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Praise for


Bright Eyes


“Bright Eyes by Bridey Thelen-Heidel is a memoir that every parent and anyone responsible for children must read . . . I want to celebrate the author’s strength, resilience, patience, kindness, and focus.”


—Readers’ Favorite, 5-star review


“This is not just a book of how Thelen-Heidel survives, but how she ultimately thrives in the life she creates from the rubble . . . Readers of Mary Karr and Cheryl Strayed will recognize an important new voice in American memoir. Bright Eyes: A Memoir plays the music of despair, but also of shining, satisfying redemption. Heidel is its fearless singer.”


—Alice Anderson, author of Some Bright Morning, I’ll Fly Away


“At once tender and fierce, Bright Eyes is an astonishing story of perseverance and the power of hope. In clear, sharp prose, Bridey Thelen-Heidel reclaims the narrative of her life from the monsters who shaped her early years. Bright Eyes is engaging, essential, and impossible to put down.”


—Jennifer Bryant, Editor, MUTHA Magazine


“Bright Eyes: A Memoir hooks you from the start with its vivid and often heartrending scenes . . . Bridey’s triumphant story is a strong illustration that sometimes, the best revenge is to flourish.”


—Bobi Conn, author of In the Shadow of the Valley-A Memoir and Someplace Like Home


“. . . Although the understory of Bright Eyes is one of trauma, the greater narrative is about mustering the courage to break family ties to salvage a sense of self and daring to dream big, seemingly unreachable dreams—that eventually come true. Honest to the bone, this memoir will keep you turning the pages until its final, hard-won, uplifting moments.”


—Suzanne Roberts, author of Animal Bodies: On Death, Desire, and Other Difficulties


“Bridey’s vivid and evocative writing style makes you feel like you’re right there with her on the ‘constant crazy train’—never knowing what’s coming next . . . Bright Eyes is a testament to the human spirit’s capacity for resilience and redemption.”


—Stephanie Thornton Plymale, author of American Daughter and CEO of Heritage School of Interior Design


“Bridey Thelen-Heidel has done exactly what a memoirist needs to do: take her life and turn it into a work of art. Bright Eyes is both a propulsive and engrossing read as well as a tender portrait of the challenges of growing up poor and in an abusive family . . . Bravo!”


—William Kenower, author of Everyone Has What It Takes: A Writer’s Guide to the End of Self-Doubt


“Bridey Thelen-Heidel’s thousands of fans begged Duran Duran’s Simon LeBon to meet her even before she became a debut author. In her unputdownable memoir Bright Eyes, Thelen-Heidel mends the shards of a shattered childhood, forging a glittering gift for readers and survivors. Fans of MAID and Tiny Beautiful Things will devour Thelen-Heidel’s pages full of her gripping storytelling, enduring strength, and “Duranie” heart.”


—Ann Imig, Listen to Your Mother, founder/editor


“Bridey’s book is one to experience, testing the reader’s endurance through harrowing details just as Bridey survives one ordeal after another. Like the indomitable bond she forges and fiercely protects with her sisters, there is an unspoken promise from Bridey to her audience as soon as the first page is turned: ‘what comes next will be hard, but we’ll get through it together.’ Sure enough, we do and we are richer for it . . .”


—Andrew Golub, Duran Duran Archivist and author of Beautiful Colors: The Posters of Duran Duran


“. . . an incredibly moving memoir about staying resilient and forging your own path in life, even if this journey requires difficult choices or possesses seemingly insurmountable obstacles . . . In the end, Bright Eyes asserts that betting on yourself is a powerful move, one that can even lead to forgiveness, healing and new beginnings.”


—Annie Zaleski, music journalist and author of 33 1/3 volume on Duran Duran’s Rio
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For Bephens


The bravest person I know


I promised there would be light at the end of the tunnel


Now, we’re standing in it together


Love you more













Author’s Note





The stories here reflect my recollection of events. I’ve changed some names and identifying characteristics to protect the privacy of those depicted. Dialogue has been recreated from my memories, and sometimes feels almost photographic because of how trauma is remembered. It may not be the way others in the scene recall, and I’m happy to agree to disagree.


This memoir is about real life, which is usually messy and sometimes dangerous. While I’ve taken great lengths to write about the difficult subject matter with compassion and respect, the scenes depicting emotional, physical, and sexual abuse may be troubling and discretion is advised—especially if you identify as a Survivor. These memories are my own. We don’t choose what we forget or what soaks into our souls and can’t be wrung out. Writing it down has been cleansing, healing, and freeing. If you relate to my story, I hope you’ll write yours and give your body and soul a chance to release it.


Write on.





EXCELLENT RESOURCES WHEN I HAD no idea how, or where, to start: The Art of Memoir, Mary Karr; Bird by Bird, Anne Lamott; Big Magic, Elizabeth Gilbert; The Creative Act, Rick Rubin; Fearless Writing: How to Create Boldly and Write with Confidence, William Kenower; and Fast-Draft Your Memoir: Write Your Life Story in 45 Hours, Rachael Herron.









“Dorothy exclaimed: ‘But you have not yet told me how to get back . . .’”


“Your Silver Shoes will carry you . . .” replied Glinda. “If you had known their power you could have gone back . . . the very first day . . .”


