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THE LONG NIGHT
OF LEO AND BREE





8:00 P.M.



Leo


She’s screaming at me again, like I’m deaf, like I’m stupid, like I don’t know what day this is. I knew she’d be crazier than usual today—that’s why I got up early and went to work at the garage before she woke up this morning. I figured there was no sense taking a chance—the more I’m around her today, the more likely I’ll start seeing those pictures flashing in my mind again.


After work I stopped at the store to get some hamburg and a jar of pickles for dinner because she likes that. I thought maybe I could get her off the subject, get her quieted down with a full stomach. I’m not a great cook, but I can make decent hamburgers. Gramma showed me how. She usually does our cooking, but she’s down to Quincy this week with my Aunt Suzanne, who just had another baby. Ma calls Suzanne a frigging baby machine, unless she calls her something worse.


It’s bad timing that Gramma’s gone this week because sometimes she can get Ma to calm down. I can’t. I just make things worse. Which is what she always tells me I do. But I don’t think that’s fair because I have tried to help out. I quit school this year to work at the garage because she said we couldn’t all live on what Gramma made answering the phones at that doctor’s office. She said I was eating too much and we couldn’t afford it.


She bitches at me all the time, even though I help out around here more than she does.


But I know she can’t really do anything. She’s pretty much nuts most of the time. It didn’t used to be like this. Before my sister Michelle died four years ago (four years ago tonight), we didn’t live at Gramma’s apartment. We still lived in Fenton, but in a regular house with my dad. He worked over at the power plant and Ma worked at a fabric store down on Russell Avenue. We weren’t rich or anything, but we were all alive and nobody was insane.


After Michelle died, Dad turned into stone. The rest of us were more like glass, but he was stone. Just sat around the house all day, staring at the wallpaper like he could see down through all the layers. Pretty soon he got fired from the plant and he didn’t even seem to care. Then he packed up a duffel bag and told us he was moving down to Kentucky.


“Why? Where?” Ma yelled at him. “You don’t know anybody in Kentucky!”


“That’s the point,” he said. “I can’t stand knowin’ anybody anymore. I have to disappear.” And that’s what he did. Although he did send me a birthday card last year with fifty dollars in it, and the post office mark said Louisville, so I guess that’s a clue. Maybe someday I’ll drive down there and disappear too.


When I was a kid, Dad would take me down to the power plant and show it off to me and me off to the guys he worked with. He was proud of his whole life, it seemed like. But after Michelle died, the rest of us just turned into some broken-down mess. I can’t even remember what any of us looked like without a picture.


“Leo! Where are you?” She’s still screaming, but I’m downstairs in the basement storage room where she won’t find me. I come down here lately when I need to get away—it’s a great hiding place. Somebody left an old couch sitting here and some dining room-type chairs. Stuff people aren’t using anymore they put down here—there’s all kinds of crap: garden tools and suitcases and boxes of old clothes. There’s a light in the corner so you can see to do stuff, although usually I don’t have much to do, maybe read one of these old magazines people got piled up. It’s hard to read, though, when I get Ma’s crazy voice stuck in my head, noisy as a chain saw, slicing through my brains.


There’s even a toilet behind this door in the back—kind of filthy—but I use it if I don’t feel like going back upstairs yet. I bought some toilet paper and some root beer and saltines at the store this afternoon and brought them down here like this was my home. It’s kind of cold in the basement, so the root beer doesn’t even need to be in a fridge. I’m starting to think of this as my place, where I can escape from her and her damn voice. Ma doesn’t know this room is here, even though Gramma’s apartment is just one floor up. See, Ma never goes outside our apartment anymore; she never even answers the door, so, to her, going down into the basement of the building is like a normal person getting on the space shuttle. No way.


“Leo! Come here this minute! You worthless turd! Come here!” She’s just getting wound up; she calls me worse than that when she really gets going. I know what she wants. She wants me to sit up there and talk to her, like she isn’t a lunatic or something. And I know what she wants to talk about too, but I won’t. I’m starting to have those nightmares again anyway—I do every year around this time—other times too, but always in March, and they always get real bad the closer it is to today, March 19.


Sometimes the nightmares get so bad I think I might be as crazy as Ma. And sometimes it seems like there’s this noise in the corner of my brain—I can’t stop listening to it, but I don’t know what it is either.


I don’t think anybody outside notices, though. I’m pretty careful when I talk to people. The guys at the garage think I’m just this quiet kid who’s pretty good with cars. Sometimes I come into work and I feel so mad from the nightmares and from remembering and thinking too much, and my stomach is pitching around so bad I feel like I’m gonna puke, so I don’t talk to anybody until I can swallow all that awful feeling way down. I try to joke around with the other guys, but it’s hard. They’re mostly older and they like to talk about women in ways that . . . well, ways that remind me of Novack.


Michelle was seventeen years old, just like I am now. She seemed so grown-up to me. She was the person who always made everything all right. When Michelle was around, nobody argued—not me and Ma, or Ma and Dad—she just knew how to get you in a good mood. She had plans to be a social worker, so she could get everybody else in Fenton to settle down too. It probably wasn’t too realistic, but that was her hope.


I took Michelle’s side against Ma the first time she spent the night at Novack’s place. Ma said he was too old for her and a wiseass besides. I argued she was old enough to make up her own mind, even though I didn’t like him much myself. I wasn’t just arguing for Michelle, though—I was also arguing for me, that I was getting old enough too and wanted to be allowed to make up my own mind. When you’re thirteen, it never occurs to you there are people in the world rotten enough to kill your sister in a horrible way for no good reason.


