinner. We ate in front of the TV as usual, but after The Real World ended, Beth turned it off.


“We need to talk about something.” Beth took a deep breath before blurting, “We’re moving in August when the lease is up. I can’t afford Oak Park rent anymore.”




Stacey and I both sobbed and begged and pleaded, but it had no effect on Beth. She scowled, one hand on her hip, the other palm outstretched, sliding back and forth between us. “You girls wanna get jobs? Wanna see if I can get you dishwashing positions at the restaurant?” She jerked her hand away. “Didn’t think so.”


I wrapped my arms around myself and cried harder. Stacey screeched until she was blue in the face, calling Beth things she’d never dared, like “motherfucking bitch.”


Finally, Beth roared, “Get to your room before I ground your ass for the entire summer!”


Stacey grabbed my hand and yanked me down the hall. She slammed her door and blasted a Black Sabbath album. Beth shouted at her to play it louder. Stacey changed the music to Nine Inch Nails, but Beth said she could turn that up, too.


After fifty similar arguments, Stacey didn’t want to talk about it anymore. But I kept scheming to keep us from being separated. I even tried to convince my parents that we should move to Berwyn, too.


I accosted them in the kitchen one night while Mom prepared dinner and Dad thumbed through the files in his briefcase. I contended that we could find a cheaper house in Berwyn and the taxes would be lower. Feeling desperate, I also asserted, “Berwyn has the car spindle that was in Wayne’s World. Oak Park doesn’t have cool public art like that.”


Dad snorted. “Kara, that thing is beyond tacky. And we’re staying in Oak Park for the schools. That’s why I work so hard to pay those high taxes.”


“Doesn’t Stacey deserve to go to school here, too? Maybe she could live with us or at least use our address-”


Dad cut me off with his patented “Absolutely not!” signaling end of discussion.


Mom chased me upstairs to my bedroom, where I threw myself on my bed, shouting, “Dad’s so unfair! He didn’t even listen to me. He doesn’t care about anything but his stupid job and he doesn’t understand…” I buried my face in a pillow, sobbing.


Mom gently stroked my hair. “I understand,” she murmured. I turned my head to look at her. She brushed away the ginger strands that clung to my damp cheeks before explaining, “My best friend’s parents sent her to an all-girls Catholic high school. I begged my parents to send me, too, even though we couldn’t afford it.”


“You do understand. Will you talk to Dad?” I asked with a hiccup.


Mom smiled in that patronizing parental way. “Sweetie, Jane and I stayed friends even though we went to different schools. We hung out after school almost every day. That’s what you and Stacey’ll do. She’ll only be a couple miles away. And you’ll meet new friends like I did. It’ll be okay.”


“No, it won’t!” I spat, feeling betrayed. Mom tried to hug me, but I flopped over on my stomach, growling, “Get out of my room!”


Mom spent the summer trying to reassure me that everything would be fine, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that our annual trip to my aunt’s cabin in Door County would be the last of the good times for me and Stacey.


My family always spent the second-to-last week of August at the cabin and Stacey had been joining us since fourth grade. Stacey’s move was scheduled for the weekend after we returned, but we tried to enjoy our vacation.


On our last night, we snuck out after everyone went to bed. We crept through the backyard, down the dirt path to the lake. We did this every year, settling on the edge of the small pier just past where the motorboat was moored to talk and look at the stars. But this time we had a mission: to smoke pot for the first time. We thought getting stoned would help us forget the move and laugh and have fun like we used to.




We sat on the pier in silence at first, listening to make sure none of the adults had woken. Then Stacey fumbled in the pocket of her flannel shirt for the joint she’d carefully wrapped in a plastic bag. She hadn’t shown it to me yet and I’d wondered if she’d actually been able to swipe some pot from Beth like she’d been promising.


Stacey extracted the joint and placed it in my palm. I studied the rolling job. It looked like a regular cigarette, but with the paper neatly twisted at both ends. “Whoa,” I breathed upon examining the craftsmanship. “Did Beth give this to you?”


“No, she’s not that cool. I took the pot and the papers from her dresser drawer while she was at work.”


“You rolled this?”


Stacey nodded, obviously proud of her accomplishment. “Learned from watching the best.” She smirked and handed me her lighter.


We’d started stealing Beth’s cigarettes that summer, but they hadn’t prepared my lungs for the burn of the first inhale. I coughed, tucking my chin toward my chest to mute the sound. Stacey took the joint and her first drag yielded the same result.