“But then I should not have had my wonderful brains!” cried the Scarecrow.


“And I should not have had my lovely heart,” said the Tin Woodman.


“And I should have lived a coward forever,” declared the Lion.


—FRANK BAUM in The Wizard of Oz















PART ONE:

YES




















CHAPTER 1

Yes

Lake Tahoe 1982







“Bridey! Come now! I need you!” Mom screams on the other end of the phone.


“Mom? What’s wrong? Where are you?” Panicking because I haven’t seen her since last night when she went out with her girlfriends, I look out the living room window like she could be calling from our yard.


“I’m. At. Debbie’s,” she says, choking on each word.


“I’m coming! I’m coming!” Slamming the phone on the receiver, I drop my Barbie on the oil stains Al’s Harley-Davidson dripped on the carpet the last time he rode it out of our living room.


I leap off the porch and land on prickly pine cone pieces. “Ouch! Ouch!” I shout, hopscotching across the dirt driveway and pulling stabby bits out of the bottoms of my feet that don’t have their summer callouses because school’s only been out a week.


Sprinting to Debbie’s house around the corner, I slip by the neighbor’s wood fence where my initials BT are carved underneath the initials BM. The boy who scratched them into the wood acted like he didn’t know how to play doctor the first time I showed him. After the second time, he carved our initials together.


I push Debbie’s front door open without knocking and see my mom slumped over the kitchen table, still wearing the burgundy blouse I picked for her to wear out. Crouching down on the gold-speckled linoleum next to her chair, I smooth her blonde curls away from her face. “Hey, Mom.”


Her pink, puffy eyes stare into mine, like she’s trying to remember who I am. “Hey, baby.” She whispers, snot dripping onto her jeans.


“Hi,” I whisper back, forcing myself to smile. “I’m here, Mom. It’s okay now.”


A big, deep breath sits her up straight, and she wipes her nose with the back of her hand. Tears stream down her cheeks as she shakes her head back and forth. “Oh, no, baby, it’s not okay.” She pulls me to her chest and sobs almost harder than I’ve ever heard her. Smothered in her Tabu perfume—which I usually love—my nose burns because it’s soured overnight, but I’d never, ever pull away.


“Mom? Did someone die?”


She searches my face for her answer, then looks over her shoulder to make sure we’re alone. Coming in so close her face is blurry, she whispers, “I’m pregnant.”


“What?” I shake my head, not thinking I heard her right.


She coughs like she’s unsticking the answer in her throat. “It’s Al’s.”


His name knocks me on my butt. I shove it back at her with both hands, scooting myself across the cold linoleum—“No. No. No. No. No.”


Mom reaches for me. “I know, baby. I’m sorry.”


My back against the kitchen wall, I bury my head between my knees and try breathing—wheezing and gasping for air the way I did when Al lived with us. I close my eyes, but he’s there—black eyes, black hair, black boots—waiting in the dark like always. My eyes snap open to get away, but she’s there—teary eyes, sad face, hands outstretched—hoping I’ll come to her like always. With no way to get away from them, I wrap my arms around my knees and cry out to her, “Why’d you do this? It was so hard to get him to leave!”


“Come to your mama,” she says in the hushed voice she started using when Al moved in.


My head shakes no, but my body can’t help but go to her because she’s all I have. I climb into her lap to let her hold me the way I’ve held her a thousand times. Wiggling into position, we both giggle because I don’t fit anymore. Draped across her lap, my legs dangle over the side as my bare toes sweep back and forth over the cold linoleum. “Mom?”


“What, baby?”


“Please don’t let him come back.”


“He won’t.” She exhales what sounds like all the breath her body can hold and pulls me back on her chest, wrapping her arms around me, and sniffling back tears I know she’s afraid to cry because she might never stop.


I stare up at Debbie’s ceiling someone covered with popcorn kernels painted white. Counting the kernels feels as impossible as counting the freckles on my arms and reminds me that even though Mom said Al is Black Irish—whatever that means—he’s not Irish-Irish like me and doesn’t have freckles, so the baby probably won’t. We won’t match—at all.


The sun’s gone from Debbie’s kitchen, and goosebumps replace my freckles. “Hey, Mom? You wanna go home?”


She wipes her nose on the back of my T-shirt—already soaked in her tears and sticking to my skin—and then begins moaning the way I do when my stomach hurts. Her arms squeeze tighter around me as she rocks us in the heavy wooden chair. Her warm breath on my neck drops my eyelids closed, and I lose myself in the rhythm of the rocking—the two of us bobbing up and over waves that grow bigger as she moans louder. Floating in our ocean, Mom’s hands slip down my sides and grip my T-shirt like she’s holding onto a life jacket instead of wearing it. I’m saving her from drowning.


Again.


Some time later, I open my eyes, and the kitchen is almost dark. I move on her lap to loosen her grip and wake her from wherever she drifted off to. Under me, she whispers. “So, do you want to keep this baby?”


Keep the baby? I repeat her question to myself because I don’t know what she means. But before I can ask what not keeping a baby means, my mom slides me off her lap and into the chair next to her. Sitting knee-to-knee, she mittens her hands with her sleeves and wipes her eyes and nose. Her pout bends up into a smile. “I have an idea!”


