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PART ONE


Chatsworth





ONE


My dad drinks too much and my mom eats too much, which pretty much sums up why I am the way I am: a knotted mass of anxiety, a walking cold sweat. Three weeks ago, when I entered my fourteenth year of existence, I realised the only stable, solid truth in my universe: Being me isn’t easy.


“Dinneroo!” Mom yelled down the hall like she always yells down the hall each night as she comes home from work. Her perfume instantly gave me a headache. The slamming of the front door and the jingle of her car keys woke Juan Dog. Yip. Yip.


“In a sec!” I yelled back, but I didn’t move a muscle. Dinner scares me. In fact, all meals and most salty snacks freak me out. They trigger an inner horror movie: Attack of the Killer Fat Cells. It’s not that I hate food. I love it. What’s better than hot bread slathered in melted butter? Or, Doritos with an extra blast of nacho flavour? My mouth is watering just thinking of it. But, given my genetics – Mom’s size has never even come close to my age and Dad wouldn’t need any padding to play Santa Claus – I realise that letting my guard down, even once, is an invitation for my fat cells to puff out like blowfish. I’m definitely pre-fat. And food is simply too hard to control, too easy to send your whole life careering out of control. So, when Mom called me for dinner, I ignored my growling stomach, lifted the phone back to my ear, wiggled my shoulder blades into the comfy warm groove of my bed, and kept talking to my best friend Nadine.


“So what’d he say? Then what’d you say? Uh-huh. Then what’d he say?”


Through my closed bedroom door I heard one of my brothers playing with his Game Boy. “Get him! Get him! Get him!” I smelled the Mackey D fries Mom had brought home.


“Dirk!” Mom yelled. “Dinnerooney!”


My eleven-year-old brother, Dirk, is three years younger than me, but light-years from maturity. He’s not what you’d ever call a high achiever. He’s forever stalling for time, saying “Huh?”, scratching his nose, and slurping back the pool of drool that builds up behind his hanging lower lip. Juan Dog the chihuahua is almost my age, which, in dog years, means he’s like ninety-eight. Juan is what you’d call highly-strung. He yaps so much he levitates his tiny, quivering body all the way off the floor.


“Dirk!” Mom shouted. “Shake your fannywannydingo!” Did I mention my mother adds cutesy suffixes to words? She thinks it’s youthful and snappy. I happen to know it’s too embarrassing for words. One time, about a month ago, she called Juan Dog’s business a poopadilly. Outside – in front of everybody.


Mom pounded on my bedroom door. “You still on that thing?” Like she hadn’t clicked in on the extension twice already. “Dinner’s on the table.”


“I’ll be off in a minute!” I said. Then to Nadine: “So what’d he say?”


“Rif!” Mom screeched. “Where the heck is Rif?”


That was a no-brainer. Rif, my sixteen-year-old brother, is never around. He hides cigarettes in the tight curls of his ashblond hair. When no one is in smelling distance, he lights up, takes a long slow drag, then smothers the end with two spit wet fingers and tucks the cigarette back into his hair.


“Who needs a nicotine patch?” he says. “I got my own method.” Whatever that means. One time, about a year ago, the right side of Rif ’s head started smouldering while he sat in the family room watching MTV. Mom was like, “Call the fire department!” Dad was like, “Isn’t there a football game on?” My parents have never seemed like they belong together. And I’ve never, ever felt like I belong in this family.


“Now, Elizabeth,” Mom pounded my door one last time. I groaned.


“I gotta go, Nadine,” I said into the phone. “E-mail me later?”


“Yeah. Later.”


I hung up, fluffed my flattened hair, and walked down the hall to the kitchen. Rif slithered in behind me, smelling of burned hair gel.


“It’s Libby, Mom,” I said, rolling my eyes.