“Pretty cool, huh?” I managed to say in a scratchy voice.


“Yeah.” Stacey squeezed her watering eyes shut.


After a few more drags, I stared up at the sky slightly lightheaded, wondering if soon I’d feel happy or at least hungry with the munchies like Beth talked about.


Stacey looked up at the stars, too, and started laughing.


“What?” I asked excitedly, knowing her laughter meant the pot was kicking in.


She wiggled her fingers and imitated her mother’s new-agey best friend, Lydia. “Our fuuuuu-ture is in those stars, Kara.” Stacey sounded very stoned.


The only thing I saw in my future was torturous days at high school without her. “The future is going to suck.”




Stacey kept the impression going, attempting to cheer me up. “The distance between our homes does not matter. The physical world does not bind us. We are linked sooooo-uls.” She giggled hysterically, but my frown remained.


I raked my hand through my hair and turned to Stacey. “You have to promise me that no matter what happens, you and I will always be best friends, exactly like we are now.”


Stacey inhaled from the joint, cupped her open fist to her mouth, and pulled my face toward hers, my lips connecting with the other side of her hand. She blew smoke through her circled fingers into my mouth. “Smoke sisters,” she pronounced with a grin, handing me the joint.


I smiled, but decided to one-up her. Pulling a Swiss Army knife from the pocket of my frayed cutoffs and flicking open the tiny blade, I suggested, “Blood sisters?”


Stacey blinked hesitantly. She hated pain. “Okay,” she finally agreed, extending her forearm.


I traced a thin line in the smooth space between her wrist and her elbow. It was a tiny scratch, barely splitting her skin, and producing only a few droplets of red that dried almost immediately.


The one I gave myself in the identical spot went deeper, making Stacey shudder, but the twinge of pain ignited the rush I’d been expecting from the pot. A strange warmth crackled through me, leaving me with a sense of tranquillity I hadn’t felt since Beth announced the move. The blood oozed out and formed one fat drop that lazily rolled down my skinny arm. I marveled at it momentarily before pressing my forearm to Stacey’s.


“Blood sisters,” I pronounced, admiring the sticky smear that stained my skin when I pulled away.














2.






I CUT MYSELF AGAIN AFTER MY FIRST day of high school. There’d been so much to adjust to: trying to find my way around the building that was literally a block long, figuring out when I could stop at my locker to change out the fifty-pound textbooks I had for each class, not being one of the most brilliant people in the room.


I’d been recommended for and taken all honors-level classes. I’d never been a genius by any means, but I was smart and had always been able to keep up effortlessly. Stacey and I both were like that. We didn’t consider ourselves “nerds” (though we’d been called that along with a slew of other inapplicable names, like “lesbians,” throughout the years). We didn’t kiss up to teachers. We sat in the back of the classroom and passed notes. We even smoked cigarettes in the bathroom once. Basically we acted like bad-asses, but got straight A’s. However, I could tell that in high school, I was going to have to work hard, especially without Stacey, who usually tutored me in science while I helped her in history.


That day I thought about Stacey every few minutes. I wanted to ask her where we should sit when I got to class. I kept looking for her in the labyrinth of hallways. The school teemed with a few thousand students. Sure, they didn’t all know one another, but they all had friends who greeted them when they entered a room. I had acquaintances, people I could sit next to and ask about their summer, but when the small talk ended I was alone.


After school, I raced home to wait for Stacey’s call. We’d agreed she would take the bus to my house that day and the next day I’d take it to hers. When my phone rang, I didn’t even say hello, just asked, “When are you coming over?”


“I don’t know. I’m really tired.” She sighed into the phone.


“Yeah, it was hard, wasn’t it? I have so much homework.”


“No, it wasn’t hard. I just didn’t sleep last night because I was nervous. It was anticlimactic, really.”


I wanted to tell her that I missed her, but I wanted her to say it first. Maybe she was just tired, but she sounded a lot more nonchalant about the situation than I felt. “Do you have a lot of homework?” I asked. “Maybe you could bring it over. We could see if it’s similar.”


“I don’t have a lot of homework and it won’t be the same. I didn’t take any honors classes.”


This was news to me. “Why not?”


She sighed again. It seemed every sentence began or ended with a sigh. “I don’t know. To try to get a social life, I guess.”


“Oh.”