Michelle never really had a boyfriend before Novack. She was kind of shy and just average pretty, but really nice. Not the type high school boys are in the market for. At least not around here. She had a job three nights a week working at the gift shop down the hospital, and one night Novack came in to buy some flowers for his girlfriend, who was laid up in there. (With a broken jaw—but we didn’t put two and two together at the time.)


So he starts coming in and talking to Michelle, flirting, and before you know it he forgets all about the poor girl with the wired-shut jaw, which, as it turns out, is lucky for her. He goes in and buys flowers and gives them right to Michelle, right as soon as he buys them from her. Nobody had ever done stuff like that before, and she totally fell for it. I think she was shocked that a guy could really like her. Which was stupid because she was great, and somebody good would have liked her someday if she could have just waited. But I guess she didn’t know that.


Right after it happened, I felt like a stick of dynamite with all that explosive powder stuffed in tight. I threw up all the time, but it didn’t help; you can’t get rid of poison that easy.


Last year on this night, it was pretty bad. Really bad. People keep saying how things will get better—time heals your wounds, or some such crap—but it’s not true for me.


What happened last year is that Ma started crying and kept it up all day. Not just regular crying, but drunk crying, crazy crying, nonstop, put-me-out-of-my-misery crying. I was trying to read a book for English class, but I couldn’t make any sense of it what with Ma’s noise and the noise in my own head, buzzing away like a mad, stuck bee that’s willing to sting everything in sight to get himself free.


The pictures that usually came to me in nightmares started flashing into my head even though I was wide awake. Everything was just pumping inside me so bad I finally couldn’t sit still. I knew if Michelle had been there she could have calmed me down—she could do that even when we were kids—she didn’t let stuff get to her like I did, like Ma did. She knew how to talk to you so you didn’t feel so bad.


Of course, thinking like that made it all the worse because Michelle could never calm us down anymore now. She was the reason we were all as crazy as we were. So finally I got so mad I didn’t know what the hell I was doing—I went crashing into Ma’s bedroom like a blind man, and I hit her. I hit her hard, so her mouth started bleeding, but she still didn’t stop crying. Gramma heard the noise, which was a good thing because she came in and stopped me. I swear, if she hadn’t come in, I was ready to put my hands around Ma’s neck and start squeezing off the noise—I was that desperate.


Gramma’s more like Michelle was—she can get you to think about what you’re doing. After I calmed down a little, she sent me outside and I spent all night just walking around Fenton. I even took my old pocketknife and made some cuts on my wrists, just to see what it looked like, just to feel myself bleed. Man, I hope I never feel that bad again.


I promised Gramma before she left that this year I’d stay down here in the cellar all night—just leave Ma alone with her miserable booze. But even this is way too close. “Leo! Damn you to hell! Where are you?”


I gotta get out of the house. Even a floor down I can’t stand the screaming. But I need my car keys and they’re up there in the kitchen. Shit. She’ll jump on me the minute I walk in. I’ll just get my coat and my keys and go. I don’t like to leave her all alone when she’s this bad, but what choice have I got? Either I get out of here or I go loco too.


Bree


I have to get out of here tonight—go someplace by myself. Completely alone. I’m sick of listening to all these people trying to convince me what experts they are on my future. What makes them think they know better than me what I should do with my life? It’s my life!


First I’ve got Jesse bugging me all afternoon about how great it’ll be when we’re both at Tufts University next year. He applied early decision so he already knows he’s going there, but I’ve told him a million times I don’t really want to go to Tufts. I only applied there to shut him up, and I only applied to Mount Holyoke to shut my mother up, but they’re both still yapping at me, and I don’t want to go to either of those schools. They’re too close to home.


I want to go someplace far away, someplace different, someplace where I can be different. Someplace where people don’t have a Lexus and a Volvo and a big boat parked in the backyard all winter. Oberlin or Grinnell or Reed or Rice. I don’t even care so much where it is, just so it’s not near here. I’ve lived in Hawthorne for seventeen years; don’t I deserve to see what else there is in the world?


But when I say that to Jesse, he takes it as a personal attack and goes ballistic. “If you really loved me, you wouldn’t want to go far away! You’d want to stay with me!” God, he reminds me of my mother.


Maybe he’s right. Maybe I don’t love him enough. I mean, Jesse’s a great guy, but we’ve been dating for almost two years already, which is a lot for high school. Maybe too much. Sometimes I think: Do I really want to spend my whole life with the only guy I ever went out with since I was fifteen? He’s always been like this, wanting us to be together every single minute, which at first I thought was so flattering. But now I’m just sick of it. The more he wants to own me, the more I want to get away.


After dinner tonight, I made the mistake of telling my mother about the argument with Jesse, whom she adores. I’m kind of in the habit of telling her things because we used to get along really well and sometimes I forget that we don’t anymore. When other girls would complain that their mothers were always crabbing at them, I could never join in. It was actually a little embarrassing how much my mother let me get away with. If there was something I wanted—clothes, CDs, a certain food for dinner, whatever—I just had to ask for it and she’d go out and get it. If I wanted to go to a movie or a concert, she’d drive me and all my friends. All I had to do to earn her slavery was to be a good girl, to stay inside the invisible fence she’d built around my life.


Then last year I joined the Drama Club and got a small part in Guys and Dolls, and she took out a full-page ad in the program that said, YOU ARE MY DOLL! LOVE, MOTHER. I guess she didn’t think Dad would want to be included in such a public display of affection. Anyway, when I saw that page, it made me feel sick. It suddenly hit me that I was her little doll—bought and paid for. I felt like she was always behind me, dressing me up, making me talk, moving me through the life she had planned for me. I decided my days of being a plaything were over. Mother was not amused.
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