“Whatever,” she said, rolling her eyes right back at me. Mom shoved a stray strand of her cottony overbleached hair back into the cat fight she calls a hairstyle. She tugged on her too-tight orange skirt, applied a new layer of magenta lipstick over the faded old one, removed black eyeliner goop from the corners of her green eyes, and tottered around the kitchen on spiked heels way too high for a woman of her age and heft. I’m not talking stare-at-you-in-the-mall quantities of fat, but my mother definitely hasn’t seen her feet, or how sausage-like they look shoved into those strappy high heels, for quite a while. It’s hard to believe I came out of this person. My hair is long and brown and shiny. My eyes are blue. I’ve never worn any make-up, unless you consider Vaseline lip gloss.


My brother Rif once graded my looks a “C.”


“Who asked you?” I asked, visibly hurt.


“What’s wrong with a ‘C’?” he protested. “It’s average!”


Which hurt even more. Who wants to be average ? Mom stepped in for support.


“With a little makeover, honey, I’m sure I could turn you into a ‘B’.”


Like I said, being me isn’t easy. Isn’t your own mother supposed to think you’re an “A” even if you’re not? While I’m at it, aren’t your parents supposed to set a good example? I’m not saying that my mom and dad are bad influences – it’s just that they haven’t exactly set the family bar very high. I can’t remember the last time I saw my mother pick up a book or my father put down the remote control. Mom’s idea of the perfect family vacation is Las Vegas, primarily for the cheap all-you-can-eat buffets. Dad dreams of staying home alone with several six-packs while we all go somewhere that has no cell service. Once, he actually said to me, “You know what the worst thing about having kids is? They’re always there.”


Of course, I took it personally. Rif is never there and Dirk is still young enough to be ignored. I asked my dad, “Where do you expect me to go?” but he just shrugged and turned up the volume on the TV.


Mostly, it feels like my parents are the kids and we are left to raise ourselves. I mean, they provide food and shelter, but that’s about it. Mom and Dad have too many problems of their own to bother with silly stuff like grades, parent-teacher conferences, nutrition, or helping me figure out the difference between maxi and super maxi pads and do I need wings?


The other night, as Dad and I watched the Discovery Channel’s exploration of the nature-versus-nurture debate, I had a disturbing revelation. My inherited nature is filled with the potential for addictions, a butt the size of Texas, chronic self-absorption, word butchering, a fluorescent wardrobe, and truly hideous hair. As for nurturing, well, in my family “nurturing” is mostly edible. Last year, when I was upset that Nadine got into Honours English and I didn’t, Mom baked me a tray of brownies and gave me a get well card. She signed it “Luv, Mom,” which made me pretty sure she didn’t get into Honours Spelling.


That night, it became sickeningly clear that both nature and nurture were conspiring against me. What a rip-off! I have to overcome Creation if I want a normal life.


Beside me, on the couch, Dad burped, as if Creation were in total agreement.


I couldn’t wait for the programme to end so I could launch a searing discussion about how my dad could become a better role model, but he was already snoring by the final credits, and his undershirt was jacked up revealing a very hairy belly button. Somehow I knew, even if he were awake, he’d snore through my discussion and it would be about as successful as the hundreds of times my mom asked him to stop guzzling beer.


That night, I was forced to face the upsetting fact of my fourteen-year-old life: I’m on my own. It’s up to me to create the life I want. I can’t leave it up to chance any more than I can eat two slices of Domino’s Pepperoni Feast pizza and hope my body doesn’t notice the five hundred and thirty-four calories and fifty-six grammes of carbs. I must be mistress of my destiny or I’ll never even skim the surface of normal. I’ll never have a boyfriend or a cool job or a passport with exotic stamps in it. Most of all, I’ll never experience the one thing I want most: true love.


I knew exactly what I had to do. And that’s when the whole fiasco began.


It was originally Nadine’s idea. Maybe it was mine. We’re like that, the two of us. Our brains are the right and left hemispheres of one consciousness. She’s confident; I fake it. But I can’t tell you how many times we’ve hatched the exact same idea at the exact same time. So, really, it’s hard to say who thought of it first. The Serious Kiss popped into existence somewhere in the air between our two heads, right at the beginning of our freshman year.