I felt like she’d pointed to something shiny in the distance and then punched me in the gut; her revelation caught me that off guard. Could you just decide to have a life? Was she doing some sort of “new town, new school, new me” thing like kids on TV who move always do? And how did she plan to incorporate me into this new life?


Stacey exhaled noisily into the phone again. “I’m tired, Kara, I think I’m gonna zone out and watch TV. We’ll hang out tomorrow, okay?”


I managed to hang up before bursting into tears. Her not coming over was a bad omen. Especially on top of all the other bullshit. The school that was too big. The classes that were too hard. And now Stacey wanted to add parties and football games and stuff to the mix? I just wanted it to be me and her, like it always had been.


I found myself flicking the scab on my arm from our blood-sisters oath. The little twinges of pain were oddly soothing. I progressed to picking at it and was disappointed when it didn’t bleed. Somehow I knew that blood plus pain would make me calm, like it had the night Stacey and I became blood sisters.


After locating my Swiss Army knife in my nightstand drawer, I sliced two more tiny lines next to my scab. The pain rippled through me, awakening me like it was caffeine. The blood that dripped down my arm released all the stress of the day, all the sadness over Stacey. I stopped crying. Blood felt more purifying than tears, more numbing.


One more cut would give me strength. It would drain the bad feelings. I would daub it up with Kleenex. I would ride the ache and turn it into energy to get my schoolwork done.


I could cope.


I knew it wasn’t a good thing, but I could cope.
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I WAS A BABY’S BABY, A KID’S KID. My ma was sixteen when she had me. I gained a year on her. I’m pregnant and I’m seventeen. When I have the baby I’ll be almost eighteen. Almost an adult, but not really. Eighteen’s still too young. They say if you’re too young it stunts you. Developmentally, emotionally, or whatever. In your head you’re stuck at the age you were when you had the baby.


My ma got stuck, that’s for sure. Before she had me she was a stoner waitress, always listening to the latest rock bands and always at the best parties. After she had me, she remained a stoner waitress, but one who brought her baby to the not-quite-as-cool parties. She kept that up until I got old enough to ask questions like “What’s in that Kool-Aid, Mommy?” Then, she blamed me for the demise of her social life and her musical taste. Once I got to be school-age, she spent all her money on suburban rent instead of records so I could go to the “good” schools and not screw up like her. I guess she didn’t realize the example she set for me was just as important as the education I got.


So am I gonna be stunted? Stuck at seventeen forever in my mind? I don’t know. I don’t think I ever acted my age in the first place. I grew up fast. I was a latchkey kid starting in third grade. Maybe some people would find that kind of freedom cool, but it gets old. All I really wanted was someone to take care of me.


Everyone thinks of women as the primary caretakers, but since caretaking didn’t come too naturally to my ma, I decided that stereotype was wrong. I wanted a guy to take care of me, and my first, most logical choice was my own father. My parents broke up before my ma had me, but when I was little I spent more time with my dad. Usually I was at his place on weekends, and sometimes I stayed for weeks at a time. Those, I realized later, were his unemployed periods. But I saw him less and less after we moved out to the ’burbs. It was a long drive south and Beth wasn’t willing to make it unless she got compensated with child support.


The summer before I started high school, when Beth decided to move us to Berwyn, I embarked on a last-ditch mission to involve my dad in my life. It was top-secret. I didn’t even tell Kara, mostly because if plan A, “Give Ma some money so she can stay in Oak Park,” failed, plan B would upset Kara worse than me moving to Berwyn. It meant I’d move even farther away. Plan B was “Please, Dad, take me to live with you.”


I met my dad at the food court of North Riverside Mall. Weird and pathetic, I know, but it was my only idea and he didn’t have any other suggestions. He was caught off guard when I called him. He sounded gruff, like I’d woken him up. He coughed a phlegmy smoker’s cough during his hello, but his voice warmed up when I said, “This is Stacey, your kid.”


He immediately agreed to meet me at the mall, which I chose because I knew how to get there on the bus. I didn’t want to chance Beth seeing him if he came to pick me up. It turned out he didn’t even have a car. He took a train and two buses to get to the crappy North Riverside Mall and eat at the sticky food-court table, surrounded by screaming kids and teenagers and dead-eyed moms, just to see me. I guess that’s touching if you ignore the fact that he hadn’t tried to visit in over four years.