Copying her, I gulp some air and dry my eyes with my T-shirt. “What is it?”


“You can be the baby’s dad!” Mom says, patting my thighs and smiling. Then, she crinkles up her nose like she ate something gross. “We don’t need Al! I’ll even put your name on the baby’s birth certificate!”


“Huh?” I ask because her solution is even more confusing than the problem. “What do you mean I can be the dad?”


She points to herself. “You know, I’m the mom”—then she points to me—“and you’re the dad. We’ll raise the baby on our own!”


Her puffy brown eyes are begging me to understand, and I really want to, but this look that’s happy and sad and scared and excited all at once is one I’ve seen too many times since Al moved in. Her confusion about him never made sense because I knew the first time we met that Al was a monster. And now she wants to have the monster’s baby. “No Al? Won’t he care?”


Mom holds my hands in hers and touches her forehead to mine. “I’m not gonna tell him I’m pregnant.”


“What?” I quickly pull away from her and tug at the neck of my T-shirt, now soaked in tears and snot.


She leans back and smooths her blouse and hair, like she’s finally ready to leave Debbie’s kitchen. “We’ll go back to Juneau and keep the baby a secret from him.”


“Forever?”


She nods. “If he never knows there’s a baby, he’ll never come looking for us.”


“But how can I be a dad? I’m not a boy.” Snot drips onto my lip, and I wipe it off with my forearm—smearing the slippery slime across my freckles. “And I’m only ten.”


Mom laughs. “I know you’re ten, Bright Eyes, but we can do this!” She stands up. “Are you ready?”


I stare up at my mom, wishing I believed she wouldn’t tell him, wishing I believed he wouldn’t come back. But she always lets him back because she can’t be alone, and I don’t count. I’m also not allowed to say no to her—ever—so I answer the only way I can.


“Yes.”















CHAPTER 2

When We Were Young

Juneau, Alaska 1975







“Rise and shine!” My mom sings, pulling open my yellow-flowered curtains and letting the sunshine spill across my bed. “Look what the Sandman left!” She holds a tiny mirror up to my face.


Silver stars sparkle under my sleepy blue eyes and over my freckles. I trace them with my pointer finger across my cheeks. “Mommy, why did he come?”


She leans down, and her blonde curls tickle as she dots kisses all over my face. “Because it’s your birthday, Bright Eyes! You’re four today!”


“Oh, yeah!” I squeal and bring her face down to mine, peeling a star off my cheek to stick on hers. “Now, we match!”





I LIVE WITH MY MOM AND DAD IN the “Pink House”—known to everyone in Juneau because its circus-pink paint pops up out of the dark green forest like a giant lollipop and can be seen from the highway.


“Hey, Cargill! Grab matches!” Mom yells to my dad, Jim, who everyone calls by his last name as she puts four candles on my pink cake she baked into the shape of an elephant and covered in rainbow sprinkles. “Do you have your wish?” she asks.


I smile and nod toward my Holly Hobbie doll next to me.


“Come on up, kid.” Dad lifts me to standing on my chair as our best friends gather around the kitchen table. Mom lights the candles, and everyone sings, “Happy Birthday to you . . .”


“Okay, now, watch your hair,” my dad warns in his low, slow voice I think sounds like Winnie-the-Pooh’s friend, Eeyore. He holds my auburn hair back in a ponytail, and I close my eyes and make my wish.


I blow out all my candles at once, and everyone cheers. Mom whispers, “Don’t tell anyone what you wished for, or it won’t come true!”


I mouth okay, then promise myself not to tell my best friends, Nick and Louie. No matter how much they beg, they’ll never know my wish is for Santa to turn my Holly Hobbie doll into a big girl like me.


“Watch out! Incoming!”


Before I can duck, a softball of soggy cornstarch splats on my cheek. “Gross!” I scoop the glob off my face to smoosh into a ball.


Nick points behind the couch. “It was Sanders! He’s over here!”


I jump on the back of the couch. “Got ya!” I giggle and drop a handful of cornstarch goo on his face.


“And I got you!” my dad hollers as he blasts my back with pink Silly String.


“Daaad!” I whine and jump off the couch, grabbing the can out of his hand. My finger on the can’s trigger, I order my dad to give up. “Put ʼem up! You’re under arrest!”


Dad chuckles, raising his hands over his head like the bad guys on TV when the cops bust them. “Okay, kid, you got me.”


Louie and Nick run in, and the three of us wrap my dad in a web of pink Silly String.


After stuffing ourselves with cake, the boys and I head into the living room where the grown-ups are sitting in a circle on the floor. Louie’s mom, Lianna, licks a tiny piece of white paper and rolls it into a skinny cigarette the grown-ups call a joint. The boys and I quietly wrap Silly String around our fingers, hoping the grown-ups will forget we’re here and let us stay up late. Under a cloud of smoke, we listen to a woman on the record player singing about how she wishes the Lord would buy her a color TV, and I start wondering if I should’ve made a different wish because Nick has a color TV, and Sesame Street is way better when Big Bird is yellow and not gray.


Someone taps my shoulder. I turn to see a joint dangling in my face. Nick’s mom, Honey—who is as sweet as her name—is holding it and talking to Lianna on her other side.