“You know what I want?” Nadine had asked. We were lying on two blow-up Lilos in the centre of my dirt-flat backyard, tanning our legs. We’d both turned fourteen at the end of the summer, and were evaluating our lives with the wisdom that comes with maturity.


It was the first Saturday after school started. Already I was feeling majorly inadequate. I mean, Carrie Taylor spent a month in Greece with her family on some boat (she called it a “yacht”) and had the smoothest honey-brown tan I’ve ever seen. I heard she used olive oil instead of Coppertone, but my mom said, “No way, daisyfay,” when I tried to sneak ours out of the kitchen.


My own best friend, Nadine, was looking amazing, too. She’d grown taller, slimmer, and blonder over the summer. We’ve been best friends since she was short, chubby, and bicycled around our neighbourhood with a hacked-up haircut her mother created with the Flowbee she bought on eBay. Now, Nadine’s long, straight, much-blonder-than-mine hair is professionally trimmed. When she runs, her hair gently sways side to side like a hula dancer. She’s a really good soccer player, too, one of those “natural athlete” types. At school, Nadine wears cream-coloured yoga pants and little tees and always looks effortlessly pulled together. When I attempt a similar outfit, I look as though I forgot to change out of my pyjamas. There’s no way you can fake being a “natural” athlete. I’ve tried. Nadine just laughs.


“Maybe you should stick to basic black,” she says, grinning, “to reflect the angst of your soul.”


Somehow, Nadine bypassed black angst, along with chin zits and buck teeth and other teen horrors. She’s the kind of girl who radiates health and makes you smile just looking at her, like you know she’s nice. Which she is.


Me, I’m forever trying to raise my body-point average past, well, average.


Now and then, I wonder if Nadine and I would be best friends if we hadn’t been best friends since we were kids who lived two streets away from one another. Does our connection have more to do with geography than chemistry? All I know for sure is, I don’t want to put it to the test.


“You want NASA to invent ice cream that makes you weightless,” I said to Nadine, letting humour camouflage my jealousy.


Nadine laughed. “Yeah, that, too.” We both reached for our lemonades at the same time and sipped from bendable straws. “But you know what I really want?” I knew. Of course I knew. I sighed. “Me, too.”


“Wouldn’t it be nice?”


“So nice.”


“What do you think it feels like?”


Leaning back on the rubber pillow of my Lilo, I tried to imagine it. The “it” we were both talking about, of course, was the big IT, the IT supreme: Love. I’d pictured true love before. It was full of colour, light. Pink feathers and turquoise ribbons and gold-leaf swirls that flickered in the sun. And it was cool, too, a blanket of satin, air-conditioning that never gave out and wasn’t too expensive to run all summer, even at night. Love was soft and smooth and beautiful. Nothing like our cruddy old beige stucco house in Chatsworth, California, that sat smack in the centre of town like a steaming burrito in the hottest part of the hopelessly suburban San Fernando Valley. Nothing like this yard that had started out as prickly weeds and was now nothing but dry, dusty dirt.


“Why bother planting anything?” Dad had said. “We’re the only ones who will see it.”


Like we don’t matter, and it’s only important if other people see it.


No, love was nothing like that. Real love was alive and vivid and out there for everybody to see.


“I think love feels like coming home,” I said, adding, “if you actually like where you live.”


Nadine laughed again. She always laughed at stuff I said, which made me feel wonderful.


“I think love feels like . . . like . . .” Nadine paused, looked over at me, then we both said the exact same thing at the exact same time: “Love is a serious kiss.”


“Yes!” I said. “A real kiss. Not some slobber session beneath the bleachers.”


“Not some stupid lap-dance kiss in somebody’s basement.”


“Not a fake kiss just ’cause some guy wants you to think he loves you so you’ll do more.”