I didn’t know how we’d recognize each other, so not only did we plan what we’d be wearing (him: Chicago Bears T-shirt, me: Metallica T-shirt), but I gave him an exact table to meet me at (southwest corner, near the bathrooms, third table in, across from the cookie place).


He was waiting for me. I knew he was older than Ma by like fifteen years, but, man, he really looked old. He had huge bags under his eyes and crevices around them, across his forehead, and at the corners of his mouth. He’d probably been one of those guys that always looked old, but in a good, rough-and-tumble, Clint Eastwood way. I bet that’s what Ma went for about him. Now it was pretty plain that he just had a lousy life.


He hugged me limply and told me how much I looked like my mother, which everyone always said. Then he offered to buy me lunch. “My little girl can have anything she wants.” He smiled awkwardly and opened his arms, presenting the mall food court like it was a four-star restaurant. I hoped that this would remain true when I pleaded my case later. When he ordered the cheapest thing on the McDonald’s menu for himself, I should have lowered my expectations.


While we ate, we made awkward small talk. I told him all about the past couple years, the great times Kara and I had, and what I was looking forward to in high school. I didn’t mention the move. I changed the subject and asked him, “How’s work?”


He nodded nonchalantly and said, “Fine.”


I took a long, final slurp from my Coke. “What do you do now?”


“Oh.” He crumpled his burger wrapper. “Solo cup factory.”


I didn’t know what to say. I thought about joking that his house was probably stocked with plastic cups, but he looked worn out, so I figured that his job was no laughing matter.


My silence brought an end to our lunch. Dad capped it off with a head jerk toward the cookie counter. “You, uh, want something? Uh, dessert?”


I knew it was time. Now or never. Cut to the chase or he’d get back on his two buses and a train and I’d lose my chance.


“Yeah, I want something. But not a cookie.” I took a deep breath. I’d prepared an argument, a full case. Before I could launch into it, the waterworks cued up without me even summoning them. I gulped pathetically. “I need you, Daddy. I need you to help me and Ma. We’ve gotta move out of Oak Park ’cause she can’t afford it anymore. And I would have to leave Kara and I really don’t want to. So maybe if you could give Ma some child support…”


Dad’s pudgy cheeks reddened. He looked like an angry, overripe tomato. “Did Beth put you up to this? Did she send you?”


“No!” I hadn’t expected that accusation. The tears that had been welling up overflowed. “If you can’t do that, if you can’t help her that way…if I have to move…I wanna live with you.”


His skin faded to the color of cigarette ash and his eyes got watery, too. “Stacey,” he murmured. “Stace…” He seemed amazed, and I thought for sure the answer was going to be yes, but then he started shaking his head the wrong way. “I wish, baby, but I don’t even have a job,” he choked. “I got fired from the factory over a year ago. I don’t even get unemployment anymore. I got cockroaches in my apartment and it ain’t even a one-bedroom, it’s a studio…” He kept blathering on, but I’d heard all I needed to hear. He offered me a cookie again, but I didn’t need that crap.


“I don’t want to take your last dollar.” I knew it was mean and I automatically felt bad. I mumbled “I’m sorry” before rushing out of the food court, leaving him with my tray and greasy pizza plate.


He was pathetic. My mother was pathetic. I came from pathetic. Pathetic that couldn’t take care of me. I went back and forth between sad and angry about it for over a month. But when I noticed the boys with cars in the parking lot at my new high school, I developed an alternate plan. I would find one of them to take care of me.


I thought it would be like TV, all free dinner and dates to the movies. They would get me away from my mother. And I guess eventually one of them did, right? But only because I’m headed straight into taking care of his kid.


I’m gonna try to do things better than my parents did, though. I’m sure everyone says that, and the odds are against me, but I’m sure as hell gonna try.














3.






HIGH SCHOOL WAS’T HOW I IMAGINED it at all. I mean, I didn’t expect my life to turn into Beverly Hills, 90210 overnight or anything, but I didn’t think I’d be spending most of my afternoons alone with my twelve-year-old brother, Liam, either.


At the time Liam and I hated each other, but it hadn’t always been that way. When we lived in the city, we spent hours playing together, Liam providing a constant soundtrack. He sang songs from Sesame Street, belted out commercial jingles-“Dial 588–2300, Empiiiiiiiiire!”—like they were opera, and brightened my days with his off-color compositions, like “Don’t Flush an Alligator Down the Toilet, It Will Bite Your Butt.”