“Uh, what do I do with it?” I ask her.


“Shit! Shit!” Honey yells and drops the joint on the rug. “I’m so sorry, Bridey!”


Everyone laughs, and my face feels hot.


Mom points to my bedroom. “Time for bed, kids.”





THE NEXT SUMMER, WHEN I’M ABOUT to turn five and start kindergarten, we move into a silver school bus I decide is magic like Chitty Chitty Bang Bang. Bouncing on the purple velvet driver’s seat and pretending to steer, I yell to my dad as he hammers on the red restaurant booth that’s gonna be our dinner table. “How do I make this thing fly?”


He chuckles. “Maybe ask it nicely?”


“Mom, look! I’m driving!” I grip the crystal doorknob she put on the shifter and pretend to move it back and forth.


In the long mirror above the steering wheel, she smiles hanging curtains she sewed with the Campbell Soup kids’ faces on them. Mom said the company gave her the material for free because we eat so much soup. Outside of the bus, our Irish Setter is waiting for me to let her inside. It takes two hands to pull the lever and open the door. “Come on, Gracie!”


Dad waves his hammer. “Hey, kid! Wanna see your bed?”


Sliding off the velvet seat, I race to the bunk bed Dad built for me behind our bathroom and only a few feet away from our living room where Mom and Dad sleep on a couch they fold out into a bed at night.





MOST NIGHTS, MOM IS AT WORK downtown, so Dad cooks dinner. “Here’s the ketchup, but don’t use too much.”


Turning the bottle upside down and shaking it with both hands, I cover the pile of liver that looks like slugs died on my plate. “Dad, I need a lot because it tastes gross!” I stab a slug with my fork and lift it to my mouth, but my lips won’t let it in. I cry. “Can we pretty please with sugar on top have soup?”


“Sorry, kid. This is what we got, but it’s real good for you.” He swims the smallest slug through the pool of ketchup, then buzzes it around my head. “Open wide! Comin’ in for a landing!”


I squeeze my eyes shut and open my mouth. The slug lands on my tongue, and I swallow without chewing—immediately barfing it up all over my plate.


The red restaurant booth is also where I’m learning to read. “See. Dick. Run.” I say each word slowly to make sure I’m right.


“Good job!” Mom smiles. “Now, who’s the girl?”


I sit up straight and tap my pointer finger on the words under the little girl with yellow curls. “See. Jane. Run.”


“Yes! And what’s the dog’s name?”


“Spot!”


Mom kisses my cheeks. “You’re gonna be the smartest kindergartner in the whole class!”





BECAUSE IT’S GETTING TOO COLD TO live in the bus, and we live “out the road”—meaning we’re parked in the woods where the highway ends at the bottom of a big mountain where ice fields that go on forever and far away from where Mom serves cocktails and Dad works construction—we move downtown. We share our apartment above the Red Dog Saloon with a million cockroaches, an English couple who sound like Mary Poppins and her chimney-sweep friend, Burt, and a wino named Crazy Carl who sleeps in our building’s hallway and screams if we make too much noise. 	


Living downtown means I get to play with Nick and Louie more.


“Mom! We’re gonna go see Grandmother!” I hurry to put on my rubber boots before the boys get theirs on because everything we do is a race. Stuffing my rabbit pelt in the skirt Mom made me from bell bottoms of her jeans, I yell to the boys, “Last one there’s a rotten egg!”


Louie runs past me and grabs my fur. “Better come and get it!”


“Too bad I’m givin’ your quarters to Nick if you don’t give it back!”


When Nick and I finally catch up to Louie, he’s spying on the winos in the alley next to the liquor store. Lined up against the wall and drinking their booze from paper bags, the guys kinda look like ladies sunbathing by a pool. “Shh!” Louie puts his pointer finger on his lips.


The three of us peek our heads around the corner, listening but not really understanding what the guys are saying because they’re slurring their words through mouthfuls of missing teeth. “I’m going to the jewelry shop!” I slap Nick’s back. “Tag! You’re it!”


We slosh through puddles that never dry up because it’s always raining in Juneau and run up the hill to the Baranof Hotel where my grandmother sells expensive jewelry in her fancy store. Seeing she’s helping customers, the boys and I wait on the sidewalk until she notices us. Grandmother—the only name her grandchildren are allowed to call her—waves. “I’m going in by myself, but I’ll get enough for all of us.”


Grandmother keeps talking to her customers and opens her cash register for me to grab a handful of quarters. “Thank you,” I whisper.


The boys and I race down the hill to Ben Franklin’s Five and Dime to get free popcorn and as much candy as our quarters will buy. Chomping a mouthful of exploding Pop Rocks, I stop at the Triangle Club, the bar where my dad plays poker with the guys on his basketball team. “I’m goin’ in!” I yell to the boys, feeling kinda bad because the boys don’t have dads to go see, but at least they have pockets full of candy.


Sitting at his usual table—under a painting of dogs playing poker—my dad looks up from his cards. “Hey, kid.” I climb in his lap and check out his poker hand, pretending I know what I’m looking at.


He lays his cards face down on the green material. “Alright, guys, we’re headin’ home.”