“No, not a liar’s kiss.”


“No way.” I leaned back on my Lilo and said, “True love feels like a deep, soul-melting, passion-bloated kiss.”


“A kiss so intense you faint afterwards.” Nadine sat up.


“And he revives you with another kiss.”


“He lifts your neck with the palm of his hand and kisses you back to life.”


“You open your eyes,” I said, my eyes drifting shut, “and see him gazing at you with such devotion your heart stops beating.”


“Because he is your heart,” Nadine said softly.


“And your soul mate.”


“And everything in between.” We stopped, sipped more lemonade, felt the cool, sweet-and-sour liquid trickle down our throats.


“That’s what I want,” I told my best friend.


“Me, too,” she said.


“That’s my goal this year.”


“Mine, too.”


We both sighed.


Nadine and I had been kissed before. I mean, we weren’t lip virgins or anything. But neither kiss had made the earth move . . . or even wiggle. Bert Trout, aka “Fish Boy,” kissed Nadine at a junior high football game. He just leaned over and planted one on her.


“It felt like kissing a pincushion,” she reported. “His moustache – if you can call it that – was all prickly and painful.” It didn’t help matters that he missed her mouth entirely. Fish Boy kissed Nadine’s upper lip and lower nose, and, truthfully, she couldn’t wait for it to end.


My neighbour Greg Minsky kissed me once, but it was way too juicy and it grossed me out. He tried a little tongue action, but no way was I going to gulp Greg Minsky’s spit, so I basically shoved his tongue back where it belonged. After that, I pretty much kept my chin down and didn’t give him another opportunity. Though he still looks like he might try. Greg rollerblades up and down our street whenever I’m out front and always finds some reason to stop and chat. It’s cool. I like him, just not that way. He’s too skinny, and his butt is a flat inner tube. Unlike me, he eats all the time. But he once made the mistake of telling me that food went straight through his system several times a day. Yuck.


“Yeah, I want a serious kiss,” I said to Nadine. “A major smooch session. A kiss that means real love. That’s my ambition this year.”


“Mine, too.”


Sitting up, I held up my left hand, placed my right hand over my heart. Nadine did the same. I said, “By our fifteenth birthdays, we, Libby Madrigal and Nadine Tilson, will experience at least one totally real, sincere, meaningful, soulful, poetic, inspiring, knee-buckling, love-filled, journal-worthy, insomnia-producing, appetite-reducing, mind-blowing, life changing, unforgettable, undeniable, serious kiss.”


“Just one?” Nadine giggled.


“If executed properly, one is all we need.”


“Deal?”


“Deal.”


We shook hands, felt excited. The plan was set. All we needed were two amazing, soulful, serious, kissable boys. That, and the nerve to pull it off.


What made me think – given my black angst and glaring deficiencies in the nature/nurture department – that it would be easy?





TWO


My locker wouldn’t open. It was one of those days. Fernando High is one of those high schools. Nothing works, not even the kids who go there. Nadine saw me banging the ancient metal door with the heel of my hand. “Kicking works best on mine,” she said. Before I could stop her, she gave my locker a Jackie Chan right in the gut.


“Nadine.” I stamped my foot. “We’re going to get in trouble.”


“Yeah, like it’s our fault their lockers don’t work.” Nadine kicked it again. The metal bang echoed like a gunshot.


“Let me try that.” Out of nowhere this guy named Curtis appeared and practically jammed his entire foot through my locker door. Bang! The noise attracted an instant crowd and a line of students eager to kickbox. Bang! Curtis kicked it again. I sort of knew Curtis from junior high. He’d made a name for himself by refusing to join the basketball team even though he was over six feet tall. The school jocks treated him like he was a traitor. I overheard him say that team sports took too much time away from his band. I think he played guitar, because the fingernails on his right hand were really long.