Then we moved to Oak Park, I met Stacey, and Liam was relegated to tagalong or worse. Stacey and I enslaved him, made him over into a girl, and ditched him places when we didn’t feeling like “babysitting.” Liam grew tired of the torture by the time he was in fifth grade and started avoiding us. I’d never tried to patch things up. Why bother? I had Stacey; I didn’t need my lame little brother to like me. But then Stacey moved, and despite all the plotting and researching of bus routes, she and I weren’t together as often as planned.


In her quest for a social life, Stacey’d discovered boys. Her first boyfriend was Jim. He was really proud of the weight set in his basement and his facial hair, even though he had scrawny arms with knobby biceps and the fuzz above his lip couldn’t justifiably be called a mustache. Stacey bragged about him because he was a junior and had a car.


While Jim scraped bird crap off the windows of his rusty Pontiac Firebird, Stacey twisted herself around in the front seat and said, “I know we promised to hang out every day, but Jim mentioned he’d like some alone time with me. Maybe if I spent one afternoon a week alone with him…”


And I agreed to it, even though my time with Stacey had already been limited to a couple days a week since she was always “too tired.” When we did hang out, we had fun because Beth had started smoking pot with us-she’d caught Stacey and initiated the cool-parent, “you can only do it with me” rule-but every day I was separated from my best friend I felt miserable. I consoled myself with MTV.


I’m sure Liam’s resentment of me grew when he came home and found me occupying his former territory in front of the television. High school got out earlier than junior high, and by the time Liam rushed through the door, skateboard and backpack in hand, I’d already claimed the cozy living room as my domain. I’d be stretched out on the La-Z-Boy with the remote firmly in my grip, controlling the big, colorful TV stocked with over forty cable channels. Since no one was home to force us to share, Liam was exiled to the sun porch to sit on a poorly stuffed armchair surrounded by boxes of our old toys and our parents’ junk to watch the ancient, black-and-white TV that got only five channels.


By October, the sun porch had grown frigid, the windows that enclosed it rattling with the slightest puff of wind. One day, Liam approached the living room tentatively, a bag of chips in hand, his strawberry blond head bowed. His hair was just growing out of the summer buzz cut he’d gotten at Mom’s insistence. Tufts of it stuck up every which way, and when he questioned, “Tiny Toons?” he looked as childish as his plea for cartoons sounded.


“Music videos,” I replied firmly.


He sighed and sank back against the couch, rolling his green eyes. That attitude reminded me he was nearly a teenager, nearly on my level, and I decided to bring him there by teaching him about rock ‘n’ roll.


“Liam, you’re too old for cartoons. This is really good,” I told him, indicating the scene on the TV: a gymnasium overrun by a mosh pit. “This is Nirvana.”


He shrugged. “I don’t really care about music.”


“You used to,” I objected, pointing at a photo on the mantel above the fireplace: Liam at four, gripping the guitar I’d helped him make out of a potato chip box and some rubber bands. His hair was slicked back and shiny and he wore a black dress shirt, pants, and even a little black tie because he’d idolized Johnny Cash. An odd choice for a preschooler, but I’d loved him for it. He’d dressed like a mini-Man in Black until third grade, when he’d abruptly come home from school one day begging Mom to take him to the mall for “regular clothes.”


My finger swung back to the music video. “Dave Grohl’s a good drummer. You play drums in the school band.”


“Only because Dad made me. This year I quit band.”


“Why’d you quit?” I asked, concerned. When had my brother become such a sour little kid? He’d always been a bit weird and introverted, but he’d seemed happy.


“Being a band geek wasn’t exactly making me popular, Kara. I decided to drop it, start fresh in junior high, and see if I could make some friends.”


His words struck a nerve, reminding me of Stacey’s comment about trying to get a social life and how I’d lost her in the process. I told Liam what I wished I could tell her: “You shouldn’t change who you are just to get popular, and you definitely shouldn’t give up things that you love.”


“I never loved playing the drums,” Liam retorted. “I wanted guitar lessons, but Dad insisted we pick orchestra instruments. Good for college applications or whatever.”