I run around the table, giving out hugs to Dad’s buddies, and Uncle Pat gives me the biggest one. “Shirley Temples next time, kid.” He smiles with round, rosy cheeks like Santa, and pretends to mess up my hair.


My dad lifts me up to his shoulders for the ride home, and I grab fistfuls of his shaggy brown hair to hang onto. “Giddy up, horsey!” I holler like a cowgirl and slap the hanging shop signs that are usually too high for me to reach.


Back at our apartment, Mom sees my crazy-cowgirl hair hanging in my face. “I’m trimming your bangs.” She points to our kitchen chair with her scissors. She dips her comb in a cup of water and slicks down my hair. “This is gonna be so cute! You’re gonna look like Batgirl!”


“Batgirl?” I look up, confused because I didn’t know Batman had anyone else but Robin.


“Hold still!” Mom taps my head with the scissors, then starts snipping. Done, she waves the scissors like a magician showing off his trick. “Perfect! Go check ’em out!”


In the big mirror over the couch, I stare at my pointy bangs that come down between my eyes like a mask. I’m not sure I like it, but Mom is smiling, so I decide to try. 	





SOON AFTER SHE TURNS ME INTO BATGIRL, Mom comes into the kitchen, waving a red, sparkly bodysuit. “Look what I made for you!”


Setting down my freshly baked chocolate cake hot out of my Holly Hobbie Easy-Bake Oven, I squeal, “It’s Wonder Woman!”


Wearing the red-sequined leotard and gold-sequined headband everywhere but the bathtub, I fly around our apartment in Wonder Woman’s invisible jet, buzzing my kazoo with Gracie following. “Dad!” I fling open the bathroom door and see him reading on the toilet. “Hurry up! You’re gonna miss my show!”


Dad looks up from his newspaper. “Can you gimme a minute? I’m on the john.”


“Okay, but hurry because you always stay on there forever!” Leaving the door open, I spin around and jump up on the couch. “Can you see me?”


“Yes, I see you.” He chuckles and pushes the door open wider. “I’ll watch from here.”


“Okay, here I go!” Leaping from the couch to the chair, I roll off the back and land on all fours. “One! Two! Three!” I spin around like Wonder Woman changing into her superhero costume, then chase Gracie. “Gotcha!” My invisible golden lasso around her, Gracie surrenders and sits. Mom claps from the kitchen and Dad from the toilet.


Removing the lasso from Gracie’s neck, I kiss her copper fur. “Now you’re Superdog! Let’s go catch the bad guys!” Great Gracie Graffiti, my superhero sidekick, follows my heels as we fly to the kitchen to battle the cockroaches taking over my Easy-Bake Oven.















CHAPTER 3

Black Water







“Mommy! Look! I’m snortin’ Coke!” Hovering above my glass of Coca-Cola, a red cocktail straw stuck up one side of my nose, I tilt my head to see if my mom and Hilly are laughing.


They’re not. A hiccup shoots Coke up my nose, making me cough and dribble brown liquid in my glass.


Mom scoots close to me and whispers, “What are you doing?”


Stabbing the ice in my glass with my straw, I whisper back, “Tryna be funny.”


Hilly, Mom’s friend, whose hair I love brushing because it goes down to her butt, shakes her head at me. Mom slides my glass away from me. “Well, you’re not.”


Looking across the bar, I can tell that the people sitting at the bar are laughing at me. One of the ladies plays with the toy saloon the bartender keeps on the counter. The saloon doors open, and a doll the size of my Barbie lifts her skirt up, showing off lacy panties as she does the can-can.


Mom snaps her fingers in front of my eyes to get my attention. “It’s bedtime.” She points under the table.


We live just upstairs from the Red Dog Saloon, so sleeping here isn’t weird. I duck under the table, smooth out stinky sawdust, and pile some into a pillow. Mom says my legs are long for a kindergartner, so I tuck my knees to my chest to keep from tripping anyone and pull my rabbit pelt off the seat, plucking off a hunk of fur and rubbing it under my nose, while staring at Mom’s ankles until I fall asleep.





MY DAD LEFT TO GO WORK ON THE Alaska Pipeline somewhere up around where Santa lives. Because he’s not here to watch me, Mom says I have to stay with babysitters.


“But I don’t know her,” I whine, slipping my bare foot into my mom’s high-heeled boot.


Ignoring me, Mom tucks her puffy shirt into her jeans. “She’s nice. She works at the grocery store.”


“When’s Dad coming home?” I slip off her boot and hand it to her.


“I don’t know. The Pipeline might take a while—”


“That sounds like forever!”


“Not forever.” She kisses my cheek with her red lipstick. “There! Now you have my kiss on all night!”


On my tiptoes, I look in the mirror and wipe her lipstick off with my pajama sleeve, but Mom doesn’t see because she’s already in the hallway.


“Let’s go,” she whispers, not wanting to wake up Crazy Carl, snoring under his tan trench coat outside our apartment.


Mom knocks on the neighbor’s door. As it opens, a warm wave of peppery perfume stings my nose. I slap my hands over my mouth and step away from the door. Mom brushes my hand down. “Say hello, Bridey.”