Shrivelling into the huddle of students, I helplessly watched the dents appear in my locker, praying my locker mate didn’t appear. Nadine giggled all girly ’cause everyone was gawking, and Curtis, all macho for the same reason, rammed his huge basketball-sized foot against the metal door a third time. Paint chips sprinkled to the cement floor like dandruff. Still, the locker didn’t open.


“I don’t really need my notebook,” I said, my voice about as small and weak as a baby toe.


But Nadine and Curtis had gone too far to stop now. Egged on by the crowd (“Bash it in with the fire extinguisher!”) they were both about to fling their whole bodies at my locker when a baritone voice boomed, “That’s enough.”


Instantly, kids scattered. I froze, frantically composing a plausible explanation for my parents as to why I was expelled in the first month of high school.


Nadine and Curtis tried to run with everyone else, but the principal, Mr Horner, whom everyone called “Mr Horny,” clamped one paw on each of their shoulders and said, “Come with me.” To me he asked, “Where’s your class?”


I almost confessed to not having any class, to being an idiot who let her friend vandalise school property, to often feeling so . . . so . . . compacted or something I could explode or, other times, hearing my heart echo in my chest because I’m so empty inside. I nearly admitted to living with a constant vibrating dread humming through my body, which feels as though, at any moment, when I least expect it – like now – something awful will swoop down and ruin my already precarious life. I’ll wake up fat or my parents will divorce or my hair will fall out or I’ll finally kiss the boy who melts my skin when he kisses me back and he’ll wait till prom night to announce to the whole school it was one big joke. Or my best friend will be carted off to the principal’s office because of my stupid locker. I almost blurted out how awful it is to feel so uncertain, so out of control – like running on ice or having a rotten hard-boiled egg fermenting in my gut – no solid footing, a constant pre-hurl. I nearly dropped to my knees and begged Mr Horny for forgiveness when he repeated, “Where is your classroom, young lady?”


Oh.


“Building C,” I stammered.


“Get on over there, then, before the late bell rings.”


“But it was my locker,” I said. “It was stuck.”


“Did you kick it?”


“I hit it with my hand,” I said. Nadine and Curtis both looked at me. “My fist, I mean. I banged it with my fist. Hard.”


“Get to class.” Mr Horny turned and led Nadine and Curtis away. I could tell Nadine was mad because her nostrils were stuck in the way open position. Curtis seemed to let it slide. On the way to the principal’s office, he low-fived a straggler who, like me, wasn’t going to make it to class before the bell.


“See you at lunch, Nadine?” I called after her, but she either didn’t hear me or didn’t want to.


It was hard enough trying to follow the hieroglyphics of Geometry on the chalkboard, but without a textbook, it was nearly impossible. I mean, we were learning about quadrilaterals in the first month? What was that about? “Share with Ostensia,” Mr Puente said after he found out my book was still stuck in my locker.


“Uh . . .” Before I could protest, Ostensia was practically sitting on top of me, her desk glued to mine, her garlic breath all over my face. I liked her, had known her since sixth grade, but, man, those home-made concoctions she unwrapped all day at school were aromatic enough to scare vampires away.


“Right here,” she pointed, “page twelve. Halfway down, right hand si—”


“Got it,” I whispered, then resumed holding my breath.


Truth be told, dividing a quad into triangles didn’t interest me in the slightest. And determining the diagonals of a rhombus thrilled me even less, especially when my best friend was in trouble because of me, my locker looked like a car wreck, and the only reason I’d taken Geometry in my freshman year was because Carrie Taylor’s boyfriend, Zack Nash, took Geometry with Mr Puente, and he was the boy I’d decided to kiss. Well, not decided, actually, unless you consider a pounding heart a decision.


Zack Nash is the boy that I love. There, I’ve said it. Whew! It has been said. No one knows. Not Nadine or my mom or even the diary I started over the summer that didn’t make it past June. I’ve loved Zack Nash since I first saw him last year. He was walking across the lawn of Mission Junior High with Carrie Taylor, her little finger clasped in his fist. I’m quite sure Zack Nash doesn’t even know my name. Still, I’ve dreamed of his hand reaching for my little finger and his lips calling me home with one velvet kiss.