It was true. There was an oboe in my closet, but I’d quit playing in fifth grade. Dad had gotten too busy to come to my concerts, and the only real enjoyment I’d gotten from them was seeing him cheer me on. Shaking off that memory, I suggested, “How about asking Mom for guitar lessons? You could start a band. When you used to dress up like Johnny Cash it was so cute—”


Liam’s face flushed crimson and he exploded. “You totally don’t get it! I didn’t have any friends ’cause everyone thought I was a huge freak because of the Johnny Cash thing. I thought when I got to junior high things would be different, but I still don’t have any friends. And I have no idea why you think I should take advice from you. Where’s Stacey? She still lives close enough to hang out. Did she ditch you?” he taunted. “Sorry if I’m not sympathetic, but after the way you ditched me when we moved here…”


Sniffing back angry tears, I threw the remote at him. “Here, watch your stupid cartoons.”


I stormed upstairs to my room and forced myself to delve into my homework. Six o’clock passed and then six thirty and Stacey didn’t call and my biology assignment felt increasingly impossible and I needed to ask her about it and I was hungry and wondered why the hell my family wasn’t inviting me down to dinner. Was I being shunned by everyone? Overwhelmed by stress, anger, and self-pity, I grabbed my knife from the drawer of my nightstand; I’d upgraded from the Swiss Army to a sharper X-ACTO blade I’d found in Dad’s toolbox.




Since I’d been cutting a few times a week for the past month, I had a whole routine: I rolled up my sleeve, ran my fingers over the raised pink scars, and then picked at my most recent scabs. Sometimes that slight twinge of pain gave me the adrenaline I needed to conquer a lesser problem like biology homework, but when I was really feeling sorry for myself, I wanted to see blood.


I never cut along veins; I wasn’t suicidal, just in need of stress relief. When the blood bloomed to the surface of my skin, the warmth of it soothed like a hot bath. After I finished cutting, I felt like I’d cleansed myself in the ultimate way, draining all the anger and sadness directly from my veins.


Liam barged into my room while I was still admiring the blood.


“Knock!” I screeched, jerking down my sleeve.


“I did!”


“It doesn’t count if you knock while you’re opening the door.”


“Sorry to interrupt your top secret homework,” he scoffed. “Dad’s finally home. Mom said come down for dinner.”


He slammed the door after himself and I frantically cleaned my arm. I worried throughout dinner that Liam had noticed. I waited for him to bring it up to our parents, mentally rehearsing my retort-Well, he quit band”-so obsessively that I barely paid attention to what was happening at the table. Not that anything new ever happened.


My dad had remodeled the kitchen two years before and it looked like a set for homey supper scenes on a sitcom: the perfectly arranged table with the glossy red plates, shining silverware, and place mats of thatched yellow fabric that matched the cushions of the chairs, a slightly deeper shade than the butter-colored walls. At dinner, the setting sun shone in through the windows behind the table and blended with the red accents and yellow hues to make the room glow with warmth.




In stark contrast to the setting was our chilly exchange:


Dad kissed Mom on the cheek.


Mom told Dad that he was late.


Dad mumbled something about a grant. Then he asked, under his breath, if this wasn’t the same meal we’d had two days ago.


Mom replied under her breath that he of all people should be familiar with how work consumed so much energy.


Dad ignored Mom and asked me and Liam about school.


Liam said school sucked.


Mom told Liam that she didn’t like that word.


I shrugged in response to Dad’s question and pulled my knees up to my chest, leaning over them to stab at the food on my plate.


Dad studied me with mild irritation and told me not to do that.


I let my feet fall to the floor with a thud and acted angry for the rest of the meal.


Everyone stopped talking until Mom reminded Dad that he needed to help Liam with his algebra. Before Dad could complain about how busy he was and Liam could object that he didn’t want help, Mom disappeared to bed to read.


I put my plate in the dishwasher and went to my room to listen to music with my headphones on because I’d been reprimanded by Dad for being too loud too many times. Every time, I’d hoped that when I turned the music down, he’d stay and talk with me, but he always rushed off.


Dad and Liam remained at the dinner table, struggling with algebra until they both got frustrated with each other.


That was our routine.


My forcing Liam to watch MTV instead of cartoons after school became routine, too. He sat there with his arms crossed for the first week, but didn’t ask me to change the channel or try to provoke me into leaving the room. By the middle of the next week, he was quietly singing along to “Smells Like Teen Spirit” when the video came on.


I turned to him and declared triumphantly, “You like it, don’t you!”


“Yeah,” he admitted with a shrug, “I guess.”


But then he flashed me a smile and I grinned back.
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