“Hi—” I say and stare down at my socks. Mom and the neighbor talk while my eyes move from my feet to the lady’s silky black robe touching the carpet. My gaze follows her robe up to her red lips and eyes lined like a cat. Her black hair is pulled into a crown on top of her head like an evil queen.


Mom scoots me into the scary lady’s apartment, then kisses my forehead. “Be good. If you get tired, fall asleep on her couch.” I beg with my eyes for her not to leave me, but she doesn’t care and steps into the hall. Crazy Carl moans under his trench coat, and for a second, I think about asking if he can babysit me.


The lady closes the door, locking me in. “You can watch TV.” She points to a short stool in front of her television.


Sitting down and looking around, I notice there’s no couch—only a bed on the other side of the room. Deciding there’s no way I’m falling asleep, I scoot closer to the TV to stay awake. Starsky and Hutch look blurry because my nose is practically touching the screen, but I already know what’s happening because all they do is chase bad guys in fast cars.


Behind me, the lady pulls something out of the oven that smells weird. All of a sudden, I can’t help but think about the old woman in Hansel and Gretel who tries to cook the little boy and his sister. Stopping myself from getting too scared, I look at the pictures on her wall.


In a long, rectangular painting over the kitchen is a skinny man in a black suit with a pointy black beard and two tiny horns on his head. He’s surrounded by a bunch of kids and mountains that are on fire. I once saw a Tom and Jerry cartoon with a guy who looked like the skinny man on Tom’s shoulder telling him to eat his mouse friend, Jerry, and an angel on the cat’s other shoulder telling him not to. That’s how I know the man is definitely the Devil. I turn back to Starsky & Hutch, hoping Mom comes back before the show is over.


Mom screaming at the scary lady wakes me up. Somehow, I fell asleep on the stool and didn’t fall off. “You let her watch TV all night?” Mom shouts and scoops me up. “You’ll never watch Bridey again!”





“HOW LONG AM I STAYING WITH AJ and Cari?” I jump from plank to plank on the muddy trail leading to their cabin.


“A night or two,” Mom answers. “Hustle up because it’s starting to rain harder.”


Surrounded by devil’s club with pokey needles and stinky skunk cabbage as tall as me and Holly Hobbie—who Santa turned into a big girl like I wished for on my birthday—I slosh through giant puddles.


Taking my wet jacket, Mom’s friend AJ tugs gently on the leather chokers around my neck. “Frankie, we have to cut these off before Bridey hangs herself climbing trees with the boys.”


“Don’t you dare. She loves them.” Mom hands AJ’s girlfriend, Cari, my bag.


“Maybe we’ll paint this weekend instead of climbing trees.” Cari smiles at me, her green eyes sparkling like marbles. She knows I love painting in her room downstairs with the big windows because I can see all the way to the black water in the cove—although Cari told me it only looks that color because the sky is dark.


When Mom leaves, AJ’s boys take me outside to play. Rocky cups his hand like a basket. “Step in here.”


He lifts until my feet find a branch to stand on. “Got it!”


“Good job!” Rocky shouts under me. “Look around and lemme know when you wanna come down!”


“Okay.” Gripping the branch, I see the trail Mom and I walked in, and the beach covered in a million rocks.


After the boys help me down, Lennie and I run to the water where he puts a rock in my hand. “See how smooth that is? You want it to be flat because it’ll skip better. Watch me!” Lennie flings his rock across the top of the water. It skips . . . skips . . . skips . . . then sinks.


“Yeah! Three skips! My record is four.” He smiles and nudges me to throw.


Excited to show him I can do it by myself, I fling the rock as hard as I can, but it sinks before skipping even once. “Darn it!” I grab another rock. “Lemme try again!” By the time Cari calls us for dinner, I’m at two skips.





THE NEXT DAY, AJ AND CARI HEAD to town for groceries and leave the boys to babysit.


“We’re having a tea party if anyone wants to come!” I announce, heading downstairs with Holly Hobbie and a handful of rocks. Next to where Cari and I paint, I prop Holly against a pillow and lay my rabbit pelt between us like a tablecloth. Two rocks are our “teacups” and two pieces of driftwood our “muffins.” Sipping tea, I say in my fanciest voice, “That’s delicious.”


As I help Holly take a bite of her muffin, Rocky comes down the stairs. “Whatcha doin’?”


“Drinking tea.” I hold up my rock cup. “Want some?”


“Maybe later. Wanna play something else?”


“Okay!” I hop up, figuring we’re heading outside.


Rocky waves me over to where he’s standing next to the washer and dryer under the biggest window in the room. “Come here.”


He cups his hands for me to step in like I’m climbing a tree and lifts me onto the washing machine. My jean skirt slides up as I scoot across the cold metal. “Brrrr! It’s freezing!”


“Here, I’ll warm you up,” Rocky says. Before I can ask what game we’re playing, he leans me back and lies on top of me. His breath is hot, but I’m still cold. His hand rubs over my panties, making me wiggle because it tickles—but not in a good way. Rocky isn’t talking, so I keep quiet and stare out the window—crying because I see all the rocks I wish I was skipping right now instead of this game I wish we weren’t playing.


Suddenly, I’m freezing again. I turn away from the beach and see Rocky running up the stairs past Lennie, standing at the bottom, staring at me. He looks at me for a second, then follows his big brother.