“Want one?” Ostensia peeled open a foil-wrapped plate of congealed nachos under the desk. The smell rose up like a rotting mushroom cloud. I shook my head and turned away. My stomach let me know I couldn’t look at it again. “Later, then,” Ostensia whispered. “I have lots.”


Out of the corner of my eye I saw Zack Nash wave his hand back and forth in front of his pinched face. He turned around to look at me, his cocoa-coloured eyes staring into my love struck baby blues. I felt a zap of electricity shoot down my arms. I grinned, tried to look petite. Then, he curled his lip and said, loud enough for the whole class to hear, “Who cut the cheese?”


Of course, everybody exploded in laughter. “Settle down,” Mr Puente said, but even he smiled. Ostensia looked all innocent, and I blushed purple. My curse – to look guilty even when I’m not.


“Let’s move on,” Mr Puente said.


I held my breath, hoping the blood would drain from my face faster.


“Libby? Would you like to come up to the board and draw a parallelogram?”


“Mr Puente, would you like to kiss my . . .”


That’s what I wanted to say. But of course I didn’t. In fact, I even understood it was Mr Puente’s way of saving me from being mortified in front of Zack Nash and God and everybody. But come on! How would standing in front of the whole class save me from embarrassment? Hadn’t Mr Puente learned anything about teenage humiliation in his years of humiliating us? Not to mention the fact that Geometry had really messed with my head. I’d been a pretty good student before. It always took me about fifteen minutes to figure out what teachers expected of me, then another fifteen to produce it. I was great at that – becoming whatever anybody wanted me to be. But Geometry was my undoing. When I wasn’t staring at the smooth creamy skin on Zack Nash’s neck, I was gaping at the chalkboard without a clue. Geometry, for me, was how I imagined people who couldn’t read saw the world: shapes and squiggles that made no sense whatsoever.


“Libby?”


I forced myself to breathe again.


“No, thank you, Mr Puente,” I stammered. Hey, I gave it a shot.


“Come on up here and we’ll work it out together.” Mr Puente held a stubby piece of chalk in my direction.


Ostensia exhaled and said, “You can do it.”


Refusing was useless. Mr Puente could stand there for hours holding that piece of chalk. I’d seen it before. He never gave up. So I stood up. My chair scraped the linoleum floor. The class got really quiet. Tucking my hair behind my ear, I slyly glanced at him. Yeah, he was looking. Zack’s head was tilted up and his lips were parted and his beautiful neck swivelled at the same speed I walked. My heart thumped overtime, my cheeks were still aflame, and a dewy coating of sweat veiled my forehead. I could hear my sneakers squeak across the floor. But that’s all I heard of the external world. The rest of the noise was deep within my head: buzzing in my ears, blood squeezing through my clenched veins, quick, shallow breaths burning my chest.


“A parallelogram,” Mr Puente repeated, handing me the chalk. But I heard it as a deep echo: “Paraaaaaa-llllllelllooooo-graaaam.”


Standing with my back to the class, arm raised to the board, chalk perched between my thumb and forefinger, I went numb with panic. I could feel tumbleweeds rolling through my empty skull, hear the dry prairie wind. Once, on late-night cable, I’d seen a psychic hold a pen in her hand over a blank sheet of paper and summon the spirit of James Joyce. I tried it.


“Einstein,” I whispered under my breath. “Are you there?”


“What?”


I turned to face Mr Puente. His eyebrows were raised. He asked again, “What did you say, Libby?”


What could I say? I was busted. Big-time. He might as well have asked me to draw a road map of Uzbekistan – I didn’t have a clue. Sighing, I tossed the chalk on to the ledge beneath the chalkboard.


“I said I could stand here for the rest of my life and not only not know how to draw a parallelogram but eventually lose the ability to draw a straight line, too.”


The class laughed. A good, we’re-with-you kind of laugh. Mr Puente chuckled, too. I straightened my shoulders.


“An alien apparently abducted my brain over the summer and sucked out my capacity to understand two-dimensional shapes,” I quipped. My face returned to its natural colour.


They laughed again. Harder. I felt their love wash over me, felt empowered, giddy, reckless. Facing the students, my people, I raised my arms in the air, closed my eyes and cried out, “If there’s anybody out there who can help me understand the first thing about Geometry, I’ll help them with any other subject on earth!”


The class roared. I beamed. Peering through my eyelids, I saw Ostensia raise her nacho-smeared hand. I clamped my eyes shut.


“Anybody! Anybody at all!”


“I’ll help you.”


It wasn’t Ostensia. It was male. A boy’s voice. His voice.


“Maths is easy,” said Zack Nash. “I need help with English. Essays.”


English? Essays? I love English! I almost made it into Honours English. I speak English! Essays are my life! I could not believe that Zack Nash would offer to tutor me in front of the entire class. But there he was, his luscious eyes looking at me without a trace of sarcasm, his blond hair deliciously dishevelled.


“You have two takers, Libby,” Mr Puente said. “Pick one, then take your seat so we can get on with class.”


Looking out over the bright, full-moon faces of my classmates, I saw Ostensia and Zack Nash, both staring at me, smiling hopefully.


I said, “Zack Nash, I guess. Why not?”


Ostensia’s face fell. The walk back to our double desk was long and awkward. She wouldn’t look at me. I felt awful. Hideous. Like one of those girls who dumps her friends in the dirt the moment a guy comes along.


It was the happiest day of my life.





THREE


“Dirk, wash your hands for dinner.” Mom reached her own hand into the KFC bucket, tore off a piece of Extra Crispy skin, and sucked it into her mouth. Junk food again. My mother’d actually believed Ronald Reagan when he said ketchup was a vegetable.


“I did wash my hands,” Dirk said.


“Wash them with soap. Rif, grab the ketchup in the fridgeroo.”


“It’s on the table, Mom.”


Yip.


“Juan, get out from under my feet! Who fed the dog?”


“I did,” I said. “Can’t we ever have salad for dinner? Or something you don’t order through an intercom?”


“Rif, feed the dog.”


“I fed him, Mom!”


“Where’s Dad?” Dirk, unwashed, was already seated at his place.


“He’s on his way,” said Mom. Then she sighed. My brothers and I looked at each other. We heard that sigh a lot.


Dinner was yet another psychotic break with reality. Nobody listened to anybody else. Mom threw together a fast-food fat fest before dad got home; Dad’s homecoming made us all nervous wrecks. Would he be Jekyll or Hyde? Could we talk to him or would dinner be one tense swallow after another? Eating has never been a pleasurable experience in my house. Unless, of course, I sneak a bag of Pepperidge Farm Milano cookies into my room and eat them alone in bed. Then, it’s heavenly, though I have to speed-walk nearly an hour just to burn off three of them.


Mom nervously bit into a bread roll. Mouth full, she mumbled, “Bethy, please pour the milk.”


“It’s Libby, Mom. Libby!”


“Oy.” She sighed again. “Who can keep track?”


Mom had a point. I was into frequent name changes. Hey, was it my fault my parents gave me a name with so many variations? What – they expected me to lug “Elizabeth” around for life? Or worse, “Bethy”? I can’t tell you how many times people said, “Betsy?” each time I said my name. “No, it’s Bethy,” I’d respond. “As in Elizabeth, Beth, Bethy.” “Ah,” they’d say back, then pretty much refuse to say my name at all after that. Who wants to thound like they have a lithp? “Libby” was way more grown-up, anyway. Nadine had suggested it back when she wasn’t mad, back when she was my lifelong best friend.
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