Alone and cold, I slip off the edge of the washing machine, then pull my undies up and my skirt down. Walking my fastest across the carpet, I grab my rabbit fur, and Holly Hobbie and I tiptoe up the stairs—because we’re still being quiet—then down the hall to the bedroom where I sometimes sleep between AJ and Cari. I pull the covers up over me and Holly Hobbie—sucking my thumb and crying for my mom.


“Hey, Bright Eyes! It’s time to wake up.”


I open my eyes to my mom smiling, but then she sees my neck and looks confused. Searching the sheets like she lost her keys somewhere next to me, she rolls me from side to side. “Where are they?”


“Where are what, Mommy?”


“Your necklaces. Where are your goddamn necklaces?”


“AJ cut them off when—”


Mom hops off the bed before I finish and yells down the hall, “AJ! What the hell did you do?”


AJ shouts back, “Frankie, she was climbing trees with chokers around her neck! You want her to hang herself?”


“I told you not to cut them off! We’re leaving!”


AJ hugs me at the door. “I was afraid I’d find you dangling from a tree!”


Mom grabs my arm. “I’m her mother, and I’ll decide what’s dangerous. Not you.”


Cari’s soft voice interrupts. “Frankie, here are Bridey’s necklaces.”


Mom grabs them. “Well, fuck you, very much!”


Walking the trail back to the car, Mom stops and says, “I’m sorry he cut your necklaces. We’ll get you new ones.” She brushes my hair back. “And don’t worry, you won’t be going there anymore.”


I nod, sucking my thumb and deciding I’ll tell her what Rocky did to me when she’s not so mad.





“GO PLAY AND STAY OUT OF OUR HAIR!” Louie’s mom, Lianna, shoos the boys and I away like flies. Mom unpacks food from brown paper bags while Honey spreads blankets on the giant lawn at the Alaska State Museum where our moms sometimes bring us when it’s sunny.


“You’ll never catch me!” I yell, tucking my rabbit fur into the waist of my skirt and running as fast as I can.


“Tag!” Nick pushes me hard, and I belly flop on the grass. Laughing, I flip over and start rolling across the grass until I’m dizzy and tangled up in my clothes. Hot and sweaty, I rip off my skirt and shirt and start running, waving my rabbit pelt over my head like a flag as the air cools me off.


Our moms laugh, and mine calls out, “Hey, naked jaybird! You’re gonna get arrested for streaking!”


I keep running, zigzagging across the lawn until I can’t run anymore, then stop next to our moms. I spread my arms out wide and spin around like Wonder Woman with my face tilted up toward the bright sunshine.


“Whatcha thinkin’ about, Bright Eyes?” Mom asks.


“I dunno,” I say, as a tingling starts in my fingers on one hand then moves up my arm, across my chest, and down to the fingers of my other hand—causing me to ripple my arms like a wave. “Just, doo-dee-dahhh.”















CHAPTER 4

Mad Martha







“Mommy, please don’t go!” I beg, hanging onto the driver’s side window of Hilly’s gray Nova parked in the middle of the street in front of the Triangle Club.


“It’s okay, baby! Mommy and Hilly are gonna win!” she shouts over the Nova’s rumbling engine.


Hoping Hilly will listen, I run around the car to her side and slap her window until she rolls it down. “Hey! Whatdaya doing?” she asks, leaning out and spilling her Rapunzel-long hair down the side of the door. Tempted to climb it like the prince sneaking into the tower, I tug on it to see if it’ll hold me.


“Ouch!” Hilly laughs, pulling her hair out of my grip and back into a ponytail.


“You’re gonna get hurt!” I cry, pounding my fists on the door, confused how a five-year-old is smarter than grown-ups. Every bit of me knows something bad is going to happen. “Don’t race, Hilly!” I sob. “Please!”


Mom revs the Nova, farting a gray cloud of smoke that makes me cough. Hilly squeezes my hand. “It’s okay! Your mom’s a great driver!”


What Hilly means is that my mom thinks she’s great because she’s the daughter of a champion race car driver. My grandmother was the first woman to race against men in Alaska. When she beat them, the other drivers nicknamed her “Mad Martha.” I’ve never been able to imagine my grandmother, with all her red lipstick and gold bracelets, driving a stinky stock car.


The car Mom and Hilly are racing revs its engine, shaking the ground and scaring me back to my mom’s window where I jump up, clinging to the edge of it like a cat and crying. “You can’t go!” Someone pulls me off her door, so I start kicking as hard as I can. “Let me go! Let me go!”


“Come on, now,” Sanders says, setting me down on the curb and sitting next to me. He brushes my hair off my face and wipes my nose with his coat. “Your mom’ll be okay.”


The crowd watching from the sidewalk starts clapping and cheering. I look up and see a woman I don’t recognize standing between the two cars and waving a blue bandanna over her head. Sanders lifts me onto his shoulders like my dad does.


The woman stops waving and holds the bandanna in the air, stiff like a flagpole. The crowd begins counting—“Five! Four! Three! Two!”


On “One,” she drops her arm and the bandanna lands on the street.


The car’s tires squeal as Mom and Hilly peel out down the street—to their deaths. At least that’s what I’m sure is going to happen as I slump over on Sanders and sob into his hair. He gently pulls me down off his shoulders and smiles. “I bet a Shirley Temple will make it all better.”





WHEN I WAKE UP, A BUNCH OF PEOPLE are talking in our living room, and I realize someone moved my bed out here. Rubbing my eyes open, I see Mom and Hilly holding onto each other—their purple, puffy faces covered in bandages and Band-Aids like mummies.


Sanders laughs. “So, you two found the only boulder on Thane Road? Nova totaled?”


“Yep.” Hilly’s crooked smile is now missing teeth. “Nova’s no more.”


I hop off my bed and hide behind Sanders. Mom reaches for me, and some of her teeth are gone, too. “Hey, baby. Ith okay. Don’t be thcared.”


I shake my head no and watch Mom and Hilly climb into my tiny bed and squish next to each other to fit. Mom asks Sanders, “Did my mom thee the rayth?”


“No,” he chuckles. “Martha said, ‘Tell Francis it’s a stupid idea.’” Sanders picks up his camera and points at Mom and Hilly. “Say cheese!”


“Cheeeth!” the toothless race car drivers sing, proud to show off their goofy smiles.















CHAPTER 5

KISS







Two girls who look like junior-high schoolers walk into Lianna’s kitchen. For whatever reason, I quickly decide I hope the one with blue eyes and blonde hair will be our babysitter. Her friend reminds me of Velma from Scooby-Doo, with her short dark hair and thick glasses.


Lianna says to the pretty blonde girl, “They’ll be good for you, Jo.” She then gives me and Louie the mom-glare. “Or else.”


Jo pulls a purple comb out of her back pocket and feathers her hair. “Oh, they’ll be fine. Stay out as late as you want.”


My mom kisses my forehead. “Be good and don’t wait up!” she says, knowing I always sleep on the couch with the TV on when she stays out late.


As soon as Lianna shuts the front door, Jo’s friend pulls out a pack of cigarettes she was hiding. “Your mom got matches?” she asks Louie.


Already halfway up the pantry shelf, Louie hangs with one hand and grabs a pack of cookies with the other. “Prolly, ’cause she smokes.” He jumps down and waves for me to follow him outside. “We’re goin’ to play.”


Busy looking for matches, the girls ignore us.


It’s summer, which means it’s light outside until past midnight, so we play until our bellies tell us it’s dinnertime. “We’re starving!” Louie and I yell to the girls sitting on the couch.


Jo hollers, “Kitchen’s closed!”


“But we haven’t eaten!” Louie shouts, opening the fridge. “We can make it by ourselves!”


I stay quiet because Louie is always better at getting his way than I am. Jo stomps into the kitchen and slams the fridge door, almost squishing Louie’s hand in it. “It’s time for bed.”


“Bed?” Louie whines. “It’s too early! Do you think we’re babies or somethin’?”


The ugly girl with big glasses grabs my hand. “I got this one!”


I try wiggling loose to reach the bowl of apples. “Can we at least take something upstairs?”


“No!” Jo says, pulling Louie’s hand while he fights to get free. “You’re going to bed!”


In Louie’s room, the girls push us toward his bed. “Get up there and don’t get down, or you’ll be sorry,” Jo says, and she’s not kidding.


Louie and I bounce on our knees, chanting, “We’re not tired! We’re not tired!”


The girls push their way between us, climbing across the bed and out the window to the roof. Jo lights a cigarette and takes a puff.


Bored of bouncing, Louie and I lie down on top of his covers and study the KISS poster on the wall at the end of his bed. “The guy with his tongue out is gross!” I squish up my nose like one of those dolls they sell at the mall with the dried-out apple faces.


“Well, that guy’s a cat!” Louie points. “See his whiskers?”


“Are they all animals?”


“Dunno.”


Outside on the roof, Jo smashes her cigarette, then whispers in her friend’s ear. I shove Louie’s shoulder to get his attention, then close my eyes and fake snore, whispering, “Be asleep!”


Louie squeezes his eyes shut and moans like he’s having a bad dream. I start cracking up and stick a pillow over my face to keep the girls from seeing.


The window opens, and the girls climb across our legs but stop before getting off the bed. One of them grabs my ankles. “Wake up, you fakers.” It’s Jo.


I lift the pillow up, and see Jo point to Louie. “Kiss her.”


He shakes his head back and forth a bunch of times.


The Velma-girl laughs. “Don’t you know how?”


“I don’t wanna,” Louie says.


Jo sings, “Tough titty said the kitty when the milk went dry.”


“You can’t make me.” Louie turns toward the window. Before I can turn and look outside, too, Jo’s hands slide up my legs. Without thinking about it, I squish my eyes closed and squeeze my knees together, but she pulls them apart. Squinting just enough to see what’s happening, Jo’s blonde hair goes under my dress. Closing my eyes again as tight as I can, I listen to the kids running and playing on the sidewalk outside where I wish Louie and I still were.


In the morning, we tattle on the babysitters—for smoking—and show Lianna the smooshed cigarettes on the roof as proof.


“Oh, they’re gonna be in big trouble,” she promises.


When my mom picks me up, I ask, “When can I be old enough to babysit myself?”
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